Woodburn High: Four years later

The first four-year small schools graduates are leaving Woodburn this year
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WOODBURN — Despite the end of the four-year grant through the Oregon Small Schools Initiative this year, Woodburn High School will continue with the four small schools model, having found a way to increase student success.
 
When the opportunity arose to take advantage of the E3: Employees for Education Excellence grant, part of the Oregon Business Council that funded $28 million for 42 small schools, Woodburn jumped at the chance.
 
“We were desperate for better results,” said Chuck Ransom, principal of the Academy of International Studies, one of the four small schools.
 
“Everything about the school was in trouble data-wise: dropout rates, test scores, graduation rates. The research that was available at the time for our demographic suggested personalization was a driving force with children in poverty, especially mobile kids and minorities.
 
“They respond well to a personalized approach to education. So the idea was to go small.”
 
Woodburn certainly met the requirements, according to Kathy Campobasso, the project director of the Oregon Small Schools Initiative.
 
She said schools had to have more than 800 students and had to have a high percentage of either low income students or students of color.
 
“Creating the small schools helped establish the condition where teachers could try new things and learn different approaches,” Campobasso said.
 
The next step was getting the community to back up this plan.
 
“I had to promise the moment I signed on that this would be successful,” said Superintendent Walt Blomberg. “I felt compelled to tell the community, we’re going down this path, we’re not going to fail. I think everybody felt the pressure of that promise and I think everybody’s fulfilled that promise so far to the public, to the kids to the parents.”
 
Woodburn High School was reconfigured into four small schools: Woodburn Arts and Communications Academy (WACA), which serves as an art-based school; Woodburn Academy of Art, Science and Technology (WAAST), a science-based school; Wellness, Business and Sports School (WeBSS), which is geared toward business and medicine; and Academy of International Studies (AIS), which is language-based.
 
Last night’s graduates are the first group of students to spend all four high school years under the small schools model and, according to the district, they won’t be the only group in that category.
 
Now that the money provided by the Meyer Memorial Trust and Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation through E3 has been used up, Woodburn High School’s climate has changed on a collaborative and an academic level.
 
Its basis has been “Relevance, rigor, relationships.”
 
“I think the leading indicators are the things that suggest relationships and personalization,” Ransom said. “We want students to have strong connections with an adult. Who wouldn’t want that? That’s a strength we built on right from the beginning. … Without the relationships, we couldn’t make them engage in the rigor because what they’re being asked to do is really hard.”
 
The stakes for passing state tests has gone up and providing a good education for each and every student, not just those in the honors classes, has been pushed in Woodburn.
 
“We want all students to graduate college-ready,” said Campobasso. “That doesn’t mean every student necessarily has to go to college, but even students who go out into the work force need the same skills as a college-going student.”
 
Now that the grant money has run out, Woodburn High School is determined to continue with the small schools model without much cost.
 
“Primarily, (the grant money) was used for professional development for teachers and for principals and other leaders. … It also paid for coaching support and teaching and learning facilitators, ultimately,” said Campobasso.
Educators now have the tools to work in a small school, one of which is the weekly collaboration every Wednesday morning in the 2010-11 school calendar.
 
“The support we need now is a different kind of support,” Ransom added. “What we’re working on now is focusing on teaching and learning.”
 
Rather than losing money because the grant is over, Woodburn is getting more for its money, according to Duncan Wyse, the president of the Oregon Business Council.
“If you’re talking about dollars per graduate, it’s cheaper because the performance is better,” he said.
 
Because of Woodburn’s success, Campobasso said it might possibly be used as a demonstration site for others interested in the small school setup.
 
“I think Woodburn would be a great site to focus on,” she said. “Just like we went to other schools to see what’s working, now we can show what’s working.”
 
In addition to having help from the initiative, the district has established connections with other small schools.
 
“Our small schools have really developed a network with one another and we’d like to bring them together at least once a year,” Campobasso said.
 
Because data, such as overall success in test scores, can’t be calculated in just a couple years, the initiative will continue to follow Woodburn’s achievement scores.
 
“What we know for sure is we’ll continue to track the data and help them interpret their data,” Campobasso said.
 
Woodburn High School went to the small schools format four years ago. In this story, the Woodburn Independent looks at the process of why it went in that direction and with the original funding source now gone, what happens? Part II of this story will run in our June 9 issue and it will take a deeper look into the successes and failures of going to a small schools model. 

