
From: Smith Juarez, Ashley T.  
Sent: Tuesday, September 20, 2016 4:03 PM 
To: Maycott, Cathy S. <MaycottC@duvalschools.org> 
Subject: Open letter to the Superintendent 
 
 
Superintendent Nikolai Vitti, 
 
We both joined Duval County Public Schools in November of 2012, you as Superintendent and me as a 
Board Member.  We joined an organization committed to student success and we were determined to 
elevate and accelerate student achievement with bold reforms and measured impact. 
 
Our students are the reason we do what we do.  The success of Jacksonville’s children is 
paramount.  Our children get on the school bus eager each morning and are one day older each evening; 
they do not have time to wait.  We must honor that in all we do. 
 
Three years ago the board adopted literacy as a priority.  In the 2015-2016 school year, 46% of children 
in grades 3-10 were proficient in reading, less than half.  Only 35% of 3rd grade African American 
students were proficient; these are students for whom you have been Superintendent since they were 
in kindergarten.  Third grade is the critical year when children should transition from learning to read to 
reading to learn, yet less than a third of African American students read at grade level, while 65% of 
their white peers are proficient. You propose that reading proficiency will grow 2% per year; that rate 
means all students will be proficient in 27 years.  Kindergarten students could complete their k-12 
continuum twice in less time.   
 
If children never get behind it is easier for them to stay on grade level.  In 2015-16, 53% of children 
demonstrated reading proficiency in k-2.  Your projections for growth (+.5% per year) will take 92 years 
to reach 100%; that is longer than the average lifespan of infants that are born this year.  In second 
grade reading, your projected increases would take 140 years to reach 100%, 140 years!  140 years from 
now, the technology of today will be an ancient relic of the nearly forgotten past. 
 
During your 2014-15 evaluation, the board asked for concentrated focus on secondary 
math.  Districtwide, Algebra I proficiency increased by 6%.  But, while white students demonstrated an 
8% increase, African American proficiency declined by 1%.  The result is a 9 point widening of the 
achievement gap in just one year.  If African American students progress at your proposed rate of 
growth for all students, it will take 6 years to achieve the proficiency rates their white peers do today.  It 
will take multi-racial students 7 years to make up the one-year 11 point widening of the gap between 
their white peers.  
 
A mere 11% of African American students in 2015-16 demonstrated proficiency on the Algebra II End of 
Course Exam.  That is down from 12% the previous year. 
 
In 2015-16, of 29 unique academic areas, achievement gaps widened between white and African 
American students in 15 areas while achievement gaps narrowed in only 9.  Achievement gaps between 
white and Hispanic students widened in 17 areas, only 7 areas narrowed.  Achievement gaps between 
white and multi-racial students also widened in 17 areas and narrowed in just 8.  All students deserve a 
high quality and equitable education; these results do not meet that standard.  To accept these results is 
to accept the racism that has plagued our district for decades; that is unacceptable. 
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I have mentioned students and student performance quite a bit, so I want to be clear that the 
demonstrated proficiency of students is a direct result of the systems, curriculum and services that we 
as adults provide and that you as Superintendent are charged with administratively designing and 
managing.  
 
As you indicated during your recent evaluation, your board has never denied your recommendation for 
a program, initiative or staff in the area of literacy.  I would contend the same is true of math and other 
academic areas.  In our governance role, we have set goals and given you support to achieve them. 
 
Duval County Public Schools has to do better and we have to do it much more quickly.  We as adults 
must better serve children. 
 
I can handle disrespect and strained relationships.  I am grown and I have my education.  I cannot 
tolerate mixed results and low expectations.  That affects our students’ future. 
 
The success that you promised and that I expected has not been realized.  And, the expectations you 
have for children are not high enough. 
 
We have done some good work as a governance team.  We will hold fast to those.  We have been able 
to enact reforms that were much needed in the district such as graduation support, Arts education and 
school reorganizations.  But academic results have been mixed and achievement gaps are widening 
more than they are narrowing.   
 
It is clear to me that the Board needs to own our expectations and we need to do what we can to 
change our results.  You have had four years to demonstrate marked acceleration of student 
achievement, to demonstrate impact to reflect our core belief that all students can achieve at or above 
grade level.  The current results and the future projections do not meet my expectations of a 
Superintendent.  I expect better for the children we serve, especially minority children. 
 
You have insisted this is the best you can do.  You have brought the same projections to the board twice 
and you and I have had at least two additional conversations when you defended your low 
projections.  You have not come forward with a plan to accelerate improvement nor have you 
incorporated the recent suggestions of the board.  When we last spoke, you told me, again, that you 
could do no better for children.  With regret that we were at impasse, I, privately, professionally and 
with no malice, asked that you use your talents elsewhere.  Because, while it was difficult for me to 
think about losing a friend in reform, I serve and I stand for the success of all children. 
 
I am open to discussing our path forward, as I always have been, but I will not compromise significant 
improvement of all students’ achievement. 
 
Sincerely, 
Ashley Smith Juarez, Chairman 
 
Ashley Smith Juarez, Chairman 
Duval County School Board, District 3 
p: 904-390-2239 
www.duvalschools.org 

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.duvalschools.org&d=DQMFAg&c=IdVe9qYOlLvEHvfqFspkfxuOEuSulhj36o8Ug6l7Bq4&r=Wlh-6_njhFi_ocheWZFK1OofFUtDWMnpfHS_Ta4h6-Q&m=bVzdjXkZRfkuNYcETXIbWVSCFesRkuR-4s8Sp9R4P50&s=GSwmqNjO6SlPtqRWPTICbv84lGWP8LSzaC5EA0vAuoY&e=

