Volume 13, Number 3

The Coalition of Essential Schools

January 1997

ORACE

Small schools do
better across the
board at knowing
students well,
keeping their work
meaningful, and
joining with others
in collaborative
communities. In
the push toward
higher student
achievement, how
can we bring their
successes into the
large schools most
of our students
attend?

BY KATHLEEN CUSHMAN

Why Small Schools Are Essential

STRAIGHT FROM THE BURSTING
halls of a Sacramento, California
middle school, at first Francisco
Bustos did not know what to make
of the tiny lakeshore community of
Nurthpaort, Michigan. His father had
moved the family there, to work
first as an orchard laborer and then
in a casino on a nearby reservation;
and with only 311 fellow students in
kindergarien through twelfth grade,
Francisco, 14, felt shy and exposed.
“I had a way of acting, before,
that helped protect me from gangs
and all,” he says, “I had lost a lot of
my friends to violence.” Scheelwork
mattered kess than survival, and atti-
tude was Francisco's chief defense.
His self-protective stance bogan
to falter, though, as Northport
teachers who knew his name and
cared aboul his nature encouraged
him to work harder and risk more.

t “They give me extra help,” he says.
: “They know [ can do better if 1 try.”
In a meeting, with his parents and
adviser, he resolved to prove them

right,
Francisco’s story could have
¢ come right from a textbook describ-
; ing the advanlages of small schools,
i whose positive effects on student
‘ attitudes and achicvement have
| proved cspecially striking for minor-
ities and those without socio-
veonomic advantages. But students
need not move to the country to reap
those rowards, Essential schools
around the country are finding,
By breaking up into scparate
units of no more than 500, even

huge urban schools with thousands
of students can achieve the persenal
stake in student success that under-
lies Essential School principles.
Using smaller sive as a lever, such
units may then gain autonomy over
budgets and hiring, forge new links
with parents and community, and
build thriving support networks of
like-minded schools,

The more this happens, argue
Essential school leaders like Ted
Sizer and Deborah Meier, the more
likely that students like Francisco
Bustos will experience the conditions
necessary for learning: teachers who
krow their students well, standards
generated together by a community,
and bonds that hold us to the values
we profess,

How Schools Got So Big

Today's public schools grew large
in an era that regarded their task as
producing large numbers of educat-
ed citizens as efficiently as possible.
In both curriculum and administra-
tive affairs, economies of scale
seemed to dictate more courses in
fewer sites; standardized procedures
and tests; and, ultimately, the union-
management relations that charac-
terized factory production,

Schools not being factories, the
product often disappointed. Though
teacher credentials may improve
and costs decline as schools grow,
rescarch shows that at some critical
“tipping point” student achieve-
ment actually goes down, reports
Craig Howley, who has conducted




In schooling as in
factories, efficiency
seemed to dictate
economies of scale.
Schools not being
factories, the product
often disappointed.

a review of the rescarch for the ERIC
Clearinghouse on Rural Education
and Small Schools. To gain only 17
percent more curriculum, a school’s
size must double——and even then,
the additional courses benefit only a
small percentage of students. As a
sthool grows, too, problems of
crowd management undercut what-
ever cconomies its large size may
confer.

Morcover, whal we call “large”
has shifted since James Bryant
Conant’s influential 1959 book The
Aniertcan High School Today, argued
for consolidating smaller schools
into maore efficient units that would
graduale classes of about 100, But as
stuburhs, small towns, and cities
alike reorganized into dramatically
larger districts with many fewer
schools, the number of students in a
typical school soared accordingly.
These days, when a big-city high
schoal might enroll upwards of
4,000 students, researchers tend 1o
regard as “small” an clementary
school of 36 to 400 students and a
secondary school of 400 to 800,

Small Enough to Share

But Sizer, Meier, and other Essential
school leaders would Like to see the
numbers keep going down from
there.

"When T don’t know the name
ol every student, the school is tooe
hig,” says Sara Newman, principal
ol the Brooklyn International Sehoo,
one of several dozen small now
Coalilion member schools in New
York City, er sehool works in close
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partnership with two others like it in
Manhattan and the Bronx, each serv-
ing no more than 300 students who
arrive with little or no English. She
credits their extraordinarily high
rates of attendance, eraduation, and
college acceplance to the close atten-
tion these students receive from
teachers who know their diverse
needs and situations.

Newman's teaching staff can
also sl fit around one table to Lalk,
which many regard as essential to
pood schoaling, “Teaching is intellec
tual work,” says Bill Ayers, whose
Small Schools Workshep at the
University of Hlinois has sparked a
resurgence of small alternative pub-
lie schools in Chicago. “It happens
when reflective people share pro wduc-
tive relationships that conter on
{leaching, curriculum, assessment,
and the lives of children. Small
schools allow teachers—maybe ten,
maybe twenty of them—to do that
together. When you can't sustain
that any more, the school’s too big.”

Agreecing with that sentiment,
the Center for Collaborative Educa-
tion (CCE) in New York launched the
Cuoalition Campus Project, working
with the Board of Education to dis-
mante several of the city’s enormous
public high schools and reconstitute
them as small autonomous schools
inhabiling the same building. The
old julia Richman High School site
on East 671h Street, for example,
now houses several Essential
Scheols, a professional development
center, a FHead Start program, and a
program for teen-age parents. In the
Bronx, the former James Monroe
High Schooel is heading along a simi-
lar path, with two Coalition high
schools already in place,

But a new set of issues crops up
when several smaller units share a
space, observes CCE co-director
IHeather Lewis. Ideally cach tenant
would benefit from a building-wide
network that shares a phitosophy,
spans the path from carly childhood
to adulthood, and provides joint
learning opportunitics for teachers.
n practice, though, both the Jutin

Richman and the [ames Monroe
sites include schools outside the
Caoalitien approach, and even some
within the Coalition prefer to net-
work elsewhere, (Manhattan
International School, for example,
shares the Julia Richman site but
networks with the Brooklvn and
Bronx International schools.)

To help resolve neighborly
issues, the Julia Richman schools
established a site council, and Lewis
highly recommends some such
arrangement. But cach of CCE's
schools must also belong 1o a small
collaburative network, even if not at
it site, through which teachers give
critical feedback to each other. At
Julia Richman on Election Day,
teachers from Urban Academy,
Vanguard High School, and the Ella
Baker School gathered to hash out
new ideas together. A fow miles
away, the three International
Schools were making plans to visit
and critique cach other’s graduation
exhibitions and portfolios.
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What Research Has Found About Small Schools

For both elementary and secondary students of all ability
levels and in all kinds of settings, research has repeatedly
found small schools to be superior to large schools on most
measures and equal to them on the rest. The Northwest
Kegional Educationat Laboratory in Portland, Oregon recently
madu available Kathlcen Cotton’s digest of 103 studics of the
relationship of school size to various aspects of schooling.

The studies Cotton reviewed fucused on issues of achieve-
ment (313, attitudes toward school or particular schonol sub-
jucts (19); social behavior problems (14); levels of extracurricu-
lar participation (17); students’ feclings of ‘belongingness’ ver-
sus alicnation (6); interpersonal relations with other students
and school staff (14); attendance (16);

comes, such as positive attitudes and social behavior, this
finding is especially sigmificant.

* Student attendance is better in small schools than in large
ones, especially with minority or low-SES students. Not only
do students in smaller schools have higher attendance rates
than those in large schools, but students who change from
large schools to small, alternative secondary schools generally
exhibit improvements in attendance.

+ A smaller percentage of students drops out of small schools
than large ones,

* Students have a greater sense of belonging in small schools
than in large ones. Feeling alienated

dropout rate (10); academic and gener- |
al meiﬁcnnccp! (9); college acceptance,
suecess, and completion (6); teachers’
attitades and collaboration (12); the

Small schools do a
better job than large

from one’s school environment is both a
negative in itself and is often found in
connection with other undesirable out-
comes, like low participation in extra-

quality of the carriculum (10); and
schooling costs {11). Their chief points:

+ Academic achievement in small
schaols is at least equal—and often

ones on virtually every
measure of student
attitudes and
achievement. Teachers

curricular activities,

* Student academic and general self-
regard is higher in small schools than in
large ones.

superior—to that of large schools,
Achicvement meastires used in the
rescarch include school grades, test
scores, henor roll membership,
subject-area achievement and assess-

ment of higher-order thinking skills,

like them, and their

curricula don't suffer.

They don't even cost
more, it turns out,

= Interpersonal relations between and
among students, teachers, and adminis-
trators are more positive in small schools
than in large ones.

* Students from small and large high
schools perform comparably on college-

and greater achievement and years of - e
attained education after high school.

I reporting these conclusions, rescarchers are careful to point
out that they apply even when variables other than size—stu-
dent altributes, staff characteristics, time-on-task, and the
like~—~are held constant; and smaller schools showed long-
range effects independent of rural school advantages. The
effects of small schools on the achievement of ethnic minority
students and students of fow socio-cconomic status (SES) are
the mast positive of ail.

* Student attitudes toward school in general and toward
particular school subjects are more positive in small schools.
The attitudes of low-5ES and minorily students are especially
sensitive o school size and improve greatly in small schools.

* Student social behavior—as measured by truancy, disci-
pline preblems, violence, theft, substance abuse, and gang
participalion—is more positive in small schoots.

* Levels of extracurricular participation are much higher and
more variedl in small schools than large ones, and stirdents in
small schools devive greater satisfaction from their extra-
curricilar participation. The single best-supported finding in
the school size researeh, this holds true regardless of setting
and is most applicable to minority and low-SES students.
Because rescarch has identified impuortant relationships
bebween extracurricular participation and other desirable out-

related variables such as entrance
examination scores, acceptance rates, attendance, grade point
avurage, and completion.

* Teacher attitudes roward their work and their administra-
tors are more positive in small schools than in large ones.

+ PPoor students and those of racial and ethnic minorities, who
continue Lo be concentrated in large schools, are more
adversely affected —academically, attitudinally, and behav-
ioralty—Dby attend ing large schools than are other students.

* Despite the common belief that larger schools have higher
quality curricula than small schools, no reliable relationship
exists between school size and curriculum quality. Even a
small school can offer a curriculum that compares favorably
in breadth and depth to that offered in larger settings.

* Larger schools are not necessarily less expensive to operate
than small schools, Small high schools cost more money only
if one tries to maintain the big-school infrastructure. Average
per-pupil costs do decline as enrolliment increases, but then
reach a minimuntand begin to rise with further school
growth.

From Kattdeenn Cotton, “School Size, School Climate, and Student
Performance,” Close-Up Nuanber 20, 1996, Porfland, Oregon:
Northeoest Regional Educational Laboratory. Tel: 503-275-9618;
Wel site hitps/ fwww.iwrelorg /sepd /sics/ 10/ ¢020.htinl
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How Much Autonomy?

In Chicago, hiladelphia, and New
York one can find plenty who favor
breaking large schools into small
units along these lines. But they dif-
fer on just how much autonomy
such scheols need.

“Once a small school organizes
around teaching and learning, it
needs the authority to hire its own
staff and decide on aflocating its
resources,” Feather Lewis declares,
“H the district and union do not sup-
port the teaching and learning picce
this way, new schools end up struc-
tured in the same ways as the old
big schools.” The first Coalition
Campus schools have appreciably
lIowured their costs by using staff
differently than de larger schools,
carly data show. But regulalions on
senjority transfers for teachers can
trip up such plans, she netes, as can
poticy isstes like budgeling, space,
and contracts or licensing,

For Chicago's Essential schools
the issue of autonomy looms less
largze, says Jack Mitchell, who directs
their netwaork, the Chicago Forum

for School Change. “We favor any
way in which we can get our schools
to be more personal,” he savs. “If
teachers can improve their practice,
it creates stronger bonds between
teachers and students, which moti-
vates students to improve their
effort and performance. If we can do
that by breaking a big school into
separate academnics under one prin-
cipal, we'll do that”

The Chicago school system
defines a small school as having a
cohesive, self-seiected faculty with
substantial autonomy, a coherent
curricular fucus that provides a con-
tinuous cducational experience, and
inclusive admissions, The unit may
be fully autonomous, with a princi-
pal, a Local School Counall, a unit
number, and a separate budget. Or
it may exist in a “multiplex” build-
ing that houses a number of semi-
autonomous small schools, cach
with a lead teacher but sharing ane
principal and Local School Council.

Such a unit may also be a
school-within-a-school “academy,”
located cither in a larger host build-

professionally
one community

instructional program

* Heterogencous, including all children

* Multi-year, providing a close relationship among students, parents, and
teachers lasting longer than one school year

« Unified, built around a theme or an instructional approach

¢ Instructional, promoting strategies that help students reach high standards

» Collaborative, providing time for teachers to work together and grow

Philadelphia’s “Small Learning Communities”

Funded by the Annenberg Challenge, in late 1994 Philadelphia’s school district
adopted the ambitious “Children Achieving” plan that included reorganizing its
schoels into neighberhood clusters, and breaking every big school up into
“small learning communitics.” Victually all students in comprehensive high
schools were affiliated with such a unit during the 1995-96 school year, and
hundreds more were beginning in elementary and middle schools. Philadelphia
defined small learning communities as having the following traits:

* Conneeted, with students and teachers spending most of thetr time in
* Empowered, having the authority and resourcees to design their own

= Accounlable, responsible for improving, student performance
o Small, having fewer than 400 students

F'romi the Consortinm ou Policy Rescarch in Education, Evaluation of the Children
Achieving Initiative: Report on Year Que, May 1936,

ing or in a satellite Jocation, but
served by the host school princpal
and Local School Coundil. Schools-
within-schools may share facilities,
but have their own names, faculty,
students, curriculum, schedule, and
budget.

At DuSable High School, one
such academy opened its doors in
Septemnber, focusing on television
and radio broadcasting and video
production. Students couple their
academic coursewark with projects
that might include producing a
radio talk show or interning at local
media stations.

The Chicago Essential high
schools now teach all ninth graders
in transitional “freshman academy”
units, and many section off other
units as well. The 4,000 students at
Chicago Vocational High Scheol, for
instance, choose from eight special-
ived programs oriented toward
different careers, from banking and
finance to transportation, manufac-
turing, or the performing arts.

In Philadelphia, the district
recently asked all its large schools to
break up into “small learning com-
munities,” an approach first tried in
“charter” units now well established
in comprehensive high schools such
as Simon Gratz, a longtime Coalition
member. But extending the practice
to elementary and middle schools,
the district has found, takes more
attention than simply teiling staff
what “small learning community”
means. (Sce sidebar at left.) 5o along
with establishing clusters of schools
that can share teaching and learning
strategies, the central office is revis-
ing its accounting and reporting
functions to support autonomous
decisions made by the new small
units. Soon it will be able to chart
spending and student achievemnent
patterns not just by school but also
by small learning community.

Because the school-within-a-
school has not proved an effective
approach te whole-school change,
the Coalition now discourages
schools from using “pifot programs”
to launch Essentiat school ideas. (See
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sidebar, page 6.) Efforts like those in
these cities, though, mark a full-
scale initiative to bring the well-
documented advantages of small
and autonomous schools—an
intimate learning environment and a
strong community connection-——not
just to a select few, but to all of the
vast majority of United States
students who are served by large
school systems,

How Small Schools Help
"We see our responsibility in terms
of respect,” says principal Jim
Bodrie, speaking of how Northport
High School teachers worked to
raise Francisco Busco’s motivation
level "Onee we know you well
enough o know thal you can do it,
it's disrespectful not Lo ask the best
from you.”

Because teachers here spend K
minutes a day together planning
and regularly work together across
school levels, they can exert consid-
erable effect on a student’s experi-
encein class. This district’s size not
only helps them align their philoso-
phy, curriculum, and teaching prac-
tice with Fssential School principles.
It also makes possible an enviable
research project by superintendent
Shari Hogue: following every
Northpuort graduate’s progress into
adult life, and documenting whether
the schooels” poals and strategics
have lasting effects.

If the consistent findings ol over
100 research studies hold true,
Northpurt's small size alone will
make an enprmous difference. Along
every measure of student atliludes
—attendance and graduation rates,
extracurricular participation,
altachment to schoal, disciplinary
incidents, and more-students in
small schools do better, And their
academic achicvement goes up,
whether one looks at test scores,
prades, or critical thinking skills, (See
sicubar, page 3.

Forthese reasons, many districts
establish small allernative schools 1o
serve students who have struggled
m larger sellings. The 155 students
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alienated.

small schools.

scheduling is much more flexible.

performance assessments.

Kathieen Cotton's comprehensive review of research for the Northwest
Regional Educational Laboratory distilled the chief factors to which
researchers attribute the superiority of small schools:

* Everyone’s participation is needed to populate the school's offices, teams,
clubs, and so forth, so a far smaller percentage of students is overlooked or

* Adults and students in the school know and care about one another to a
greater degree than is possible in large schools.

* Small schools have a higher rate of parent involvement.

* Students and staff generally have a stronger sense of personal efficacy in !

* Students in small schools take more responsibility for their own learning;
their learning activities are more often individualized, experiential, and
relevant to the world outside of school; classes are generaily smaller; and

* Small schools more often use instructional strategies associated with higher
student performance—team teaching, integrated curriculum, multi-age
grouping (especially for elementary children), cooperative learning, and

From Katlideen Cotton, “School Size, School Clinate, and Student Performance,”
Close-Up Numiber 20, 1996, Portland, Oregom: Northwest Regional Educational
Laboratory. Tel: 503-275-9618; Web site hittp:jfunow.niorel.org/

Why Do Students Do Better in Small Schools?

at frederick Douglass High School
in Columbia, Missouri—a university
town experiencing an influx of rural
poor—spend parl of their days in
jobs with community business part-
ners, including a newspaper pub-
lisher and a student-run deli.
Virtually all graduate, and most of
them go directly to work, notes Jill
Barr, who coordinates the work-
stucly program.

“They come e us with low self-
esieem and not many positives,” she
says. "We teachers serve ina way as
surrogate parents, and our kids
know and love us. We point out the
positive, and give them the skills
they need to succeed as citizens.”

“QOur vision works because it's
personal,” adds special education
teacher Dawn Dickel. “Any school
can have a good philesophy, but |
don’t know how you can carry it out
over a cortain size. For us, 200 kids
would be pushing it.”

Douglass repards itself not so
much as an organizalion but as a
community-—an imporlant distine-
Lion, according to educational

philosopher Thomas Sergicovanni,
who spoke on this subject at a recent
meeting of the American Educa-
tional Research Association. When a
school’s members are so few, every-
one's presence and contribution
becomes more important to the
functioning of the whole, A student
newspaper or a sports team in a
small school may easily depend ona
single student’s choice to participate,
which can only increase his or her
sense that coming to school matters.
Parental invoelvement, too, rises
along with the visible need for every
pair of hands. To cultivate and nur-
ture learning thus without succumb-
ing to burcaucracy, Sergicvanni
declares, a school must not exceed
300 students.

Tiny Gideon, Missouri prescnts
a rural example of this theory, par-
ticulatly striking because its school
enrollment has sharply dropped
since the town’s main business, a
crate factory, folded in the 1970s,
Now the school is Gideon's biggest
employer and its prime source of
hometown pride, from basketball
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gamces to the student-made sign that
welcomes visitors and their business
interests into town.

Whoen Carolyn Cornman grad-
vated here in 196%, the Cideon
school had 1,701 students from
kindergarten through twelfth grade,
Today it enrolls 4, and Cornman
teaches English to the children of
her former schaolmates. Unemploy-
ment and poverty rates equal those
in Missouri’s worst inner-city
schoals, yet stepping into this
schaol’s culture feels like stepping
back 30 years, teachers say.

“When ¢lass ends, the relation-
ship doesn’t end,” says Allen Win-
chester, who moved his family here
after retiring from the Army several
years ago, “You go info town and
peoplesay, “There's a teacher” It's a
way of Jife”

Cideon’s secondary leachers
recognized their own conviclions in
Fiasentinl Schoot ideas and toak fire,
applying for grant money Lo rethink
their curricudum and teaching prac-
lices. Only arotnd 20 percent of
Gideon’s graduates go on Lo college;
most head for the city to look for
work. In that context, deepening
what they would experience here
took on even more importance,

“Fora child in this town, this
schoeol is your best chance—your
sty chanee—for a better life,”
Cornman says. In her Tong-block
semester course studoenls write
resumes and letters to the editor,
read short novels ke The Searlet
Letter, and prepare argument papers
on tapies like women in the military.
Math teacher Shawn Pyland, a 1977
Cideon graduate hersel, gave ap all

The size of schools
seems often to have
more to do with
politics, economics,
and social _factors
than with what works
best _for students.
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“weneral math” courses to teach alge-
bra concepts to evervone. Students
do research on the Internet and post
information on Gideon's own Web
site, which they helped design in
order to attract ness industry to
town. And Allen Winchester's
povernment classes have launched a
full-scale effort to revitalize and
clean up their town.

Can Curriculum Compete?
When schools like Gideon’s engage
in community development and
community-based learning, what
w think of as schooling “costs”
actually become investments in the
community’s future, asserts Maul
Nachtigal, who directs the Annen-
berg Rural Challenge, And such
authentic connections between thetr
sehoolwork and their community
exemplify the Essential School
philosophy of “student as warker.”

But can a small school’s curricu-
lum provide enough breadth and
depth to satisfy the needs of every
student? “Less is more,” those who
belong lo smali Essential schools
reply; and both Kathleen Cotton’s
and Craig Howley's reviews of the
research eite at least a dozen studies
that back up this belief.

Some of these analyses take a
mathematical approach: the rela-
tionship betwoeen a school’s size and
the number of its curricular offerings,
for example, diminishes as schools
become larger. Quantity does not
vqual depth, others note as they
analyze what the “shapping-mall
high school” offers the majority of
sludents.

But the most persuasive evi-
dence resides in those small Essen-
lial schools that have erafted a rich
and deep curriculum—often inte-
prated across subject-area lines, and
oflen led by teachers who are will-
ing Lo explore areas outside their
specialty.

Started by neighborhood par-
ents aned teachers ander the acgis of
their local school district, the Qak-
Land Charter Academy makes its
home onap industrial pier in this

California port citv. {ts 150 Jargely
Latino seventh through ninth
graders face poverty and social
barriers, and its staff confronts
bureaucratic and financial obstacles
at everv turn. Yet on a shoestring
budget this school has provided
better conditions for high quality
learning than manv of its larger
neighbaors.

In a state where teacher loads of
130 are the norm, Qakland Charter’s
five full-time and five part-time
teachers need know fewer than 30
students well each vear, because
they integrate their curriculum nto
two long core blocks. Language arts
and social studies are taught togeth-
er; academic teachers also teach
physical education; classes are
taught in both Spanish and English,
Evervone stays alter school for social
and cultural activities, from dance to
chess. The school enjovs not only
close ties with its parent neighbor-
hood but a relationship with the
University of California at Berkeley,
which sends student tutors to help
out in math. A family therapist
works at the school four-fifths time,
and “teachers are on the phone with
parents pretty much every day,”
says principal Martha Acevedo.

Other small Essential schools in
less adverse circumstances have
found that a narrowly focused acad-
emic curriculum can produce high
levels of achievement even when
enrollments are quite small. The
Brown School in Louisville, Ken-
tucky, which enrolls 600 students in
kindergarten through grade twelve,
prides itsclf on a rigorous course of
study, for example. And Grass Lake
Junior-Senior High School near Ann
Arbor, Michigan, with 370 students,
offers an interdisciplinary, project-
based curricutlum that any Jarger
school might envy. “Itis possible to
offer at the 400-pupil level,” con-
cludey a 1987 study by D, H. Monk
with which many other studics
concur, “a curriculum that compares
quite favorably in terms of breadth
and depth with curriculums offered
in much larger settings,”
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This often goes hand in hand,
ather rescarch shows, with flexible
| teaching practices: teaching teams,
r miuffi-age grouping, conperative

]uarning, alternative assessments,

1 and an experiential learning focus.

’ The small schoal typically gives both

b staff and students more responsibili-

] Ly for their own Jearning. Classes are
smaller, aclivities are lailored to the

©individual, and scheduling is much

| maore flexible. The learning needs of

stidents, not the organizational

needs of the school, lend to drive

school operations,

When a School Grows

So what happens when o smali
school used o these norms con-
fronts the demands of a growing
sludent population? California™
Oceona High School more than
doubled in size over the Jast few
vears because a neighboring school
Closod, and its current size of 770
students “makes a heek of a differ-
ence,” according to its new prinei-
pal, Dick Morost. “The sheer num-
bers are toupher to deal with.”

The smaller Qceana worked
hard to develop a very personal
school culture, Morosi says, and that
has paid off. The faculty of 37 still
muets together weekly; the campus
is sUll quiet and safe; classwaork is
still organized around individual or
small-group learning; portfolios and
projects characterize the curricutum
and assessmentd practices, Teachers
tse “tuning protocols” to reflect
together on student work, and seven
slanding committecs address on-
going povernance issues,

“Some people find our now size
unwicldy,” Marost says, “and per-
haps we do have less sense of com-
munity now. But we still use con-
sensus, and we observe definite
norms and proceduores in our meel-
inpgs. And even though our graduat-

ing class is aronmd T4 nosy, tor thw
mast part the stadents st know
cach other”

Because of ils farger size, he
nHes, Oveana can now offer mare
clectives without losing sections
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What About School-Within-A-School Plans?

Rusearch on the effects of school-within-a-school arrangements is Jess exten-
stve and conclusive than that on the relative effects of large and small schools,
Kathleen Cotton’s review from the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory
reveals. But it suggests that students do benefit from this form of organization,
a5 long as the school-within-a-school is sufficiently separate, distinct, and
autonomous in its vision, culture, envirenment, and administration.

That autonomy may not come casily, given the variety of forms that schools-
within-schools may take. Sometimes a larger school will organize into cross-
gradi-tevel “houses” of several hundred students, each with its its own disci-
pline plan, parent involvement, student activity program, student government,
and social activities. Other schools establish “houses” for particular shudent
graups, such as ninth graders, students whose first language is not English, or
particular interests such as technology or publishing,

But such houses do not achieve the central ends of small schools, argues
Deborah Meier, who founded the Central Park East Schools in East Harlem,
New York and serves as vice-chair of the Coalition of Essential Schools. “A small
school ., . can be just one of many housed in a shared building,” she writes in
her 1995 book The Power of Their Ideas, “but a building docs not equal a school. A
schaol must be independent, with all that the word implies, with control overa
sufficient numbcer of parameters that count-—budget, staffing, scheduling, and
the specifics of curriculum and assessment, just to mention a few. And power
mdeed fo put toilet paper in bathrooms. And mirrors, too.”

Moreover, when a school-within-a-school exists as a “pilot” for reform ideas,
it can create harmful divisions within a school culture and actually lessen the

chances for whole-schoot change, rescarch on Coalition member schools by
Donna Muncey and Patrick McQuitlan shows.

Still, Cotton observes, whether schoal-within-a-school students are compared
with non-school-within-a-school peers in large schools or with their own prior
purformance, the research shows benefits in their academic achievement, social

hebavior, attitudes, satisfaction, student-teacher relations, and attendance.

from its academic core. And its
extracurricular program is more var-
ivd, “Open enrollment in our districl
means we have to vie with other
schools for students,” Morosi says.
“The district will simply not support
us as a smaller school; in fact, in
California your average daily atten-
dance figure determines how much
moncy per pupil you get. We have
tar compete.”

[n truth, despite unequivocal
rescarch in favor of small schools,
o wiize of eoboale acvnes the conmiry
seems often to have more to do with
palilics, econamics, and social fac-
{ors than with what works bost for
stdents, And the cycle perpetuates
itselt. “The larger and more anony-
moeus are e institulions that come
in contacl with the communily,”

asserts Bill Ayers of the Small
Schools Waorkshop, “the more likely
that individuals—parents, business-
people, community organizations-—
feel like part of a mob.”

Young people respond to the
same factors, he adds; when schools
are impersonal, they drop out. “Kids
need a place where they are known
and valued by adults they care
about,” Ayers declares. “They drop
out when they feel that ‘nobody
cares if | stay.” Educators see that
as an indictment of parents, but it
is an indictment of (s—our struc-
tures don't let us tell kids it matters
o us. We have too many kids and
too little time. That's a structural
issue, and it undermines our intent.
We need to create a new structure
to tell 200 kids it matters.” d
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Helpful Resources on Small Schools

Reviews of the Research

Cotton, Kathleen, “School Size, School
Climate, and Student Performance,”
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Improvement Research Series, pro-
dueed by the Northwaest Regional
Educational f.aboratory under a con-
tract with the Office of Educational
Kescarch and fmprovement, U.S.
Department of Education. Contact:
Northwest Regional Educationat
[aboratory Document Reproduction
Service, 101 S.W. Main Street, Suite 300,
Portland, Oregon 97204; tel.: (503) 275-
9519, Web site http:/ /www.nwrelorg /
sepd Zsirs/ 10/ c020.html

Useful articles by 1. L Monk, Paut
Nachtigal, A. Ramirez, and B, Rogers
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[Hstrict Size, Cost, and Quality. Oak
Brook, 11.; North Central Regional
Educational Laboratory, 1992,

Klonsky, Michacl, “Small Schools: The
Numbors Tella Stary,” from the Small
Schools Waorkshop, University of Hliinois
at Chicago (115 South Sangamon,
Chicag, 1L 60607; tel. 312-413-8066),
(996

Flowley, Craig, “The Academic FEffec-
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Updalte.” ERIC Digest. Charleston, WV:
Clearinghouse on Rural Education and
Small Schoals, June 1994 (E1D 372 897).
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