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FAIRBANKS NORTH STAR BOROUGH SCHOOL DISTRICT 
 

B O A R D  O F  E D U C A T I O N  
 

FAIRBANKS, ALASKA 
 
 
Work Session  MINUTES October 11, 2016  
 
President Haas called the public hearing and work session to order at 6:00 p.m. in the board room of 
the FNSBSD Administrative Center at 520 Fifth Avenue. The work session was called to accept 
public testimony and for board discussion and work on the K-8 proposal.     
 
President Haas read the district’s mission statement: “Our mission is to provide an excellent, 
equitable education in a safe, supportive environment so all students will succeed and contribute to a 
diverse and changing society.”  
 
Present: 
 Heidi Haas, President     
 Michael O’Brien, Vice President   
 Thomas Bartels, Clerk  
 Wendy Dominique, Member 
 Sean Williams, Post Representative 
 Eryn Tanner, Student Representative 
  

 
Absent: 
 Allyson Lambert, Treasurer 
     Sue Hull, Member 
 Sean Rice, Member 
   
 
 

Staff Present: 
     Dr. Karen Gaborik, Superintendent of Schools 
 Lisa Pearce, Chief Financial Officer  
 Sandra Kowalski, Assistant Superintendent of Elementary Education  
 Shaun Kraska, Assistant Superintendent of Secondary Education  
 Wendy Tisland, Executive Director of Human Resources  
 Kathie Wassmann, Executive Director of Special Education  
 Dave Norum, Executive Director of Facilities Maintenance 
 Sharice Walker, Director of Public Relations 
 Helen Clark, Executive Director of Federal Programs 
 Amy Rouse, Director of Nutrition Services 
 Dan Domke, Director of Career Technical Education  
 Tim Larrabee, Director of Business Services 
 Holly Cervin, Director of Personalized Learning 
 Sharon Tuttle, Executive Assistant to the Board 
 
K-8 Proposal Update [0:00:37] 
Dr. Gaborik reviewed the agenda materials, including: 
 

 Why the district was exploring the creation of K-8 schools at current K-6 schools; 

 What the research said about K-8 schools; 

 Frequently asked questions and answers on K-8; and  

 Potential timeline for K-8 conversion.  
 
Public Testimony on the K-8 Proposal [0:14:59] 
President Haas called for public testimony.   
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Public Testimony on the K-8 Proposal (continued) 
 
Linda Cozzini-McKirgan, 1364 Opportunity Way, district teacher, thought part of the issue with the K-
8 proposal was a PR problem – it was hard to sell a program if people didn’t know what it was.  
Ms. Cozzini-McKirgan spoke to the importance of STEM (science, technology, engineering, 
mathematics), STEAM (science, technology, engineering, arts, mathematics), and STREAM 
(science, technology, research, engineering, arts, mathematics) and proposed a STEM/ 
STEAM/STREAM academy at Tanana that would provide an option for families wanting a middle 
school model. Tanana could house approximately 600 students and the program could be offered for 
grades 6-12.  
 
Samantha McNearney, 1131 Erimar Street, district parent, spoke about an alleged gag order at 
Tanana prohibiting staff from speaking out against the K-8 proposal. Tanana staff members were 
fearful for their jobs if they spoke out against the proposal. Ms. McNearney questioned what was 
meant that Tanana would remain open during the transition and asked if it would it be closed after 
the transition. She felt the board needed to address the climate of fear.  
 
Jennifer Davis, 726 Bentley Drive, district parent, was upset that she needed to come to a meeting to 
testify regarding the K-8 proposal, which she thought was totally wrong. Communication on K-8 had 
not been clear and there were still several unanswered questions. Ms. Davis thought that perhaps if 
the board had been clear from the beginning on what a K-8 would look like they would have received 
more than the already 60 percent negative feedback on the survey.     
 
Finn Mackinaw, 3150 Chena Hot Springs Road, district student and previous Tanana student, spoke 
to the importance of how middle school prepared students for high school and the need for 
counselors at the middle school level. Having attended Tanana, he knew it was a great school.  
Mr. Mackinaw questioned the effect closing Tanana would have on the many families with walkers 
who went to Tanana.    
  
Amy Mackinaw, 3150 Chena Hot Springs Road, district parent, made three points regarding a K-8 
model – people didn’t want it, they didn’t need it, and the district couldn’t afford it. Ms. Mackinaw had 
only met a few people who wanted a K-8 option. She hadn’t seen any research showing a need for it 
at Tanana and there had been very little information regarding the costs of the K-8 conversions. 
People were happy with Tanana just the way it was.  
 
Pam Curns, 975 Sluice Box Road, district parent, questioned why Tanana and its feeder schools had 
been targeted for a K-8 when according to the survey, those schools showed the least interest.  
Ms. Curns thought the administration was combining two different goals of the strategic plan into one 
plan. There were two different goals that needed two different solutions. It seemed like the board 
was not listening to what the public wanted for their children and public education. 
 
Mrs. Dominique stated she was somewhat offended by the idea board members were not listening. 
Board members were listening to all sides to make the best decision for students.  
 
Ms. Curns had more testimony and questions for the board. President Haas asked Ms. Curns to 
email her full testimony to the board.  
 
Davin Carroll, 303 Bentley Drive, district student, thought the K-8 proposal was a bad idea.  
Mr. Carroll was worried Tanana might be shut down and teachers might lose their jobs. He had been 
looking forward to the many things available to middle school students at Tanana.   
 
Barbara Tanner, 303 Bentley Drive, district parent, noted she had not heard anything to date to 
convince her that carving out the center of the district and taking out a 600 student capacity school to 
fulfill an undisclosed agenda was a good idea or in any way prudent. After having spoken to several 
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Public Testimony on the K-8 Proposal (continued) 
  
board members, it was clear to her that the reason for taking Tanana was not clear to anyone.  
To target Tanana and the Tanana feeder schools for the initiative was an unwise decision from all 
angles. The plan did not provide K-8 options districtwide, limited electives and sports, reduced Title I 
schools, and limited accommodations for fluctuations in enrollment – which was a big concern with 
the arrival of the F-35s on the horizon. Ms. Tanner had offered several other options that had not 
been addressed. There seemed to be a direct drive to focus only on Tanana. The current K-8 
proposal was not a viable option for her. She urged the board to reject the proposal, define their 
goals in an open and transparent manner, and find another way to meet their goals.  
 
Tracey Parker, 2202 George Road, district parent, had been told kids from K-8 schools did better in 
high school, but thought putting kids in a K-8 was not a magic bullet. Barnette, Chinook, and 
Watershed were not successful because they were K-8, but rather because they had great programs 
and high parental involvement. Ms. Parker noted parents had not seen anything in regards to what 
the current K-8 proposed program would look like. The only concrete information she had received 
was about the loss of computer labs and other unused space in the feeder schools, and the 
anticipated high enrollment in the remaining middle schools – all which would limit choices for 
students, especially on the east side of town. Ms. Parker’s biggest concern was the manner in which 
the administration had presented the proposal and the lack of information parents had received.  She 
felt there wasn’t a push to develop quality K-8 programs, but rather an urgency to vacate Tanana 
Middle School. She thought the decisions for the program were being made quietly out of the public 
realm. She had seen a principal retire and long-standing Tanana teachers leave. The staff had given 
her the clear impression they were not allowed to voice any opinion that opposed the plan. People 
could not be expected to embrace change when there was not a clear plan or a transparent process. 
Ms. Parker urged the board to keep Tanana open and to implement K-8 on a voluntary basis. She 
also urged the board and administration to keep parents engaged in the process by keeping it open 
and transparent.  
  
Lupe Grammont, 90 Timberland Drive, district teacher, voiced her sadness over the lack of repairs to 
Tanana Middle School over the past several years due to lack of money, but now, to get ready for 
the K-8 proposal, the district was spending money to upgrade the school. Ms. Grammont questioned 
where the district was suddenly able to find money to make repairs and upgrades. Tanana was 
needed. She thought board members had already made up their mind and didn’t see the point of the 
meeting, but thought there might be a chance the board would listen to parents and staff.  
Ms. Grammont urged the board to keep Tanana open.  
 
President Haas explained the repairs made to Tanana were funded through a previous bond 
approved by the voters and it took time for that work to happen. The discussion or consideration for 
a K-8 was no part of the discussion regarding the bond.  
 
Marcus Swart, 1013 D Street, district parent, was against the K-8 proposal as it was currently 
presented. Mr. Swart did not believe the Tanana Middle School feeder schools had the capacity to 
hold 7th and 8th grade classes. He was concerned about having the appropriate space needed for 
labs and electives.  
 
Truno Holdaway, 10 Eleanor Avenue, candidate for District 2 State Representative, had come to the 
meeting to find out more about the K-8 proposal and to ask if the board was being pressured to 
implement the proposal. Mr. Holdaway offered his assistance if needed. He also shared his 
experiences with attending middle school and being home schooled. Mr. Holdaway noted democracy 
was about involvement.  
 
Nancy Duez, 2118 South Cushman Street, FEA president and speaking on behalf of the FEA board, 
was concerned with the effect K-8 would have on staff during the period leading up to the transition 
and when the transition occurred. To-date, Tanana teachers had not had their questions  
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Public Testimony on the K-8 Proposal (continued) 
 
answered. They were living in limbo, with many having already moved on and many of the remaining 
staff hoping to find other positions. Tanana had already lost several experienced teachers and for 
the remaining teachers, the question became what would happen to their positions once Tanana 
was repurposed. Ms. Duez pointed out many of the teachers were not certified K-8 and asked if they 
would be allowed to teach at an elementary school. There would be the same number of students, 
so teachers would be needed and students would need to be taught. The question was where would 
the teaching occur? There were teachers with very specific certifications and she asked if they would 
be allowed to bump a teacher with less district seniority. Ms. Duez said they had never faced a 
school closure/repurposing without another building to take its place – this was a first. She felt 
teachers deserved respect and to have their questions answered. Telling teachers they would cross 
that bridge when they got to it in response to their questions – did not cut it. 
 
Jeanne Olson, 1890 Hollowell Road, community member, pointed out the K-8 agenda materials and 
research presented by the administration seemed to be all positive and in support of K-8. She was 
wondering about the negative effects, but was only hearing the pros and no cons. The only negative 
she was hearing about the proposed program was from the public testimony. Ms. Olson thought the 
administration needed to present the public with more balanced materials and research.    
 
Sarah Wood, 541 Dunbar Avenue, district parent, felt the board was taking away opportunities from 
her daughter, such as band and sports. Ms. Wood, as the mother of seven children, knew about 
communities and student mentoring – Ladd already had the Ladd-Tanana buddies. She was pleased 
her family lived close enough to Ladd for her children to walk to school and they didn’t have to drive. 
Ladd was already crowded at bell time and she questioned what would happen if there were two 
more classes added to the school. Ms. Wood had several questions regarding Tanana and had been 
told the answers to several of her questions were “up to the principal” and when she spoke to the 
principal she was told it would be addressed – it seemed like it was being left to the elementary 
schools to figure things out.  
 
Adam Demientieff, 726 Suncrest Drive, district parent, asked the audience members in attendance in 
favor of the K-8 model to raise their hands or stand up. Seeing little to no support, Mr. Demientieff 
noted the board was scheduled to vote on continuing K-8 at their October 18 meeting and asked the 
board to please hear the parents and students and to vote accordingly.  
 
Patrice Lee, 676 Hillcrest Drive, district parent and retired teacher, spoke to the differences between 
facilities at the elementary and middle school levels. She did not see how an elementary school 
could be configured for middle school students. Ms. Lee addressed the idea of staff being fearful; it 
was important not to create an atmosphere of fear. She wasn’t certain if that was happening at 
Tanana, but hoped the board would work to make certain it wasn’t.   
 
Jennifer Schmidt, 1093 Steele Creek Road, community member, previous district parent, and 
previous school board member, thought the board’s decision needed to be based on what was best 
for students. There needed to be equitable class offerings and opportunities for middle school 
students at a K-8 school, specifically in regards to access to advanced math, STEM, robotics, etc. 
Ms. Schmidt also spoke to the importance of teacher buy-in regarding the success of the program.  
 
Tiffany DaMota, 789 Steele Creek Road, district parent, spoke to issue of older and younger 
students riding on the same bus together. Ms. DaMota shared there had been another incident 
between an older student and younger student since she previously testified. She had concerns of 
younger children being around older children and the pressure on younger kids to fit in with the older 
students. It caused her children anxiety and was certain it caused other students anxiety as well.  
Ms. DaMota would like to have a more definitive answer about K-8 as soon as possible, rather than 
waiting until next fall.  
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Public Testimony on the K-8 Proposal (continued) 
 
Brenda Tanner, 434 Slater Drive, community member, noted when she had asked about the current 
plan for Tanana she had been told it would remain open during the transition. That answer told her 
there would be a transition and the board had already made up its mind. Ms. Tanner did not feel it 
mattered what was said during the meeting, the board would go forward with the plan they had 
designed and planned to implement.  There would be a transition and it would be happening.  
 
Brandy Brice, 800 Andi Renee Lane, district staff, encouraged the board to look at the impact on 
students – classes at Weller were already over-crowded. The board needed to solve the problems 
the district already had and K-8 would not address those concerns. Ms. Brice, as the librarian at 
Weller, had heard from students who were fearful about a K-8 school and who liked the idea of going 
to a separate middle school. She encouraged the board to listen to parents.  
 
Pepper McFarland, 4021 Lakewood Loop, district history teacher, noted she loved elementary 
teachers and had nothing against them. She pointed out if elementary teachers taught content 
areas, students would not receive the full content they would in a middle school class, taught by a 
content expert. As a certified history teacher, she thought the board would want students to learn 
about history from an historian.  
 
Shelly Soderstrom, 1002 Smallwood Trail, district parent, voiced her concerns regarding room for K-
8 at the elementary schools. She had repeatedly heard there wasn’t room and classes were already 
full. Ms. Soderstrom was concerned about space for the middle school electives; the proposal did 
not make sense. She suggested expanding Tanana and do something with it rather than closing it 
down. It did not make sense to put money into the school to update it and then not use it.  
 
Karine Chingliak, 1098 Esro Road, district teacher, thanked the staff at Tanana Middle School for 
their work with her children. Ms. Chingliak shared that by 6th grade, her children were ready to move 
on to middle school. Middle school was a practice run for high school. She didn’t want the board to 
think people were just resistant to change, but rather Tanana worked well for students. She asked 
the board to consider the size of Tanana’s gym compared to the size of the elementary school gyms. 
Ms. Chingliak suggested the board survey parents in the area and feeder school areas to assess the 
interest in K-8 prior to making their decision.  
 
Hearing no other testimony, President Haas closed testimony at 7:14 p.m. On behalf of the entire 
board, President Haas thanked everyone for coming out and for their testimony.  
 
Board Member Discussion/Direction [1:14:00] 
Board discussion ensued. Item for discussion only; no action required.  
 
Several board members expressed concern about the perception of a gag-order for staff regarding 
the K-8 proposal. It was important for staff to feel safe speaking out for or against any issue. 
Superintendent Dr. Gaborik assured the board there had been no directive from the administration to 
stop staff from speaking up and she would follow-up on the concerns.   
 
Board members assured the public no final decision had been made regarding the K-8 proposal. 
When the board developed the strategic plan, the overwhelming input from the public was to provide 
options for students and families, such as personalized learning opportunities and offering additional 
magnet and possible K-8 schools. The board then tasked the administration to develop options. The 
mere process of planning included some decision-making that could give the perception or 
impression the decision had been made, but the board and administration reiterated no final 
decisions had yet been made.  
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Board Member Discussion/Direction (continued) 
 
Board member discussion included providing balanced information regarding the pros and cons of K-
8; the possibility of having Pearl Creek serve as a K-8 pilot since the school had expressed interest; 
staffing and costs for a K-8 model; addressing parent and staff questions; out-of-attendance 
considerations; transportation and bus routes; and the possibility of theme-based schools. 
 
Additional discussion included principal buy-in and allowing principals the flexibility and authority to 
build programs best suited for their school rather than being mandated by the board; consistency in 
the implementation process; students’ interest in a K-8 and what was best for them; class sizes; not 
forcing the K-8 model on school communities that did not want it; and keeping Tanana open during 
the transition and additional options for the school after the transition.  
 
To address the often-heard concern of capacity and room at the elementary schools Dr. Gaborik 
explained the administration had researched all elementary schools for space and room availability 
to house both 7th and 8th graders. The planning had included classroom capacity, not closets or other 
non-classroom designed rooms. The Tanana feeder schools all had space and capacity for the 
program. Board members asked the administration about the testimony regarding other capacity 
concerns, such as larger-sized facilities for older students, and space for electives, labs, gym, sports, 
and more. There were also comments regarding the offering of advanced math and other core 
course and elective offerings. Dr. Gaborik pointed out it wasn’t about replicating middle schools in 
the elementary schools, but offering a choice.  
 
The board reviewed the administration’s proposed motion language regarding the upcoming K-8 
vote. The motion was based on the board’s discussions to-date to continue planning on the current 
plan. If the motion failed, the board could consider other options. The administration had consistently 
offered four recommendations throughout the process: 
 

 Status Quo: Continuation of current schools and structures.  
 

 Self-selection to K8: Option for any current elementary school to shift to a K-8 structure.   
 

 Tanana Feeder System: Re-configuration of the current Tanana elementary feeder schools to K-8.  
This would include options for parents to select either a K-8 or a middle school setting for 7th and 8th 
grades.    

 

 K-8 Magnet: Development of a new K-8 magnet school at a location to be determined.   
 
If the board voted to continue the K-8 planning, the administration would continue the planning with 
the Tanana feeder schools, along with Pearl Creek and any other schools that expressed interest. 
By next fall, the planning would be complete and parents would then be surveyed for interest.  
 
Board members expressed their appreciation to parents and staff for their testimony and the 
administration for their work on the K-8 proposal, which they reminded everyone was based upon 
the board’s direction. Board members again reiterated no final decisions had yet been made and 
several individual board members stated they had not yet made up their mind on the issue and 
appreciated the testimony and the administration’s work and response to the board.   
 
Dr. Gaborik stated the administration worked at the direction of the board. Whatever the vote was on 
October 18, the administration would follow it.   
 
Board Comments/Announcements [2:29:25] 
None 
 
The meeting adjourned at 8:29 p.m.  
 
Submitted by Sharon Tuttle, executive assistant to the Board of Education.  


