Small schools: Have they worked?

School administrators say they wouldn’t change back to the old style
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WOODBURN — Four years of the small high schools model has convinced Woodburn School District officials there is no turning back.
 
At the end of four years, how has Woodburn High School measured up?
 
Success by figures
 
While it can’t be proven that the success is because of the small school setup, there is evidence of an increase in student achievement.
 
At Woodburn Academy of Art, Science and Technology (WAAST), which is made up of 34 percent English language learners, students more than doubled in writing achievement in two years.
 
Woodburn Arts and Communications Academy (WACA), with 30 percent ELL students, has passed the state average in reading and writing achievement.
 
The Wellness, Business and Sports School (WeBSS), with 47 percent ELL students, achieved double-digit increases in math, reading and writing in two years.

The Academy of International Studies’ (AIS) 65 percent of ELL students increased to double-digit gains in reading and math.
 
Students with limited English proficiency more than doubled their math scores from 2005-06 to 2008-09 and, in the same time period, their reading scores increased more than sevenfold. 
 
Overall, the district dropout rate has decreased from 9.6 percent in 2004-05 to 2.9 percent in 2007-08.
 
The graduation rate in 2005-06 was 65 percent, but it has escalated to about 86.5 percent (not including Success High School).
 
Achieving success
 
The school improvements have gone beyond test scores and graduation rates.
 
“I think accountability has gone up in small schools for students, really raising expectations for all students, not just for the ones who we think can achieve at high levels,” said Kathy Campobasso, project director of the Small Schools Initiative.
 
“We know all kids can achieve at high levels, some students just need different kinds of support to get there,” Campobasso added. “When you only have two math teachers in a small school, those two math teachers have to be exceptional. In the small school you hold each other accountable.”
 
Students know all the teachers in their small school and the principals even mentioned they know each of their students’ names.
 
“A small school atmosphere gave me the opportunity to grow very close to my teachers,” said WAAST valedictorian Pavel Timofeyev. “I feel comfortable going to them and talking to them about any subject, sharing my accomplishments and my problems.”
 
This closeness is because of the 20 or so teachers in each small school.
 
“Kids might have the same language arts teacher three or four years in a row, depending on how their schedule worked and what they’re teaching,” said WACA Principal Jennifer Dixon.
 
“So when they do develop those relationships, they also get to know what to expect of teachers. … I do see students seeking out teachers they know they can trust, that they’ve been successful with. … Not in all high schools do kids feel like they have someone they can go to if they need help with non-school kinds of things.”
 
She said students also feel more comfortable with each other.
 
“There’s definitely a lot more positivity,” Dixon said. “The way kids treat each other I think is very different.
 
“For example, I don’t see kids (during) lunch sitting by themselves.”
 
This also means discipline is down.
 
WAAST Principal Geri Federico used to handle discipline in the large high school. She said discipline has decreased about 75 percent.
 
“On a comprehensive campus, you have a lot of people who may not know each other,” she said. “But, (discipline problems) just don’t happen a whole lot here.”
 
AIS Principal Chuck Ransom said fights are practically nonexistent because of the open communication with students.
 
“Kids will tell us something’s up before it happens — ‘I’m really worried about so and so’ — so we have a chance to interfere,” he said.
 
Bullying is also down.
 
“I think in a small school, kids know each others’ names, they know each others’ interests … and I think they’re a lot less likely to get into that mean-spirited bullying when they know each others’ names,” Campobasso said.
 
Anna Labunsky, who graduated from AIS last week, said the small schools motivate students to learn.
 
“When you come to school you feel, ‘I want to be here, I want to learn,’” she said.
“You have a personal relationship with someone and want to do things with them.
“The small schools have created that relationship among students and teachers that creates this motivational factor for everyone.”
 
 
Struggles
 
The move to small schools didn’t happen overnight. One of the first struggles was getting the community on board.
 
Campobasso said there were misconceptions early in the process that students were having to choose a career early on, based on what school they went to.
 
Dixon said this is not the case.
 
“Kids are not picking a career when they’re picking schools, the requirements are the same in every school,” she said. “This is what gives them a well-rounded education, it makes them happy coming to school, those elective classes.”
 
Unlike other districts that have gone to the small schools setup, Woodburn allowed students to choose which school they wanted to attend.
 
“I think that in itself has been part of our success because families and students are making choices based on what they perceive their needs are and what that school can provide for them,” Federico said.
 
Students rarely want to switch high schools, with only about a dozen a year requesting a change, the principals said.
 
Another concern brought up by challengers to the new school was that school spirit would disappear.
 
Federico noticed an initial hostility between students of different small schools.
 
“The first year kids were pretty competitive,” she said. “There were problems with the ‘divorce’ and people going different places. But now, kids are so respectful of one another.”
 
More students are involved in extracurricular activities, partly because of eligibility, but also because there’s more chance to participate.
 
“Instead of having one homecoming queen, you have four, you have students getting involved in student leadership and government and rather than just having one associated student body, you have four leadership groups,” said Campobasso. “You have more people becoming really engaged and having real leadership opportunities.”
 
WeBSS Principal Casey Wooley has also seen a huge change in school spirit.
 
“Not only do students feel they need to support their colleagues (at games), but a large percentage of my staff goes to watch kids participate in co-curricular activities,” he said. “It shows you’re committed to seeing them develop fully as a person.”
 
This commitment from the staff also means they have to work harder to do their job, not just by attending sports games.
 
“One disadvantage is that I think in small schools people work really, really hard,” Campobasso said. “You’re asked to do more than just teach your subject matter.”
 
Ransom said he welcomes the extra work.
 
“As much work as it is, I would not go back,” he said. “If you ask every teacher, they will say the same thing. You feel like you have more control over your professional decisions. So people don’t mind more work if they feel they’re having an impact and they’re not helpless in the system.”
 
An example of working extra is the collaboration between the four principals.
 
“Any decision we make individually we have to run through a check list and if it impacts anybody in another school, then we owe it to that school to say, ‘Hey, we want to do this activity,’” Wooley said. “That open line of communication has to happen. Our schedules are going to impact each other no matter what, so we have to make decisions.”
 
Ransom said it was also difficult enforcing common policies between the schools.
 
“We try to be consistent with discipline policies, so we have the same expectations,” he said.
 
“Obviously, we struggle. We have to really agree. In a district with one high school, when there’s one principal, you don’t have to think about that.”
 
But Wooley said he much prefers this process to having a school with one administrator.
 
“It’s a safety net, it’s people to bounce ideas off of,” he said. “I can’t imagine going to another district and becoming an administrator and being isolated. I’ve become so accustomed to working closely with my colleagues and asking questions about practices and things they’ve implemented.”
 
 
Moving forward
 
While Woodburn isn’t the only Oregon school to continue with the small schools setup, its success despite struggles has been apparent to initiative members.
 
“Just going small doesn’t make much difference,” Campobasso said. “But when you do it well and put the effort these people have put into it, it’s well worth it.”

This is the second of a two-part series on Woodburn’s first four-year graduates of its small schools setup. Today’s story looks at the successes and failures of the current system. To read Part I, which has more background information, check out our Web site, www.woodburnindpendent.com, and look for "Woodburn High: Four years later." 

