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Edmonds Education Association School Board Director Candidate 

Questionnaire 2017—Deborah Kilgore 

Please answer the following questions and return to Andi Nofziger at anofziger@washingtonea.org no 

later than 4:00 p.m. on Tuesday, August 29, 2017.   

1. What do you believe are the purposes and responsibilities of school board members? 

 

School Board Directors oversee policy, administration, and judicial functions. In those roles, they work 

for and represent every stakeholder in the district: parents; teachers; administrators; civic partners; and, 

most importantly, students. The Board sets policies that give the superintendent and staff direction for 

managing the district. It acts as an appeals forum for stakeholders as well, making good judgment and 

deep institutional knowledge crucial for anyone seeking the position. Except where confidentiality is 

necessary for the protection of an innocent party or required by law, the Board must be transparent and 

open in all decision-making processes. 

 

The Board must ensure all aspects of their work are in line with our collective vision for the school 

district, and our vision must be informed by diverse constituents’ perspectives. I will work to uphold the 

Board’s commitment to providing each student with the excellent education they deserve, from their 

first day of school forward, to the day they graduate “ready for life.”  

 

2. What skills, talents, and experiences qualify you to be a school board member? 

 

My qualifications are both personal and professional. On the personal side, I’ve lived with my husband 

Rick and children Michael, Connor, and Jesse, in Lynnwood for over a decade. In addition to their 

studies, each child has been active in sports, music, and/or drama. I’ve volunteered in my neighborhood 

elementary school for eight years, including three years as PTO president. As PTO president, I increased 

the capacity of our high poverty school through fundraising, I started a teacher grant program, and 

increased parent involvement through volunteerism. I’ve also spent a decade of service in youth sports 

as a soccer coach or parent volunteer, and I volunteer in other capacities throughout the community. I 

am currently engaged in and committed to our diverse neighborhood schools. 

 

Professionally, my credentials include ten years as an economic analyst in the Washington, DC area, 

where I provided support for large-scale acquisitions. I’m familiar with budgets and purchasing for 

governmental agencies. I earned a Master’s degree in Business, using it to become a Business and 

Management instructor and Assistant Director of the Center for Adult Learning Services at St. Edward’s 

University in Austin, TX. I earned my PhD in Education from Texas A&M in 1999, where my dissertation 

(‘Developing a Sphere of Freedom: A sociological model of group learning that explains how 

incarcerated women learn empathy’) reflected an 18-month ethnographic and participatory research 

study with a group of women prisoners who exemplified the majority of prisoners then and now: 
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marginalized by racism, sexism, low educational achievement, poverty, domestic violence, mental 

illness, and/or drug addiction. 

 

Upon graduation, I became an assistant professor of Educational Leadership & Policy Studies (and 

affiliate faculty in Women’s Studies) at Iowa State University. I taught courses in educational program 

planning, organizational behavior, women in education, student development, and educational research 

methods, as well as participating in educational research and program development in diverse groups 

and settings. 

 

After moving to the Pacific Northwest in 2004, I worked at the University of Washington as a research 

scientist in engineering education, studying how women and men learn and experience engineering 

education, with a goal of improving student learning and creating the engineers needed to meet today’s 

global opportunities and challenges. Additionally, I provided focused attention and advocacy for one of 

my children, who was having difficulty in school due to a disability. Today, I continue to research and 

write about student learning, and higher and adult education. 

I strongly believe my personal and professional experience uniquely qualifies me for this position.   

3. When you consider that the majority of community members in the city of Lynnwood are 

persons of color, what will you do to include their voices and perspectives in district decision 

making?  What do you believe are the best ways to ensure culturally responsive practices in our 

schools and our district office? 

I am committed to truly including all voices. It’s not just about open meetings, which are required by 

law. And it doesn’t mean just inviting everyone to speak and then shrugging if they don’t answer the 

call. It means putting in real effort to reach out, to find and learn from influencers in diverse 

communities. In social research, identifying and forging relationships with these leaders (who may or 

may not serve in an official capacity) is critical to project success because community members, 

especially in marginalized communities, are unlikely to speak to me without reassurance from someone 

they trust. I employ similar strategies in my work in our communities.  For instance, I am a participant in 

NAACP ALLIED (Alliance of Leaders Leveraging Involvement to Eradicate Discrimination) which brings 

together leaders across our communities (e.g., police, educators, health practitioners, church leaders, 

politicians, and so forth) for the purpose of engaging in action-oriented discussions that address racism.  

I’m committed to meeting people where they are, not where I am, on cultural and social issues. 

Listening is more valuable than talking. I’ll bring these values and priorities to the Board, just as I have in 

my career, my civic life and in this campaign.  

4. How do you intend to gather information on the most critical issues facing education today?  

How will you use this information to address the needs of students and educators in the 

Edmonds School District?  

Because I’m so thoroughly invested in education as a parent, volunteer and educational scholar (and 

now candidate for school director), I keep an eye on education issues from bottom to top and top to 
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bottom. I tune in to broadly accessible resources like Education Week, Education: NPR, the NEA and 

WEA (and EEA), OSPI, and read local and national newspapers. I read and write scientific research 

studies about learning, teaching, and educational programming. And as a parent and volunteer (and 

researcher) I see how research findings and policy play out in the classroom. What are parents, teachers, 

staff and kids telling us? What are their challenges? Their hopes? Their needs and interests? Their 

successes?  

If I’m elected to the School Board, I intend to continue to reach out across District 4, in particular. I plan 

to visit at least one school a month during the school year for the express purpose of developing a 

dynamic understanding of what members of school communities see as their pressing issues. It would 

be an ongoing “listening tour” during which I might meet with the principal and tour the school, or 

observe a classroom, or sit down with a group of teachers or parent leaders. It is just so important to 

stay in touch with our stakeholders in the schools.  

I am impressed with the process by which the EEA developed their Bargaining Interests and Issues 

Statements. The statements reflect interviews with hundreds of teachers, have been validated in several 

rounds of review, and the document provides a comprehensive and current snapshot of teachers’ 

perspectives on the most important issues they see facing our district today. The document was used in 

the bargaining process, but I think it has further use. I’d like to see the district office use the findings as 

input into their strategic planning and I’d also like to see the School Board keep this document in mind 

as they set priorities. I’d also like to see this qualitative process itself be adapted to capture diverse 

perspectives of families and students around the district, as opposed to the numerous surveys we are 

asked to fill out and that have pretty low response rates. I think some qualitative data gathering could 

be built into existing school processes at relatively low cost, and could provide more timely and 

meaningful direction to the District Office and the school board. 

5. Overcrowded classrooms and lack of space for instruction are critical issues facing Edmonds 

schools.  If elected, what will you do about this? 

Studies tell us that class size reduction is the most direct strategy for improving students’ chances for 

academic success. Indeed, if we place children in smaller classes with teachers who can give them the 

time and attention they need to succeed in the first place, we’ll have less need for expensive remedial 

programs. Of course, lowering class sizes means we need more classrooms and sometimes that means 

taking space away from other endeavors. Portables pop up where outside play areas used to be. 

Classrooms are set up in libraries or in spaces where music and art used to happen. With limited 

resources, we’re often giving something up to get something with the hope of doing the most good for 

the most kids.  

There are a variety of strategies to reduce class size, including reallocating current teachers, redrawing 

school boundaries, hiring more teachers, even building more schools. But instead of discussing resource 

allocation, though important, I’d like to focus here on our culture as a District, which can get lost in the 

discussion of cost-benefits, feeder patterns, and budget projections. In particular, I want to talk about 

teachers as people who are critical to the success of our kids, schools, and more broadly, our 
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communities. Since class size hinges on the number of teachers we are able to hire, we need to talk 

about teacher satisfaction.   

The US is experiencing a national shortage of teachers. Enrollments in teacher education programs are 

way down and teacher turnover is up. In addition to providing attractive compensation packages that 

improve our chances of attracting and retaining high quality teachers, there are a variety of other 

factors in play. We should ensure that our teachers are getting the administrative support they deserve 

and need. As I go around the district, I get a sense that increasingly, teachers are feeling less respected 

and appreciated than they used to for their hard work and talents. They have less autonomy to direct 

their classrooms as they used to, in part due to our national obsession with accountability and 

standardized testing over the last 15 years. Teachers are also seeing a spike in behavioral issues among 

students. A quick glance at OSPI data backs up this observation. Teachers say there are not enough 

processes and trained staff to support these children. Some teachers have told me they felt like they 

were all alone out there in times of crisis, and that no one had their back.  

Edmonds School District may not be in dire straits, yet, but we step into our future having just 

experienced an unusual bargaining situation that required two large shows of community and teacher 

solidarity to convey the importance of getting more respect and support for teachers in their 

classrooms. I think that should have been a wake-up call to the superintendent and the school board. 

What can we do? First, we must ensure that we have the supports in place to meet the increased social-

emotional needs that children are bringing to our schools. Second, we should hold our administrators 

accountable not just for student test scores, but also for their ability to nurture a democratic workplace 

that empowers teachers rather than treating them as mere resources. Third, we need to make sure we 

have good infrastructure in place for mentoring and supporting new teachers, who are more likely to 

give up than more seasoned teachers. Fourth, we really need to work hard to attract more teachers of 

color, who better represent the populations they are teaching. I say this in light of teacher retention: 

being the only teacher of color in your school and one of just a handful across the district brings its own 

set of stressors. Finally, a strong local teachers’ union is a factor in attracting and retaining committed, 

high quality teachers in our district. Our district has been strong because we were all in it together: 

administration, the School Board, parents, teachers, kids, and the larger community. As a Director, I will 

work to ensure that these relationships are prioritized and nurtured.  

 

6. What role, if any, do you believe standardized tests play in our education system?   

Standardized testing generally has been proposed as a way to figure out how a student, teacher, school, 

or district is doing.   

Student learning: Standardized tests can provide some indication of a student’s growth and ability to 

achieve learning standards. However, teachers already measure and observe student learning and 

growth in their classes, and are the best judges of student performance. This is why I think standardized 

testing of students every year from grade 3 to 8 is overkill for the purpose of evaluating student learning 



Deborah Kilgore 5 

(unfortunately, it’s the law under ESSA just as it was under NCLB). It’s also why I strongly believe a 

standardized test should not be the arbiter of graduation for students.   

Teacher or school performance: Student learning is fundamentally a social process and can not be 

isolated from its context. There are too many factors beyond school walls (e.g., poverty, race, parent 

education level) that go into creating the context in which a student learns, for standardized tests to be 

meaningful performance audits for teachers or schools. I also think that publishing school report cards 

that highlight standardized test scores has the negative consequence of turning families away from 

schools that by many other measures or observations are excellent.  

District/State Learning Outcomes: I think that one way standardized tests can be helpful is in telling us 

whether what we are teaching aligns with our learning standards. It is important to know if we are 

teaching what we think we are teaching, and if students are learning what we think they should learn.  

For this purpose, I think there is a place for testing.  

Tests are a tool, but only a tool with much more limited functionality than we give them credit for. I’m 

interested in each student’s ability to incorporate what they’ve learned into their personal decision-

making. Applied knowledge is more useful for life than memorization of facts and figures. Our job is to 

prepare students for life, not tests. 

7. As a school board member, would you work or vote to bring charter schools to the Edmonds 

School District?  

I think any siphoning of public funds to a private charter school would be absolutely detrimental to our 

school district and I am firmly opposed to them. I will follow the law and listen to communities, but I 

passionately believe in the mission and benefits of public education, and believe the School Board must 

have oversight over any charters. I will not vote for charter schools unless the law leaves no choice, and I 

will insist on as much oversight as possible. Local control and keeping public education public are my 

priorities. 

 

8. What are your views on collective bargaining and the role of unions in public education?  Would 

you support bargaining sessions being open to the public?  

Collective bargaining is an absolute right and a public benefit. I support it and will not vote or call for 

weakening collective bargaining rules in any way. As to making sessions public, some districts are doing 

this to the applause of journalists and conservative groups. I see it as problematic, but will consult with 

teachers, community members and others. My concerns about it, however, are grave. Bargaining should 

not become a political football, and allowing public access to sessions could well hasten and strengthen 

the political aspects of negotiations. That should be avoided and is a major hurdle for me to get past on 

that topic. 

9. As more money becomes available from the State, what are your priorities for allocating 

additional resources to have the greatest impact on student learning? 
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First, I would focus on lowering class sizes and reducing teacher workloads in high needs schools. 

Students facing barriers such as poverty, racism, sexism, learning English and navigating a relatively new 

cultural context, along with disabilities in learning or otherwise, will be most positively affected by 

reducing class size. My priority is allocating those resources to schools that need them most, where I 

believe our marginal returns will be the greatest. 

Second, I would use resources to lower the barriers faced by students as mentioned above. We need 

more counselors to assist families in crisis, trained staff to assist teachers with students who are 

struggling with social-emotional as well as other learning and psychological challenges, and we need 

more nurse time at each of our schools.  

Third, it is imperative to support teachers as I described in my answer to overcrowded classrooms and 

schools (#5). We need to hold administrators accountable in this respect, we need to make sure we are 

giving teachers the support they need to succeed from their first day on the job to the last. And we need 

to make a substantive effort to attract and support minority teachers who look like the students in our 

district, until we have more than just a small handful.  

10.  How do you intend to collect information to provide effective oversight regarding district 

financial and personnel decisions, as well as decisions about district initiatives?   

As previously mentioned, I spent ten years supporting large scale acquisitions by federal agencies. This 

required an understanding of a broad variety of factors that exist across the life cycle of any system. 

That experience, together with conversations involving stakeholders, will greatly aid me in providing 

effective oversight. 

This is a good place to say something nice about teachers. They are central to our shared goals, have a 

great deal of insight into the lives of diverse students and families, and deserve to be consulted on major 

decisions. I will respectfully seek their input and support their efforts, just as I did as a parent and 

volunteer. Staying in touch with every District 4 school, and beyond, is my plan. I will visit teachers, 

parent groups, talk with paraeducators and administrators, along with anyone else who can provide 

insight into the many elements that constitute the public school experience. 

When I have a question, I won’t hesitate to pick up the phone and call a teacher. A policy is impossible 

to truly evaluate until it’s seen working for children in the classroom. Teachers provide entry into that 

world. 

In conclusion, I believe I am the best candidate for this position. My background, experience, depth of 

knowledge, passion for education, and community involvement make me uniquely qualified to serve our 

students. I will bring the following to Edmonds Schools: 

 A record of working with diverse people and groups, bringing to light the perspectives of 

often marginalized individuals. 

 Sincere appreciation for teachers, administrators, support staff, and the families who 

comprise our school communities. 
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 Proven ability to work effectively and collegially with others. 

 Willingness and ability to stand up for people and science, even when it’s difficult. 

 Acute awareness of a Director’s role as representative of all constituents in the district. 

 The Director’s responsibility to act respectfully and ethically, with open mind and heart. 

 An understanding of economics, cost analysis, and large budgets. 

 Understanding of how education policy and decisions are made. 

 Commitment to and appreciation for scientific method, coupled with a pragmatic approach 

toward “what works.” 

 An insight into and a curiosity about how schools work, how policy affects a wide array of 

stakeholders, and the importance of making decisions based on facts and well-supported 

theory of how diverse students learn and grow. 

Thank you for the opportunity to seek your endorsement. I would be honored to earn your support, and 

am happy to answer further questions. Deborah Kilgore 

 

 

 


