Olympic Hills Elementary
Racial Equity Team Memo
This memo is based on 3 RET meeting observations, 5 interviews conducted between
December 2017 – February 2018, 2 award announcements, and RET and school documents.

Olympic Hills Context
RET Cohort Phase v Phase 1, School Year 2014-2015
and Year
Total enrollment

v351 (K-5)

Demographics

vHispanic/Latino: 97 (27.6%)
vAmerican Indian: 1 (Less than 1%)
vAsian: 35 (9.9%)
vBlack/African American: 84 (23.9%)
vNative Hawaiian/Pacific Islander: 6 (1.7%)
vWhite: 88 (25%)
vTwo or more Races: 41 (11.6%)

Principal

vElizabeth (Libby) DeBell

Special Programs

vLab School: Reading and Writing Workshops,
vMath Workshop Model,
v Olympic Hills Academy
vAfter School Enrichment program in Math, Science, and
Literacy,

Special Notes

vThe Center for Educational Effectiveness named OH a
School of Distinction for having sustained performance
over five years in English Language Arts and Math
achievement. OH’s main office has the award displayed
on the front desk. OH received this same award in 2016
and was specifically recognized for having the highest
academic scores for students of color in Washington
state.
vA brand-new building was constructed and opened this
year
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Context of Racial Equity Work
RET Members and Family Engagement

Although the racial equity team appears to be the first formalized structure to address
race and equity at OH, there have been several previous attempts to address race and
equity. One demographic of families that seem to have been specifically targeted is
Latinx. Multiple members of the RET stated OH translates its paperwork into Spanish
for parents. Three RET members expressed apprehension that the paperwork is not
translated into more languages because the school does not have the human capacity.
Additionally, OH has a Latino Parent Teacher Association that formed this year. The
Latino PTA is separate from the regular PTA that is mostly men and white parents. One
teacher stated that there was little participation in the PTA from Latino families.
Further it was not until the Latino PTA was formed that the school saw Latino parent
participation in that organization. Another teacher did express a reservation that this
separation does make the groups feel segregated. Another event targeted towards
Latino families are movie nights hosted by OH with Spanish language movies. During
the RET Meeting on 1/18 one teacher expressed hope that more teachers would
attend these movie nights to “show these families that the teachers value interacting
with Hispanic [Latinx] families.” In mid-March OH hosts its annual multicultural
potluck, described as the most-attended event at the school. The multicultural potluck
has a few components including OH families having food booths with information
about their culture and culturally-specific performances and music.

Data Usage
OH’s use of data to examine the behavior management system and student
achievement has become more structured, especially since the Principal came
onboard this year. Regarding discipline management the school uses a system called
Office Discipline Referrals (ODR). Two teachers stated that in previous years the data
was not routinely logged into the computer system for proper tracking. Data is entered
regularly so that the data can be used as a valid measure. In addition, the school uses
a system called “Solutions” for issues that do not rise to the level of ODRs. According to
one teacher, “Solutions” is a positive behavioral psychology program that helps
students examine negative choices and to develop alternative ways to address an
issue. The “Solutions” data is recorded and placed in the student’s file. Academic data
is also examined closely due to a partnership with the Seattle Levy. OH keeps track of
when a student receives an intervention and if growth has occurred. Each grade level
has bi monthly “Data Team” meetings with the principal where they examine both
behavior and academic data to understand if students are being overrepresented in
discipline. In addition, the team has conversations about each individual student to
understand if extra help is needed. Lastly, the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS)
looks at all-school data and what has been termed the “Help Desk” if a teacher feels
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like they are struggling with a specific student or other issues. The MTSS help desk
works with the teacher to develop a strategy to address the issue and reassess its
success.

Previous Collaboration
When the original RET cohorts were formed the district selected schools in part on two
criteria, (1) region in Seattle and (2) school advancement pathway. OH was part of the
northern RET pathway cohort that includes Nathan Hale High School and Jane Addams
Middle School. The first couple of years the schools collaborated together to attempt
their racial equity work by regularly meeting together. However, this partnership
started to fizzle out after multiple roadblock presented themselves including each
school having different needs, scheduling time to meet, and all three schools being at
different places in conducting race and equity work.

Other Initiatives
A few other initiatives of note include OH plans to participate in the district-wide Black
Lives Matter week. While not required of all teachers, the Principal planned to make
sure she spoke about it in her weekly email to the teachers, and all members of the
RET were planning to participate at a level that was developmentally appropriate for
their students. The Instructional Assistant who is a part of the RET focuses on
community engagement. She works with homeless students and has a partnership at
a local church ensuring students have clothing and food. Lastly, when OH was
designed, several ideas for supports were incorporated into the building layout. OH is
planning to partner with a local healthcare agency to run an afterschool community
health center out of the nurses’ station. Additionally, OH was designed to give
community members access to washing and drying machines, however this has not
started yet. OH has a number of teachers that participated in the Seattle Teacher
Residency, which the team and principal both pointed to as one source of the school's
emphasis on social justice work.

Readiness for Racial Equity Work
All interviewed RET members have stated OH seems prepared to take part in racial
equity work, though there are still outliers among the staff. The team lead described
the school community as “still at the surface level,” which would require significant
work. The goal in this moment is to build trust in the school community, so that staff
can have deeper conversations on race and equity topics.
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RET Members and Meetings
Meeting Dates/Times

vBi-Monthly: 1st and 3rd Thursday, 2:45 - 3:45
pm

Total Number Members

v13

Member and Roles (incl.
team lead(s))

vAntonia Woods 4th Grade (OH Lead Facilitator)
vAron Bodwitch 5th Grade (Former OH Lead
Facilitator)
v Eileen Griep 1st Grade (BLT Chairperson)
vChristina Penticuff 1st Grade
vSusie Henderson 5th Grade
vJeremy Whiting 2nd Grade
vNellie Suthers 3rd Grade (Timekeeper)
vAllison Halley 4th Grade
vMiriam Choe 1st Grade
vAndrea Baumgarten Resource Room
v Angeline Nguyen (Family Relations
Coordinator)
v Elizabeth “Libby” DeBell (Principal)
v Julie Gilley (Parent/PTA)

Primary RET Activities

v
v
v

Professional Development
Providers

Build staff understanding of race & equity
Increase family engagement
Grow culturally responsive classroom
practices

vUW English Professor Anu Taranath. Taranath
- a former OH parent & race, equity & diversity
consultant - provided PD once this year
focused on defining social justice in relation to
the school.
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RET Members and Meetings
Within the 13 official members of the OH RET, a smaller group (Antonia, Nellie,
Jeremy, Aron, Angeline, Allison, Andrea) regularly attend the meetings, with others
attending when their schedule allows (Eileen, Christina, Susie, Miriam Libby, and
Julie). During my three observations done on 11/30, 1/18, 2/1 seven staff members
were present at all three observations. The team demographic breaks downs as
follows: three women of color (Antonia, Angeline), eight white women (Jenny, Libby,
Eileen, Allison, Nellie, Andrea,) and two white males (Jeremy and Aron). The teachers
instruct various grade levels ranging from kindergarten to fourth grade, one teaches
special education, and another is an instructional assistant. The team changed
facilitators in October of 2017. One member had responsibility of being the
facilitator for two years and believed it was time to pass the duties to someone else.
Although the principal attends meetings when her schedule allows, the team
assumes an active role in the function of the RET. Several team members
highlighted the principal’s desire to give the team space to discuss what is on their
minds, but also described how she actively works to help the RET with their work. In
our observations of the team, the principal mostly talks when directly asked a
question or to help push the group’s thinking, but expects updates and acts to
support the team’s efforts. For example, as part of an RET effort, the principal
changed the weekly assembly format to incorporate cultural awareness and
incorporated a race and equity component into the school-wide Unit Lesson
Planning Guide.
The RET has clear structures, and responsibilities are shared throughout the team,
with roles such as note-taking and timekeeping. One teacher appears to set the
agenda, but does have a time set aside to craft the agenda with team members.
The same teacher takes the lead to make sure the agenda progresses, but the
conversation was free flowing, and no one person seemed to dominate the
dialogue. All five of the interviewed team members stated that they feel like there is
trust between the members of the team that regularly attend, however, two
teachers expressed that the RET has not had a truly tough conversation yet and it
remains to be seen how the group will respond to a potential challenge. For
example, when discussing culturally responsive practices the team talked about
having multiple ways to show understanding. Multiple RET members gave input
about this topic. The team seems confident in their shared knowledge and
accepting of each other as experts.
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RET Goals and Activities
In the team’s own words, their school-wide goals for the RET are “teacher and staff growth
on understanding racism, identity, bias, privilege, power, and equity through professional
development based on the Seattle Schools Race and Equity modules.” Also, the goals
include “increasing family involvement and engagement in our school community through
family nights, and streamlining school-family communications to meet the needs of our
families.” The team specific goals are “grow our understanding of culturally responsive
teaching through book talks and research (beginning of the year). Then, based on what
we've learned, grow our culturally responsive teaching practices in our classrooms through
cycles of observation and feedback within the team.”
OH was part of the first cohort of schools that formed RETs in 2014-2015. The focus of the
RET from its inception until the start of this year was addressing the district’s plan to redraw
the school boundary. Two RET members elaborated on this, stating the district was in the
process of redrawing the boundary in a way that would have made OH a predominately
white school by making a high portion of Olympic Hill’s students of color attend Cedar Park
Elementary School. One teacher stated that multiple teachers fought for the students, but
stated that two other current RET members who are teachers played an instrumental role
by attending PTA and district meetings to advocate for OH students of color. This year the
RET has been more inwardly focused amidst staff turnover on the team. Early in the year
the team developed a social justice statement about Olympic Hills. Additionally, the team is
focusing on three goals for the year which include discussing white privilege/implicit bias,
family engagement, and creating culturally responsive teaching practices.
The OH RET is building their collective knowledge on multiple topics. The RET meetings are
acting as a space to conduct book/article reads and discuss topic of race, implicit bias, white
privilege, and culturally responsive teaching. These discussions are leading to deeper
conversations about how these aspects of race and equity affect teaching practices at OH.
For example, the team discussed the article proposed by the principal titled, “Exposing Race
as an Obsolete Biological Concept.” The team discussed how the article might relate to their
own teaching practice and ended in the team starting to design an enhanced unit lesson
plan and professional development.
Lastly, the professional development the RET conducted schoolwide was about implicit bias
and privilege. Earlier in the year the RET crafted a social justice statement about OH. The
statement establishes OH as a social justice school. The team intends to develop ways for
social justice to be enacted in their school. As part of this idea the RET had a 2-hour
professional development session on 12/13/17 where they discussed the social justice
statement, history of the white privilege and implicit bias and gave the teachers some time
to plan a lesson with their new knowledge of these topics. The RET plans to revisit a
discussion around implicit bias and privilege when they conduct their second professional
development later in the year.
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RET and District Supports
Olympic Hills is a cohort 1 school, so they have already completed the mandatory
Saturday training. However, there has been extensive turnover on the RET from its
original creation. Only two teachers have completed the RET training offered by the
district. One teacher stated that one of the goals of the team was to attend the
Saturday institutes this year to build team capacity. In practice, only one person has
regularly attended the Saturday district trainings. That staff member felt that OH
was missing a chance to build their capacity because no one from the team was
attending multiple breakout session. Additionally, the information that this team
member received in the institutes did not appear to be filtered back to the RET. For
example, other teachers were unaware of the expected actions or documents that
the RET needed to complete from the December district institute. Furthermore, no
one from the district has reached out to this teacher to follow up, and it appears
there had not been a connection with the designated DREA coordinator. This
suggests that a clear line of communication has not been established between OH
and the district.
The only external professional development that the OH RET has received this year is
through a partnership with UW English Professor Anu Taranath (former OH parent).
Taranath markets herself as a race, equity, and diversity consultant focusing on
dialogues for justice. The development session was at the start of the year and team
has been saying they would like Anu to return for a follow up training. Anu’s training
with the RET has been action planning about how to further their mission and
address race and equity issues. The training with Anu was integral to the RET
developing the OH Social Justice school statement.

Promising Equitable Practice
One promising practice that the OH RET is currently working on is a culturally
responsive guide integrated into the unit lesson plan submitted to the principal.
Over multiple weeks of discussion and small group work time, the team crafted an
enhanced unit lesson plan that incorporates prompts to attend to cultural
responsiveness in teaching. The addition includes questions like: how will your
lesson incorporate student stories into instruction? and what attention are you
paying to the books you have selected for this unit? Team members are piloting the
guide and anticipate rolling it out to the remainder of the staff after refinements.
During the meeting to discuss this memo multiple team members expressed a
desire to become part of the co-design team that will facilitate the creation of a
developmental trajectory for integrating race and equity learning into the entire
curriculum. One aspiration was refining the culturally responsive lesson planning
guide to become foundational to teaching practice
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