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Rubi Quintero, 15, signs a group agreement during an advisory period for freshmen led by Kelly Flannery, right, at South Medford High School. Administrators say new strategies are helping improve students’ performance.
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Strategies aid freshmen

First-quarter grades are up for South Medford High freshmen thanks to a series of ‘advisories’ funded by a Small Schools Initiative grant

By ANITA BURKE
Mail Tribune 

Twenty freshmen banter among themselves as they settle into a circle of desks in a South Medford High School classroom. 

"We’re here to talk about school and relationships," says teacher Kelly Flannery, calling the students to order so they can set out rules for group communication. 

Every other day, small groups of freshmen gather with advisers to hone skills that will help them succeed in high school. 

These freshman "advisories" are part of a cluster of new strategies — developed with the help of an Oregon Small Schools Initiative grant — that administrators say has improved the performance of this year’s freshman class. 

At the end of the first quarter in late November, students received fewer failing grades than freshmen have in past years, Assistant Principal Hal Jones says. 

Only 9.7 percent of all grades handed out to freshmen in the first quarter were "F," down from 12 percent the first quarter last year. "A" grades made up 43.9 percent of grades awarded, up from 36.9 percent a year earlier. Jones said performance improvements are real, even though a pass/fail grade awarded for the advisories boosted the total number of grades given out. 

"We are having more conversations with kids about academics and showing that we will help them learn what they need to learn," Jones said. 

He said school records show that students who fail classes during their freshman year while still adjusting to high school are more likely to drop out eventually, usually as upperclassmen when they realize they can’t make up the missing credits. 

"It’s in everybody’s interest to help freshmen succeed," Jones said. 

The advisories connect freshmen with teachers, upperclassmen, counselors and administrators, who all coach kids using a lesson plan developed by South Medford teachers. Lessons so far have focused on learning school policies, meeting people and gaining communication and planning skills. 

"I like this advisory all right," said freshman Jon Bouchard, 15. 

However, he’s less fond of another new program that’s helping boost student performance — lunch tutoring. 

Teacher Bill Rowan and a team of his colleagues who all work closely with freshmen developed the tutoring program to provide 20 minutes of extra help each day at lunch for students at risk of failing a class. Students who prove they are making academic progress earn a 50-minute lunch. 

Rowan and his team started the tutoring program with roughly a third of the freshmen. Now, other teachers have picked it up and are using it for all freshmen. 

"It wasn’t hard to implement and it was just common sense," Rowan said. 

He explained that the immediate consequence of a shortened lunch period is easier for kids to wrap their heads around than a warning that failing grades will hurt their odds of graduating in four years. 

Another lunchtime change — keeping freshmen on campus — also helps kids succeed, Jones said. It boosts attendance and sends kids a message that school officials are watching out for them. 

The advisories, tutoring program and lunch rules all spring from research done as part of the Oregon Small Schools Initiative, Jones and the teachers said. Under the initiative, South Medford received $1.28 million and North Medford received $1.4 million to transform into groups of small learning communities that effectively serve all students. 

The grant money has paid for visits to successful schools around the country, teacher training and school improvement work — including the development of lesson plans for the freshman advisories. 

"In 27 years of teaching, I had never been outside the state for an educational conference and now I can look at successes around the country," said Rowan. 

He explained that he got the idea for lunchtime tutoring from a school in Chicago that has a strong focus on making kids earn privileges and giving them extra support. 

"The atmosphere in the school is all supporting this change," Rowan said. 

Reach reporter Anita Burke at 776-4485, or e-mail aburke@mailtribune.com. 
