Looking At Crossover – All-Access Classes on Conversion Campuses with Small Schools

Thoughts from Elaine Rector, E3:  Oregon Small Schools Initiative School Change Coach
The core premise of the small school strategy is that highly personalized and focused schools will serve all students better; that is, small schools will be better able to raise the overall level of student achievement as well as decrease or eliminate the achievement gap while increasing the cohort graduation rate.  In practice, that will mean far fewer course offerings, with choice for students residing within courses taught by teachers who know their students well. 

At this point, however, many of the small schools—most of them perhaps—are grounded in a set of beliefs and practices drawn largely from comprehensive high schools.  At the same time, they have transitioned in some substantial ways to small schools.  They have, metaphorically, a foot in two worlds—worlds that have quite different sets of assumptions and strategies at the core of their design.  

     (A Foot in Two Worlds:  The Second Report on Comprehensive High School Conversions:  Catherine A Wallach and Richard Lear, 2005)
· Crossovers usually involve courses that were previously taught in the traditional comprehensive high school.  Most new courses are created to fit within the theme or focus of each small school.

· There tend to be three types of cross-over – all access offerings

1. programs with multiple courses which students need to take over several years but don’t have enough enrollment from a single small school to be viable
2. singleton courses that appeal to only a few students and therefore can not be filled by students from only one of the small schools.
3. class size balancing among small school core classes (usually those with multi-grade enrollment) often due to inadequate staffing within small schools to meet the needs of the current enrollment
· Schools with large numbers of crossovers – all-access classes often value a wide array of course offerings more than the relationship development, and/or teaching and learning focus inherent in the small schools.  Schedules often indicate the prevailing beliefs or assumptions about how the campus system needs to run, even if they are unstated or conflict with stated small school visions.
· Schools with few crossover – all-access classes often strive to include more choice within classes as a way to continue to foster the strong relationships and the instructional focus in the small school, while offering students options and choices within the small school courses they offer. They choose to trade-off a choice in course offerings to personalized choice within classes.
· Large comprehensive high schools often have several highly specialized instructors who may not have the licensure, knowledge, skills and/or dispositions to teach in the more generalized and inter-disciplinary system of a small school. The composition of the existing teaching staff often is a major factor in the number and type of cross-over -  all access classes.
· Matching highly specialized instruction to the right small school in order to use it as a draw of student enrollment is an important consideration.  No small school can sustain too many different specialty programs, but key programs can be an influential part of the identify and teaching and learning focus of a small school. Spreading programs across all small schools and ensuring that they fit with the developing focus and theme is important.  The most sustainable crossover – all-access classes pull significantly from one school to provide a strong base enrollment.
· If crossovers are limited so that teachers commonly teach students for more than one year, teachers will also realize the benefits of knowing students well that comes from the small schools approach.  Until teachers experience the power of small in developing strong relationships, and building on the cumulative effect of shared teaching and learning practices, they are often unwilling to prioritize this outcome over course choice offerings.
· Crossover –all-access classes limit the ability of a small school to control its schedule.

              When schedules are locked, it causes ripple effects that hinder the small school model.
1. learning continues to be viewed in terms of courses available to students rather than options that might be available to them within a course or series of courses.
2. students are likely to have more rather than fewer teachers, making them less well known.

3. teachers will have more individual students, making it less likely they will be able to customize learning experiences, development strong family connections and know the individual students they teach

4. advisors and teachers are less likely to share information about students, making  personalization and support of struggling learners still more difficult

5. Student movement throughout the building will increase which diminishes the positive effects of relationships as the basis of behavior management systems and increases dependency on rules for control.

6. Flexible scheduling becomes problematic if not impossible (e.g. special project weeks, spontaneous small school assemblies or gatherings, field trips/community-based learning)
7. Small schools usually create unique grading systems to fit their own philosophies, pedagogy and priorities and the needs of their students.  The more crossover – all-access classes, the greater the tendency to standardize grading across the entire campus.
· Over time, within three years, students tend to select classes within their small schools more than across the campus.  The teacher is the most often cited reason for selecting a course, and once students get to know their teachers within small schools, they select from what they know best which is based on the relationships that have been developed within small schools.  Over time, parents and students also embrace the benefits of the small school and accept the trade-offs around more limited course offerings to gain from the relationships and consistent teaching and learning focus of the small school.  It is a similar phenomenon to parents who can afford it selecting small private schools instead of large comprehensive high schools.
· As small school programs develop and new courses are added to support the focus or theme of the small school, staff start to influence students to take a course of study within the scope and sequence of the small school and therefore by providing rigor, relevance and the relationships within the small schools, staff contribute to students moving away from classes offered outside of their small school.  This influence is often seen in how advisors and counselors help students develop and maintain a 5 year plan.
· Consider the value of keeping students together in cohort groups from their small schools and shifting teachers if necessary.  Teachers can more easily adapt their content to match the different instructional foci of the small schools and utilize that school’s teaching and learning/instructional framework better than asking students to abandon some of the learning practices and supports they have in place within their small school to be taught in a very different way.  Most comprehensive high schools force students to alter how they learn from class to class.  The small schools with shared focus and teaching and learning practices build a common, multi-year approach that helps students become better learners. 
· There is a difference between creating a crossover policy that applies on a case by case basis for individual students, versus a systemic approach which influences the teaching and learning of large groups of students and teachers if not the whole campus.  (e.g. Often students attend college classes and they may have to leave a high school class early, or return to one late.  Those individual arrangements have been made without altering the schedule of the other students.  Some small schools consider crossovers to other small school’s in this same way.)
· All-Access classes may be better suited for some sort of extended day. (e.g. zero period, or create a voluntary additional period at the end of the day - which means that some of these offerings will compete with sports. Many small school advocates feel this is a more desirable trade-off than the impact crossover – all access classes have during the regular school day)
Most often the discussions have centered on whether or not to offer crossover – all-access classes. 
 It is not that easy.  There are several layers of questions to consider around this topic:
             How can we build a strong small school program and schedule first and then consider how and which cross-over – all access 



courses support students best toward the exit outcomes or portrait of a graduate for this small school?

What are the “number and nature” of crossover – all access classes?  How many?  Based on what criteria?

Why are they necessary / desirable for this student?

How many of these courses may a student take each term?



Who decides if taking courses outside their small school is in the best interest of each student?


Are there different beliefs around  9th/10th graders and 11th/12th graders?


Are there different beliefs around struggling learners and advanced learners?


What is gained for students by offering crossover – all-access classes?  What is lost?


What is gained for teachers “     “              “                    “                               “    “    “


Is this part of the transition process or something we want to sustain for 5 – 10 years?


May each small school have a different policy on crossover – all-access classes, or must we have a


shared agreement across the entire campus?
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