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The Future of K–12 Education in Anchorage: Report on Community Conversations

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Anchorage Mayor Dan Sullivan has launched an initiative to improve education performance for all students in Anchorage public 
schools. Conducted with the involvement and support of the Superintendent and the school board, the project aims to raise the 
achievement bar so that Anchorage high school graduates are competitive in the international workplace. 
This ongoing effort began with a two-day summit in November 2011. Over two days of intense dialogue, more than 100 Anchorage 
civic and community leaders created a set of four potential choices for education reform for the public to consider: 

1. World Class Leadership: Invest in Teachers and Principals

2. Make the Anchorage Community a True Partner in K–12 Education

3. Set Great Expectations for Student Success

4. Expand Choice and Opportunity for All

In February 2012, more than 350 Anchorage residents met to consider these choices in a series of structured Community 
Conversations. In these facilitated meetings, which were open to all interested members of the public, residents took these choices as 
their starting point. Over three hours they adapted and changed the choices to develop a common ground vision of their priorities for 
improving education in Anchorage and the steps they hoped would help move towards that goal.
As participants from many walks of life discussed their priorities, they discovered a great deal of common ground when it comes to 
making Anchorage’s schools truly world class and competitive. 
Many of those who took part in the discussions worked in education, allowing us to shed light on major similarities and differences 
EHWZHHQ�KRZ�HGXFDWRUV�DQG�QRQ�HGXFDWRUV�YLHZ�WKHVH�LVVXHV��2Q�H[DPLQLQJ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�UHVSRQVHV��ZH�ZHUH�VXUSULVHG�WR�¿QG�WKDW�
educators and other participants had strikingly similar views on almost every issue. 

FINDINGS

7KH�IROORZLQJ�¿QGLQJV�UHSUHVHQW�WKH�FRPPRQ�JURXQG�FRQFOXVLRQV�DFURVV�DOO�WKH�&RPPXQLW\�&RQYHUVDWLRQV�
��7KH�VWDWXV�TXR�LV�QRW�DQ�RSWLRQ��Most felt the current system is not meeting kids’ needs, and they were especially shocked at how 

low Alaska ranked compared to other states and internationally.  Across the board, people saw the need for change, and they were 
open to bold action to make that change happen. 

��6HW�KLJKHU�VWDQGDUGV� Across the board participants agreed strongly that Anchorage needs to set the bar high. All kids need access 
to a rigorous, high-quality curriculum that prepares them for college or for a skilled, well-paying job. There was strong support 
for adopting the Common Core standards, a set of K–12 curriculum standards, internationally benchmarked, that have been 
adopted by 45 US states.

��0RUH�DQG�EHWWHU�YRFDWLRQDO�HGXFDWLRQ��%XW�SHRSOH�GLG�QRW�IHHO�WKDW�HGXFDWLRQ�RU�FXUULFXOXP�VKRXOG�EH�RQH�VL]H�¿WV�DOO��7KH\�IHOW�
that some students are simply not cut out for college and that these kids need much better options than the current system affords 
them. In addition to the traditional college prep courses, participants wanted to see rigorous, challenging vocational and career 
training that would give kids who are not college bound the skills they need to succeed. 

PREPARED BY VIEWPOINT LEARNING
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��*RRG�WHDFKLQJ�DQG�PRUH�RI�LW���People felt it was paramount to hire high-quality teachers and give them lots of support. This 
included good pay, but even more important, it meant professional development, mentoring and other support, especially for 
WHDFKHUV�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�IHZ�\HDUV�RI�WKHLU�FDUHHU��7KHUH�ZDV�DOVR�VWURQJ�VXSSRUW�IRU�KROGLQJ�WHDFKHUV�WR�YHU\�KLJK�VWDQGDUGV��ZKLOH�
JLYLQJ�WKHP�PRUH�ÀH[LELOLW\�DQG�DXWRQRP\�LQ�KRZ�WR�PHHW�WKRVH�VWDQGDUGV��

��&RPPXQLW\�LQYROYHPHQW���People felt it was extremely important to get parents and other members of the community more 
LQYROYHG�LQ�.±���HGXFDWLRQ��IRU�H[DPSOH�WKURXJK�SDUHQW�UHVRXUFH�FHQWHUV�RU�EXVLQHVV�SDUWQHUVKLSV��%XW�WKH\�VWUXJJOHG�WR�¿QG�
concrete and effective ways of bringing that about. 

��6FKRRO�FKRLFH��EXW�RQO\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�GLVWULFW���There was strong support for making more alternative and optional programs 
available, but participants felt this should happen within the ASD. There was little appetite for vouchers or independent charter 
schools or other schooling options that are not part of the district.

��$GGLWLRQDO�VWHSV�WR�FRQVLGHU� In all the dialogues participants arrived at other recommendations not included in their materials. In 
SDUWLFXODU�WKH\�H[SUHVVHG�VWURQJ�VXSSRUW�IRU�PRUH�HDUO\�FKLOGKRRG�3UH�.�UHVRXUFHV��DQG�IRU�DGRSWLQJ�D�ORQJHU�DQG�PRUH�ÀH[LEOH�
school day and year to allow for more classroom time.

��(GXFDWRUV�DQG�QRQ�HGXFDWRUV�DUH�PRUH�VLPLODU�WKDQ�GLIIHUHQW��The dialogues showed that educators and others had 
overwhelmingly similar views on most of the issues under discussion. Both groups share a deep commitment to kids, to helping 
them learn and preparing them to succeed, and both groups agreed by and large about the best ways to achieve that future. There 
were a few differences, most notably:

ż�0HULW�SD\��Non-educators generally supported linking teachers’ salary to student outcomes; educators tended to oppose it. 
However, all participants agreed on the importance of using assessments to help students learn and teachers improve their 
skills, as well as the importance of making it easier to retrain and if necessary remove ineffective teachers.

ż�6SHFL¿F�SULRULWLHV�IRU�LPSURYLQJ�HGXFDWLRQ��%RWK�HGXFDWRUV�DQG�QRQ�HGXFDWRUV�KDG�WKH�VDPH�WRS�¿YH�SULRULWLHV�IRU�JLYLQJ�
students access to a world-class education, but they put them in different rank order. Educators tended to prioritize steps 
WKDW�ZRXOG�DGGUHVV�VSHFL¿F�FKDOOHQJHV�WKH\�IDFH�LQ�WKH�FODVVURRP��QRQ�HGXFDWRUV�WHQGHG�WR�SULRULWL]H�VWHSV�WKDW�ZRXOG�DIIHFW�
the quality of the teaching corps as a whole. 

��6FDOH�XS�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ��The Community Conversations reached a few hundred people but that will not be enough for the 
ongoing work of change. Widespread, ongoing outreach is needed at every stage of the process to build awareness, solicit 
community input and build public ownership and support for the changes that will be made.

��$GGUHVV�PLVWUXVW� Mistrust can be addressed by making sure all stakeholders are at the table. In particular more effort must be 
made to include low-income and minority residents, who were underrepresented at the Community Conversations. It is also 
important to get meaningful input from all stakeholders and set up an effective feedback loop where ongoing community input 
helps shape the project moving forward. 

��%XLOG�D�FRQVWLWXHQF\�IRU�FKDQJH���At the Mayor’s Summit In November Kati Haycock, President of the Education Trust, pointed 
to the need for public involvement in initiating and sustaining major change:

With their energy and commitment, participants in the Community Conversations represent exactly this kind of potential 
constituency for change. They can be powerful advocates for the work of reform in their communities, with the school district, 
and with other leaders at the state and local level.

These Community Conversations have been an important step in the ongoing process of education reform in Anchorage. They show a 
public committed to the goal and ready to engage in the hard work of creating an education system that gives all students in Anchorage 
DFFHVV�WR�D�ZRUOG�FODVV�HGXFDWLRQ���7KH�FRPPRQ�JURXQG�WKH\�GH¿QHG�SURYLGHV�D�SURPLVLQJ�EDVLV�RQ�ZKLFK�WR�EXLOG�

What we’ve learned from experience around the country is that good leaders in school 

systems need outside pressure in order to move change further, faster. So don’t hold back! 

Organize to support education, but demand quality education. That’s the best thing you can 

do to give the leaders in your system the leverage they need to do the hard work of change. 

For more information on the Mayor's Education Summit, visit: http://www.muni.org/Departments/Mayor/Pages/Mayor'sEducationSummit.aspx

http://www.muni.org/Departments/Mayor/Pages/Mayor'sEducationSummit.aspx
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The Future of K–12 Education in Anchorage: Report on Community Conversations

INTRODUCTION

Anchorage Mayor Dan Sullivan has launched an initiative to improve education performance for all students in 
Anchorage public schools. The goal is to raise the achievement bar so that Anchorage high school graduates are 
competitive in the international workplace. Conducted with the involvement and support of the Superintendent and the 
school board, this ongoing effort began with a two-day summit in November 2011, in which more than 100 civic and 
FRPPXQLW\�OHDGHUV�IURP�D�ZLGH�UDQJH�RI�EDFNJURXQGV�DQG�VHFWRUV�H[SORUHG�VLJQL¿FDQW�LQQRYDWLRQV��FKDOOHQJLQJ�LGHDV��
and reforms from other places in the US and abroad. Summit participants listened 
to and discussed presentations from experts around the country; over two days 
of intense dialogue, they created a set of four potential choices or approaches to 
education reform for the public to consider. Each of these choices emphasized 
different priorities for reform:

1. World Class Leadership: Invest in Teachers and Principals

2. Make the Anchorage Community a True Partner in K–12 Education

3. Set Great Expectations for Student Success

4. Expand Choice and Opportunity for All

(Complete text of the four choices appears on page 4.)
The public considered these choices in a series of Community Conversations 
conducted by Viewpoint Learning in February 2012. In a series of 3-hour 
conversations held around the municipality, residents developed a common 
ground vision of their priorities for improving education in Anchorage and the 
steps they hoped would help move towards that goal.1 In these conversations the 
four choices were a starting point only – participants were encouraged to change 
RU�FRPELQH�WKHP�DV�WKH\�VDZ�¿W�

1. Community Conversations were held at the Bayshore Club House; Eagle River Lion’s Club; Spenard Recreation Center; Alaska Native 
Heritage Center; Campbell Creek Science Center; and the Anchorage Senior and Activity Center. The meetings were open to all interested 
residents, and they were publicized through newspaper and radio ads, announcements sent to schools, libraries and community organizations, 
and email blasts. They were held on weekday evenings and weekend mornings to accommodate as many interested residents as possible.

Anchorage Mayor Dan Sullivan
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Each community conversation was a structured and 
professionally facilitated three-hour dialogue. (More 
information on the project and process can be found 
in Appendix A.) More than 350 Anchorage residents 
attended these meetings and discussed their priorities 
for improving education for all children in the 
municipality. The results of the November Summit 
and the Community Conversations will help inform 
the recommendations that emerge from an upcoming 
summit in June, in which civic and community leaders, 
along with some participants from the Community 
&RQYHUVDWLRQV��ZLOO�GLVFXVV�WKH�¿QGLQJV�DQG�GHYHORS�
action plans and ways forward.

Educators and Non-Educators: similar 
views

Many of those who took part in the discussions (about 
40% of participants) said they worked in education. This 
raised the question of whether having so many educators 
taking part would affect the results of the dialogue; 
it also gave us a unique opportunity to understand 
the major similarities and differences between how 
educators and non-educators view these issues. 
On examining participants’ responses, we were 

VXUSULVHG�WR�¿QG�WKDW�HGXFDWRUV�DQG�RWKHU�
SDUWLFLSDQWV�KDG�VWULNLQJO\�VLPLODU�YLHZV�RQ�DOPRVW�
HYHU\�LVVXH��7KHUH�ZHUH�YHU\�IHZ�SRLQWV�RQ�ZKLFK�
RSLQLRQV�GLYHUJHG�VKDUSO\��IRU�WKH�PRVW�SDUW�
HGXFDWRUV�DQG�RWKHUV�KDG�YHU\�VLPLODU�SHUVSHFWLYHV�
DERXW�KRZ�$QFKRUDJH�VKRXOG�LPSURYH�HGXFDWLRQDO�
RXWFRPHV�IRU�VWXGHQWV��,Q�SDUW�WKLV�UHÀHFWHG�FRPPRQ�
JURXQG�WKH\�VKDUHG�EHIRUH�WKH\�HQWHUHG�WKH�URRP��,W�
ZDV�DOVR�WKH�UHVXOW�RI�GLDORJXH��DV�SHRSOH�WDONHG�ZLWK�
HDFK�RWKHU�DQG�KDG�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�KHDU�HDFK�RWKHU¶V�
YLHZSRLQWV�DQG�H[SHULHQFHV��WKH\�ZHUH�DEOH�WR�GLVFRYHU�PRUH�FRPPRQ�JURXQG�

The results of the community conversations were documented in 
a number of ways, and the analysis that follows is based on: the 
FRQFOXVLRQV�SDUWLFLSDQWV�UHFRUGHG�RQ�ÀLS�FKDUWV�DV�WKH\�ZRUNHG�
together in their small groups; responses on the questionnaire 
WKDW�HDFK�SDUWLFLSDQW�FRPSOHWHG�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�VHVVLRQ��ÀLS�
charts from the plenary sessions in which facilitators recorded 
the common ground across the small groups; and notes taken by 
facilitators and observers at each session. 
In the following analysis, unless indicated otherwise, educators and 
non-educators had very similar responses. Wherever educators and 
QRQ�HGXFDWRUV�GLIIHUHG�VLJQL¿FDQWO\��WKRVH�GLIIHUHQFHV�DUH�QRWHG�DQG�
discussed. (Quantitative data appears in Appendix B.)

FOUR CHOICES

1. World-Class Leadership: Invest in Teachers and 
Principals

Focus resources on recruiting, training, assessing and 
rewarding top quality teachers and principals. Provide 
increased autonomy for experienced teachers and 
principals. Increase support for new and struggling 
teachers and make it easier to dismiss ineffective 
teachers and principals. 

2. Make the Anchorage Community a True Partner 
in K–12 Education

Get all of Anchorage involved in making a world-class 
K–12 system a top priority. Create programs that 
increase parental involvement, business partnerships 
and ongoing formal community dialogue about the role 
of schools, curriculum and student outcomes.

3. Set Great Expectations for Student Success

Raise the expectations for ALL students to match 
rigorous national and international standards. Adopt 
the high-level national curriculum that most other states 
have adopted and give teachers the tools and training 
they need to ensure each Anchorage student is college- 
or career-ready upon graduation.

4. Expand Choice and Opportunity for All

Increase school choice and educational opportunities 
through public and private alternatives. Schools offer a 
wide variety of educational options as they specialize, 
diversify curriculum and compete for students, and 
the district increases access to alternative schools and 
programs by providing transportation.

“The majority of participants were 

ASD employees. I thought I would 

have many different points of view 

from them but found we share 

many of the same thoughts.”2 

2. These comments are taken from participants’ written responses to the two open-ended questions on the questionnaire: “What was the most surprising or important 
thing you heard in today's session?” and “Were there any aspects of the issue that were not raised in tonight's discussion?” Comments have been lightly edited for 
clarity.
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KEY FINDINGS

The following common ground emerged repeatedly across all of the Community Conversations: 

Table 1

Q: How important are each of 
the following as goals for public 
education in Anchorage?

% saying "most important"*

Teaching every student the basics of 
reading, writing and math 73

Developing skills in problem solving 
and critical thinking 66

Providing students with the skills or 
technical education they need to get 
good jobs

51

Ensuring that teachers and principals 
Zk^�ab`aer�jnZebÛ^] 49

Teaching skills of cooperation and 
working with others 48

Ensuring that young people are well-
rounded citizens, with exposure to 
arts, humanities & sciences

40

Preparing young people for 
participation in democracy 36

Preparing students for college 22

*Participants were free to identify 
multiple items as “most important”

���6HYHUDO�TXHVWLRQV�RQ�WKH�¿QDO�VXUYH\�DVNHG�SDUWLFLSDQWV�WR�UDWH�VSHFL¿F�JRDOV�RU�VWHSV�DV�³PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�´�³YHU\�LPSRUWDQW�´�³VRPHZKDW�LPSRUWDQW´�RU�³QRW�YHU\�
important.” They were free to identify multiple items as “most important.” On every question except vouchers and charter schools, strong majorities of participants 
felt the goals were “most important” or “very important”.  At the same time they realized that in an era of limited resources it would not possible to do everything: 
they would have to set some priorities. In this analysis we focus on how many participants said a given step was “most” important because this gives the clearest 
view of those priorities.

What’s education for? 

When people were asked to assess the importance 
of different goals for Anchorage’s education system, 
participant priorities fell into three major groupings 
(See Table 1):3

��7ZR�SULRULWLHV�FOHDUO\�RXWVWULSSHG�DOO�WKH�UHVW��
VWURQJ�PDMRULWLHV�LGHQWL¿HG�³WHDFKLQJ�HYHU\�
VWXGHQW�WKH�EDVLFV´�DQG�³GHYHORSLQJ�FULWLFDO�
thinking skills” as most important. 

��$QRWKHU�JURXS�RI�JRDOV�ZDV�UDWHG�³PRVW�
important” by about half of all participants: 
giving students the skills they need to get good 
jobs, teaching cooperation and the ability to 
work with others, and ensuring that teachers and 
SULQFLSDOV�DUH�TXDOL¿HG��

��)LQDOO\��WKUHH�JRDOV�ZHUH�OHVV�OLNHO\�WR�EH�UDWHG�³PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�´�
7KHVH�ZHUH��³HQVXULQJ�WKDW�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�DUH�ZHOO�URXQGHG�´�
³SUHSDULQJ�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�IRU�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�GHPRFUDF\�´�DQG�
³SUHSDULQJ�VWXGHQWV�IRU�FROOHJH�´�

7KDW�RQO\�����RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�LGHQWL¿HG�FROOHJH�SUHS�DV�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�
LPSRUWDQW�JRDOV�IRU�.±���HGXFDWLRQ�PD\�UHÀHFW�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�$ODVND�RIIHUV�
better job prospects for high school graduates than most places in the US. 
Many participants said that some kids are simply not cut out for college 
and that the Anchorage School District (ASD) needs to do more to make 
sure that all students graduate ready to succeed, regardless of their college 
or career path. This means that all students should have a mastery of 
the basics, be able to think critically, be able to work with others and be 
prepared to be (as several participants said in the course of the discussion) 
³OLIH�ORQJ�OHDUQHUV�´�,Q�HYHU\�GLDORJXH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�DOVR�FDOOHG�IRU�PRUH�
and better vocational and career education.
Most people felt ASD isn’t doing especially well at achieving these goals. 
64% gave ASD a grade of C or below. Educators gave the district only 
slightly higher grades than non-educators: on average, educators gave the 
district a C, non-educators gave the district a C-minus. 
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How to fix it? 

Each of the four choices outlined a different set of priorities for improving outcomes in Anchorage. At the end of 
each session, participants were asked to rate each of the four choices on a scale of 1-10 (10 being best):

These ratings were quite consistent across sessions, with Choices 3 and 1 always scoring highest and Choice 4 
almost always ranked lowest.4 Participants discussed each of the choices extensively, and many found things to 
support in each option. However, they also realized that it would not be possible to do all these things; resources are 
limited and they would have to set some priorities. 
Participants had rich and passionate discussions about what approaches or combination of approaches would do the 
most to improve outcomes and where Anchorage should focus its efforts. In each session participants arrived at very 
consistent sets of priorities. 

1. Set higher standards: raise the bar

��7KH�³SUR¿FLHQF\�JDS�´ Participants across the board were shocked 
at how poorly Alaska students perform when compared to students 
in other states.5 They were dismayed at the discrepancy between 
³SUR¿FLHQF\´�RQ�WKH�$ODVND�6WDQGDUGV�%DVHG�$VVHVVPHQW��6%$��DQG�
³SUR¿FLHQF\´�RQ�D�QDWLRQDO�PHDVXUH�OLNH�WKH�1DWLRQDO�$VVHVVPHQW�
of Education Progress (NAEP), which many felt misleads parents 
into believing their children are doing better than they actually are.6 
When participants were asked an open-ended question about the 
most important or surprising thing they learned in the Community 
Conversation, the discrepancy between Alaska scores and national 
measures was the single most cited response. In every session 
participants wanted to raise the bar and implement a rigorous 
curriculum for all kids. 

Rating the choices (in order of preference)

Choice Average 
rating

Choice 3: Set great expectations for student success 8.6

Choice 1: World class leadership—Invest in teachers and principals 8.5

Choice 2: Make the Anchorage community a true partner in K–12 education 7.7

Choice 4: Expand choice and opportunity for all 7.0

Participants were asked to rate each scenario independently on a scale of 1–10, 10 being best.

NATIONAl ASSESSMENT OF EdUCATION 
PROgRESS (NAEP)

NAEP is a nationwide test given to 
representative samples of 4th, 8th and 
12th graders in each state; scores in 
reading and math (and sometimes writing 
and science) are compared from state to 
state. Compared to other states, Alaska 
students perform near the bottom in 4th 
grade math and reading. Due in part to 
intense teacher effort, Alaska students 
`Zbg�lb`gbÛ\Zgm�`khng]�bg�eZm^k�`kZ]^l%�
performing close to or slightly above the 
national average in 8th grade math and 
reading. More information can be found 
at: http://nationsreportcard.gov.

NAEP scores set a different threshold for 
ikhÛ\b^g\r�maZg�ma^�:eZldZ�LmZg]Zk]l�
Based Assessment (SBA): in 2011, 74% 
of Alaska 4th graders taking the SBA in 
k^Z]bg`�p^k^�kZm^]�
ikhÛ\b^gm�4�ahp^o^k�
when Alaska students took the NAEP test, 
hger�+.��p^k^�
ikhÛ\b^gm'��LbfbeZker%�
68% of Alaska students were rated 
�ikhÛ\b^gm��hg�ma^�1ma�`kZ]^�fZma�L;:4�
only 35% of students taking the NAEP 
p^k^�
ikhÛ\b^gm'��

“[I was surprised] that Alaska ranks so poorly when 

compared to other states; Alaska sets our expectations low 

so we can communicate to parents we are performing at 

average or above average levels, when really we're not.” 

“Students are not tested with a national or international 

standardized test; as a parent I feel duped.”

4. The only exception was Eagle River, where Choice 4 was ranked third.
5. Anchorage students are performing at similar levels to students in other parts of the state: Anchorage students score slightly higher in reading, slightly lower in math. 

(Alaska Department of Education and Early Development).
���7KH�³SUR¿FLHQF\´�EHQFKPDUN�IRU�WKH�6%$�WHVWV�LV�VHW�E\�WKH�$ODVND�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ�

http://nationsreportcard.gov
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��5LJRURXV�FXUULFXOXP���FROOHJH�SUHS��:KHQ�DVNHG�ZKDW�³ULJRURXV�
curriculum” meant, participants were clear that it did not necessarily 
equal college-prep. It could include high-level technical education, 
humanities, science, mathematics, or arts—the key was that all 
instruction would be at a consistently high level so that any student 
graduating from ASD would be ready either for college or for a 
skilled technical job. 

� In particular, participants overwhelmingly supported PRUH�DQG�
EHWWHU�YRFDWLRQDO�DQG�FDUHHU�HGXFDWLRQ� At almost every session, 
participants explicitly added vocational and career training to the list 
of what should be included in a rigorous, high-standards curriculum. 
Nearly three-quarters of participants (73%) felt that some students 
are not cut out for college and should be educated for jobs that 
do not require a college degree. Only about 1 in 5 (19%) felt that 
all students should be in college prep courses because that level 
of education is required for most well-paying jobs today. Overall, 
Community Conversation participants supported tailoring students’ 
HGXFDWLRQ�WR�WKHLU�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�DELOLW\��UDWKHU�WKDQ�WU\LQJ�WR�¿W�DOO�
VWXGHQWV�LQWR�WKH�VDPH�³SUH�FROOHJH´�ER[��

��3DUWLFLSDQWV�DOVR�YRLFHG�VWURQJ�VXSSRUW�IRU�

ż�$GRSWLQJ�WKH�&RPPRQ�&RUH�VWDQGDUGV�(a set of K–12 
curriculum standards, internationally benchmarked, that have 
been adopted by 45 US states). 74% supported signing on to 
national standards 

ż�%HQFKPDUNLQJ�$ODVND�6WDWH�WHVWV�WR�1$(3 so that 
³SUR¿FLHQF\´�RQ�RQH�HTXDOV�³SUR¿FLHQF\´�RQ�WKH�RWKHU��,Q�
every session, this was listed as an important step.7

ż�$�³IRUPDWLYH�DVVHVVPHQW´�DSSURDFK�WR�WHVWLQJ that uses 
ongoing assessments to help teachers understand where kids 
need help and tailor instruction to each student’s individual 
needs. Most participants were initially unfamiliar with the 
WHUP�³IRUPDWLYH�DVVHVVPHQW�´�EXW�DV�WKH\�OHDUQHG�PRUH�DERXW�LW�
many came to feel this kind of ongoing assessment was needed 
for all core subjects and at all grade levels (not just in K–6 
reading where it is used now).�

Many of the teachers and administrators in the room noted that 
raising standards in these ways would be more complicated than 
simply announcing a new set of standards or benchmarks—it would 
require major investment in training and professional development.

7. In addition, ASD is considering having all 4th, 8th and 12th graders take the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Currently, the NAEP is given in 
only a sample of Anchorage schools. 

COMMON CORE STANdARdS

The Common Core Standards are a 
set of K–12 curriculum standards that 
]^Ûg^�ma^�dghpe^]`^�Zg]�ldbeel�lmn]^gml�
should learn so that they will graduate 
high school ready to succeed in entry 
level jobs, college courses and job 
training programs. The internationally 
benchmarked standards were developed 
in collaboration with teachers, school 
administrators, and experts from across 
the country. 

So far, 45 states and the District of 
Columbia have signed on and are 
adopting the Common Core standards. 
Only Alaska, Nebraska, Virginia, Texas, 
and Minnesota have not adopted them. 

Since the Community Conversations were 
held, the Anchorage School Board has 
decided to adopt the Common Core 
standards for grades K–12 independent 
of whether the Alaska Department of 
Education adopts them for the entire 
state. Board members noted that this 
will be a cost-effective way of raising 
standards as the district will be able 
to draw on professional development 
resources being used in other states 
rather than having to develop these 
resources from scratch.

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

An approach in which students are 
regularly tested to see whether they 
are learning critical skills, and teachers 
then use that information to help shape 
instruction for each individual student. 
Unlike traditional standardized tests that 
measure how well a student has mastered 
a subject after the fact, “formative 
Zll^llf^gm��bl�hg`hbg`'�Bm�ikhob]^l�
teachers real-time feedback while students 
are learning—what they understand, 
where they need help, and how to help 
them improve. 

ASD has a formative assessment 
program for literacy called “Response 
mh�Bglmkn\mbhg��!KMB"'�KMB�bl�\nkk^gmer�nl^]�
in all district elementary schools and 
is being rolled out in middle and high 
schools.  

“Not all kids meet the standards; [we should] 

have paths for each student within the school 

based on their ability. One path will never fit all.”
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once they have mastered a given topic or skill. (Shifting the focus of testing was an especially high priority for 
educators, as will be discussed in the following section.) 

3DUWLFLSDQWV¶�FRQFOXVLRQ�ZDV�FOHDU��³ULJRURXV�FXUULFXOXP´�GRHV�QRW�PHDQ�PRUH�DQG�KDUGHU�WHVWV��LW�PHDQV�KDQGV�
on real-world instruction that prepares kids for the workforce and for life. 

2. Good teaching and more of it

Participants were also clear that higher standards—important as they are—will not be enough by themselves. 
Without high-quality teachers, higher standards will make little difference in student outcomes. 

��+LUH�JRRG�WHDFKHUV�DQG�JLYH�WKHP�ORWV�RI�VXSSRUW��This was a top priority in every session. Participants felt 
that raising standards, involving the community and giving students more options within the district were 
DOO�LPSRUWDQW��EXW�WKDW�WKHVH�VWHSV�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�DV�HIIHFWLYH�ZLWKRXW�D�WHDFKLQJ�FRUSV�WKDW�LV�KLJKO\�TXDOL¿HG��
motivated, and passionate.

ż� ����DJUHHG�WKDW�³KLULQJ�DQG�UHZDUGLQJ�KLJK�TXDOLW\�WHDFKHUV�DQG�
principals is the best way to improve schools.” 

ż� ����DJUHHG�WKDW�³JRRG�WHDFKHUV�FDQ�KHOS�HYHU\�VWXGHQW�OHDUQ�
regardless of the student’s background or education.” 

ż�:KHQ�DVNHG�ZKDW�LW�PHDQV�WR�³VXSSRUW�WHDFKHUV�´�SDUWLFLSDQWV�
tended to emphasize non-monetary support rather than calling for 
increased pay. They felt that teaching should be an attractive and 
well-respected profession, and that good pay is part of that. 

But they placed much more emphasis on professional support: 
especially professional development, mentoring, and supporting 
QHZ�WHDFKHUV�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�IHZ�\HDUV�RI�WKHLU�FDUHHUV��7HDFKHUV�
also underscored the need for better teacher education programs 
at local universities, with several saying the training they had 
received in those programs had not prepared them well for the 
classroom. 

��7RR�PXFK�WHVWLQJ"�At the same time, many 
participants (63%) were at least somewhat concerned 
WKDW�³NLGV�DUH�EHLQJ�WHVWHG�WRR�PXFK��DQG�QHZ�
standards will create even more focus on test scores.” 
Educators were especially likely to hold this view 
(72%), though a majority of non-educators agreed 
(56%). Many teachers in the groups said that the 
current focus on high-stakes tests too often gets 
in the way of helping students learn. Rather than 
UHO\LQJ�H[FOXVLYHO\�RQ�WKHVH�³DIWHU�WKH�IDFW´�WHVWV��
they wanted to see more emphasis on on-going 
³PDVWHU\�OHDUQLQJ´�DVVHVVPHQWV��6XFK�DVVHVVPHQWV�
help teachers understand whether students are 
mastering the material, pinpoint ways to help 
students improve and allow students to move on 
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��*LYH�JRRG�WHDFKHUV�PRUH�DXWRQRP\�DQG�ÀH[LELOLW\�LQ�FODVVURRP�«�
DQG�KROG�WKHP�DFFRXQWDEOH�IRU�UHVXOWV�

ż�)OH[LELOLW\�DQG�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�ZHQW�KDQG�LQ�KDQG�in every 
FRQYHUVDWLRQ��,Q�WKH�DJJUHJDWH������RI�DOO�SDUWLFLSDQWV�VDLG�WKDW�
setting high standards and giving teachers more autonomy in 
how to meet them is one of the most important things we can do. 
And 49% said that making it easier to retrain/remove ineffective 
teachers is one of the most important things we can do. (See Table 
2.)

In their discussions many participants said greater autonomy 
would improve outcomes by allowing teachers to accommodate 
students’ different needs and learning styles. Several sessions 
also pointed out that it’s not just teachers: principals also should 
KDYH�JUHDWHU�ÀH[LELOLW\�DQG�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�LQ�KRZ�WKH\�UXQ�WKHLU�
schools. 

ż�+RZ�WR�HYDOXDWH�WHDFKHU��DQG�SULQFLSDO��SHUIRUPDQFH� At several 
sessions participants raised the question of how best to evaluate 
teacher (and principal) performance: any approach must be both 
accurate and fair. Most suggestions centered on the need for 
multiple assessments to give a comprehensive picture: no one’s 
performance should be judged based on one particular test or 
observation.

ż�3DUWLFLSDQWV�DOVR�DJUHHG�DFURVV�WKH�ERDUG�WKDW�VWUXJJOLQJ�WHDFKHUV�
VKRXOG�JHW�DGGLWLRQDO�VXSSRUW�to help them improve, and that 
WKRVH�ZKR�GR�QRW�LPSURYH�VKRXOG�IDFH�GLVPLVVDO� To some 
participants’ surprise, most teachers also voiced support for 
weeding out teachers who are failing to improve outcomes for 
their students.�

Table 2

Q: How important are each of the 
following proposals in making sure 
all students have access to a world-
class education?

% saying "most important"*
(Aggregate)

Make it easier to retrain or remove 
ineffective teachers 49

Set high standards and give teachers 
fhk^�Ü^qb[bebmr�bg�ahp�mh�k^Z\a�ma^f 48

Rely less on high stakes tests and more 
on on-going assessments of student 
progress

43

Reward teachers who are more 
^__^\mbo^�hk�mZd^�hg�]b_Û\nem�Zllb`gf^gml 40

Improve teacher training in colleges 
and in-school training for new teachers 39

Adopt national standards and train 
teachers and principals in meeting 
those standards 

28

<k^Zm^��iZk^gm�k^lhnk\^�\^gm^kl��mh�
provide classes and programs for 
parents

22

Increase school-business partnerships 21

Provide vouchers that parents can use 
to help pay for private schools 16

Make it easier to start independent 
charter schools 15

*Participants were free to identify multiple items as 

“most important”

“I was surprised that the teachers in my 

group supported more critical evaluation 

of their peers and to dismiss those who 

cannot perform. This says a lot.”

8. 76% of educators and 84% of non-educators rated this most or very important.
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(rather than simply assessing their progress after the fact). They also were likely to support improved 
WHDFKHU�WUDLQLQJ��DV�ZHOO�DV�VHWWLQJ�KLJK�VWDQGDUGV�DQG�JLYLQJ�WHDFKHUV�PRUH�ÀH[LELOLW\�LQ�KRZ�WR�UHDFK�
them. 

*LYHQ�WKDW�PDQ\�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�³HGXFDWRU´�FDWHJRU\�ZHUH�RU�KDG�EHHQ�WHDFKHUV��WKHVH�VWHSV�PD\�KDYH�
seemed most relevant to the challenges they faced in the classroom. Steps like making it easier to retrain 
RU�UHPRYH�LQHIIHFWLYH�WHDFKHUV�DQG�UHZDUGLQJ�WKRVH�ZKR�WDNH�RQ�GLI¿FXOW�DVVLJQPHQWV�ZHUH�JHQHUDOO\�VHHQ�
DV�LPSRUWDQW��EXW�ZHUH�OHVV�OLNHO\�WR�EH�ÀDJJHG�DV�³PRVW´�LPSRUWDQW��2YHUDOO�WKHLU�PHVVDJH�VHHPV�WR�EH� 
³*LYH�XV�WKH�WRROV�ZH�QHHG�WR�GR�RXU�MRE�EHWWHU�DQG�UHPRYH�VRPH�RI�WKH�REVWDFOHV�ZH�IDFH��WKHQ�ZH�FDQ�
ZHHG�RXW�WKH�SHRSOH�ZKR�DUH�QRW�XS�WR�VWDQGDUG�´

ż�1RQ�HGXFDWRUV��KRZHYHU��WHQGHG�WR�YLHZ�WKH�VFKRROV¶�FKDOOHQJHV�IURP�WKH�RXWVLGH��7KLV�JURXS�IRFXVHG�
on steps that would make the teaching corps as a whole as effective as possible: especially retraining 
ineffective teachers and weeding out those who fail to improve. They also put a very high priority on 
VHWWLQJ�KLJK�VWDQGDUGV�DQG�JLYLQJ�WHDFKHUV�PRUH�ÀH[LELOLW\�LQ�KRZ�WR�UHDFK�WKHP��,W�ZDV�FOHDU�LQ�WKH�
discussions that many participants (especially parents) put a high value on good teachers’ expertise and 
professionalism. 

For this group, approaches like formative assessment and improved teacher training were generally seen 
DV�KHOSIXO�EXW�ZHUH�OHVV�OLNHO\�WR�EH�ÀDJJHG�DV�³PRVW´�LPSRUWDQW��7KHLU�PHVVDJH�VHHPV�WR�EH� ³8VH�ERWK�
FDUURWV�DQG�VWLFNV�WR�PDNH�VXUH�ZH�KDYH�WKH�EHVW�WHDFKHUV�SRVVLEOH��DQG�WKHQ�JHW�RXW�RI�WKHLU�ZD\�´

��0HULW�SD\��The most striking difference between educators and non-educators was the question of merit pay. 
In the aggregate, participants were split on this question: when asked which position was closer to their view, 
����VDLG�³WHDFKHUV�VKRXOG�EH�¿QDQFLDOO\�UHZDUGHG�ZKHQ�WKHLU�VWXGHQWV�GR�ZHOO´�DQG�����VDLG�³LW¶V�QRW�IDLU�WR�
pay more to teachers whose students do well.” But there was a striking difference in how educators and non-
HGXFDWRUV�YLHZHG�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ������RI�QRQ�HGXFDWRUV�VXSSRUWHG�PHULW�SD\�DQG�����VDLG�LW�ZDVQ¶W�IDLU��2QO\�
����RI�HGXFDWRUV�VXSSRUWHG�PHULW�SD\������RSSRVHG�LW���6HH�7DEOH�����

The discussion shed some light on possible reasons for these different perspectives. Some participants noted 
that incentives and pay-for-performance work in other sectors; they felt that teaching is no different and that 
incentives will help attract and motivate the best teachers. Others felt that teaching is different—because so 
many factors are involved in how well kids do, they said, teachers can too easily be blamed for things that 
aren’t their fault. Some teachers also said that as professionals they felt insulted by the idea that they needed a 
¿QDQFLDO�LQFHQWLYH�WR�JLYH�WKHLU�EHVW�WR�WKHLU�VWXGHQWV��

,W�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�QRWH�WKDW�DOO�SDUWLFLSDQWV�FOHDUO\�VXSSRUWHG�HYDOXDWLRQV�WKDW�KHOS�WHDFKHUV�LPSURYH�WKHLU�
SHUIRUPDQFH��ZKHUH�WKH\�ZHUH�VSOLW�ZDV�ZKHWKHU�WKRVH�HYDOXDWLRQV�VKRXOG�DIIHFW�WHDFKHUV¶�SD\�

��6RPH�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�HGXFDWRUV�DQG�RWKHUV��
While the common ground shared between educators 
and non-educators was very strong, some interesting 
differences emerged between how the two groups 
DVVHVVHG�VSHFL¿F�SURSRVDOV�IRU�PDNLQJ�VXUH�DOO�
students have access to a world-class education. 

��(GXFDWRUV�DQG�QRQ�HGXFDWRUV�ZHUH�OLNHO\�WR�LGHQWLI\�
WKH�VDPH�¿YH�SURSRVDOV�DV�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW��+RZHYHU�
the rank order differed. (See Table 3.) 

ż�(GXFDWRUV�DSSHDUHG�WR�SULRULWL]H�SURSRVDOV�WKDW�
they believed would help teachers do their job 
better: their top priority was to focus on tests that 
can be used to actively improve student learning 
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Table 3

Q: How important are each of the following proposals in making sure all students have access to a 
world-class education?

Educators                              % saying "most important" Non-educators                       % saying "most important"

Rely less on high stakes tests and more on on-going 
assessments of student progress 52 Make it easier to retrain or remove ineffective 

teachers 57

Improve teacher training in colleges and in-school 
training for new teachers 44 L^m�ab`a�lmZg]Zk]l�Zg]�`bo^�m^Z\a^kl�fhk^�Ü^qb[bebmr�

in how to reach them 54

L^m�ab`a�lmZg]Zk]l�Zg]�`bo^�m^Z\a^kl�fhk^�Ü^qb[bebmr�
in how to reach them 41 Reward teachers who are more effective or take on 

]b_Û\nem�Zllb`gf^gml 45

Make it easier to retrain or remove ineffective 
teachers 39 Rely less on high stakes tests and more on on-going 

assessments of student progress 38

Reward teachers who are more effective or take on 
]b_Û\nem�Zllb`gf^gml 32 Improve teacher training in colleges and in-school 

training for new teachers 36

Adopt national standards and train teachers and 
principals in meeting those standards 27 Adopt national standards and train teachers and 

principals in meeting those standards 27

Create parent resource centers to provide classes 
and programs for parents 27 Increase school-business partnerships 22

Increase school-business partnerships 19 Create parent resource centers to provide classes 
and programs for parents 19

Provide vouchers that parents can use to help pay 
for private schools 11 Provide vouchers that parents can use to help pay 

for private schools 19

Make it easier to start independent charter schools 11 Make it easier to start independent charter schools 16

*Participants were free to identify multiple items as “most important”

Table 4

Q: Which comes closer to your point of view?

Educators
% agree

Non-
educators
% agree

Aggregate 
% agree

M^Z\a^kl�lahne]�[^�ÛgZg\bZeer�k^pZk]^]�
when their students do well; they make a 
difference in whether kids succeed.

28 54 43

OR

Bm�l�ghm�_Zbk�mh�iZr�fhk^�mh�m^Z\a^kl�pahl^�
students do well when so many things 
that affect student learning are beyond a 
m^Z\a^k�l�\hgmkhe'

65 36 49
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3. Community involvement

In all six discussions participants emphasized the 
importance of parental and community engagement, 
EXW�WKH\�VWUXJJOHG�WR�¿QG�FRQFUHWH�DQG�HIIHFWLYH�
ways of bringing that about. 

� In every session, participants expressed a strong 
desire for PRUH�FRPPXQLW\�LQYROYHPHQW�(93% 
agreed that schools need the help of the entire 
community to improve outcomes for students; 
and 75% agreed strongly). The need for more 
involvement was also a major recurring theme in 
the group discussions.

“Good ideas about parent/community involvement—

[but] not strong enough to act upon.”

As people worked to set priorities, however, the idea of parent resource 
centers was not�HVSHFLDOO\�KLJKO\�UDQNHG�DV�RQH�RI�WKH�³PRVW�LPSRUWDQW´�
things that would boost student achievement, falling far behind teacher 
DXWRQRP\�ÀH[LELOLW\�DQG�IRUPDWLYH�DVVHVVPHQW��7KH�HQWKXVLDVP�VKRZQ�
IRU�WKH�LGHD�LQ�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQ�PD\�UHÀHFW�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�VHQVH�WKDW�WRR�PDQ\�
parents are not actively engaged in their kids’ education: parent resource 
centers seemed like a good way of changing that. Educators were slightly 
more likely to emphasize the need for greater parental involvement. 

But when push came to shove, most participants felt that increasing 
involvement by itself would not do enough to address the challenges ASD 
IDFHV������RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�DJUHHG�WKDW�³HQFRXUDJLQJ�SDUHQW�LQYROYHPHQW�
is a good idea but it won’t do much if we don’t take steps to improve our 
schools.”

6LPLODUO\��SHRSOH�OLNHG�WKH�LGHD�RI�³VFKRRO�EXVLQHVV�SDUWQHUVKLSV´�DQG�
recognized the importance of businesses getting involved, but in the face of 
VR�PDQ\�SUHVVLQJ�QHHGV��WKLV�ZDV�QRW�WKH�¿UVW�SODFH�WKH\�ZRXOG�UHFRPPHQG�
putting resources. 

ż� ,Q�HYHU\�VHVVLRQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV�VDLG�WKDW�JHWWLQJ�SDUHQWV�PRUH�LQYROYHG�LQ�NLGV¶�HGXFDWLRQ�ZDV�HVVHQWLDO��EXW�
they quickly agreed that SDUHQWV�DORQH�ZHUH�QRW�HQRXJK. The whole community, including community 
organizations, businesses and local agencies, would have to work together and make K–12 education a 
priority.

ż� ,Q�SDUWLFXODU��SHRSOH�ZDQWHG�WR�VHH�EXVLQHVVHV�EHFRPH�PRUH�LQYROYHG – especially through mentoring and 
internships for high school students.

� The idea of developing SDUHQW�UHVRXUFH�FHQWHUV�DW�ORFDO�VFKRROV gained a lot of traction during the discussions, 
and participants at every session voiced strong support for the idea as a key way of getting parents more 
involved in schools. Ideally, they said, such centers would not only help parents get access to the tools and 
resources they need to help their kids succeed, they could also prepare parents to act as leaders and advocates 
on behalf of their kids and schools in general. Many also felt these resource centers would help make schools 
into centers that could serve as a resource not only for families with children but for the community at large. 



13

The Future of K–12 Education in Anchorage: Report on Community Conversations
PROJECT REPORT

4. Expanding school choice

� People wanted to see PRUH�FKRLFH�DQG�YDULHW\�
ZLWKLQ�WKH�$QFKRUDJH�VFKRRO�GLVWULFW��This was 
especially important given participants’ sense 
that kids have very different abilities and learning 
styles, and that they need access to a variety of 
educational tracks and approaches. Three-quarters 
of participants (77%) agreed that more choice 
PHDQV�NLGV�FDQ�¿QG�DQ�HQYLURQPHQW�WKDW�ZRUNV�IRU�
them. They were especially interested in increasing 
options for kids who are not college bound.

� But participants emphasized that LQFUHDVHG�FKRLFH�
PXVW�KDSSHQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�GLVWULFW, not by means of 
increasing students’ access to private or independent charter schools. In most sessions participants altered the 
language in the written materials to underscore that increases in choice must occur within ASD.

� 7KHUH�ZDV�OLWWOH�DSSHWLWH�IRU�YRXFKHUV�RU�LQGHSHQGHQW�FKDUWHU�VFKRROV��While there were some vocal and 
committed supporters of these approaches at each session, most participants remained cool to the idea 
throughout the discussion. Compared to the other possible reforms, vouchers and independent charters received 
the lowest levels of support on the survey as ways for improving outcomes. This was not just weaker support: 
35% of participants said increasing charter schools was not important, and 51% said the same of vouchers. 
Opposition to vouchers was stronger among educators (59% said vouchers were not important), but it was 
widespread among others as well (45% of non-educators said vouchers were not important).9

� At the same time, many participants wanted to see a ELJ�H[SDQVLRQ�RI�DOWHUQDWLYH�SURJUDPV within ASD, like 
those in place today. Parents who had experience with these programs (e.g. Chugach Optional) were very 
VDWLV¿HG�DQG�IHOW�VXFK�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�VKRXOG�EH�PDGH�PRUH�ZLGHO\�DYDLODEOH��

When asked whether giving parents more options about where to send 
their kids to school would spur improvement in neighborhood schools, 
educators and non-educators had somewhat different perspectives. 57% 
of non-educators believed it would spur improvement, but only 43% of 
educators held that view. 

However, when asked to choose between improving all local schools so 
that children can stay in their neighborhood school and increasing parents’ 
choice by developing alternative and charter schools, educators and non-
educators strongly agreed, and by similar margins. 7ZR�WKLUGV�������RI�
SDUWLFLSDQWV�VDLG�$QFKRUDJH�VKRXOG�IRFXV�RQ�PDNLQJ�DOO�VFKRROV�KLJK�
TXDOLW\��Only 27% wanted to concentrate on developing alternative and 
charter schools. 

� In most sessions participants also noted that WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ is a key 
obstacle preventing families from making use of alternative schools 
and programs within the district. While there was widespread concern 
about the expense, most people felt that more should be done to make 
transportation available, for example through school buses, free or low-
cost public transportation, or van pools.

9. One possible reason is that Anchorage does not have a strong private school culture (only 5% of Anchorage children attend private or parochial schools, compared 
ZLWK�UDWHV�RI�����RU�PRUH�LQ�RWKHU�86�FLWLHV���,W�PD\�DOVR�UHÀHFW�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZHUH�UHODWLYHO\�ZHDOWK\�DQG�KLJKO\�HGXFDWHG��LQ�RWKHU�ORFDOHV�YRXFKHUV�
and charters have often been most popular among lower-income and minority groups, especially parents with children in failing schools. More research is needed to 
understand whether this pattern would hold in Anchorage. 
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��2SHQ�IRU�PRUH�GLVFXVVLRQ��The school choice issue raised powerful emotion at nearly all the Community 
Conversations, and it was one of the few topics where we saw strong disagreement. In almost every session 
there were partisans both in favor of and opposed to school choice, charters and vouchers—and many were 
mistrustful that the process was rigged to swing participants one way or another. This was especially true when 
it came to vouchers, which several participants mentioned in the open-ended section of the questionnaire. 

��+RZHYHU��PRVW�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZHUH�QRW�HVSHFLDOO\�IDPLOLDU�ZLWK�VFKRRO�FKRLFH��FKDUWHUV�RU�YRXFKHU�SURJUDPV��
Some complained that the three-hour session was too short for them to get up to speed on this issue, especially 
when emotions ran high; they felt that the topic merited a separate set of conversations on its own. 

“True school choice (vouchers) didn't get the attention 

it deserves because it was the last on the list.”
“This questionnaire seemed to have a bias 

toward private/charter schools that was not 

raised anywhere in the dialogue by anyone.”

“We are not an agricultural society 

or state—expand the school year!”

“Many other countries have school all 

year round and this contributes greatly 

to their students’ achievement.”

5. Other key points

Several other points not included in participants’ materials were consistently 
raised in the Community Conversations. 

��6WURQJ�VXSSRUW�IRU�PRUH�HDUO\�FKLOGKRRG�3UH�.�UHVRXUFHV��In every 
session, participants independently raised the idea of increasing support 
for early childhood development and pre-K—something not included 
in the materials. Many participants saw support for early childhood 
learning as a crucial part of making sure students arrive at school ready 
to learn and they wanted to see high quality early learning opportunities 
for all Anchorage kids. Many believed this would make as big a 
difference for student outcomes as any other step, and they wanted to 
see more systemic and ongoing support for pre-K from the state.10

� There was also consistent interest in adopting a ORQJHU�DQG�PRUH�
ÀH[LEOH�VFKRRO�GD\�DQG�VFKRRO�\HDU� Many felt that kids do not get 
enough time at school, and they wanted to see the school day and 
school year extended to allow for more classroom time, one-on-one 
instruction and tutoring and attention to non-core subjects like arts 
and music. Several also noted that the traditional school day is a poor 
¿W�IRU�PRGHUQ�IDPLOLHV��
they wanted to explore 
changing the school day 
to allow later start times 

for teenagers and more afternoon options for kids with working 
parents. They saw the traditional day and calendar as an artifact of 
a bygone era: it would not be possible to make Anchorage schools 
internationally competitive in the 21st century while using a 19th 
century calendar.

10. A few tied this idea to broader concerns about the social determinants of learning: kids can’t learn when they are badly nourished or affected by crime, substance 
abuse or domestic violence.
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��/RRN�WR�RWKHU�PRGHOV��Several participants raised examples of education models they had experienced in other 
states and overseas (Japan, Singapore, Canada, Finland). Examples from these systems included: a longer 
VFKRRO�GD\�\HDU��KLJK�DFDGHPLF�VWDQGDUGV��DWWHQWLRQ�WR�YRFDWLRQDO�HGXFDWLRQ��DQG�KLJKO\�TXDOL¿HG�WHDFKHUV��,I�
other states and countries are getting good results, participants said, we should examine what they are doing 
and see if their best practices can be applied in Anchorage.

��$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ�QHHGV�WR�OLVWHQ�WR�XV� In several 
sessions participants complained that school and 
district administration were not tuned in or responsive 
to public concerns. Some teachers echoed this 
VHQWLPHQW��VD\LQJ�WKDW�GLVWULFW�RI¿FLDOV�ZHUH�RIWHQ�
disconnected from the realities of the classroom and 
the community. 

��1HHG�IRU�GLYHUVLW\��Overall, participants in the Community Conversation tended to be highly educated, middle-
aged and white, a fact that was not lost on participants themselves.11 Across the board, participants felt it was 
FUXFLDO�WR�EURDGHQ�WKLV�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�WR�LQFOXGH�PRUH�ORZ�LQFRPH�SDUHQWV�DQG�SHRSOH�RI�FRORU�DQG�¿QG�ZD\V�WR�
get those often-marginalized voices to the table.

Effect of dialogue 

��7KH�&RPPXQLW\�&RQYHUVDWLRQV�ZHUH�ZHOO�DWWHQGHG��ZLWK�RYHUÀRZ�FURZGV�DW�VRPH�ORFDWLRQV��$W�HYHU\�VHVVLRQ�
participants expressed appreciation for the opportunity to be heard and to hear from a range of other concerned 
residents. They hoped that their input would help bring about positive change for Anchorage schools.

ż� ����VDLG�WKH�PDWHULDOV�WKH\�UHFHLYHG�ZHUH�YHU\�RU�
somewhat helpful, and several participants took the 
materials home to show them to family and friends.

ż� ����VDLG�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�WKH�&RPPXQLW\�
Conversation affected their thinking about the 
issues.

��0DQ\�SDUWLFLSDQWV�VDLG�WKH\�ZHUH�VXUSULVHG�DW�
the civility of the conversation and the amount 
of common ground shared by people of different 
EDFNJURXQGV�DQG�EHOLHIV��2QH�ZURWH��³7KHUH�ZHUH�
people with whom, on a surface level, I would 
disagree – and I found myself agreeing!” 

��$V�SDUWLFLSDQWV�WDONHG�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU�DQG�HQJDJHG�
with the issue over the course of the conversation, 
a sense of trust and optimism began to develop. 
Some participants said they had had very low 
expectations and that they were pleasantly surprised 
WR�¿QG�WKDW�WKH�VHVVLRQ�ZDV�UHVSHFWIXO��EDODQFHG��
and even fun. They were impressed with a process 
that allowed people with widely varying points of 
YLHZ�WR�EH�KHDUG��UHVSHFWHG�DQG�WR�¿QG�FRPPRQ�
ground. This for many was a welcome change 
from the polarized shouting matches that too often 
characterize public meetings.

“ASD administration appears to be quite 

disconnected from what is going on…; they 

need to listen more to teachers and parents.”

“I was surprised realizing the number 

of common elements that people 

were saying and thinking about.”

“I was surprised that this was not an agenda 

program [to push us] one direction or another.”

11. Most of those who participated were women (about 62%). Almost half of all participants had children in grades K–12, with most of those attending public school 
(52% in traditional schools; 38% attending alternative public schools within the district).
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IMPLICATIONS

7KH�&RPPXQLW\�&RQYHUVDWLRQV�LGHQWL¿HG�VRPH�SRVVLEOH�ZD\V�IRUZDUG�IRU�EXLOGLQJ�D�ZRUOG�FODVV�HGXFDWLRQ�V\VWHP�
for Anchorage.

��6WDUW�ZLWK�FRPPRQ�JURXQG��Participants were clear that the status quo 
is not an option. The Community Conversations revealed a great deal 
of common ground about what people want to see for education reform 
and what they are prepared to support. 

ż�5DLVH�VWDQGDUGV��Set the bar high. The Anchorage School 
Board’s recent move to adopt the Common Core standards and 
dramatically increase literacy standards for grades K-3 are likely 
to enjoy widespread public support. 

ż�*LYH�DOO�VWXGHQWV�DFFHVV�WR�D�ULJRURXV��KLJK�TXDOLW\�FXUULFXOXP 
that prepares them for college or a well-paying job.

ż� ,QFUHDVH�WHFKQLFDO�DQG�YRFDWLRQDO�SURJUDPV for those kids who 
are not college-bound.

ż�(PSKDVL]H�JRRG�WHDFKLQJ�DQG�PRUH�RI�LW� This includes offering 
teachers more training and support, setting high standards, and 
JLYLQJ�WHDFKHUV�JUHDWHU�DXWKRULW\�DQG�ÀH[LELOLW\�WR�KHOS�WKHLU�
students reach those standards.

ż�(QKDQFH�VFKRRO�FKRLFH�:,7+,1�WKH�GLVWULFW��There was strong 
support for making more alternative and optional programs 
available within the ASD. However, expanding this idea to 
include independent charter schools or vouchers received much 

OHVV�VXSSRUW��6XFK�D�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�ZLOO�UHTXLUH�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�LQYHVWPHQW�RI�WLPH�DQG�VWUXFWXUH�DQG�VHHPV�
unlikely to result in majority support. 

��7KH�³SUR¿FLHQF\�JDS´�LV�D�SRZHUIXO�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW��In every dialogue participants were especially struck 
WR�OHDUQ�DERXW�$ODVND¶V�ORZ�VFRUHV�RQ�QDWLRQDO�EHQFKPDUNV�DQG�WKH�JDS�EHWZHHQ�$ODVND¶V�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�
³SUR¿FLHQF\´�DQG�WKH�EDU�VHW�E\�1$(3��7KLV�SLHFH�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ�IUDPHG�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQ��FUHDWLQJ�D�VHQVH�RI�
urgency and a conviction that everyone has something at stake. It is likely to be a simple but effective starting 
point for further engaging the public.

��6FDOH�XS�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ� The Community Conversations reached a few hundred people but that will not be 
enough for the ongoing work of change. Widespread, ongoing outreach is needed at every stage of the process 
to build awareness, solicit community input and build public ownership and support for the changes that will be 
made.

��$GGUHVV�PLVWUXVW��On an issue as volatile and emotional as schools and our children’s future, there are all too 
many opportunities for mistrust to emerge—even when (as we have seen here) common ground is extensive. A 
few key steps can help forestall this mistrust:

ż�0DNH�VXUH�DOO�VWDNHKROGHUV�DUH�DW�WKH�WDEOH� In particular more effort must be made to include low-
income and minority residents, who were underrepresented at the Community Conversations. Several 
steps have been especially effective bringing in underrepresented groups, including: having groups and 
organizations from those communities act as conveners (e.g. faith groups, neighborhood associations, 
ethnic associations, and tribal groups); piggybacking on local community events (street fairs, farmers’ 
markets, sporting events) to raise awareness of the effort and opportunities to participate; outreach 
through libraries, community centers, health clinics and other community organizations.
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In addition, it will be important to bring 
LQ�PRUH�WKDQ�WKH�³XVXDO�VXVSHFWV�´�DQG�WR�
include stakeholders who are not often 
engaged in discussions of K–12 education 
(for example businesspeople, civic leaders, 
community organizations, faith groups, and 
people without children in school). 

ż�&UHDWH�D�SURFHVV�WKDW�LV�UHVSHFWIXO��
UHVSRQVLYH�DQG�LQFOXVLYH� Building on steps 
that have already been taken in the Mayor’s 
Summit and the Community Conversations, 
it’s important to get meaningful input from 
all stakeholders, and to set up an effective 
feedback loop where ongoing community 
input helps to shape the reform initiative moving forward. 

��%XLOG�D�FRQVWLWXHQF\�IRU�FKDQJH��At the Mayor’s Summit in November Kati Haycock, President of the 
Education Trust, pointed to the need for public involvement in initiating and sustaining major change:

With their energy and commitment, participants in the Community Conversations represent exactly this kind 
of potential constituency for change. They can be powerful advocates for excellence in education and effective 
ambassadors for the work of reform in their communities, with the district and with other leaders at the state 
and local level. 

These Community Conversations have been an important step in the ongoing process of education reform in 
Anchorage. They show a public committed to the goal and ready to engage in the hard work of creating an education 
V\VWHP�WKDW�JLYHV�DOO�VWXGHQWV�LQ�$QFKRUDJH�DFFHVV�WR�D�ZRUOG�FODVV�HGXFDWLRQ��7KH�FRPPRQ�JURXQG�WKH\�GH¿QHG�
provides a promising basis on which to build.

 

What we’ve learned from experience around the country is that good leaders 

in school systems need outside pressure in order to move change further, 

faster. So don’t hold back! Organize to support education, but demand 

quality education. That’s the best thing you can do to give the leaders 

in your system the leverage they need to do the hard work of change. 
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* More information on ASD can be found at: http://www.muni.org/Departments/Mayor/Pages/ISERReports.aspx

**The video can be viewed at: http://vimeo.com/channels/educationsummit

Each Community Conversation was a structured and professionally facilitated three-hour conversation. Each 
session involved the following steps: 

��Introduction: Participants first watched a brief video of clips from the November Summit outlining the issue, 
some key background and the four choices.**

��'LVFXVVLRQ���: What Should K–12 Education in Anchorage Look Like in Five Years? Next, participants 
worked together in small groups (about 8-10 people) to consider four possible approaches for creating a 
world-class education system in Anchorage and the pros/cons of each. This was followed by a brief plenary 
in which the small groups reported back their conclusions and compared common ground across the groups. 

��'LVFXVVLRQ���� What Steps Should We Take to Create a World-Class Education for All Anchorage Students? 
Participants then returned to their small groups to discuss how best to move Anchorage towards a world-class 
education system. This was followed by a second brief plenary in which the small groups again reported 
back and looked for common ground. 

��:m�ma^�^g]�h_�ma^�l^llbhg%�iZkmb\biZgml�p^k^�Zld^]�mh�\hfie^m^�Z�jn^lmbhggZbk^�Zg]�!b_�ma^r�pbla^]"�mh�lb`g�
up for a mailing list to be kept up to date on this issue. They were also asked to indicate if they would be 
interested in being one of the citizen participants that will be invited to attend the Capstone Summit planned 
for June 2012.

DIALOGUE PROCESS

The Community Conversations were the second phase of a three-phase initiative:

Phase #1: Education Summit (November 15–16, 2011)

The two-day summit November 15–16 in which 100 civic and community leaders, drawn from education, 
policy makers, business, labor, neighborhoods, service organizations, faith-based communities, and 
others, explored significant innovations, challenging ideas, and reforms from other jurisdictions.  They 
then developed a set of scenarios on possible directions for education reform in Anchorage to be further 
discussed with citizens. 

Phase #2: Community Conversations (February 2012)

A series of discussions with Anchorage citizens was held in February 2012 to discuss the reform ideas that 
come out of the November Summit.  During the discussions, citizens explored the potential reforms and 
learned about what reforms they would be prepared to support. 

Phase #3: Capstone Summit (June 6–7, 2012)

Participants from the November 2011 Summit and representatives from the Community Conversations will 
convene to review citizen comments from the Community Conversations and finalize recommendations for 
several high-leverage reforms and action plans to move them forward.

Overall goal

While Anchorage fares above average in comparison to many other American schools, regrettably that 
Z\ab^o^f^gm�[Zk�bl�ghm�o^kr�ab`a'�;^\Znl^�h_�:g\ahkZ`^�l�ngbjn^�eh\Zmbhg%�p^�Zk^�fhk^�]bk^\mer�bgoheo^]�
pbma�bgm^kgZmbhgZe�mkZ]bg`�iZkmg^kl�maZg�fZgr�hma^k�:f^kb\Zg�\bmb^l'��Ma^�`hZe�bl�mh�kZbl^�ma^�Z\ab^o^f^gm�
[Zk�_hk�:g\ahkZ`^�l\ahhel�mh�Z�ab`a^k�lmZg]Zk]%�ln\a�Zl�mahl^�h_�IZ\b_b\�Kbf�\hngmkb^l%�lh�hnk�`kZ]nZm^l�
can be internationally competitive.*

THREE PHASES OF THE PROJECT

http://www.muni.org/Departments/Mayor/Pages/ISERReports.aspx
http://vimeo.com/channels/educationsummit
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n = 372

QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS - EDUCATION SUMMIT COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS

6c. Providing students with the skills or technical 
education they need to get good jobs

%

Most important 51

Very important 42

Somewhat important 6

Not very important 1

No answer 0

6d. Preparing students for college

Most important 22

Very important 58

Somewhat important 19

Not very important 1

No answer 1

6e. Preparing young people for 
participation in democracy

Most important 36

Very important 44

Somewhat important 16

Not very important 2

No answer 1

6f. Ensuring that young people are well-
rounded citizens, with exposure to 
the arts, humanities and sciences

Most important 40

Very important 42

Somewhat important 15

Not very important 3

No answer 0

6g. Developing skills in problem 
solving and critical thinking

Most important 66

Very important 30

Somewhat important 3

Not very important 1

No answer 0

6h. Teaching skills of cooperation 
and working with others

Most important 48

Very important 37

Somewhat important 13

Not very important 2

No answer 0

5$7,1*�7+(�&+2,&(6

Looking back at the description of the 
four choices, how much do you think each 
would do to create a world-class K–12 
education for Anchorage's students?

Rate each choice on a scale of 1 to 10.     

1 = lowest (it wouldn't do much 
and should be a low priority)     
10 = highest (it would do a lot and 
should be the highest priority)

mean

1. World-class leadership: Invest in teachers 
and principals

8.5

2. Make the anchorage community a true 
partner in K–12 education

7.7

3. Set great expectations for student success 8.6

4. Expand choice and opportunity for all 7.0

5. If you had to give Anchorage's education 
system a grade, what would it be?

%

A 3

B 26

C 41

D 17

F 6

No response 7

6. How important are each of the following as 
goals for public education in Anchorage?

6a. Teaching every student the basics 
of reading, writing and math

Most important 73

Very important 26

Somewhat important 1

Not very important 0

No answer 0

6b. Ensuring that teachers and 
ikbg\biZel�Zk^�ab`aer�jnZebÛ^]

Most important 49

Very important 43

Somewhat important 6

Not very important 1

No answer 1

7. Which comes CLOSER to your point of view?

%

Teachers should be financially rewarded 
when their students do well; they make a 
difference in whether kids succeed.

43

It's not fair to pay more to teachers 
whose students do well when so many 
things that affect student learning are 
beyond a teacher's control.B322

49

No answer 9

8. How much do you agree or disagree 
with each of the following statements?

8a. Schools can't do it alone: parents, 
grandparents, community and religious 
groups, businesses and local agencies all 
have to act together to improve schools

Strongly agree 75

Somewhat agree 18

Somewhat disagree 4

Strongly disagree 1

No answer 1

8b. Hiring and rewarding high quality 
teachers and principals is the 
best way to improve schools

Strongly agree 40

Somewhat agree 48

Somewhat disagree 9

Strongly disagree 2

No answer 1

8c. More choice in schools and programs 
f^Zgl�maZm�Zee�db]l�\Zg�Ûg]�Z�e^Zkgbg`�
environment that works for them

Strongly agree 38

Somewhat agree 39

Somewhat disagree 18

Strongly disagree 2

No answer 3

8d. Anchorage should sign on to 
national standards to ensure that all 
students perform at a high level

%

Strongly agree 38

Somewhat agree 36

Somewhat disagree 16

Strongly disagree 6

No answer 4
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10. Which comes CLOSER to your point of view?

%

Some students are just not cut out for 
college—they should be educated 
for jobs that don't require a college 
education.

73

Every student should be in college-prep 
courses because most well-paying jobs 
today require that level of education.

19

No answer 8

11. How important are each of the following 
proposals in making sure all students have 
access to a world-class education?

11a. Make it easier to start 
independent charter schools

Most important 15

Very important 22

Somewhat important 27

Not very important 35

No answer 2

11b. Set high standards and give teachers 
fhk^�Ü^qb[bebmr�bg�ahp�mh�k^Z\a�ma^f

Most important 48

Very important 41

Somewhat important 9

Not very important 1

No answer 1

11c. Increase school-business partnerships

Most important 21

Very important 46

Somewhat important 29

Not very important 3

No answer 1

11d. Make it easier to retrain or 
remove ineffective teachers

Most important 49

Very important 32

Somewhat important 17

Not very important 1

No answer 2

11e. Provide vouchers that parents can 
use to help pay for private schools

%

Most important 16

Very important 12

Somewhat important 19

Not very important 51

No answer 2

11f. Create "parent resource centers" to 
provide classes and programs for parents

Most important 22

Very important 29

Somewhat important 33

Not very important 13

No answer 3

11g. Improve teacher training in colleges 
and in-school training for new teachers

Most important 39

Very important 44

Somewhat important 13

Not very important 2

No answer 2

11h. Reward teachers who are more effective 
hk�mZd^�hg�]b_Û\nem�Zllb`gf^gml

Most important 40

Very important 35

Somewhat important 16

Not very important 6

No answer 3

11i. Rely less on high-stakes tests and more on 
on-going assessments of student progress

Most important 43

Very important 38

Somewhat important 13

Not very important 4

No answer 2

11j. Adopt national standards and train teachers 
and principals in meeting these standards

Most important 28

Very important 31

Somewhat important 29

Not very important 9

No answer 3

8e. Encouraging parent involvement is a 
good idea but it won't do much if we 
don't take steps to improve our schools

%

Strongly agree 26

Somewhat agree 33

Somewhat disagree 22

Strongly disagree 16

No answer 3

8f. Good teachers can help every student learn, 
regardless of their background or situation

Strongly agree 47

Somewhat agree 32

Somewhat disagree 15

Strongly disagree 3

No answer 2

8g. Giving parents more options on where 
they can send their kids to school 
will force neighborhood schools 
to improve to attract families

Strongly agree 26

Somewhat agree 26

Somewhat disagree 26

Strongly disagree 20

No answer 2

8h. Kids are already being tested too much; 
adding new standards will create an 
even greater focus on test scores

Strongly agree 24

Somewhat agree 39

Somewhat disagree 21

Strongly disagree 13

No answer 3

9. Which comes CLOSER to your point of view?

We should concentrate on developing 
alternative schools and programs and 
independent charter schools so parents 
will have more choice of where to send 
their children.

27

We should focus on making all our local 
schools high-quality so children can stay 
in their neighborhood schools.

67

No answer 6
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* Top responses: self-employed; stay-at-home parent; retired

12. How useful were the provided materials 
in helping you think about this issue?

Very 35

Somewhat 52

Not very 9

Not at all 1

No answer 3

13. Overall, how much impact did your 
participation in this dialogue have on 
your thinking about the issues facing 
K–12 education in Anchorage?

%

A lot 34

Some 52

Not much 9

None 1

No answer 3

14. How did you hear about today's session?

n = 405 %

E-mail 20

Newspaper 18

Radio 15

Direct invitation 3

Employer, union, or workplace colleague 17

Friend or family member 8

Community organization 3

Other (please specify) 17

15. What was the most surprising or important 
thing you heard in today's session?

Open ended

15a. Were there any important aspects of the issue 
that were not raised in tonight's discussion?

Open ended

16. Do you currently have children in grades K–12?

%

Yes 44

No 54

No answer 3

16a. IF YES: what kind of school 
do your children attend?

n = 190

Traditional public school 52

Alternative public school or program 38

Private/parochial school 7

Home-school 4

*0'�PaZm�Û^e]�]h�rhn�phkd�bg8

n = 360

Education 42

Health 3

Finance 4

Energy 2

Tourism 1

Government 8

Non-profit 8

Not employed 3

Other (please specify)* 30

18. What is your gender?

Male 33

Female 62

No answer 5

19. What is your age?

Under 18 1

18-34 12

35-44 18

45-54 30

55-65 29

Over 65 7

No answer 2

20. What is the highest level of 
schooling you have completed?

%

Less than high school 2

High school graduate 1

Some college or technical school 11

College degree 28

Graduate study/degree 53

No answer 3

21. What is your ethnicity?

African american 2

Alaska native 1

Asian 2

Latino 2

White 78

Other (please specify) 7

No answer 8

22. What was your total household 
income in 2011 (before taxes)?

$20,000 or less 2

$20,001–40,000 6

$40,001–60,000 9

$60,001–80,000 16

$80,001–100,000 14

More than $100,000 39

No answer 15

23. On policy issues like education, do 
you consider yourself to be:

Very liberal 7

Liberal 31

Conservative 32

Very conservative 9

No answer 21

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

In addition to the face-to-face Community Conversations described here, another 178 Anchorage residents took the questionnaire online. Their responses were overall 
jnbm^�\hglblm^gm�pbma�ma^l^�Ûg]bg`l%�bg\en]bg`�ma^bk�kZgdbg`�h_�ma^�_hnk�\ahb\^l�Zg]�ma^bk�k^eZmbo^�ikbhkbmb^l�_hk�bfikhobg`�hnm\hf^l�_hk�:g\ahkZ`^�lmn]^gml'�Ma^�hger�
ghmZ[e^�]b__^k^g\^�pZl�maZm�hgebg^�k^lihg]^gml�p^k^�lhf^paZm�fhk^�ebd^er�mh�lniihkm�ohn\a^kl�!+1��lZb]�bm�pZl�hg^�h_�ma^�
fhlm�bfihkmZgm��ikhihlZel�_hk�bfikhobg`�
the system, which puts it 5th on thir list of priorities; in the face-to-face sessions 16% said it was most important and it was 9th on the list). Vouchers still had the strongest 
hiihlbmbhg�h_�Zee�ma^�himbhgl�hg�ma^�eblm�!-,��h_�hgebg^�k^lihg]^gml�lZb]�ohn\a^kl�p^k^�
ghm�o^kr�bfihkmZgm�4�ol'�.*��h_�<hffngbmr�<hgo^klZmbhg�iZkmb\biZgml'

There were few major demographic differences between the online respondents and the Community Conversation participants: the online group had fewer educators and 
more government workers.These respondents were also a little younger, more likely to be male (45%), and more likely to describe themselves as conservative.
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