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Kids at Crater High School change classes at the Crater Renaissance Academy, one of four small schools at Crater.Jim Craven
When senior Matt Robinson heard about the plan to divide Crater High School into four smaller, theme-based schools, each with its own principal, building wing and schedule, he was one of the most outspoken opponents.

"All of my friends have different interests, so I was worried about losing them," Robinson said. "Some of my best friends I met this year, people I knew a long time but wouldn't have had a relationship with if it hadn't been for small schools. That and seeing the teachers working so hard to make this work was the turning point. Now, I'm 100 percent in support."

Crater — which serves about 1,500 students from Central Point and Gold Hill — divided last fall into Crater School of Business Innovation & Science, Crater Renaissance Academy, Crater Academy of Health and Public Service and Crater Academy of Natural Science.

The restructuring is part of a national movement toward breaking down large high schools of thousands into smaller schools of 400 or fewer students. Crater received a four-year grant of about $1.1 million to fund the reform from the Oregon Small Schools Initiative, backed by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Meyer Memorial Trust.

Instead of meeting 155 to 185 faces in a week, teachers now see about 100, said Mike Meunier, business school principal.

The theme-based model had sparked fears that students would be pigeonholed into a career track before they were old enough or experienced enough to make an informed decision.  But that's not the intent of the model, Crater officials said. It's more simple than that.

"I don't think it would be reasonable to expect students to make career choices at this age," said Mark Wolfe, health and public service school principal. "The purpose is to entice the kids to want to learn and be more college-ready."

Small schools also are intended to create an environment where teachers and students are so well acquainted that they know each other's phobias, likes, dislikes, challenges and victories.

Some students tended to select schools based on where their friends planned to attend.  "We encourage them to choose something that's going to make the core subject matter more enjoyable for them," said Bob King, arts school principal.

Crater first opened small schools in the 1990s, but they were elective and limited programs that did not include all students.  There was still a sense that Crater was a place where teachers didn't know all their students' names, said Kirk Gibson, small school transition coordinator and former Crater principal.  

The new structure puts everyone into a small school. Fewer students means teachers are more likely to notice when a student is struggling and know what that student needs, said humanities teacher Ruth Schwada.

Many of the lessons are project-based to bring relevancy to the subject matter. Internships and ties between subjects are also a distinct part of small schools.

State testing hasn't yet wrapped up at Crater. However, in the first of three rounds of reading tests, 63 percent of students met state standards compared with 57 percent the previous year. Results are not yet available for math and writing.  A glitch in the high school's data collection system and differing schedules at each school hobbled efforts to gauge how the small schools have affected attendance and the number of disciplinary referrals, Gibson said. The information may be available later in the year after staff corrects it.

"It's too early to look at data and make a relationship to small schools, but anecdotally, it has been a way students engage and stay in school," said Charlie LaTourette, spokesman for Employers for Education Excellence, the umbrella organization for the state small schools initiative.

The structure makes it more difficult to be anonymous, students and staff members said.  "One kid told me he got six calls in one day when he didn't show up at school," Gibson said. "He said, 'It's harder to skip.' "

The themes and new teaching techniques also have made classes more interesting, students said.  "Last year it sucked getting up to go to school," said Cory Monson, an arts school sophomore. "This year has been enjoyable, and the teachers act more like they care."

One of the challenges of breaking up the campus into four small schools has been the division of duties that used to belong to one person. The four principals have taken on additional responsibilities such as attendance and scheduling, and they work long hours.  "We have to get to a point where all the systems are in place, not just put in hours because that's not sustainable," King said.
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