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Graduation season is a time for celebration. For most students and their families, it marks an important passage and symbolizes the promise of the future. But for tens of thousands of students in Oregon -- the ones who didn't make it to graduation day -- it represents the squandering of their potential and our society's failure to deliver on the promise of opportunity for all. 

Over the past few decades, state graduation rates have remained relatively flat, with one out of every four students dropping out or falling short of a diploma. Recent history suggests communities with concentrations of lower-income families, such as those in Portland and other urban and rural settings, experience particularly low levels of student achievement. 

Yet these are precisely the communities selected for the Oregon small-schools initiative. Currently the initiative is partnering with 38 schools in 12 districts across Oregon, making it one of the most diverse statewide education initiatives in the country. 

In a recent article ("Smaller schools, so-so grades," June 8), The Oregonian focused on the challenges at three campuses in the Portland area, particularly Marshall and Roosevelt high schools. 

These schools and their communities were selected for the small-schools initiative not because they offered the chance at easy wins or quick gains, but because their students deserved a better education. They deserved more challenging courses and greater support. 

Two decades of research show that smaller high schools can provide a framework for delivering rigorous and relevant courses and stronger relationships with caring adults. The structure has always been simply a means to an end. Smaller schools are part of a reform plan emphasizing critical improvements in teaching and learning. 

These improvements require hard work and commitment at the local level, as well as an understanding that change will be difficult and progress will be slow. Most of the initiative's small high schools have been open only since 2006 or 2007. Although any attempt to pass judgment on their ultimate success or failure would be premature, we are seeing progress. 

For example, the six small academies at Marshall and Roosevelt were the only high schools in Portland to show an average individual growth from eighth to 10th grade on the math assessment in 2007. They had similar success in math and reading growth in both 2006 and 2007. 

Initiative-wide, there has been an 80 percent increase in the number of students taking Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate courses. 

Most importantly, students overwhelmingly report a greater sense of belonging and stronger relationships with their teachers. Teachers know their students better and, as a result, academic interventions are more individualized and targeted. Students in small schools receive far fewer discipline referrals for serious offenses than in the schools they replaced. 

School reform is a complicated and lengthy undertaking, especially in education systems that have been historically slow to change. But the stakes have never been higher. 

As we face a rapidly changing global market and an uncertain economy, can we really afford to do nothing? Should we forgo meaningful reform because it is difficult and takes time? The failures of the past and the unknowns of the future say no. 
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