A hot trend in public education—funded
by Bill Gates—is unfolding ata
Columbus high school known more for
athletics than academics. Alice Hohl

reports on the difficult transition from

old school to small school.







Schools like an endless hailstorm.

ust this past year, the headlines
have been about & sexual assault st Miffiin
High School, alleged drinking und seua)
behavior by a principal during work hours
at Wedgewood Middle School, an exodus
of families enrolling in charter schools,
Inoming battle over school dosings,
teacher layoff and budget woes,

Yet there's 3 quiet revolution brewing
in the halls of Brookhuven. Dixon is at the
head of a bold experiment, with her
students and staff as the guineu pigs It's ull
ahout poing from old school to small
school. The traditional model wisn't
working; chaos and futility ruled the day.
Now, Brookhaven i tryving to downsize.
There actually are three schools under the
roof of this sprawding facility. Each has its
awn principal, group of students and
defining purpose. The three schools are
called Legacy, the Leadership Institine
and the North Star Schoaol of Exploration.
Leadership offers most of Brookhaven's
college-prep courses, and (e curriculum
is hased on the book The 7 Habitof Flighty
Effectrve Tens. North Star emphasizes
hands-on educational activities, with
teachers trying to mclude physical activity
for smdents wha learn better by pacing
than sitting in a chair, Legicy focuses on
teaching students Aeww o leam,
encouraging eritical thinking and seli-
evaluition,

Bud news pummels Columbus Public

The concept is the brainchild of a
group in Cincinnati called
KnowledgeWorks Foundation. “Small
schools give us a chance 1o develop better
relationships, improve the rigor ofour
schoals because of those
relutionships, and improve the
relevance of how we present the
instractional strategies to otr kids,*
says Jim Ozbom, a former Mifflin
middle school assistant principal
who works with KnowledpeWorks.
The idea has gotten the attention af
none other than a very rich guy
near Seattle with an interest in
computers: Bill Gates, In fact, the
Bill & Medlinda Gates Foundation is
the main money behind the
project, So fir, 17 public schoals in
Chio are participating; two are in Central
Chio, Brookhaven and Linden-MeKinley
High Sehool.

While Linden just started this year,
Brookhaven is into its second year-and it
knows full well the upheaval wronght by
changre & painful. All three of last year's
stmill-school principals have been
replaced; some parents aren'’t even aware
of the changes; severnl teachers left, and
those wheo didn't are adjusting to a new
workload. Also, the school stifl hesn't fully
switched to the small-school setup—this
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vear's senbor class isn't part of the
experiment—and many students are
concerned about what will happen alter
the complete transition occurs next fall.
Yet, there have been tastes ofsuccess: The
small schools are carving out stro
identities, teachers have been malvanized
and inspired and some students are buying
into it.

As the head principal, Dixon is at the
center of the ransition, which will lead
either 1o 2 failed attempt o rescue s
struggling school or 2 cure for the ils of
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Insplrational phrases adorn the walls in
the section of Brookhaven reserved for

urban education. “T'm a third-gencration
educator,” says Dixon, 35, with pride. Born
und raimed in Oxdord, Mississippt, she
started her doctonl degree while working
ats ot principal it sn Akron middle schoul
and finished it after moving to Brookhaven
In 2002, Dixon persunded Brookhaven's
principal to pursue o grunt through
EnowledgeWorks Foundition. Dixon
completed the application hersellund
Brookhaven and Columbus Public
Schools received $800,000 1o start the
initintive.

The teuchers embrace Dixon's
leadership beciuse she hasn't forgotten
the struggles of the classroom. And her
knack for remembering names is a key to
building relationships with students. As



history teacher Phil Hayes says, “1a kid is
screwing around in the hall dnd you say,
Hey vou! they're not poing 1o lsten. If
you sy, Hey John!" they're going to
listen.”

Brookhaven, predominately poor and
African-American, was a good candidate
for the KnowledgeWorks program, which
targets troubled urban schools. In 2003

vasnt working,chaos

2004, the year before small sehoaly started
at Brookhaven, the praduation rate was
only 57 percent and just 14 percent of
students passed both the reading and
math portions of the Ohio Graduation
Teat. Nearly 540 suspensions were handed
out that school year. When vou heard
thout Brookhaven, it was for its powerful
iithletic programs—including the first City
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Leagie foothall team to win a state
champicrship lin 2004

The chanpe hos brought, well, change.
Scheduling was revampesd to allow
teachers 1o plan wgetherand students to
iméed with thesr instctors. Ar the same
tire, study hall and other “empty™ periods
were eliminares! "The staff was overhavied.
When small schools started. the 70
reachers a theold Brockhaves had to
11m|‘vlr':|‘_|,' fror l']'n:rja.'pl'& About 15 1020
instructors who were not interested in the
extra hours and the farpe-scale
transformation sought tmansfors or retired.
*It gave the people who didn't want to be
here a chanee to et o, davs Haves, the
seninruninn representative at Brookhaven
who happens to be the grandson of
Woody Hayes He says the school 3 now
tecring with young teachers committed
tor making Broalkhaven known us much for
acndemics os forathleties,

rockhaven is one of the prettier
Bl’.'_'u!mn'b us high school campuses,

with o long tree-lined drive leading
from Kol Boad to the faciity: Inside, the
school looks mostly the same as it did
before the transition: a fortysomething
building with stained ceilings and aging
floior tiles. But there are subtle differences.
The two-story structure i loosely
sectioned into parts to house the three
schools. In the Leadership Institure,
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Marcus Houston, a junior in the
Legacy schoal, chats with Carla
Hagyi, one of his favorite teschers.

“trustworthiness” and “empathy™ ane
among the wonds pamnted on the stairway
steps, and teachers have placed howse
E;!-.Lrl'..- on h-pnl'mﬂ.i! Inckers. The main
North Star hall features a large banney
touting the school's theme ol exploration
and a wall display highlights the alma
matess and drgm-r.nf each North Star
teacher. At Leymey. student work is
echibited alonide inspirational phrases

Many aspects of the small-schools
philosophy are working at Brookhaven,
Teachers and students no longer frequent
the main office, instiead gravitating
towrnnd the small-sehool principals’ oflives
near their classrooms. Students tike most
of their classes with the same teachers
they had last year, At the Lendership
Institute, students attended the first ina
serien of lectures in the schoul auditorium
in October; four students welcomed the
spenker in different langusges. There was a
field trip to the National Underground
Railroad Freedom Center in Cincinnati
Students compile the best of their
academic work ina portfolio for job or
college interviews,

You might think Leadership is for the



smiart kids—for instance, it offiers the most
Advanced Placement courses. But
KnowledpeWorks strictly prohibits
assigning smdents 1o a school based on
ahility, and, as it turns out. Leadership is
the schaol of chaice for some below-
average kids and a few of Brookhaven's
special-education students. The students
make their own choices, and about 270 of
themn are enrolled in each of the three
Engene Barrett, an English teacher,
says he was drawn to Legacy becanse of
ifs educational philosophy. “To teach
somebody how to think, that wis my
greatest draw,” he says. He stroggled with
getting his students to reute to the classic
Enmbenstern, which usunlby attracts kids

with its tithe. then repels them with its show

pace and unfarniliar imagery, The taining
he received from KnowledgeWorks
belped him come up with o new idea,
Before even showing the students the
book. he spoke with them about fither-
somn relationships, "Wee have nany kids
who have been abandoned by their
Eathers,” e suys, "We sturted with thag,
anid then put the book in, and now they
heive a desire to read it

The students of the junior class know
both the belore and after version of the
new Brookhaven. They
ertrolled i the old
Brookhaven as freshmen,
and are now in their

second year of small

schools. Chis Hairston, a .

Leadership student, cays I Leadership nstitute.
the must obvious impact

for him has been bosing t ' 1

years agn. “We don't have the same
really gt 1o see all the people every day,
people we were with as you knony what 1o
treshmen,” he says. He, expect” he says
like other juniors, worries Houston was no
about how such high slacker before
school traditions as small schools
graduation, homecoming stanted-a 3.3 GPA
and prom will be changed his freshiman

when the separation into small schools
becomes complete next full, (There sl
will be all-school sports teamns, though.)
Tiffany Srmithy, abso in Leadership,
praises her principul. Alesia Gillison,
“Shee’s real inteructive,” Smith says, “She's
a principal but she can also be 4 mentor.
She knows evervone in Leadership”
Murcus Houston, who plays football, says
Tis relationships with teachers have made
a big difference in his grades, “They knew
a lot about me because 1 plaved foothall
freshimtan year, but a8 my sophomaore year
went on, they learned my hobbies, what |
Tiked and disliked,” says Houston of
Legacy. One teacher lets him eat lunch
with her in her dassroom. "When you
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veiar—but Ive's now earning straight As and
wais taumied to the MNational Honor Socicty.
The strongest dissenting voice belongs
to Jessici Pace, a North Star student. She
savs the KnowledgeWorks model bears no
responsibility for any improvements at
Brookhaven. “Brookhaven is ran how it is
today hecanse Ms. Dixon is who she is.”
Pace says. “It has nothing to do with small
schonls” The other students nod. Pace
disapproves of small schools, saying the
formula traps students and teachers
together for years, exscerbanng tenss
relationships. *You're stuck with the ssume
people all day long,” she says, pointing out
that her arpuments with others go
unresolved. Pace has a 3.5 GPA but credits
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The second floor at Brookhaven now is reserved for the

her own doive and focus, not closer
rd.r*nn-:hq:n- with faculty

Nusger Byrd, ulu}p’l.n % baskethall and
rums track, used to get in trouble for
arguing, “T have a smart mouth, and | have
to hmve the lest word. Last vear | just
|_|;51||_','..1.'|_1:| |;'|‘|'!. mstnct, an d :I‘!J[ Foimein
trouble,” the Leadership student says
uboul s ineideint that earned her a
suspension. “We have a lot of instigutors.
They like 10 see a Aght™ This vear «
familiar enemy gave her a familior bhassle,
but she ignored the . "[fwe have
problems, we have advisers we can go to,”
shie says. ~ They give you better shills”

Something called ndvisory period is
supposed to be where teachers show
students how to munage vonllicis with
each other and their teachers. Students
choose their adviser, and they meet twice
a month in 2 small group with other
students. Some teachers strugyle with the
structure-free period, which requires no
~E\.‘t|'mr1-k_1r,r leusafy LJ] gris. (hers, the -I:._h,
find suceess. For instunce, teacher Enca
Waomack orders in o pizea foe her advisory



studerts and, at one session, o young mn
is standing in front of the class rewding u
poem he wrate about judging the oppasite
sex by their physical attributes, It sparks a
10-minute discussion about 1111}. -girl
relaticnehips, sell esteem and statuy
semibols

Although small schoals are designad to
give students consistent relationships with
administrators, each of the three small
schools was assigned a new leader afier
st one vear. Lt vear's principals “did a
very pood job, bt there are ather nuances
to beading a small school that they frankly
fust had not had the experience in,” savs
Jaoqueline Ralls, executive director of high
schools and career centers for Columbus
Puhlic Schoolk

Harmld Brown, vice president of school
improvement 9t KnowledpeWorks, says
it’s hard enough to attract principals to
urban pithlic high selsals; and the small
schools model requires three or four times

gs many of them. “The pool ol principal
recruits s prety shallow,” he says. “So
that's been a challenge”

The changing of the guand at
Leadership was the smoothest; Dixon
hifted fraom running Leadesthip to
overseemyg the entire building, and
Ciillison had worked at Linden with
KnowledgeWorks. (Linden began jts
conversion to small schools this vear, after
twes vears of planning.) Gillison i
personable and kind with individoal
students, but can be firm. At the start of n
lecture by dn invited speaker, she seolds
the students for seating themselves
huphuwzardly in the suditorium, She laer
tells them, “There is not another student in
another sehool at Brookhaven that has
had the expericnces that vou have had, We
sl empower you to be leaders”

Chuirles Richeedion, the principal at
MNorthwest Career Center st year, is the
new Legicy principal. Richanlson wasn't
assigned to his new office until after Labor
!j&}. andd iy students didn't know him
the first few months ol school. North Star
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principal Adorea Hurrs, formerdy an
assistant principal ot Brookhaven, spends
much of her dav resobving problems with
parents and studenits, struggling to engage
in the long-term planning required to fulfill
the schoal's hands-on identity. "Belng an
instructional leader i the hardest past of
beiny = leader,™ Harrs savs. To make
Nerth Star successful, it needs to build

relationships with community groups and
businesses so students can benefit from
menningtul feld trips, job shadowing,
SCTVICE propects and 'n".lL'rm':lip-L It'sbeena
srruggle, Harrds says, since the small-

schonls copiept i silien to the
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orginizations and companies she's
approached.

Many parents, ton, seem ohiivious,
Some mothers and fathers armmving at the
anendance office o pick up their children
for a doctor's appointment or family
obligation are puzzled when the staff asks
them which small school their soudent
attende "Oh, when did vou all start doing
that™ a parent asks mnocently on an
Oxctober dey.

oring one school day, 2 door opens

into a hallwey and a student is

giected. The teacher saysshe can't
take his sttitude anyimere. The boy shoots
back, “T'm not arguing: I'm just 12fking.
Shit”

Angry outbursts are not uncommon,
even among the grls. School resource
afficer Allen Bluckmon hasa 16-camera
systern 10 record activity in the halls and
outsicle the building, Before small schoals,
unruly stuclents were sent toan
administratlor assigned to thelr grade.
Euch full. the troublenmakers started over
with a new staffmember. *Kids would play
on an administrator not knowing them,
not knowing thelr past pattems,”
Blackmon savs. “Now [small-school
principals| know everything vou've done,
which makes 2 big difference™ The first
year of small schools 2t Brookhaven was
more onderly than the previous one,
,h.'rnrdl-:.g to septe statistice. Minor
discipline doubled. but suspensicas
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Junior Jessica Pace meets during
luneh with other students to form a
news student council for the Narth Star
schoal,

resulting from fights dropped from 151 1o
120, and Blackmon sivs there are even
fewer fights so far this school year.

[ixon's requirement of hall passes for
gny student not in chass has gone a long
way toward calming the previoushs
chaatic atmosphere. Ending open lunches
for upperclassmen cut down on students
causing problems off school grounds. Saill,
many students come from combative
homes where whoever yells loudest or hits
hardest wing, A number ol otherwise
successful students ut Brookhaven,
tegchors say, wre just unwilling to back
down, be diplomatic or tolerate a minor
negative remark, In some classes, there is o
constant undercurrent oftllking as
students make comments under their
breath, mock other kids and make sure
they get in the last word when a teacher
corrects them,

For example, ona fall ‘l."."c‘dnl_'sd:l}’.
trouble is brewing near the end of the
rrkin bl & voung man, whi has stripped
offhis shirt, is velling. “Teachers seem to
Hppear out ( o mowhere, di IFu:ln* r the
sitpation and i-e"l:l:..k the student. "I:]l"
dressed again, back to class. The :-mh]cm

He'd heen insuited
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alzsn Dhison knosws it will take ome
1o 1ix Brookhaven, There's selll
doubt to « ORI Same i aehery

fissr wimall schonls won't allow foe enouph
elevtives and AP eourses. And there
costinge o be real world hurdles o
overcome: KnowledpeWorks wants
students exposed tn all kinds of
technology, bt Henokhaven kids can'’t
have cellphones or Falm Pilots in school
simce a few used them to cheat on tosts or
catll for help in a fight

Columbnas Peblic Schools is commetted
o the project—wi hether the grant from the
Gates Foundation runs out or i
withdrawn for noncompliance. Ralls says
if Brookhaven (or Linden) shows
increased test scores and graduanon rates
the district may spread the progrum to
other Columbies high schools,

That's heartening news for small-
school advecates ot Brookhaven, bt their
|‘|Ij.l_LIE| ﬁlhl".n 1% ,I!‘H:Lﬂ Diiscon. Nexd fall, her

job should be climinuted, In the

A number of otherwise
successful students at
Brookhaven, teachers
say, are unwilling to
back down, be
diplomatic or tolerate
aminor insult. In same
chm-,ﬂuniu
n!hhgnm

‘make comments under

EnowledpeWorks plan, there's no nee d for
an all-school principal. Even though
Dixon ts working on a transition schedule
for her depanture, she's also trying to figure
ot hiow Lo stay for one mone vear—-cven .F
shie can't keep the same position

Cii the experiment survive if Lixon
leaves? Barrett, the literature teacher, 5i1|_,[|h
PAL this point, ne,” e says. "Because she's
Tseeet the cne thar has spearheaded this
whole thing, and | don't think we have the
rigghit peaple in each sl school, they
remove her: eollapse”

Il}i'l,l"\-l [ '||_'|| it i il ]Iu'!' '\1.'|.'T!h|.' 1 H'II\
to lead-with or without her, *] hope thm
people are not belicving in Talisa Dixon
instead of the model,” she Sy “We
cannot ga hack to the wiy we were” B

Alice Hahlis an associate editor for
Columbus Monthly.



