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Lane Community College instructor Jennifer Salzman photographs student Molly Williams while classmate David Stayman hams it up with mock poses at the Academy of Arts at North Eugene High School, where students integrate photography and graphic design into their studies.

The long-planned, much-talked-about and still controversial transformation of North Eugene High School is nearly complete.

Thirteen days from now, the last students of “old” North — the ones who were largely spared the impact of breaking apart into three small schools during the two-year phase-in — will pick up their diplomas at a graduation ceremony at Swede Johnson Stadium.

Next fall, for the first time, every North Eugene student will be enrolled in one of three small academies, each with its own identity, principal, teachers and section of the building: the School of Invention, Design, Engineering, Art & Science; North Eugene International High School; and the Academy of Arts.

It’s been a hard transition — that much everyone can agree on. North Eugene embraced an extreme mode of school reform, one that demanded a thorough re-examination of how best to deliver a high school education. The school has shared the journey with eight other large Oregon high schools, all of which received small-schools grants from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and Meyer Memorial Trust and are in varying stages of transition.

North Eugene’s conversion — championed by former principal Peter Tromba, who left just before the small schools debuted — met with skepticism and opposition from some quarters. Some thought it was just the latest gimmick in school reform, an untested concept that would foster unwelcome competition, limit students’ choices and ultimately prove unsustainable. It spawned discord at times, and a few staff members and students left. Some critics remain. 

With full implementation still months away, it’s early in the game to derive much meaning from achievement scores and other indicators. But school leaders and many others say they are confident, more so all the time, that conversion is reaping benefits.

“The amazing thing is that it has done exactly what we wanted it to do,” said Marilyn Flick, a longtime North Eugene home economics teacher who has been serving as lead teacher this year for the School of IDEAS. “I think there’s less sense of loss than we expected, that we don’t have the camaraderie that was there before (when the school was a single unit). Instead we’ve replaced it with this incredible feeling of being in a small group of teachers, committed to working together. And we know our students. When a kid isn’t doing well, we can all name names.”

The hope of building relationships was probably the biggest impetus for change at North Eugene. District and school officials were persuaded by research showing that students more easily slip through the cracks at large, comprehensive high schools than at small schools of 300 to 400 students.

But the model proffered by the grantors emphasized “rigor” and “relevance” as much as relationships.

With that in mind, the three small schools have tried to build academic programs that prepare every student for college and show them the practical applications of what they are learning. Collaboration among teachers is a cornerstone, as are technology and thematic integration across disciplines.

Two of the three schools had a blueprint to start from.

New Tech model

The School of IDEAS borrowed from the New Tech model, which began in 1996 with New Tech High School in Napa, Calif., hailed for its innovations and high achievement. Three dozen New Tech-inspired schools have opened across the country since. Hallmarks include the use of technology (there’s a computer for every student) and project-based learning, in which students demonstrate their knowledge through multimedia presentations and real-world, hands-on and often collaborative projects.

Clair Wiles’ freshman global studies class recently completed a Holocaust memorial project. Students, who read Elie Wiesel’s “Night” in their literature class at the same time, worked in teams of three to create memorials demonstrating what they’d learned over the monthlong course of study. Teams presented the memorials last month at the University of Oregon, where peers, parents and community members had a chance to score the projects.

“The ultimate goal is that every project we do has an authentic audience,” Wiles said.

On a recent day, the teams set up their memorials in the school library and spent an hour or so describing them to students and staff who stopped by. Dakota Chapman’s team created one of the most elaborate, a three-dimensional piece that included black and white historical photographs, passages from “Night,” a hand-made barbed-wire fence and a railroad car on a section of track.

Chapman, who described the Holocaust unit as “eye-opening,” said the School of IDEAS works for him.

“I like it,” he said. “It’s mainly about projects, and it’s a better way for me to learn.”

Wiles was always an ardent supporter of small schools. At the School of IDEAS, students are engaged like never before, she said, even showing up for extra help before school and at a Saturday school being offered this year.

“This is my ninth year of teaching, and I really feel like we’re doing it right here,” she said.

International School

North IHS also had a path to follow. Since 2002, North Eugene had offered the half-day Eugene International High School program, which emphasizes interdisciplinary study of the history and cultures of nations and languages. The North IHS team essentially carried over that structure and curriculum, though it still had to design complementary courses in math and sciences.

Recently, the school earned credentials from the International Baccalaureate Organization, which provides a comprehensive curriculum for juniors and seniors culminating in optional IB exams and diplomas. North Eugene had lost that affiliation when it broke away from Eugene IHS to form its own small school.

Besides being full-day, what most distinguishes North IHS from Eugene IHS, offered at the three other high schools, is its student body. While Eugene IHS has struggled to attract and retain a diverse mix that includes students with disabilities and those from disadvantaged or non-English-speaking households, the population at North IHS is truly a cross-section.

“I think we’re coming to a new flowering of the potential of IHS because of serving a wider range of students,” said lead teacher Patrick McMullen, in his third year at North.

Though North IHS received the fewest student requests in 2006, the first year of small schools, it got the most for next year: 150, more than twice the number last year. (Requests, turned in in the spring by incoming freshmen, were split fairly evenly between the other two schools, with the Academy of Arts getting the fewest.)

“I attribute that to a number of things, but a big part of it is we worked really hard to communicate our strengths to our kids and our community,” North IHS English teacher Diane Downey said.

Downey made waves at North in 2005 for spearheading a requirement that all juniors take Advanced Placement English. That initiative ended after two years, when juniors were absorbed into small schools. But Downey said all North IHS students take the International Baccalaureate English course of study their junior and senior years, and all will take the IB literature exam — either the formal one that “counts” toward an IB diploma, or an unofficial version.

Recently, she added, officials in the other two schools decided that all seniors next year will enroll in AP Literature and take either the official or unofficial test, underscoring North Eugene’s commitment to holding all students to high expectations and ensuring every student has college-preparatory coursework.

Artistic option

While the Academy of Arts had to build its program from scratch, staff members benefited from grant-funded site visits to other small, arts-focused schools, including the Rock Academy in San Diego. Still, the first year was a work in progress, Principal Gus Martinez-Padilla conceded, and the school continues to battle some image problems.

“There has been the perception of, ‘Choose the arts school, it’s the easiest,’ which it is not,” said Martinez-Padilla, one of four administrators on campus — one each for the small schools, plus Laurie Henry, the campus administrator. “That’s been a point of frustration and an obstacle, but I think we’ll overcome that next year.”

Changes on tap include blended ninth- and 10th-grade classes in two-period blocks, which will give older students the opportunity to mentor freshmen.

Unlike some arts schools, which cater to students proficient in and passionate about the visual or performing arts, the academy integrates the arts into all areas of the curriculum. Through a grant orchestrated by Lane Community College arts Chairman Rick Williams, the academy has brought in guest artists throughout the year, who work with teachers on projects aligned with lessons.

Language arts teacher Aaron Thomas recently worked with LCC photography teacher Jennifer Salzman on a unit in his Northwest Literature class related to perspectives of others. Picking up on themes in Robin Cody’s “Ricochet River,” students paired up with classmates they didn’t know well, conducted interviews, then wrote stories about their partners in both the first person and third person. They also created representational montages using photos of each other. Salzman enlarged the finished products, which were mounted to face one another.

“It gives me another avenue to approach students who learn by different means,” Thomas, in his first year at North, said of the academy’s integration of the arts.

Working on their montages on a recent day, freshmen Gabby Jones and Samantha Munez said they like the academy’s approach, and small schools in general. They’re part of an effort to paint lockers in the academy wing in seasonal themes.

“I love it — good teachers, good friends, good art teachers,” said Jones, who chose the school because she enjoys drawing and other forms of artistic expression. “I love it because it kind of gives the teachers more chance to interact with students in just their school.”

“This school inspires us so much,” added Munez.

Students’ views differ

Generally, younger students, who haven’t known another type of high school, seem happiest with small schools. Many juniors, especially, seem to have a different take.

“There’s a lot of frustration at North,” said Hannah Howard, a student in the School of IDEAS and candidate for student body president. “Last year was a complete waste for all of us.”

While teachers felt their way along, many students fell behind and some even dropped out, Howard said. Though this year has been an improvement, she said teachers seem “worn out” and school spirit has suffered.

“I would say a majority (of students) — 80 percent — are frustrated with small schools,” she said.

Classmate Sam Mortenson said he hasn’t seen any benefits from small schools, though he agreed this year’s going better.

“Last year was definitely the guinea pig generation,” he said.

While many staff members who opposed small schools have either left or retired, some remain. Some changed their minds, including French teacher Casandra Kamens, who voted against the change but now leads the charge as North’s small schools coordinator.

“I was against the fact that we were moving forward as a school and not everyone had the same idea or vision or concept of why we were doing it,” Kamens said. Over time, though, “it became a little more clear to me why we needed to do it and how we could get everyone on board.”

Today, she said, she sees small schools as North’s best hope for helping all students succeed.

Marilyn Flick, the home economics teacher, said that, while there still may not be 100 percent “buy-in” on staff, “what we have is a lot of people who are willing to put their heads together and do this, and they feel like what they say is listened to and it’s worth speaking up. It’s not necessarily buy-in, as much as they are part of the investment.”

North Eugene is part of a grand experiment, largely driven and funded by the Seattle-based Gates foundation, to downsize traditional American high schools. Over the past decade, the foundation has invested more than $1.9 billion in school reform, most of it going toward the conversion of large schools and the creation of new, stand-alone academies, including Springfield’s Academy of Arts and Academics, also in its second year.

While many of the start-up schools are showing promise, conversion schools have so far yielded spotty results. Proponents say it’s still too early in the game to know whether the reform, if done right, will have the kind of impact they envisioned. In the last couple of years, the Gates foundation has shifted its focus from small schools to broader instructional strategies.

One area of tension in conversions has been whether the small schools are completely autonomous, with different schedules and no “crossover” classes — such as Advanced Placement courses, band, theater and other electives — for students from different schools.

The research supports autonomy, said Karen Phillips, director of the Oregon Small Schools Initiative, which awards and supports the grants.

“The fewer crossovers, the more a student can benefit from the components of having small schools in place,” she said.

North Eugene, like most other Oregon conversion schools, decided early on to allow some crossover classes, though there’s an attempt to limit them, Flick said. The students still share the same schedules, including lunch period, the same athletics programs, and a single graduation ceremony.

“We’re not willing to follow everything that (the Oregon Small Schools Initiative) says we should do,”Flick said. “We have to create what the community of North Eugene wants. We’ll do what works best in this community, with these kids.”

Despite Flick’s enthusiasm for North’s current direction, she said she wouldn’t be surprised to see it shift yet again.

“There will be different people here in 10 years, and there will be some new reform, I can guarantee it,” said Flick, who has been at North since 1985. “In 10 years it won’t look like this. I don’t know whether it will look like ‘small schools,’ but it will look different.”
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