— ted to achieving greater equ1ty democracy and's
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~ButI am fortunatetobe pr1nc1paI of one rur LS

Federal Hockmg Middle and High School, thati

afraid to innovate. Fe’deral Hocking is alsa corg‘ﬁ_‘l- .
t

achievement. Qur school is not perfect, but staﬁ' mem-, ':L

bers have sorted out some important issues through trlal

and error. And they have done sowith students who come\ "‘\

primarily from poor and lower-middle class families: \
What follows are the lessons we have learned over the N

last two decades—lessons that mléht prove valuableto -

others who want to move their schqols alongto fulﬁl-l,_

ing a public, democratic purpose. = ' Lo \h‘ i
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Federal Hocking serves a rural part of southeastern Ohio, e l

nestled in the foothills of the Appalachian Plateau. The area ) |

islarge geographically, covering over 190 square miles. But

itproduces fewer thair 1,100 students for the school district, = = * # ' .

with only 420 or so students in the secondary school. The \ bz

average family income hovers around $20,000. Many peo- '

ple find themselves chronically in and out of work. e
Federal Hocking benefits from a nearby university in

the county seat of Athens, Ohia. And I came to be prin-

cipal while taking a 1eave from that university. What /

was to be a two-year st;nt has turnefd into a long- term
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were not c:onn%ie&to‘; i :
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their classes, activities
or the faculty”

career. Last spring, I shook hands with several children of
folks whose hands I shook on graduation day 18 years ago.
In those nearly two decades, under the leadership of a ded-
icated faculty, Federal Hocking has become known as a
center of innovation and change in public education.

The path began 18 years ago when staff members started
to look at how we could improve the school’s culture. Too
many students were just coasting through. Too many were
not connected to their classes, activities or the faculty. And
the building had a kind of reckless feel to it. It wasn’t old,
but it was in a state of disrepair. And the faculty, while com-
mitted to the students, did not feel empowered to make a
difference in the lives of our kids.

The Question Was, Where to Start?
After a year of study, we realized that we needed a school
that was smaller and slower. This would allow us to create a
culture where the faculty could better connect with the stu-
dents. At the time, going smaller and slower ran opposite of
the conventional wisdom. Schools in rural areas were being
consolidated and made larger to create economic efficiency
and a greater number of course offerings. And the entire na-
tion seemed devoted to speeding things up, especially when
it came to schools. There was great pressure to teach more
content sooner to more children.

Let me explain what I mean when I say “smaller.” Federal
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Hocking was already small in population, with fewer than
400 students. But we found that we were acting like a big
school (we jokingly referred to ourselves as a “big school in
drag”). With an eight-period day, students had to juggle as
many as eight separate subjects and teachers were seeing as
many as 150 students a day. While we were in charge of help-
ing young people use their minds well, there was no time, as
Deborah Meier has put it, to get to know their minds.

Iwould like to claim that we did all sorts of research be-
fore launching our reforms, but that would not be true. Itis
true we visited a few schools and looked at some different
ways of organizing how we used time and size. But the fact
of the matter is that one day, over the copy machine, a se-
nior faculty member and I just turned it all into a division
problem—how few class periods a day could we go down to
before the class sizes became to large to manage. The an-
swer: four periods a day.

The following year we launched our block schedule. That is
now common in many schools, but it was somewhat heretical
two decades ago. We found that the school culture did indeed
change. Students and faculty came to know one another bet-
ter, there was more time for in-depth exploration of ideas and
concepts, and discipline problems nearly vanished. There were
simply fewer human interactions to work out each day.

Now we faced a new question: How do we use our new-
found culture? Over the years we have added a number of



things to our plate to make sure that we engage every stu-
dent well. Those changes include:

Creating an advisory system that has teachers follow
students through their school career and support them in
both social and academic development;

The elimination of ability grouping and track-
ing so that every student has equal access to high-status
knowledge;

The creation of integrated and interdisciplinary cur-
ricula, so that students see the world as a whole rather than
as a collection of isolated facts;

Promoting student democracy. This includes giving
students an equal voice with faculty in the hiring of teachers.
Students also have seats on all decision-making bodies, in-
cluding ex-officio seats on our local school board. Likewise,
students have control of all student events and direct re-
sponsibility for school programs such as our inter-session
and senior project night;

Graduation requirements that call for a graduation
portfolio and a senior project;

Internships for juniors and seniors that engage them
in making a difference in the community while exploring
careers;

Performance assessments that require students to
show that they can use their knowledge rather than just
memorize for a test;

Aliteracy program based on the idea that every stu-
dent mustbe literate to be an active and engaged democratic
citizen.

Trouble Ahead
T’d like to say that all these changes went smoothly and with-
out controversy. But they didn’t. The portfolio requirement
caused so much anger at one point that the local school
board did not renew my contract as principal. Thankfully,
the non-renewal was withdrawn after a student protest and
walkout. I can also thank community pressure and the good
work of an attorney. Shortly thereafter a new school board
was elected that supported the changes recommended.
However, I realized afterward that some of the blame lay
with me. Had I done a better job of communicating what we
were trying to do and garnering community support for the
changes, this unfortunate event would not have occurred.

Despite this setback, the initiatives we started at Federal
Hocking led to some clear indications of success. The
school’s graduation rate is over 95 percent yearly. Well over
70 percent of our students go on to college, and nearly all of
them are admitted to their first choice. Local employers re-
port that they look forward to hiring our graduates, and data
from a transcript study show that our students earn over a
B+ average in college.

But there is something more. Our students continue to
display the characteristics we value—tolerance, engage-
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ment, lifelong learning—after they leave our walls. They
are registered to vote, are active in local politics and civic
groups, and volunteer in all parts of community life. They
have, we believe, developed the habits of heart and mind
that democracy requires, and that our communities need. ¢

Lessons Learned

Over 18 years the staff at Federal Hocking has
learned a lot about changing a school culture.
Here are some of the most important lessons.

Change has to begin with the perceived needs of those to
whom the change is going to happen. Too often we allow
the “experts” to both define the problem and present the
solution. This is the case in much of school reform today,
and it has led to failure after failure among reformers. When
| came to Federal Hocking | was armed with my college
professor ideas of how to “fix” the school—we would insti-
tute teaching teams and integrated curriculum. But the
staff and students wanted a different approach. Rather than
isolated teams, they asked for a school with more collabora-
tion and community.

The most important issue for any principal is to establish the
proper school culture. If the culture is not right—if teachers
and students are not well connected, if democracy in all its
forms is not practiced, if people are just going to school—
no reform matters. Thus, any progress through the hard and
good work of school change has to begin with taking the
school’s temperature, repeatedly.

Every change has to be measured against three standards:

Equity Does the change make it more likely that all students
will have the opportunity to learn?

Learning Does the change more deeply engage young
people in learning how to use their minds well?

Teaching Does the change enable teachers to better
practice their craft?

Finally, though said too often, communication is key. You
cannot stop talking, ever, about why the school is doing
what it is doing. Remember, every few years the population
of students and their families turns over. That means every
issue, every change, every challenge must be returned

to again and again to ensure buy-in and commitment on
everyone's part.
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