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Josh Ziady's Advanced-Placement biology class hums as students juggle dialysis tubes and Russet potatoes to test osmosis and water potential. Lab tables feature a 1,175-page textbook. Students toss around words such as "hypertonic." 

The scene is standard fare for an AP college prep class. The unexpected: The conversation between classmates is in Spanish as well as English. And the class is in North Portland's Roosevelt High School, better known for poor test scores, high poverty and low enrollment than academic ambitions. 

Ziady's class is part of the Spanish English International School, one of three small schools set up within Roosevelt. It illustrates a national trend toward expecting more, not less, from traditionally low-performing student groups. 

It's also an important part of the evolving story at Roosevelt, where student behavior has improved and state test scores, while still low, rose last school year. 

The 800-student school is one of four low-enrollment high schools in Portland Public Schools -- along with Jefferson, Madison and Marshall -- in danger of closing if they don't capture more of the students who attend schools outside the neighborhood. 

"We're trying to transform academic attitudes to where academic success becomes the norm," says Ziady, a wiry fourth-year teacher with a full beard and a marked intensity. "We need to convince parents that this school is safe and academically viable." 

State of the school 
Roosevelt has some big hurdles. More than two-thirds of its students were eligible for subsidized lunches last school year. In the Spanish-English school, known as SEIS, the number is higher. Nonwhite students in SEIS top 80 percent, and roughly half of those are classified as still learning English. 

Roosevelt has had the dizzying administrative turnover common in Portland's struggling high schools. Teacher departures are significant. And more than a third of students drop out, with graduation rates particularly low in the heavily Latino SEIS. 

Those statistics help explain why about half the high-school-age Portland Public students in Roosevelt's territory transfer elsewhere. 

But there are encouraging signs. Math and reading test scores rose significantly in all three of Roosevelt's schools last year compared with 2004-05, though the results are mixed compared with 2003-04. 

Discipline and expulsions dropped, with expulsions down from nearly 3 percent of the student body in 2004-05 to less than 1 percent last school year. Vandalism damage dropped 25 percent, the district says. 

For the most part, the school has a calm feel. It's as quiet as a library in the hallways between classes. Teachers and administrators, many with walkie-talkies, chat up students as they walk by. They also keep a sharp eye out during lunch and break times. 

During the past three years, the Institute on Violence and Destructive Behavior at the University of Oregon helped the school implement a behavior support program that's heavy on positive adult interaction with students. 

Vicki Nishioka, a principal investigator with the institute, said the school, with students from a variety of races, has struggled with race relations and some gang problems. 

But the improvement in the school's climate has been dramatic, particularly the past school year, Nishioka said. 

"The first time we visited, there was very little positive interaction between adults and students, and a great deal of student activity in the hallways (during class)," she said. "Last year, we saw a great deal of adult interaction, a lot of supervision and very few students in the hallways." 

Teachers attribute much of the improvement to the small schools, spurred by Gates Foundation grants that are helping pay for similar configurations at other high schools in Portland and nationwide. 

The move to small schools sent some Roosevelt teachers out the door, Principal Deborah Peterson said. Offerings aren't as unique and comprehensive with the new model, and teachers must wear more hats. 

But those who remain say the small size makes it easier to connect with students and boost teacher collaboration, from monitoring hallways to intervening when a student has a problem. 

After three years, "I know every kid, from freshman to senior, and I've had almost every single kid in a class," said Keri Hughes, an eight-year global studies and psychology teacher. 

Schoolwide, the goal is to boost academic rigor, with an increasing emphasis on college prep classes. So far, SEIS has run the furthest with that concept, offering six AP courses, including English, biology, calculus, Spanish and psychology. SEIS also offers a Spanish-language literature class for its native Spanish speakers, including an AP version, and requires native English speakers to take Spanish. 

This year, 76 of SEIS' 96 juniors and seniors are in at least one AP class, SEIS Principal Lorna Fast Buffalo Horse said. 

A lot of those kids probably will fail the AP test. Last year, just 17 passed. But teachers and administrators say the tougher courses have improved state test performance and should help make college less of a shock. In the past three years, SEIS' state test scores in math and reading have shown steady gains. 

Sophomore Mercedes Smith, 16, said teachers push students on "hot projects," assignments that students are supposed to drop everything for. "Our teachers really want us to go to college and be somebody," she said. 

SEIS is also trying to boost parental involvement, with student-led parent conferences and a celebratory report-card night where parents have to show up to get their child's grades. 

SEIS students see pros and cons with the small-school model. Class offerings are incomplete; there's no music program, for example. 

The concept also has made it tougher for the school to come together, students say. The small schools have tended to break along racial lines, with more Latinos heading to SEIS, white students to the more arts-oriented school and African American students to POWER, which emphasizes health occupations. 

But the higher expectations, along with more teacher attention, are sending the right messages, students say. In a roomful of student government leaders, all said they intend to go to college, though some aren't sure how they'll pay for it. 

Ana Calderon, a 15-year-old sophomore, is taking a Spanish literature class and says she's aiming for college. She wants to run a restaurant with her older sister, who has graduated and is working to save money for culinary school. 

Outside Ziady's class, junior Alex Richard says he's taking both AP psychology and AP biology. "I'm a straight-C student, but I'm getting better," he said. "I just need someone to challenge me." 
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