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ABSTRACT
A GUIDE FOR ESTABLISHING A SMALL LEARNING ACADEMY
FOR MT. RAINIER HIGH SCHOOL
By

Gerald A. Turner

This project examined the essential components of a small learning academy to be
established at Mt. Rainier High School. The review of current research found that six
components are necessary for a small learning academy to be successful when breaking
down large comprehensive high schools into small learning communities. The
comporients that are evaluated include personalization of education, creating student-
centered and authentic curriculum, adaptive teaching strategies, performance-based
assessment with high expectations, teacher collaboration and professional development,
and strong community connections. The overall purpose of the guide is to focus attention
on the components that matter in the establishment of the small learning academies as
Mt. Rainier High School attempts to restructure education by breaking down into three or

four learning academies.
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CHAPTER ONE

BACKGROUND OF THE PROJECT

Introduction

“The mission of public education in a democratic society is to educate all

.....students, Public schools bridge the divide of culture, advantage, and diverse ... ... ..

perspectives to promote equality, freedom, respect, and justice. We understand
and value our charge to keep public education—the foundation of democracy—

safe and responsive for future generations.” (Boyle, 2004, p. 2)

Darling-Hammond (2002) stated that our school system in which we work today
was constructed about 100 years ago with a different purpose and for a different time in
which we no longer live, and that system was never designed to teach all children to high
levels. Daggett (2004) commented in his executive summary that it has become
apparent in recent years most high schools in the United States need some sort of reform
if all students are to receive a rigorous and relevant education.

As stated by Gregory (2001), over the past several years research has favored a
movement to break down large comprehensive high schools into small schools. Bracey
(1998) said that discussion about the optimal size of a high school generally falls along
the lines of personalization versus specialization. Boyle (2004) alleged that small
numbers allow more communication and more personal relationships among students,
staff, school board members, and parents resulting in students receiving more

1
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personalized instruction. Meier (1996) concluded that although large school buildings
may have been the wrong thing to do, they can be used today to house several schools as
was the case in New York City schools. Viadero (2001) noted that despite the research,
statistics show that American schools are getting bigger not smaller. Lowery (2000) said

that high schools today frequently number in the thousands of students even though it has

been shown by recent research that students receive more benefits by attending small

schools. Solomon (1999) reported that the Education Department’s own statistics show
over two-fifths of the nation’s high schools enrolled over 1,000 students. Research
conducted in the mid 20™ century about the validity of large schools, according to Wasley
(2002), suggested that students who are at risk or are less-advantaged ended up in the
largest classrooms with the least experienced teachers. However, Kennedy (2003)
believed that in smaller schools students got the attention they needed and a sense of
belonging, and there they were encouraged to succeed rather than fall through the cracks
or become discipline problems. Sommers (1997) agreed that smaller schools more easily
achieved a climate for learning which allowed learning to occur more often than it did in
larger schools.

Fisher (2003) believed that there are seven factors that affected student
achievement at five reorganized New York City high schools. The design elements
included (a) small size; (b) personalization; (c) a curriculum based on proficiencies; (d)
teaching practices based on students’ needs; (e) school-wide assessment; (f) flexible
supports; and (g) teacher collaboration. Lambert (2004) corroborated this idea by listing
the Gates Foundation Seven Attributes of High Achievement Schools:

¢ Common focus
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¢ Time to collaborate

e High expectations

e Performance based

o Technology as a tool

e Personalization

o Respect and responsibility

Boyle (2004) also held there were additional benefits in small schools which

helped a greater number of students achieve success and that in a small school more
students got involved in extra curricular activities by assuming leadership roles and
participating in sports, band, drama, chorus, and the newspaper club. He said another
benefit shown by studies of small schools is that low-income and at-risk students often

perform better.

Statement of the Problem

Can small learning academies be developed at Mount Rainier High School by
breaking down into three 9™ and 10" grade academies while maintaining a
comprehensive program for juniors and seniors? Can small learning academies keep
ninth and tenth grade students from failing courses and increase the current graduation
rate of 69 percent to having more students finish in four years? Will small learning
academies help students raise the school’s WASL (Washington Assessment of Student
Learning) scores which are low compared to other schools with similar demographics?
Will students feel a greater sense of belonging and become more involved in school

activities? Will teachers have more time to collaborate and time to know their students?

142



The Purpose of the Project

In the spring of 2003, the Highline School District applied for a grant from the
Department of Education in an attempt to have all four of its high schools break up into
small learning communities or small schools within a school. Each of the high schools

assembled a committee to establish a proposal for how it wanted to proceed. Mount

' Rainier H1gh Schooldemded to bleak down 1nt0 three small academies with ninth and

tenth grade students. In these small academies the school would attempt to help students
achieve greater success by passing the WASL as sophomores, and then prepare students
for their junior and senior years of high school as well as post-secondary education or
work. A primary purpose would be to help students stay in school and be successful,
graduate on time, and be productive citizens when they graduate from Mount Rainier
High School. The purpose of this project is to provide a guide for establishing one of the

small learning academies at Mount Rainier High School.

Limitations of the Project

Because this project is intended for establishing a small learning academy at
Mount Rainier High School in the Highline School District in the state of Washington,
the guidelines may not be relevant to other secondary schools in the state. The
demographics of the population, the programs already in place, the staff, and the values

of its community make Mount Rainier High School distinctive.
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Research
The review of literature for this project was limited to articles and books written
and research conducted within the last fifteen years. Information was gathered from the
other three high schools in the Highline School District as well as other high schools in

the state of Washington.

Definition of Terms

For the purpose of this project the following terms were defined:

Comprehensive High Schools — a comprehensive high school is a unique
American invention that was designed to serve the educational needs of a modern
democratic society in the mid-20™ century. (Schuster 2005)

Personalization — personalization is making a difference in students’ education
experiences when these conditions occur: adults know kids so that instruction can be
tailored to individual students; students have a sense of belonging that sustains mutual
trust; students trust teachers sufficiently to grant their teachers authority to make greater

demands on them. (Lambert and Lowry, 2004)

First Order Change ~ doing more or doing less of something we are already
doing. First-order change is always reversible. (National Academy 2005)
Second Order Change — deciding ~ or being forced — to do something

significantly or fundamentally different from what we have done before. The process is
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irreversible: once you begin, it is impossible to return to the way you were doing it
before. (National Academy 2005)

Adequate Yearly Progress — The concept of AYP is based on students attaining a
target level of achievement in reading and math, and disaggregating student scores into

nine subgroups for each school and district. A minimum of 30 continuously enrolled

 students per subgroup has been set for reliable AYP determination. (OSPI 2005)

WASL (Washington Assessment of Student Learning) — The Washington
Assessment of Student Learning is a test designed by Washington teachers and reflects
what students know and are able to do based on the state’s Essential Academic Learning
Requirements (EALRs). These clear targets in the subject areas of reading, writing,
mathematics and science represent the specific academic skills and knowledge

Washington State students are required to meet in the classroom. (OSPI 2005)

Small Learning Academies— small learning academies are likely to create
conditions for student connection, equity, and high achievement. Experts disagree about
the optimal size of small learning academies. Some put the upper limit at four hundred
students, while others maintain that two hundred is an optimal maximum. (Davison

2002)
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CHAPTER TWO
A REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE AND INFORMATION OBTAINED FROM
SELECTED SOURCES
Introduction

Darling-Hammond (2002) stated in her speech at the Small Schools Conference in

Oakland, California, there is a growing consensus across the country that schools need to

change in essential ways if they are to achieve the goals to increase learning and success
for all students. Fisher and Frey (2003) pointed out that one of the factors at five
reorganized New York City schools which positively affected achievement was small
size. Boyle (2004) said that small schools gave more advantages to students, especially
those who were at risk or from low income backgrounds providing them with the
motivation for better attendance and less desire to dropout. Gregory (2001) thought that
recent research called into question older research concerning the positives of large
school size, and believed today smaller is better for students. Davidson (2002) agreed
when she said that educators, researchers, and funders had concluded that small learning
communities were more likely to create the best conditions for greater student
achievement and success. There seemed to be an increasing consensus among educators,
according to Wasley (2002), that all students can learn and no student should be allowed
to fail for lack of effort by his or her teachers.
The Need for Small Learning Academies

Small learning academies, according to Darling-Hammond (2002), have shown to

improve student achievement, decrease student drop-out rates, and provide better student-

7



teacher relationships and student participation in extra-curricular activities
preparing them for the post-secondary world. Davidson (2002) stated that small schoo}
structures allow the possibility of obtaining personalization, greater academic
achievement, and trust between students and teachers. Daggett (2004) said one of the

common components of 30 successful high schools he studied was the focusing of

instruction through the use of small learning communities or academies,

Viadero (2001) thought the benefits of a small learning academy as shown by
research includes better attendance, fewer drop-outs, better grade point averages, and
more participation in extra curricular activities as well as fewer behavior problems and a
safer environment for students. Lowery and Harris (2000) reported that students in small
schools learn more in the core subjects than students do in larger high schools, especially
students termed at-risk or disadvantaged. Kennedy (2003) stated that small learning
academies not only lead to better student achievement, but also lead to less vandalism,
violence, and misbehavior from students. Meier (1996) offers seven reasons small
schools offer the only chance for real reform: governance, respect, simplicity, safety,
parent involvement, accountability, and belonging. Solomon (1999) added that a sense of
belonging to a small learning academy reduced the sense of isolation and resulting
possibility of violence.

Another benefit of small schools over large ones, according to Sommers (1997),
was the greater ability to create the proper environment and culture leading to student
achievement. Kushman (1999) said the point of small learning academies is to create
better teacher-student relationships and take into account students’ interests, experiences,

and learning styles. Darling-Hammond (2002) stated that personalization is one of many



: i

T
I3 k3

strengths of small schools allowing teachers and students to develop meaningful and
sustained relationships. Watt (2003) stated that a common belief is that students in small
learning academies receive a superior experience academically and socially because of

the high level of support from its members.

| .C“lal.ﬁboﬁénts of Effective Small Learning Academies

According to several researchers on small schools, including Fisher and Frey
(2003), Darling-Hammond (2002), Dagget (2004), Kennedy (2003), and Meier (1996),
there are several components which must factor into the small learning academy model to
enable its success. These components include the following:

1. Personalization with a Common Focus

2. Student-Centered and Authentic Curriculum

3. Adaptive Pedagogy

4. Performance Based Assessment and High Expectations
5. Teacher Collaboration and Professional Development

6. Community Connections

Personalization

Boyle (2004) said one thing that works in small schools is personalization because
students benefit from this kind of instructional model which provides a sense of security
with the low student-to-teacher ratio. According to Fisher and Frey (2003) if
personalization was left out of the picture, a school’s chance of success is threatened.

Darling-Hammond (2002) stated that personalization is a major strength of small schools
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which allowed meaningful, lasting relationships to develop between students and
teachers. Davidson (2002) argued that the size of a learning community is a core factor
that determines if a school will achieve the right conditions for students and teachers to
connect. Viadero (2001) notes that others have commented on the fact when teachers,

regardless of what they teach, know the students in his or her school, it makes a big

 difference. Wasley (2002) concluded that students do best in schools where they can’t

hide, where they are known by their teachers, and where their academic success becomes
the mission of a group of adults whom they trust. Lowery and Harris (2000) reported that
a study suggested that small schools encouraged strong bonds between students and
adults and had positive effects on personal habits such as things like substance abuse.
Kennedy (2003) sited details from the Columbine High School incident in 1999 stating
that in small schools students who get sad or depressed have teachers and classmates who
were more likely to notice because of the more personal relationships that may have
developed. Another benefit of personalization, according to Meier (1996), was that there
were less likely to be misunderstandings from not knowing one’s students or teachers
which can lead to hurt feelings or feelings of disrespect because of cultural or
generational differences. Solomon (1999) contended that small schools can be a place
where an adult knows every child well. Sommers (1997) suggested that small schools
created an ambience for learning where students felt they belonged and contributed to
better discipline and better attitudes and achievement. Klonsky and Klonsky (1999) stated
that the point of small learning academies is to allow personalization of instruction and

take into account students’ varied experiences, interests, and learning styles.
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Student-Centered and Authentic Curriculum
Lowery and Harris (2000) stated that small schools continue to deal with the
concern of curriculum development despite other positive aspects of their size. Darling-
Hammond (2002) said that schools must not use the same old curriculum if they are to

become effective change agents—a curriculum that only touches on superficial topics

rather than focusing on deep understanding. To make a rigorous curriculum effective,

Darling-Hammond (2002} stated that teachers must make strong efforts to connect the
curriculum to students’ interests and experiences. Dagget (2004) in his Executive
Summary said the goal of successful schools should be how to think deeply with
understanding, how to learn and embrace change, and help students apply these cognitive
abilities fo real-world situations. Sommers (1997) contended that students learn more in
small schools than they do in larger schools. Sommers (1997) also suggests that a
narrower curriculum—Iess choices for students—actually allows students to learn more
and fosters a better feeling of community among the students and staff. Bracey (1998)
stated that specialization of curriculum offerings in larger high schools led to inequities in
school outcomes where in small schools everyone took the same curriculum regardless of
interests or abilities. To help students meet current standards, according to Darling-
Hammond (2002), teachers must use an engaging curriculum that challenges students to
think deeply, understand concepts, integrate, assess, and weigh ideas to develop
expressive and analytical skills.

Adaptive Pedapogy

According to Darling-Hammond (2002) adaptive pedagogy requires many varied

instructional strategies which allow students to use the many ways in which they learn.
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Meier (1996) suggested that the faculty of a small school should be small enough to fit
around a conference table to be most effective in discussions of students, teaching
strategies, and curriculum development providing accountability toward one another.
Kennedy (2003) said that teachers must embrace changes that are necessary for a greater

sense of community—although change isn’t easy. A factor of change in how teachers

.t.e“ach which is necessary for higher achievement, according to Kennedy (2003), is one of

the Gates Foundation’s principals for teachers: a performance-based environment in
which students are promoted to the next instructional level only when they have achieved
competency. Wasley (2002) believed that small schools allowed teachers a means for
finding new strategies for teaching to help students succeed on state assessments. Wasley
(2002) also noted that her experiences reinforced a belief that all students learn
differently and teachers have to be responsible to create a repertoire of teaching strategies
and teach to individual students’ styles of learning which can best be done in a small
school environment. In his Executive Summary, Daggett (2004) pointed out that the old
teacher methodology was designed for a select population of students and was never
intended to help all students learn and achieve academic success and meet high standards
like many states demand now. Daggett (2004) also believed that successful schools
focused on the future, taught students how to think, learn how to learn, and embrace
change to be successful in an ever-changing society allowing students to become deep
thinkers. Davidson (2002) said that several small school teachers, including some from
Nathan Hale High School in Seattle, Washington, are finding ways to hold students to
high standards by individualizing their experiences through advisories, personalized

learning plans, and individualized assessments. Darling-Hammond (2002) stated that we
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must understand that teaching has to take into account that students learn in different
ways. Darling-Hammond (2002) also stated that effective teachers use many diverse
strategies such as lecture, recitation, guided inquiry, group work, small-group and whole-
class discussions, independent work, projects, experiments, research using books and the

internet, constructing models and developing products through the use of technology and

““the arts. Fisher and Frey (2003) suggested that teachers must plan their instruction

around the state or district content standards.

Performance-Based Assessment and High Expectations

Darling-Hammond (2002) stated that a performance-based assessment system was
based on common standards integrated into the classroom practices and provided students
models, demonstrations, and exhibitions of the type of work they will be expected to do.
According to Darling-Hammond (2002) the system usually included things like portfolios
demonstrating in-depth study, rubrics used to judge students’ work, oral presentations
testing the students’ readiness for graduation, and opportunities for students to edit and
revise what they have done that demonstrated learning and meeting standards. Daggett
(2004) said that one of the elements visible in high achieving schools included in his
research was a demonstrated importance of building a culture of high academic
expectations for all students. Daggett (2004) also stated that academic rigor must be
applied to all students in ways that are relevant to today and beyond. Viadero (2001)
outlined what high standards could be by looking at one Chicago small school with a
philosophy valuing high quality work, responsibility for one’s self, critical thinking and
open~-mindedness, as well as other attributes of a disciplined life. Wasley (2002) sited a

report from the students in one Chicago small school stating that teachers were relentless
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m their expectations of students, nagging them, calling their parents, and showing they
cared that students completed their work—these were examples of teachers’ high
expectations. Kennedy (2003) believed that smallness was a necessity for schools to
establish personalization and a culture of respect which are vital components for high
academic achievement. According to Sommers (1997) small schools provide the correct
“atmosphere for students to achieve high academic success and, in fact, enhance student

achievement.,

Teacher Collaboration and Professional Development

Another component of successful small schools is in the area of teacher
collaboration with a real commitment to time and resources and on-going professional
development as noted by Darling-Hammond (2002). Good teachers learn from one
another, according to Darling-Hammond (2002), through a process of sharing, attempting
new ideas, reflection on practice, and developing new ideas, and time is needed for that to
occur. Daggett (2004) stated in his Executive Summary that the ninth characteristic of
successful high schools is sustained and supported professional development. Wasley
(2002) noted that teachers in a small Chicago school were able to meet together often
because they were few in number and worked toward common goals for their curriculum
and accepted responsibility for their students’ success, and they agreed on instructional
approaches while trying to build coherence into the curriculum. Boyle (2004) stated that
teachers in small schools today are closer to school reform, because there are fewer layers
of bureaucracy thwarting efforts for change. Fisher and Frey (2003) noted one of the
seven factors that affected change at five New York high schools was strong teachers

with strong supports in collaboration and problem solving. Kennedy (2003) said that
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one of the principals that help make a school high achieving is the need for an
environment that gives teachers time to collaborate and sharpen their tools for teaching.
Meier (1996) noted that small schools with small faculties allow teachers to hold one
another accountable for their teaching which is a hallmark of collaboration. Klonsky and

Klonsky (1999) said that one of the vital qualities of a small school was teacher

Community Connections

Boyle (2004) stated one thing that works in small schools is the community
connection—the school is at the heart of the community and members of the community
take an extensive interest in what goes on there. Darling-Hammond (2002) said that
successful schools don’t neglect their community—the parents—but rather strengthen the
ties to families working to support students and learning to better understand students so
teaching can be personalized to individual needs. Meier (1996) noted that schools can be
intimidating places for parents, but when the school is small enough relationships
develop between teachers and parents establishing a common alliance helping the
children become successful through discussions and meetings between teachers, students,
and parents. Klonsky and Klonsky (1999) noted that the small schools in Chicago also
had made connections with business and university partners in its community garnering

generous support for the schools.

Summary

The review of literature was replete with the contention that the movement to

small schools is probably the best means for teachers and communities to establish the
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climate and culture necessary for better state assessment scores and standardized test
scores, and fewer students opting to drop out of high school but instead graduating on
time in four years. But getting small isn’t the only change needed for this is to occur.
There are several other principals of change necessary for better success from schools.
These changes include developing personalization between students and teachers while

* creating a common focus, creating authentic curriculum that is student-centered rather
than teacher-centered, adapting teaching styles to fit the needs of students which may
include project-based learning activities, developing a performance-based assessment of
student skills and knowledge while keeping or raising teacher expectations for students’
learning, structuring time for teachers to colliaborate on curriculum and discuss
implementation of strategies for individual students and taking time to include the student
and the parent in the discussion as well as providing meaningful and useful professional
development opportunities for all staff, and creating and strengthening ties to the families
and communities surrounding the school including businesses and universities. These
principles need to be addressed by any school serious about reform efforts. The large
comprehensive high schools we have today in our urban and suburban settings find it
almost impossible to meet these conditions because of their size. And as Darling-
Hammond (2002) noted in her book, Redesigning Schools: What Matters and What
Works, “A growing number of educators and policymakers believe that existing
assembly-line schools that inhibit our students’ and teachers’ potential need to be

replaced by smaller schools that are better designed to support teaching and learning.”
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CHAPTER THREE
PROCEDURES
Mount Rainier High School in the Highline School District, Seattle, Washington,
is in the midst of school redesign. The purpose of this project is to establish a guide for

the high school as it attempts to divide its faculty and student body into three or four

* small learning academies. To accomplish the goal of establishing a guide, a review of

related literature and research was acquired, analyzed, and assessed.

Need for the Project

A growing number of educators and policymakers believe that existing assembly-
line schools that inhibit our students’ and teachers’ potential need to be replaced
by smaller schools that are better designed to support teaching and learning. And
we have evidence that small schools are indeed better for our children: All else
equal, they produce higher achievement, lower dropout rates, greater attachment,
and more participation in the curricular and extracurricular activities that prepare
students for productive lives. (Darling-Hammond, 2002, p. iii)

In the fall of 2003, the staff and faculty of Mt. Rainier High School was informed
that the Highline School District had acquired a Federal Department of Education grant
to study and propose a strategy for establishing small schools at all four high schools in
the district. Each high school was required to form a committee to study how this could
be done and then develop a proposal to submit to the Federal Department of Education in

March, 2004,

17
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The principal at Mt. Rainier High School asked for volunteers to serve on a Small
Learning Communities committee (SLC) and go through a process of study, research,
visitation, and proposal beginning in early November 2003, The committee formed
consisted of teachers and staff with representation from each academic department

including English, social studies, math, science, world language, and information

: technology, v wwell 2 Conrmelor ad snchs oF e sehcais prmmpals e e

Procedures for the Project

The writer commenced upon the following actions to establish a guide for
developing small learning academies at M{. Rainier High School:
e A wide-ranging review and analysis of literature and research was completed

¢ A review of the following high schools’ procedures was reviewed and

examined

0

Evergreen High School, Highline School District

(o]

Tyee High Schooel, Highline School District
o Highline High School, Highline School District
o Clover Park High School, Clover Park School District
o Henry Foss High School, Tacoma Public Schools
o Mt Tahoma High School, Tacoma Public Schools
o Mount Lake Terrace High School,
o Davis High School, Yakima School District
¢ Recommendations and procedures established by the SLC
¢ Recommendations and procedures suggested by the SLC Coach for MRHS

¢ Requirements established by the School Board of the Highline School District
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Planned Implementation of the Project

The guide for establishing small learning academies at Mt. Rainier High School
will be implemented in progress because the high school is already in the midst of
redesign. At the time of this writing, the school has been divided into three academies set

to be implemented with the freshmen class in the fall of 2005. Several procedures have

 taken place also such as establishing design principles, identifying teachers for each

academy, and developing a theme or focus for each academy. The teaching faculty has
begun staff development centered on constructivist theory of teaching as part of the
process of the school redesign. Future faculty hired by the school will complete similar
training and staff development or show evidence of previous training. Mt. Rainier High
School’s implementation plan submitted to the Federal Department of Education stated
that the first year of actual implementation would be with 9% grade students, the
following year adding 10" grade students, and then the 11® and 12™ grade students added
in the third year of implementation. The implementation grant to the Highline School
District is for three years. The grant can be used for study, research, school visitations,

and staff training.



sty

P

CHAPTER FOUR
THE PROJECT
The purpose of this project was to develop a guide to facilitate the break-down of
the comprehensive high school into small learning academies at Mt. Rainier High School

in the Highline School District in Des Moines, Washington. The guide was to help each

| éiﬁail ieaming academy go through a series of procedures to develop a small school

vision statement and focus, establish a name which reflects the focus, develop a one page
description of the academy, and write a recruitment statement for students who may
select one academy over another. It was also designed to help teachers, staff, and
administrators within each academy develop strategies for personalizing education for
students, develop authentic curriculum, and incorporate new teaching strategies through
collaboration based on performance and high expectations and community connections.
This guide includes models used at other high schools in Washington, and a process for

review, monitoring, and evaluating the process used at Mt. Rainier.
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_ SECTIONONE

An Introduction to Small Learning Academies at Mt. Rainier High School

Highline School District

“School designers are likely to be more successful if they can access the lessons learned
Jfrom the reform efforts of the past several decades. A number of schools that have been
extraordinarily effective and have helped other schools to replicate their success have
important lessons to offer, based on the elements they hold in common.”
—Linda Darling-Hammond

P2



Purpose of Small Learning Academies

When the subject of small learning communities was brought up in the Highline
School District, the first question on most people’s lips was, “Why small learning
communities?” The answer was not as simple as the question; it involved a lot of

research and study In the spring of 2003 the Highline School District formed an

” adv1sory commission to explore the 1dea of smal} leammg cormnunitles fox the nghhne

School District. This group of people was sent to New York City to visit the work of the
public high schools there that have broken some large comprehensive high schools into
smaller schools within a school building also known as small learning communities. The
commission returned with the recommendation that the school district apply for a federal
Department of Education grant to study this kind of school redesign. The commission
was later dissolved and the school district applied for and received a grant that sumnmer
from the Department of Education.

In the fall of 2003, each of the four high schools in the Highline School District
was asked to assemble a committee to prepare a proposal to the DOE (Department of
Education) outlining what they wanted to do to establish small learning communities at
cach respective high school. Small Learning Communities or academies can provide an
atmosphere for learning to provide more personalization, allow more teacher
collaboration, and provide a more student-centered curriculum as well as many other
benefits. The need for each high school to proceed in some kind of school redesign was
evident from the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) scores and other

standardized test scores as well as high school student drop-out rates.
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As is with most schools, Mt. Rainier High School is committed to improving
academic success for all of its students from diverse backgrounds and needs. This guide
will contribute to the school redesign efforts at Mt. Rainier by providing steps for the

process of a large comprehensive high school to break down into small learning

communities or academies.

The Planning Grant Process

After receiving a planning grant from the DOE, each high school in the Highline
School District formed committees to design a small learning community model to
propose to the DOE in the spring of 2004. At Mt. Rainier High School, teachers
volunteered to serve on this committee representing each academic department. The
committee also included representation from the counseling staff and included all three of
the building administrators. There was, however, no representation from classified staff,
After a few months, one parent who had expressed interest in the commitiee joined to
provide a community connection. With some direction from the district administrative
office, Mt. Rainier’s principal led the committee through a process of discussion and
exploration. The grant provided extra pay for staff to meet after school hours. The grant
also provided funds for staff to visit other high schools in the area that were going
through or had gone through a similar process. A third provision of the grant was for
staff to attend conferences and in-service training about school redesign along the lines of
small learning communities.

The district required the committee to establish design principles (appendix 1)

which included current academic programs the school wanted to keep as part of the
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redesign. Mt. Rainier’s design principles also had to include the district design principles
{appendix 1)

Small Learning Academies Design Proposal

After several months of discussion and several proposals of models for small

learning academies at Mt. Rainier High School, the committee selected a model that they

 believed would best serve the students of Mt. Rainier. The model included three small .

learning academies of ninth and tenth grade students. When students enter the eleventh
grade they would enter an eleventh and twelfth grade house and be open to select from
classes taught by any teacher at Mt. Rainier High School even if that teacher was not
aligned with the small learning academy in which the student spent his or her first two
years of high school. This would allow students in the eleventh and twelfth grades to
take any International Baccalaureate (IB) course taught at Mt. Rainier as well as select
opportunities that take them off campus like the Occupation Skills Center (OSC) or
Running Start program at the community college.

This small learning academies model was developed and agreed upon by the
committee and then submitted to the entire school staff. The staff provided feedback to
the committee with questions and suggestions, and they indicated their level of support
for the overall idea of small learning communities. The proposal was finally presented to
the school board and approved, and then to the DOE in April of 2004.

The Three-Year Implementation Grant Process

After receiving approval from the DOE for a school redesign model, the Highline
School District received a three year implementation grant, and the committee at Mt.

Rainier High School began the process of working out the details of their plan. At that
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time, the committee formed a smaller group composed of staff from the committee called
a task force to complete the next steps of the process. This process included surveying
staff for preference of the academy they wanted to teach in. The process also included

sending information to parents of current eighth grade students in our feeder schools

inviting them to informal chats in the school library. A letter to the whole community

was sent out about two weeks later inviting all concerned persons from the community to
an informational meeting showing Mt. Rainier High School’s plan for redesign and why
it was needed. The principal at Mt. Rainier presented the information in a power point
presentation with committee members assisting in answering questions at table groups. It
was later decided more information would be given at future community meetings when
it was considered appropriate.

Another important piece of the first year of the implementation grant was to
provide teachers training for second order change within their respective academies
beginning a process of developing a focus for each academy. To allow each academy to
proceed as needed, a teacher-leader was hired from each academy to coordinate efforts
for the rest of the teachers developing an implementation process for ninth-grade small
learning academies for the fall of 2005 and for others developing the tenth-grade piece to
be implemented the following vear. Teachers received training in constructivist theory of
teaching as well as strategies for differentiated instruction, project based learning, and

critical thinking strategies.
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Year Two of the Implementation Grant

The second year of the grant will include further staff development for current
ninth-grade academy teachers as well as those who would teach ninth- and/or tenth-grade

students beginning in the fall of 2006. The original proposal included the idea that some

teachers would loop from ninth grade to tenth grade with their students from the first year

of the implementation of the academies.

Staff development will continue during the second and the third year of
implementation with all teachers aligned to one of the three academies. Teachers not
teaching in the ninth or tenth grade during the first two years of the implementation of the
academies will identify how they will take part in teaching ninth or tenth grade students
the following year or years. The goal was to have teachers rotate through the ninth and
tenth grade levels giving all teachers the opportunity to teach full-time in the ninth and/or
tenth grade academies developing relationships with students which they could carry on
when they rotated back to the junior-senior houses with those students. Students in their
junior and senior year would be allowed to take any course offered at the school whether

the teacher was aligned to their original academy or not.

Design Principles: Highline School District and Mt. Rainier High School

One of the first tasks for Mt. Rainier High School’s Small Learning Community
Committee was to establish design principles for the future small learning academies.
The committee was instructed to consider programs that were already successful and that
staff wanted to keep as part of the academies. Other design principles included the

following:
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Establishment and Practice of High Expectations
Personalization and Mentoring
Adaptive Cwrriculum and Authentic’ Assessment

Technology as a Tool

Collaborative Planning and Professional Development

Democratic Governance

The school district formed an advisory board and hired small schoel coaches from

a consortium to help the high schools through the redesign process. The Highline School

District Design Principles were also established. The district design principles were

similar to Mt. Rainier’s. The principles were as follows:

Personalization

Equitable, Inclusive and Multicultural Schools
Clear and High Expectations

Authentic Curriculum and Assessment
Democratic Learning and Choice

Distributed Leadership, Focused on Instruction

Time and Space for Collaboration

Each high school was instructed to align their design principles with the school

district principles to provide equity within the school district.
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Personalization with a Common Focus

“The idea of small, ‘human-scaled’ schools dwells centrally in many educators’
discussions about structures that support personalization and trust. Research and
practice point to the size of a learning community as a core factor, demonstrating that
small schools are more likely to create the right conditions for student connection equity,
and high achievement.”

—Jill Davidson

Po



™

School Size
Probably one of the most contested principles of small schools is the idea of size.
There is no consensus among studies suggesting that there is an optimal size for a small

school. The problem is that when one looks at breaking down a large comprehensive

high school of 2,000 or 3,000 students, small could be anywhere from 800 to 1,000. On

;;he other hand, a school of 1,500 students breaking down into smaller schools might
consider 500 students the maximum for a small school. And yet a school of under 1,000
would consider 500 still too large. So, what is the best size for a small school? It depends
on to whom one listens. According to Lambert and Lowry (2004) The Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation considers the optimum size to be no more than 400—or 100 students
per grade level. The Highline School District’s design principles suggested that each
small learning community would include about 100 students at each grade level with a
total of 400 or fewer students in each community. Mt. Rainier High School’s design was
significantly different from the other three high schools. Because the committee
recommended three academies of ninth and tenth grade students plus three or four houses
with 11" and 12% grade students, each community, or academy, would have a total of less
than 400 students, Teachers would teach in a ninth-tenth academy or an 11"%-12" house
and rotate between the two every two years. So a teacher who teaches 9™ grade English
the first year would potentially loop up with his or her students to 10" grade English the
following year. When those students enter an 11%-12" house, the English teacher would
leave the academy and teach in one of those houses providing some of his or her academy
students an opportunity to continue taking English classes from him or her as long as the

student does not choose the International Baccalaureate English class or Running Start or -

P10



Center in which to receive their English credits. Tyee High School approached school
size differently than Mt. Rainier did. As part of the Coalition of Essential Schools, Tyee
was required to keep all of its schools around 400 with students from all four grade levels
and each completely autonomous. Evergreen High School, a third school in the Highline

School District originally began developing about seven small schools with grades nine

through twelve. However, each school was going to be completely unique and of

different sizes. Their schools were being created around themes. Clover Park High
School in the Clover Park School District, Lakewood, Washington, was originally a large
comprehensive high school of about 1,600 students. When they divided into small
schools, each school was almost identical in course offerings and in size—about 400
students in grades nine through twelve. Mt. Lake Terrace High School in the Shoreline
School District, Mt. Lake Terrace, Washington, created six small learning communities
ranging in size from 160 to 400 students. School size seems to depend on the school’s
philosophy and goals of educating students.

Low Student to Teacher Ratio

A benefit to small learning communities, or academies, is the ability to provide a
low student-to-teacher ratio. This can be accomplished in a couple of ways. First,
teachers who teach in the ninth and tenth grade academies at Mt. Rainier High School
were guaranteed relatively lower class sizes. In past years, and recent years as well, ninth
and tenth grade classes tended to be larger than 11™ or 12" grade classes, The reason this
was true was because of the vast array of elective offerings including International
Baccalaureate (1B) courses with small class sizes. World language classes have benefited

from small class sizes as well. The IB classes have tended to be small because of the rigor
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Restructuring large comprehensive high schools into small learning

communities is a multi-year task that is an on-going effort by all those

involved.

The decision to break into small learning communities should come from the

staff involved as an honest desire to restructure in this way.

Decisions should include the entire staff,

Parents and community members should be included on the committee as well

as a representation of interested students.

Teachers involved in setting priorities and completing tasks should be

unbiased and have a clear picture of the whole school organization as it exists.
The goal of getting smaller is a first order change and should be looked at as

an opportunity to allow second order changes to occur more easily.

The whole school staff should begin working on second order changes early in

the process of restructuring.

Staff development should be centered around teaching practices that focus on

student-centered leaming strategies.

A coordinator for leading the committee and its work should be hired from the

teaching or building staff to help facilitate work toward the restructuring

process.

Time for committee members should be taken from non-teaching h;)urs but

not after a full day of teaching has occurred.

The focus of personalization of education, adaptive teaching strategies,

student-centered curriculum, performance-based assessment, and strong
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12.

13.

23

commuuity connections should be kept before the entire staff throughout the
process.

The entire staff should be kept informed of progress and current status
regularly so they feel included in the entire process.

The small learning academies should be very similar in appearance and

structure.

14.

15.

Students should be placed in an academy that best fits their needs by
responding to an assessment survey.
Teachers and staff should be placed into academies because of their skills and
area of teaching.

Recomendations
A representative committee should be formed to complete tasks, ask pertinent
questions, and set goals and priorities.
The smaller the committee is the better.
Community members and parents should be aggressively sought to serve on
the restructuring committee.
Students should be aggressively sought to serve on the restructuring
committee.
A teacher-leader or committee coordinator should be hired and at least a half-
time paid position.
Teachers on the committee need to be in their classrooms as much as possible
and shouldn’t be asked to work a 12 to 15 hour day.

Committee meetings should occur regularly and frequently.
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8. Tasks should be given out equally to all committee members.

9. An advisory board should be developed to oversee decisions and advise the

committee on progress.
10. Student placement should occur by having students respond to an assessment

survey.

.1 lTeachers shouldnotchooseacademles butbe placedby thecommlttee and not

based on friendships nor theme related interests.

12. Academies should not be theme based or very different from one another.
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APPENDIX

Highline School District Design Principles

Cur Guiding Principles for Small Learning Communities

Personalization Every student is known well respected, and appreciated. Intellectual,
social, and emotional needs are addressed. Because every student has an adult advocate,
no child is allowed to “slip through the cracks.”

" Equitable, Inclusive, and Multicultural Schools Each student’s cultural background

and experiences are respected and connected to the curriculum. Resources are equitably
distributed to ensure success for every student, regardless of background.

Clear and High Expectations High expectations are clearly communicated to all
students. Students are engaged in an ambitious, rigorous course of study and leave
school prepared for future success.

Authentic Curriculum and Assessment Students are challenged to analyze
information, apply knowledge, produce quality work, make presentations, and think
critically. Teachers and students set learning goals, and students must demonstrate their
competency in order to advance.

Democratic Learning and Choice Teachers, parents and students work together to
create a common vision for where the school is going and to make decisions that result in
student success. A system of “choice” allows parents and students to choose from the
small school that will best meet their educational needs.

Distributed Leadership, Focused on Instruction The school board, staff, and
community share responsibility to ensure the success of every student. Schools are given
autonomy, but are held accountable for enabling all students achieve at high levels.

Time and Space for Collaboration Staff and students are given the time and space to
collaborate and develop skills and plans to met the needs of all students. Teamwork is
expected and encouraged.

Community and Citizenship Parents are recognized as partners in education.
Partnerships are developed with businesses and higher education to create authentic
projects and opportunities for students. Students become responsible citizens through
critical thinking, civic engagement and an understanding of democracy.

Reproduced with permission of the Highline School District # 401

28



N

29

Mt. Rainier Design Principles

Establishment and Practice of High Expectations

Set and maintain rigorous standards for all students on all levels: work to help
students reach state and local standards (WASL); engage students in self-directed and
relevant learning; provide supports to make these goals attainable for all students; and
ensure student and staff accountability to shared standards and vision.

Personalization and Mentoring
Create a climate of active engagement, respect and responsibility, foster.

~ meaningful, sustained and continuous relationships between students, teachers, staff, and

comumunity; practice inclusion and create a context for educational empowerment and life
preparation for all students.

Adaptive Curriculum and Authentic Assessment

Develop a range of curriculum opportunities and modes of teaching to reach all
students; emphasize skills of critical analysis and expression and conceptual thinking;
employ performance-based assessment; practice advancement based on achieved
competency measured against consistent standards.

Technology as a Tool

Promote technology curriculum and instruction for all teachers and students;
create a technology infrastructure that advances school curriculum and assessment; infuse
technology across the curriculum.

Collaborative Planning and Professional Development

Assure ample, continuous teacher planning time; provide teachers that are
knowledgeable and expert in their subject matter and in diverse learning processes and
styles; commit time and resources for effective teaching; encourage innovative, flexible
and creative approaches to school scheduling, programming, curriculum development,
academic support systems, etc.

Democratic Governance

Practice equity on all levels; ensure an environment of communiciation and
positive feedback for improvement; adjust processes to fit the needs of a changing and
dynamic school model; and adopt shared values and a common vision that reflects the
unique needs of Mt. Rainier High School.

Reproduced with permission of the Highline School District # 401
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Junior — Senior
Year

~Internatiofial Baccalaureate

Running Start
Occupational Skills Center

Teaching Academy
Marketing-DECA -
Tenth Grade Tenth Grade Tenth Grade
Academy A Academy B Academy C
Ninth Grade Ninth Grade Ninth Grade
Academy A Academy B Academy C

Reproduced with permission of the Highline School District # 401



