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$1.5 million grant will aid academies

Antoinette Konz

August 5, 2008
Two Jefferson County high schools whose freshman academies have been praised for making sure new students don't fall through the cracks will target older grades with the help of a $1.5 million grant.

The three-year grant, part of the U.S. Department of Education's Smaller Learning Communities initiative, will help Doss and Iroquois high schools create smaller, less impersonal "learning communities" -- not only for freshmen, but also for sophomores, juniors and seniors, Superintendent Sheldon Berman said.

"They build a sense of community and belonging and nurture students' social and economic needs at a critical time in their development," Berman said.

Students in grades 10 through 12 will choose from one of several career clusters "that supplement existing technical vocational-education programs and provide college preparatory work, as well as offer dual credit courses and allow students to take career-focused electives," Berman said.

Based on their choice of study, students will remain together throughout high school, with all their subject areas integrated into their career interests, Berman said.

The schools will also continue their freshman academies that gradually acclimate ninth-graders to high school by sharing a common core of teachers, advisers and their own building space.

Iroquois principal Joey Riddle said freshman academies were successful at his school last year.

"In our very first year, we were able to decrease the number of kids that were held back by 57 percent, cut class disruptions in half and provide many opportunities for extracurricular connections," Riddle said.

Jon Conen, 15, who will be a sophomore at Iroquois this fall, said the freshman academy changed the way he learned and thought about his education.

"I became accountable for my learning and my actions and I forged strong relationships with my teachers," he said. "The teacher that inspired me the most was my history teacher, Mr. (Seth) Pollitt. He told me to never give up on what I believe, and that I can do anything if I set my mind to it."

Doss principal Glenn Baete said the initiative will focus on three goals at his school.

"We want our freshmen to launch their high school careers successfully, we want to help students find productive paths to adulthood and we want to provide all of our students with a personalized school experience," he said.

Both schools will have each student meet weekly with a teacher or adviser to monitor their academic progress and explore their college and career options.

"Consistency, ownership and relationships are at the core of what we are going to try and build with this grant," Riddle said. "We want to decrease the number of students who are held back, increase attendance and increase the opportunities for post-secondary success."
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