The New School @ Surrey

National Youth Literacy Demonstration Project

Project Update: July 2003

Literacy BC and the Surrey School District have completed the first year
of the two-year research and demonstration phase of their project to
Identify, develop, document, and disseminate effective practices in youth

literacy. The project is co-funded by the National
Literacy Secretariat and the Crime Prevention
Centre. There were many challenges during the
year, however, initial findings are quite positive
and point to an effective strategy for increasing the
literacy skills of at-risk youth, fostering their social
development, and assisting them to succeed in high

school. A complete report on findings from the first year will be pub-
lished at the end of August. The following provides a brief snapshot of
key findings and project directions for the next school year.

Summary of Year One Research Findings

Referrals and Enrolments

Forty-eight students, aged 15 to 18, were enrolled
in the morning and afternoon New School classes.
The students were referred to the program by
guidance counsellors and teachers because they
had significant reading difficulties and were con-
Sidered to be at high risk of dropping out of
school. Some students re-entered after having
previoudy dropped out.

Not all referrals, however, were appropriate. Sev-
erd students were referred because they had be-
havioural problems rather than literacy problems.
One student had severe neurologica problems that
inhibited his capacity to learn and function in a
group. One student who scored at a college level
on the standardized reading assessment was sim-
ply in the wrong program.

Some students chose not to remain for an ex-
tended period in the program because it was dif-
ferent from what they had expected. A few others
were asked to leave because of issues related to

drugs and ongoing violence. Still others had to
leave the program because their families moved
out of the district.

Ultimately, 27 students attended class for all or a
significant portion of the year. This cohort isthe
principal focus of the research on participants.

Education & Attendance Factors

Nearly al of the students had failed to complete
the 9" grade and a number had not passed a
course in the previous two years. Severd of the
students were two, three or more years behind in
school. Their teachers and guidance counsellors
predicted they would not complete high school if
they continued in the mainstream educational pro-
gram. The available aternative programs, which
rely heavily on self-paced learning based on read
ings and worksheets, were not appropriate for stu-
dents who had difficulty reading and writing.

Most students had a record of weak attendance,
often missing over half of their classesin the pre-
vious year. Since students cannot learn if they are



not present, greatly improving attendance has
been akey goal of the project. Students were in-
formed that they were expected to bein classand
on time if they were to be alowed to remain in the
course. Nearly all of the students far exceeded
their previous attendance records, in some cases
completely changing their attendance patterns.
One student, who had missed over half of her
classes the year before, missed only one day this
year - and that was to attend her grandmother’s
funeral.

During September, over haf of the students en-
rolled in the morning class attended over 90% of
the time. Attendance in the
afternoon class was far poorer
with only 41% attending 80%
or more of the time. Over the
next few months, the morning
groups attendance fell off
somewhat and the afternoon
group’ s attendance improved.
By December, as the classes
gelled, attendance in both
groups met or exceeded that
of the regular school system.
For the morning group, over
56% attended 90% or more of the time and 62.5%
attended 80% or better. In the afternoon group,
50% attended 90% or better and 78.5% attended
80% or better. Attendance fell off somewhat dur-
ing the last few months of the school year but this
is consistent with standard school enrolment pat-
terns.

Reading Levels and Gains

In order to be counted among the research cadre,
students must have remained in the program for
sufficient time to have taken the standardized
reading tests at least two of the three times they
were given during the school year. 27 students
met this standard.

Of these students, entry summary reading levels
on the Woodcock Reading Mastery Test ranged
from alow of grade 1.4 to a high of grade 8.7.
The median entry reading level was grade 5.4.
After 6 months, the median reading level had in-
creased to grade 7.0, and after 9 monthsit was
grade 7.4. On average, reading levels went up ap-
proximately 2 grade levels during the year. The
highest grade level gain was 3.8. Nearly 15% of
the students improved their reading levels by at

least 3 grades. 52% of the students improved their
reading levels by over 2 grades.

Because thethird reading test was given at the
very end of the school year, students tended not to
take it serioudy. Consequently, we consider their
final scores somewhat below their actual capabil-
ity. Teacher and researcher observations docu-
ment substantial increases in reading for pleasure
and academics. They reported changesin literacy
related attitudes, behaviours and skillsthat are
generally not captured by standardized tests. Of
note, al of the students finished at |east one novel
during the year, most for the first time. Some stu-
dents who previoudy were non-readers would
sneak-read their novels during other class activi-
ties. Ironically, this made it necessary for teachers
to ask students to put away their books to partic i-
pate in other subjects.

Academic Knowledge and Study Skills

To be successful in school, students need awide
variety of knowledge and skills in addition to ba-
sic literacy. The New School program seeks to
balance and integrate literacy development aong
with behavioura change, acquisition of academic
knowledge, and development of skills and atti-
tudes necessary for facilitated -
and sdlf-directed learning.

Our students were wesk in al
of these areas. Initidly, the
writing and math levels of
students were at least aslow
as the reading levels. Many
students could not complete
basic multiplication tables.
Some had difficulty adding a
short column of numbers,

Nearly al of the sudents,
having been unable to read assignments and text-
books for many years, were far behind in their
basic academic knowledge related to science, so-
cid studies, and English. Moreover, having essen
tially written off the possibility of successin
school, most had not devel oped practical study
skills. All but afew had great difficulty complet-
ing homework.

The students could not read the standard science
textbook, which is written at a 9"to 12" grade
level, and they lacked prerequisite background
know ledge and vocabulary. In order to make the
science topics more accessible, we adapted and




wrote condensed papers with ample illustrations
that highlighted key concepts. These materias are
being revised and extended for the second year
and supplemented with increased multimedia ma-
terials and hands-on projects. Based on the first
year experience, consultants have been hired to
prepare appropriate curricula this summer for
math, English, and social studies.

Technology Integrated Throughout

The New School program is designed around a
“multiple intelligence’” model that emphasizes
multiple ways for acquiring and demongtrating
knowledge and skills. Technology and the arts
play akey rolein helping students explore their
inner and outer worlds and experience success. A
computer is available for each student. Through
completion of projects, they learn to use Microsoft
Word, PowerPoint and Excel. They also learn to
conduct research using reliable sources on the
Internet. In addition, students develop skillsin
capturing and processing digital picturesto in-
clude in their projects.

These processes were extended to the use of digi-
tal video to conduct interviews and capture anima-
tions. Initialy, glitches in technology hindered the
learning process more than it facilitated it. How-
ever, over the year, these were largely ironed out
and students began using the technology as tools
rather than ends in themselves. Computers and
other technology will be upgraded over the sum-

mer to minimize potential glitches once school
begins.

Arts Component

The arts component is an integral part of the pro-
gram overdl. The students meet with art teachers
one day of the week (25% of the 4-day school
week). Thisis a significant investment of the lim+
ited time available for learning but all staff agree
that it is an essential part of the learning mode.
The art lessons generally paralle themes being
taught in the academic or pre-academic program.
Explorations of self, family and community are
critical aspects of adolescent development and are
incorporated into both the academic and arts com-
ponents. The arts in particular allow students who
must struggle with literacy to experience success.

Asthe sdlf -portraits included in this paper illus-
trate, the arts can be a powerful vehicle and meta-
phor for students to explore and define who they
are and who they will become. These sdlf-portraits
are done by the same student (classified as severe
learning disabled and testing in a a grade 1.4
reading level). They are shown in sequence from
his first sdlf-portrait to his final project to draw
himself as he will be in the future.

Families in Crisis

Education and learning are not isolated activities
separate from everything else that happensin life.
The New School seeks to identify turbulence fac-
tors that inhibit learning and, to the extent possi-
ble, either help lessen these factors or help the
youth to become more resilient in dealing with
them. The program uses a “Life Matrix” to iden-
tify where students and their familiesare on a
scale from “Crisis’ to “Thriving” related to seven
social indicators, including: Family Relations,
Employment, Finances, Shelter, Health and
Safety, Socia and Emotional Health, and Educa-
tion and Development.

Many, but by no means al, of the students' fami-
lies had significant financial problems. 62% of
families were identified as financialy either in
crisis or vulnerable. In the area of housing, 67%
of families were identified as in crisis or vulner-
able. Families with insufficient income and unsta-
ble living conditions have great difficulty in
supporting the academic efforts of their struggling
children. For many of the students, the New
School became the only place where formal learn-
ing occurred and was fostered. To create opportu-



nities to do homework beyond scheduled class
hours, the program is instituting “Learning Club”
to be offered before and after class and staffed by
volunteers for next year.

Violence Factors

Physical violence and abuse have played a centra
role in the lives of most of the students - either as
perpetrators or victims - often both. Seventy three
percent of the students have been identified as
having been involved in significant violencein
their lives - some as victims of physical and/or
sexua abuse, while others have along track re-
cord of abusing others. Thirty percent of students
either sdlf-report or are identified in school re-
cords as having participated in gang violence. At
least 24% of the students have been charged or
convicted of criminal activity - the majority of
these were charged with criminal assault. Many
more students appear to have participated in smi-
lar activities but were not caught or charged. Al-
though analysisis not complete, early indicators
show that we have been successful in decreasing
the violent behaviour of these youth and in teach-
ing strategies that allow students to manage their
anger.

Violence is both a problem in itself and a symp-
tom of awide range of other problems. In order to
cope with these issues, the New School employs a
full-time counsellor who conducts classroom ac-
tivities related to personal development and be-
haviour, assists in crisis intervention, provides
individual counselling for students and helps par-
ents cope with life challenges. She also guides the
discussion of students non-academic develop-
ment in staff meetings. As with the arts compo-
nent, the counsdlling position is seen by staff as
critical to the success of the program overal.

During this past year the counsdllor led in the im-
plementation of a*“restorative justice” system to
deal with violence among students. It is critical
that the classroom environment be perceived by
students as safe and supportive. Bullying, harass-
ment or intimidation cannot be allowed. However,
a“one-strike and you're out” system risks eimi-
nation of many students who are in most need of
the program’s literacy services. The restorative
justice system alows for the immediate removal
of offending students from the classroom and a
progressive reintegration of the student based on a
set of behavioura criteria

Program Modifications for Next Year

Because of the very low reading levels of the tar-
get population, their demonstrated lack of aca
demic background knowledge, and parallel lack of
learning skills, it became clear during the year that

for most students it would be impossible to reme-
diate all of these deficits sufficiently for them to
enter 11" grade. Although nearly all students
made significant progress in their academic

know ledge and literacy skills, we recommended
that all but a few students continue with the pro-
gram for another year. We think atwo-year pro-
gramis amore realistic arrangement for students
who read or write far below grade level, who have
missed signif icant amounts of school, and who
need to develop the socia and emotional maturity
to succeed in group environments.

From aOne-Year to a Two-Year Program

For the next school year, the New School will of-
fer an entry-level program, which will focus pri-
marily on the development of literacy,
behavioural, and study skills as well as general
background knowledge in academic subjects. Stu-
dents who enrall in this program will receive high
school credit for Information Technology 10, Vis-
ual Arts 10, and Career and Persona Planning
(CAPP) 10. By not having to be graded on Eng-
lish, Science and Socia Studies subjects, the stu-



dents will have more time to develop essentid
basic skills and background knowledge.

Only after completing thisfirst year class will stu-
dents be alowed to enroll in the grade 10 aca-
demic program. Next year’s students will be
comprised entirely of students who completed the
program this year. They will receive credit for
English 10, Science 10, Socia Studies 10, Visua
Arts 11, and CAPP 11. This second year program
will have more academic rigour, but will continue
the focus on development of literacy skills. Nearly
all of the students for whom staff recommended
this option agreed to return for next year.

Refined and More Integrated Curriculum

All of the curricula are currently under revision.
All new math and socia studies curricula are be-
ing prepared for second year students. The second
year English and science curricula are being re-
vised and extended. Curriculum for technical
skills development and first year background
knowledge development are also being created.
And the CAPP socia skills devel opment compo-
nent is being expanded for both years one and
two. All of these materials focus on the essential
knowledge and skills required and have reading
materials and other media specifically chosen and
adapted for adolescents with signif icant reading
difficulties. Curriculum activities for al compo-

nents are being designed to integrate with and
supplement each other.

After Hours Learning Club

The ability to do homework is a critical skill for
successin high school - one that none of the stu-
dents this year brought with them. In order to
extend the facilitated learning period and assist
students to get in the habit of completing home-
work, a one to two-hour homework club facili-
tated by adult volunteers will be available at the
beginning and end of classes.

In Sum

Staff, students and researchers faced signif icant
challenges during the first year, and we experi-
enced many growing pains. Our research, how-
ever, shows that for the most part, the youth who
participated showed significant gains - though
some more than others, depending on their level
of commitment to learning. By and large, students
showed improvement in the areas we had identi-
fied as critical to their success as individuals,
learners, citizens, and future workers. By taking a
holistic approach to teaching and learning, we
have been able to address many of the socia and
emotiona needs of these young people, while in-
creasing their literacy skills and preparing them
for more rigorous academic work.




