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Executive Summary 
This study reviews the current situation of the alternative programs in the Walla 
Walla Public Schools.  Programs studied were: 

• Creekside Middle School 
• Opportunity Program 
• Alternative Education Program  
• Paine Secondary Campus 

The study seeks to address program structure and effectiveness.  Data was 
gathered over a two month period between February and April, 2007.  Analysis 
was based on: 

• Review of district and school documents 
• School visits 
• Interviews with over 30 teachers, administrators (current and former), 

school staff, and juvenile justice officials 
• Round table discussions with nearly 50 students 
• Surveys of all alternative program staff, about 80 students, and 20 parents 

All participants were guaranteed anonymity.  Most seemed amazingly candid 
regarding their experiences in the alternative programs.  By all accounts this 
study is the most thorough and wide-ranging to date. 

The report starts with a brief history of alternative education in Walla Walla, 
including a review of documents going back to 1973. 

Following this section are individual chapters on each of the alternative 
programs.  Strengths and weaknesses are identified.  Analysis of claims made by 
the programs is provided.  Quantitative data is used when available.  Anecdotal 
data based on interviews is supported by numerical data or data interpolation 
when possible. 

The report concludes with a list of recommendations for the district regarding 
restructuring of the alternative offerings available. 

It should be noted that this study would not have been possible without the 
charge given by Superintendent Rich Carter, Deputy Superintendent Bill Jordan, 
and Assistant Superintendent Linda Boggs to look into all aspects of the 
programs and to report the findings as fully and accurately as possible. 

Memos and other documents related to this study can be found on the 
accompanying disk.
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Back to the Future: A History of Alternative Education in 
Walla Walla 
Alternative education is not new to the Walla Walla Public School District.  In late 
1973 a group of 20 Walla Walla High School teachers formed a committee to 
discuss the situation of drop-outs at the high school (interestingly, one member of 
this committee was Mary Jo Geidl, a current school board member).  In 
December of 1973 the committee made a proposal to the superintendent for an 
alternative school in the district.  The committee wanted the district to open a 
school for drop-outs in time for the 1974-75 school year.  It should be noted that 
the program would have been exclusively for students who had dropped out of 
the high school.1 

According to notes taken at the time by the committee recorder, the initial 
proposal died because there was no method for financing it. 

In May of 1974 Superintendent Franklin Hanson was directed by the school 
board to officially form a committee to study the issue further.  In a letter seeking 
people to serve on the committee he wrote that he was concerned with “the high 
percentage of dropouts in our secondary education program in Walla Walla.  I 
believe that our district seriously has to look at some alternative educational 
programs for our secondary students.”2  The committee worked for a year on a 
proposal for the district. 

In May of 1975 the committee presented its report to the board.  The committee 
developed a list of eight recommendations:  These included: 

• Expand the night school program at Wa-Hi 

• Give teachers the option to award credit on completion of course 
requirements regardless of how long it takes the student to complete 
these 

• Allow teachers to provide small group or one-on-one instruction 

• Encourage the district to “continually search for alternative methods of 
providing programs and instruction at all levels”3 

The committee delivered its report to the school board on May 29th, 1975.  The 
documentary record then becomes less clear for the next ten years.  It appears, 
however, that no new alternative programs became available until 1986 when an 
agreement was reached between the school district and Walla Walla Community 
College regarding the creation of the Alternative Education Program.  This 

                                                 
1 Memo to Superintendent Franklin Hanson from the Alternative Education Study Committee.  December 

21, 1973 
2 Letter from Franklin B. Hanson, Superintendent, Walla Walla Public Schools.  May 10, 1974. 
3 District Alternative Education Committee Report.  May, 1975. 
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program was created to provide an education for students who dropped out of 
Walla Walla High School.4 

Around the same time, the Department of Court Services found the need to 
provide an educational option for students who had been released from 
incarceration but could not return to the public schools (due to expulsion). While 
the student was in jail, limited educational opportunities were provided.  Once the 
student was released, however, there were no placement options available.  In 
1986 the Department of Court Services established the Alternative Learning 
Program (ALPS) at the Paine Campus.  Walla Walla Public Schools took control 
of the program in 1989 and renamed it the Paine Campus Secondary Alternative 
Education Center. 

The next addition to the alternative options available in the district came in 1996 
with the creation of the Opportunity Program.  This program also focused on 
bringing the drop-out student back into the system.  The number of students in 
the program doubled in size its first year, from 40 to nearly 100. 

The newest addition to the alternative programs in Walla Walla is Creekside 
Middle School.  Middle school students who were expelled or had serious 
behavior or attendance issues were originally sent to the Paine Campus.  The 
program was moved to portables at Pioneer Middle School in 2006. 

For more on the history of each program refer to a report submitted to the school 
district in January 2007.5 

                                                 
4 Memorandum of Agreement Between the Walla Walla School District and the Walla Walla Community 

College.  April 17, 1986. 
5 Calzaretta, Daniel.  Path to Excellence: A Plan for Alternative Education in Walla Walla.  Submitted to 

Walla Walla Public Schools in January, 2007. 
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Creekside Middle School 
Creekside is a new program located in a portable classroom at Pioneer Middle 
School.  Until this school year (2006-07) alternative middle school students 
attended the Paine Campus.  There are currently 24 students in the program.  
The school day is 9:00 to 3:30 five days a week.  Dana Jones is the principal.  
Vice-principal John Abbott is the direct administrator for the program.  The 
teachers are Barbara McRae and Andy Maheras.  The instructional assistant is 
Lisa Reinland. 

Mission 

The mission of the middle school program is to allow students to correct 
academic, attendance, and behavior issues so that they may return to the regular 
middle school program. 

Is the Mission Being Carried Out? 

At the time of the interviews done for this report, fewer than five students had 
returned to the regular classroom setting from Creekside.  A few have been 
allowed to take some classes in the regular school.  One student has earned his 
way into playing baseball.  The parents of two students have asked that their 
children be allowed to stay in the program rather than transferring back to the 
regular middle school. 

It should be noted that the program is new and does not have a long enough 
track record to determine whether the mission as stated is being effectively 
implemented. 

Description of Population 

The school has 24 students in the program.  Approximately half of these students 
come from Garrison Middle School. 

According to the administrators and teachers of the program, half of the students 
in the program (12) are children affiliated with gangs who have serious behavior 
issues.  Another four to five have serious behavior problems but are not affiliated 
with gangs.  The remaining students are those who do not have behavior 
problems.  They were referred to the program for truancy or academic problems. 

How a Student Gets into the Program 

All students in the Creekside program are referred.  This can be done by a 
teacher, counselor, or administrator.  Students are referred for behavior, 
academic, or attendance issues.  Once a referral is made, a meeting is held with 
the student and his/her guardians and the administrators and staff at Creekside.  
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This meeting determines the requirements the student must meet in order to 
return to the regular middle school program. 

Resources 

Creekside is housed in a portable classroom at Pioneer Middle School.  The 
program started the year with one teacher and an instructional assistant.  
Another teacher was added in February (a transfer from the behavior classroom 
at Garrison).  Creekside students do not (for the most part) participate in classes 
or activities with other students at Pioneer.  The resources available to them in 
the classroom, therefore, are limited.  This obviously restricts the types of 
educational opportunities the students can experience.  In addition, because of 
the behavior issues exhibited by some of students in the program, some 
materials that are available cannot be used.  As one teacher put it, any item that 
can be used as a “weapon” is off-limits in the classroom, including many 
“manipulatives” available to most middle-school students. 

Creekside students have different starting and ending times than that for regular 
Pioneer students.  They also use a different school entrance, and have a 
separate lunch time. 

Counseling resources at Pioneer were not increased with the addition of the 
Creekside program.  The counseling load has obviously increased, especially 
with the population in the program. 

Administrative responsibilities for the program were added to that of the current 
principal and vice principal (it should be noted that the principal of Pioneer 
wanted the program at her school, and still does).  The vice principal who directly 
supervises the program spends approximately an hour and a half or more per 
day on discipline issues directly related to the Creekside program.  

Problems and Special Needs 

Any new program will encounter areas that need to be improved.  Both the 
administration and teaching staff have identified two issues which must be 
solved: staffing and program structure. 

• Staffing: from the perspective of the administration, the teacher in the 
program was not successful due to her lack of ability to control the 
classroom.  This led to a breakdown in the program that could be offered.  
The administration had to become more directly involved in managing the 
classroom.  Other teachers in the building resented the fact that so much 
administrative time had to be devoted to Creekside.  To help alleviate this 
situation a teacher was added to the program.  This change took place the 
day of the interviews so it is too early to measure its effect. 
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From the perspective of the classroom teacher and the instructional 
assistant, the program was set up for failure.  First, the teacher was 
assigned to the program against her wishes.  She taught high school 
students at Paine and was chosen for the Creekside position by then 
principal Jeff Weeks.  She felt that Mr. Weeks did not understand that 
middle school students have different needs from high school students 
and that she did not feel she was the right fit for the program. 
 
The expectation to teach six subjects was also problematic, according to 
the teacher.  In order to do this more preparation time was necessary.  
Originally one day per week was allowed for planning.  A substitute was 
hired to teach those days.  However, according to the teacher, this time is 
almost non-existent now due to the difficulty of getting substitutes to agree 
to come to Creekside. 

• Program:  both the Creekside teachers and the administrators at Pioneer 
feel that the program needs to be differentiated.  Currently the program is 
trying to serve students with behavior problems (sometimes very severe) 
and students who need a true alternative to the middle school.  
Accordingly, both the teachers and administrators feel that neither group 
of students is being served as well as possible. 
 
There also seems to be some confusion between Garrison and Pioneer 
regarding who the program is meant to serve.  The Creekside teachers 
feel that Garrison is sending its most severe behavior students and 
thereby “stacking the deck”.  The Pioneer administrators have sent a few 
behavior students to the program but have mostly referred students they 
felt needed a more personalized experience. 
 
In addition, the Creekside teachers feel that more information about the 
student needs to be provided, especially regarding past violent offenses 
and sex crimes.  At times students have arrived in class with little or no 
prior notice (and the notice that was given was just a name and grade).  It 
is also unclear to the teachers why some students have ended up in the 
program, especially those who come from Garrison. 

Hopes for the Future 

Administrators and teachers alike at Creekside believe that students would be 
better served with two programs in place: one to serve the students with severe 
behavior, gang, and violence issues and a different program to serve the student 
who needs an alternative from the traditional middle school environment.  It 
appears that some of the students currently in the program would fit better in a 
special education behavior disorder classroom.  Unfortunately, these students do 
not qualify for the special education services available due to a variety of reasons 
(do not meet criteria, parent refusal, etc.). 
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Opportunity Program 
The Opportunity Program, an alternative program for students in the 9th through 
12th grades, was formally established in 1996 (piloted in 1995) and is located in a 
10,000 square foot rented space next to Loney’s Foods on Second Avenue.  
Student schedules are flexible, with most attending between one and three hours 
a day, usually four days a week (Monday through Thursday).  Teacher schedules 
also vary.  Of the seven teachers, three work Monday through Thursday from 
7:45 to 5:30; three work Monday through Thursday from 7:45 to 4:30 and Friday 
from 7:45 to noon.  One teacher (partial FTE) works Monday through Friday from 
7:45 to noon. 

Jeff Weeks is the principal (until the end of the 2006-07 school year).  There is no 
vice principal.  There is a “lead-teacher” position held by Tom Porter.  The 
teachers are Tom Porter, Stephanie Gomsrud, Terry Klinefelter, Jerry Quaresma, 
Allison Peck, Joe Jansen, and Brian Taylor.  The three para-professionals are 
Debbie Sandoval, Anne Marie Mitchell, and Karen Hindman.  The secretary is 
Lisa Cox. 

Mission 

The stated goal of the Opportunity program is to “provide individualized 
instruction to meet the needs of each student.”  The Opportunity Program works 
“to provide high school students with options in lieu of the large comprehensive 
high school”.6  The core principle of the Opportunity Program is one-on-one 
instruction.  Students who receive the appropriate number of credits for 
graduation (22) receive a Walla Walla High School diploma. 

Description of Population 

There are currently 191 students enrolled in grades 9-12.  Of these, 30 are partial 
FTE shared with other programs.  The FTE equivalent at Opportunity is 181 
students.   In any given year the Opportunity Program will enroll between 300-
500 students. 

An analysis of the data for the current school year, from 8/30/06 to 3/30/07 
shows that 313 students have enrolled in the Opportunity Program. During that 
same period, 113 have been withdrawn (36 percent).  Of the 313 students 
enrolled, 163 were present on the first day of school (52 percent).  Of those 
original 163 students, 74 have left the program as of 3/30/07 (45 percent).  The 
breakdown of grade in school of the original 163 students is as follows: 

                                                 
6 http://www.wwps.org/schools/pdfs/Paine%2006-07%20Performance%20Report.pdf 
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Grade in School Number of Students Percent 

9th 10 6% 

10th 12 7% 

11th 47 29% 

12th 94 58% 

TOTAL 163  

TABLE 1: Breakdown of students who started the 2006-07 school year at Opportunity 

The breakdown of grade in school of the students currently enrolled (as of 
3/30/07) is as follows: 

Grade in School Number of Students Percent 

9th 19 10% 

10th 27 14% 

11th 53 28% 

12th 92 48% 

TOTAL 191  

TABLE 2: Breakdown of students at Opportunity as of 3/30/2007 

It is interesting to note that while the number of 11th and 12th graders has 
remained nearly constant, the numbers of both 9th and 10th graders has doubled.  
This would indicate that more 9th and 10th graders see Opportunity as a four-year 
alternative to the high school, rather than using it for credit retrieval.  Round-table 
discussions with the students seem to confirm this. 

Why Do Students Attend Opportunity? 

Students attend Opportunity for a two main reasons.  First is credit retrieval.  This 
is the student who needs a small number of credits needed to graduate.  Most of 
these students come from Walla Walla High School, although there are a small 
number who attend from other programs.  When Opportunity started 10 years 
ago the target student was one who had left school and needed to a few credits 
to graduate (the program was not meant to be a four year alternative to the high 
school).  The analysis of enrollment data indicates that most students are using 
the program for credit retrieval.  Seventy-six percent of those currently enrolled 
are 11th and 12th graders. 
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The second reason students attend is as an alternative to Walla Walla High 
School.  These students view Opportunity as a four-year option.  Some students 
have entered the program directly from middle school.  In interviews with the 
students who use Opportunity for this reason it was clear that they and their 
parents saw Walla Walla High School as being too large and impersonal to meet 
the instructional and emotional needs of the student.  In round-table discussions 
with students at Opportunity many said that at Wa-Hi they felt as though teachers 
didn’t know or care about them.  The more personalized setting at Opportunity 
gives many of the students a reason to go to school.  The analysis of the 
enrollment data indicates that about a quarter (24 percent) of Opportunity 
students are using the program in this way. 

Many of the students who attend Opportunity do so for the flexible schedule.  In 
round-table discussions some students said that they work full-time to support 
families, others are teen parents or are pregnant.  The exact reason for each 
student attending Opportunity is not given in the reports provided by the program, 
but the lead teacher said that 50 percent of the students work at least 20 hours a 
week and 25 percent of the students work 40 hours a week.  The school also 
enrolls between 50 and 100 teen parents each year. 

As the analysis of the student population above indicates, however, more 9th and 
10th graders see Opportunity as a four year alternative to the high school.  In 
round table discussions with students many confirmed this finding.  Most of the 
students interviewed said that they would never return to Walla Walla High 
School.  In my survey of Opportunity students, 73 percent of the respondents 
said they planned to stay at Opportunity and graduate.  Only one student 
indicated the desire to return to Wa-Hi to graduate (N=23).7 

Student Entry into the Program 

Prior to this year there were two methods of student entry to the school: referral 
by the student’s current school or self-referral.  Opportunity would schedule an 
interview with the applicant to determine if the school was an appropriate setting 
for the student.   

As of this year students may no longer self-refer to the program.  They must 
obtain a release from their current school before an interview can be scheduled 
at Opportunity.  This change was put into place by the new Walla Walla High 
School principal, Darcy Weisner.   

When Mr. Weisner became principal he was not able to get clear answers on 
how many students left the high school each year for the various alternative 
programs, why they left, and what happened to them after they left.  It appeared 
that there was very little communication between the high school and the 

                                                 
7 To see the complete survey results please visit 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/Report.asp?U=343381339260 
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alternative programs.  To get more control of the situation a “Student Support 
Team” was created.  The SST is staffed by Assistant Principal Matt Bona, 
counselors, teachers, the school nurse, intervention specialists, and the school 
resource officer.  Students can be referred to the team if they are identified as 
having academic, behavior, drug/alcohol, emotional, or attendance problems.  
The team tries to determine how to best support the student.  This may include 
transferring the student to one of the alternative programs.  In order for a student 
to attend an alternative program they must now go through this process. 

Because this system is new it appears that there are still some “bugs” to be 
worked out.  Assistant Principal Matt Bona in an interview described the process 
as trying to “fly an airplane and build the engines at the same time.” 

One such problem is that some students still arrive at Opportunity without going 
through the official withdraw procedure.  According to data provided by Walla 
Walla High School, 36 students were released to attend Opportunity between 
9/7/06 and 3/16/07.  During that same time, however, 150 students entered the 
program.  These students do not appear on the release list provided by the high 
school.  The data provided by Opportunity does not show where the students 
transferred from.  According to the Opportunity secretary, some transferred from 
out of district.  In addition, some did come from the high school but due to how 
the withdraws are coded they may not have been properly reported by the high 
school.  Regardless, a more coordinated system of information sharing would 
seem to benefit both the high school and Opportunity. 

In addition, several discrepancies were discovered between the Wa-Hi and 
Opportunity records. 

• The high school records show that one student withdrew from Wa-Hi and 
was sent to Opportunity on 10/26/06.  Opportunity, however, had her 
enrolled since 8/30/06.  She transferred to Paine on 10/26/06.  It appears 
that she was counted on the rolls for both Walla Walla High School and 
Opportunity from 8/30/06 to 10/26/06. 

• One student was shown to have withdrawn from Wa-Hi on 1/22/07 but 
was enrolled at Opportunity on 9/19/06. 

• One student was shown to have withdrawn from Wa-Hi on 3/7/07 but had 
was enrolled at Opportunity on 10/24/06.   

How the Program is Advertised 

To understand how Opportunity works it is important to realize that, for the most 
part, classes don’t exist as commonly understood.  Here, students take courses 
by meeting once per week with a teacher.  These “appointments” are where the 
instruction takes place.  During the initial meeting with, the teacher and student 
develop a “Learning Plan”.  Objectives and requirements for the class are 
reviewed and goals for each week are determined.  In addition to the weekly hour 
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of instruction students are expected to spend between 15-25 hours per week 
working on the course assignments.  This is done by the individual student 
without teacher supervision.  There is, however, a learning lab where students 
can receive help if they need it.  According to the Opportunity literature, courses 
take between 4-7 weeks to complete (see Program Analysis section for further 
discussion of this point).  Students can earn a semester credit (.5 credits) if they 
meet the requirements and objectives for the class as set out in the learning plan. 

Small group instruction does take place, although on a very limited basis.  Some 
classes specifically required for graduation (Pacific Northwest History, for 
example) will be held in a more traditional classroom format.  In addition, there is 
a “study skills” class for students needing to take the WASL. This was 
implemented after the 2004-05 school year in order to improve WASL scores. 

Freshman and sophomore students must attend school at least three hours per 
day (one hour in study skills and two in learning lab), and an additional hour on 
the days they have their “appointments” with their teacher.  Juniors and seniors 
need to attend when they have their appointments.  This could be as little as one 
hour per week if they are taking only one class.  They only need to attend 
learning lab if they are having problems in their classes and if there is room in the 
learning lab.  Students must be enrolled and passing at least one class every 
seven weeks in order to remain in the program.  Students may take between one 
and three classes at a time. 

Program Analysis: What is the Reality? 

In order to properly assess the program the following question needs to be 
asked:  what type of student is this program designed to serve?  The Opportunity 
literature states the program is for the following students: 

• have not had success in a traditional school 
• want individual educational challenges 
• have jobs 
• fall behind in credits 
• are married or have children 
• want individual tutoring 
• have medical problems 
• want to enter Running Start 
• want to accelerate their education 
• to attend college at an earlier date 8 

                                                 
8 http://www.wwps.org/programs/opportunity.htm 
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Each needs to be examined to determine the veracity of the claim. 

• have not had success in a traditional school: it seems clear from the 
student, parent, and staff surveys, as well as interviews of staff and 
students that this claim is well supported 

• want individual educational challenges: this claim is hard to measure.  
In the student surveys, however, 78 percent of the respondents said that 
their classes are always or usually interesting and challenging 

• have jobs: the school reports that half of the students work 20 hours per 
week and a quarter work 40 hour per week, indicating this claim is well 
supported 

• fall behind in credits: interviews with the staff as well as an analysis of 
the enrollment data indicate that this claim is well supported 

• are married or have children: staff indicated that between 50 and 100 
students enroll each year because they are pregnant or have children.  
This data would indicate that this claim is well supported 

• want individual tutoring: interviews with students and staff indicate that 
one of the major benefits of the program is to provide individualized 
instruction.  However, several staff members have indicated in their 
surveys and interviews that they are feeling pressure from the lead 
teacher and others at the school to get students through the classes in the 
minimum of four weeks, or to double up on appointments, thereby 
undermining a core principal of the program: one-on-one teaching.  See 
the last point in this section for related information on this topic 
Freshman and sophomores are also supposed to be in school a minimum 
of three hours a day (two hours in “learning lab” where they are to work on 
assignments for the classes they are taking and one hour of “study skills” 
to prepare for the WASL).  Interviews with some staff indicate that 
although this is given as a program requirement, there are many students 
who do not fulfill it, often times without consequences. 
Although many students do want individual instruction, it appears that this 
aspect of the program has been weakened. 

• have medical problems: there is no data to indicate whether students 
use the program for this reason, although one student indicated in the 
round table discussion that while at Wa-Hi she had an extended absence 
due to illness.  She lost all credits for that semester and decided to attend 
Opportunity to make up these credits. 

• want to enter Running Start: neither staff nor students indicated this as a 
reason to enroll in Opportunity.  There are some students, however, who 
attend both Opportunity and Running Start. 
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• want to accelerate their education and want to attend college at an 
earlier date (these are so closely related that they can be combined into 
one response): to analyze this claim it is necessary to look at the number 
of classes students take, how long it takes them to complete these 
classes, and the number of credits needed to graduate. 
Students can take from one to three classes at any time.  According to 
interviews with the staff, between 60 and 70 percent of the students take 
two classes at a time.  No students were reported to be taking three.  The 
minimum length of a class is four weeks (this translates to four hours of 
direct instruction with the teacher), and 75 to 90 hours of work to be done 
outside of class by the student.  According to interviews with the staff, four 
weeks is often too short to finish a course (although some staff claim to 
feeling pressure to meet this timeline to get students credit in the minimum 
time possible; see more on this in the Staff Perceptions section).  Most 
classes take at least seven weeks, and Opportunity tries to take no more 
than this amount of time if possible. 
The following charts help examine the claims of accelerated education 
and entering college at an early date.  The charts assume an ideal of 36 
weeks of useable instruction time in the school year, students take 
courses every week with no time off between courses, all courses are 
completed successfully, and students earn .5 credit for each course taken.  
NOTE: 22 credits are needed for a Walla Walla High School diploma. 

 Student takes 2 classes 
at a time 

Student takes 1 class at 
a time 

Credits earned in one 
year 9 4.5 

Credits earned in four 
years 36 18 

Years needed to earn 22 
credits for diploma 

x 5 years 
 
TABLE 3: Courses are completed in four weeks (resulting in nine four-week sessions) 

If all the conditions listed above the chart were met, it would be possible for some 
students to graduate early.  However, according to interviews with staff and 
responses from the student and staff surveys, the following chart is probably 
closer to what most students experience. 
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The following chart makes the same assumptions as that above, except that 
courses take seven weeks to complete. 

 Student takes 2 classes 
at a time 

Student takes 1 class at 
a time 

Credits earned in one 
year 5 2.5 

Credits earned in four 
years 20 10 

Years needed to earn 22 
credits for diploma 

4.5 years 8.5 years 

TABLE 4: Courses are completed in seven weeks (resulting in five seven-week sessions) 

The claim that students can accelerate their learning and graduate from high 
school early is specious.  Students and parents indicated in surveys that they like 
the fact that students can move at their own pace, but this is far from the claim 
that they can graduate early. 

Resources 

Opportunity has, by far, more resources available to it than either Paine Campus 
of Creekside (the AEP program at WWCC is in a different category since the 
students in that program can access all the resources of the college as part of 
the classes they are taking).  Opportunity has a van, several pottery wheels, a 
kiln, laptops available to loan to students, and a dark room.  The facility is clean 
and well-lit.  It appears well taken care of. 

Staff Perceptions 

There is one area of agreement by the staff: the teaching experience at 
Opportunity is a positive and special one.  There is a definite split, however, 
regarding program mission, program implementation, program direction, and 
leadership. 

Staff Perceptions: the Teaching Experience 

Surveys and interviews of the staff show that they do enjoy teaching at 
Opportunity.  Eight of the 10 respondents said that teaching at Opportunity is 
either very or mostly enjoyable.  In addition, seven out of ten respondents 
described their overall experience at Opportunity as either extremely positive or 
positive.  Two described their experience as somewhat positive. 

The staff is united in their belief that the strongest aspect of the program is the 
ability to deal with students one-on-one.  Comments included: 
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• students do not get lost in a huge classroom and they get the learning 
experience each should have 

• The teaching environment allows you to interact with students on a 
different level than the traditional classroom 

• I feel very in tune with the needs, wants and lives of my students. This 
helps them engage in school and learning. Opportunity is a great place to 
teach and learn 

• The opportunity to interact with students individually is extremely 
rewarding and a rare teaching experience 

The staff is also united by a strong belief that there needs to be a viable 
alternative to Walla Walla High School for many students.  Most believe that this 
means a program physically separated from the school as well as having a 
separate mission and way of delivering education.  One staff person indicated 
wanting stronger ties with the high school but at the same time letting 
Opportunity maintain its independence. 

Staff Perceptions: Mission 

Each respondent identified the mission of the school differently.  Responses 
included: 

• personalized learning which challenges and supports all students in 
becoming educated, productive citizens, and life-long learners 

• to keep students connected to education and help them accumulate high 
school credits 

• keep students connected with education, by providing a safe school 
environment, friendly atmosphere and dedicated teachers 

• empower students to improve themselves through education 

• help kids and families 

One teacher identified the problem by writing that “there is no cohesive mission. 
Each teacher has a different interpretation.” This analysis is supported by the 
staff surveys and interviews.  A question that was raised by several of the staff is 
“who are we trying to serve?”  Is the school meant as a four-year alternative to 
Walla Walla High School?  Is it meant for the credit retrieval student?  Each staff 
person gave somewhat different answers to these questions. 

Analysis of the program through review of documents provided by Opportunity, 
and staff and student interviews and surveys indicates that the official mission of 
the school is vague and therefore not well understood.  This, in addition to lack of 
leadership (see section below), has led to a fractured approach to program 
implementation. 
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Staff Perceptions: Program Implementation 

Surveys and interviews show staff members have different perceptions on how 
the program is being implemented.  The key principle of the program is one-on-
one instruction.  This is done through hour-long “appointments” with students 
during which time course instruction takes place. 

Documents provided by Opportunity show that there are a total of 168 
instructional hours available each week.9  This means that the staff could meet 
with 168 individual students each week if each student was taking only one class.  
Opportunity teachers have said that about 65 percent of the students are taking 
two classes.  This would mean that each week a total of about 110 hours are 
available for individual students. 

This analysis raises the question of how the program can serve the number of 
students enrolled.  When one realizes that there are about 180 FTE students at 
Opportunity, and that the program enrolls between 300-500 students each year, 
it is difficult to understand how all get served.  Some staff members have also 
indicated feeling pressure to increase the number of students they see by 
“doubling up” their appointments (putting two students in a one-hour slot).  The 
lead teacher has indicated that the teachers who are doubling up student 
appointments are more dedicated to the program.  Some staff feel, however, that 
this practice dilutes the instruction that each student receives. 

There is also a discrepancy in descriptions of how the learning lab and study 
skills time is being used.  Documents provided by Opportunity say that all 
students are required to attend learning lab two hours per week10.  Some staff 
members indicate that attendance tracking is lax.  Some staff also said that 
“favorites are played” and that lack of attendance is overlooked for some 
students. 

There is also a question as to whether all students are required to attend learning 
lab.  According to the lead teacher, all 9th and 10th graders must attend learning 
lab.  The 11th and 12th graders must attend only if they are “struggling” in a class.  
Currently the learning lab has a waiting list. 

In the student survey (N=22), 60 percent of the respondents report that they 
spend at between two and three hours per day in school, and 18 percent say 
they spend between four and five hours per day in school. 

                                                 
9 From “Opportunity Program Staffing and Student Capacity” information sheet.  Tom Porter, 20 hours; 

Allison Peck, 20 hours; Stephanie Gomsrud, 31 hours; Terry Klinefelter, 35 hours; Joe Jansen, 31 hours; 
Jerry Quaresma, 31 hours; Brian Taylor, all hours are special education and not included in the total.  
Total hours: 168. 

10 “What is Opportunity Program” information sheet. 
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Program Leadership 

This topic must be divided into three areas to fully understand how leadership 
has impacted Opportunity: leadership by the principal, leadership by the “lead 
teacher”, and district leadership. 

Principal 

Staff said that the lack of a clear mission is linked to the lack of leadership for the 
past five years.  All staff indicated in varying degrees that leadership under Jeff 
Weeks during the last five years has been at best poor, and at worst negligent.  
Staff indicates that he would rarely come to the school.  Some teachers said they 
would only see him a few times a year during evaluations.  This lack of 
leadership has led to several problems, including an unclear mission and a 
divided staff. 

Lead Teacher 

Because of the lack of leadership from the principal, a lead teacher position was 
created.  The staff is split on the effectiveness of this role.  Some comments 
include: 

• The lead teacher has power, but no accountability. He can pretend to be 
the “administrator” or the “teacher”, whichever best suits his needs for a 
situation. There is no integrity; no one is holding the lead teacher 
accountable. The staff is extremely divided about the leadership 

• The "lead-teacher" position has been a poorly defined job, and has been 
abused. I hope the district will eliminate it 

• The perception of many staff members is that he (the lead teacher) had 
free reign to hire his buddies. The staff is very divided and I feel like we 
have been biding our time waiting for Jeff (Weeks) to leave so we could 
see some changes. We have had many grievances about the way the 
"lead teacher" position has been handled, but no where to go to voice 
complaints. Jeff didn't do anything. 

• Tom Porter has done an outstanding job as lead teacher. 
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Staff was also split on how decisions are made at the school: 

How often do the administrators responsible for Opportunity make major decisions 
about the program at the school with input from the teachers and staff?    
Always Almost Always Sometimes Almost Never Never 

14% (1) 29% (2) 0% (0) 57% (4) 0% (0)  

In a related question, staff was asked about how they feel their opinions are 
valued: 

How much do the administrators responsible for Opportunity value your input and 
opinions regarding Opportunity and its programs?    

Very Some Neither care nor not care Little None 

12% (1) 50% (4) 12% (1) 12% (1) 12% (1)  

In addition, staff split on the question direction for the program: 

Do you feel Opportunity is headed in the right direction?    
Absolutely Mostly Yes Somewhat Mostly No Absolutely Not 

22% (2) 22% (2) 44% (4) 11% (1) 0% (0)  

District Leadership 

Many of the staff members are distrustful of the intentions of the district when it 
comes to alternative education.  Several mentioned the decision that was 
announced, and later rescinded, regarding moving Opportunity to a different 
location.  Staff indicated that this was a prime example of the district making 
decisions regarding the program without consulting those actually working in the 
school.  Staff comments included: 

• The biggest challenge we face is lack of understanding about the program 
by the community, other school personnel, and administrators 

• District Support for alterative programs is low 

• An administration that does not know or care to know the challenges we 
face 

• The district feels that all students should be able to succeed at the high 
school.  There in not a clear understanding of how alternative programs 
work. 

• The district needs to understand that one size does not fit all. 

• The district doesn’t want a visionary leader for the alternative programs. 
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Clearly, many of the staff members in the alternative programs in the district are 
suspicious of the intentions of the school district leaders.  Some believe that the 
district has a pre-determined plan for the alternative programs and that this report 
will be manipulated to validate this plan. 

The responses to the questions above indicate that the staff is deeply divided 
over the mission, leadership, and direction of the school.  They are all united, 
however, in their belief in the need for an alternative to Walla Walla High School 
for many students. 

Student Experience 

Students who attend the Opportunity Program believe it is a special place.  It is 
clear that the personal nature of the program is very important to them.  Some of 
the student comments include: 

• the teachers that I have come into contact with have taken a personal 
interest into my life, trying to guide and counsel me into doing what is best 

• all the teachers know me by name and are interested in my life and my 
family. The teachers are very understanding 

• the teachers work to make sure that I become something in life 

• the teachers are very helpful and understanding 

• I can go at any time to receive help to talk to a teacher 

• we are all like a happy family, everybody is so friendly and all the teachers 
help in anyway they can.  I couldn’t ask for a better school 

Over 80 percent of the respondents in the survey (N=22) described their 
experience at Opportunity as either positive or extremely positive.  In addition, 
over 85 percent described the education they are receiving as either very good or 
excellent.  Eighty-seven percent said that their classes are always or usually 
interesting and challenging. 

In interviews and the survey many students said that one of the strengths of the 
Opportunity Program is its separation from the high school.  In round-table 
discussions students without exception bristled at the suggestion that the 
program be relocated to either Paine Campus or the Wa-Hi campus, even if 
housed in a separate building or portable classroom. 

Students were nearly unanimous in identifying the one-on-one instruction, as well 
as the relationships they build with the staff as keys to their success.  Several 
students told very moving stories about how without the Opportunity Program 
they would not be in school, let alone on track to receive a high school diploma. 

When surveyed about their post high school plans, 23 percent report wanting to 
attend a community or vocational school, 46 percent want to attend a four-year 



 22

university or college, 27 percent plan to enter the workforce, and 5 percent plan 
to enter the armed forces. 

When asked how well Opportunity was preparing them for their post high school 
plans, 87 percent of the respondents replied either well or extremely well.  
Thirteen percent reported poor or extremely poor. 

Students were also asked how confident they were that they would meet 
requirements for graduation.  Mirroring the responses to the previous question, 
87 percent said they were very or extremely confident, while 13 percent said they 
were somewhat or not confident at all. 

Hopes for the Future 

A common hope of the staff is that Opportunity has a principal that understands 
the program, supports the teachers, takes an interest in the students, and is in 
the building on a consistent basis.  Several staff members indicated that it is 
important that the program have a principal who is assigned to the building full-
time in order take a strong leadership role. 

Most of the staff feels that Opportunity needs to maintain its independence from 
the high school, although improved information sharing regarding students would 
be helpful. 

The staff also believes it is important for the district to not only understand the 
program, but to support it as well.  All staff said that they were pleased that the 
district was studying the program.  Those that have been in the district the 
longest said that they had never been asked by the district to participate in such 
a wide-ranging study and were grateful in the opportunity to provide their 
opinions. 
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Alternative Education Program (AEP) 
The Alternative Education Program is a partnership program between Walla 
Walla Community College and Walla Walla Public Schools.  The program, 
established in 1987, is for students from 16 to 21 years old.  Students attend 
Walla Walla Community College for their instruction. 

The two program coordinators are Nancy Jacobsen and Gary Benefiel.   Courses 
are taught by college instructors (AEP students are in the same classes as other 
WWCC students). 

Mission 

The stated mission of the Alternative Education Program is to “promote self-
efficacy while providing an opportunity outside the traditional secondary school 
system for selected students to earn a high school diploma.”11  Students who 
graduate from AEP receive a Walla Walla High School diploma.12 

Description of Population 
There are currently 102 students enrolled in the Alternative Education Program.  
Students must be at least 16 years old to enroll.  Yearly attendance averages 
105 students. 

Why Do Students Attend AEP? 

Students have to be at least 16 before they can attend AEP.  This means that 
students were either unsuccessful in high school, did not like the high school 
experience, had dropped out, or wanted a more challenging educational 
environment.   

Interviews with staff and surveys of students support this evaluation.  Seventy 
percent of student respondents (N=20) reported that they had attended their 
previous school at least two years before attending AEP13.  In addition, eighty-
five percent of the respondents said they left their previous school for a different 
educational setting.  Only one student reported leaving because of attendance or 
truancy problems.  Walla Walla High School reports not sending students with 
truancy or attendance problem to the AEP program (these students are usually 
referred to Paine or Opportunity). 

                                                 
11 Alternative Education Program brochure. 
12 Previous to this school year, students had the option to earn a Washington State Diploma by earning 19 

credits.  Walla Walla High School requires 22 credits.  Students will no longer have the option of earning 
a Washington State Diploma. 

13 To see the complete survey results please visit 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/Report.asp?U=343381339260 
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Students were very clear about their previous school experiences.  Some 
comments included: 

• WA-HI was the most horrific experience of my life. I didn't feel like anyone 
cared if I succeeded or not. 

• I thought that Wa-Hi was too full, that the real focus was not on the 
education of the students but the success of the students participating in 
sports programs. I felt that in order to pass your classes it was required to 
spend hours of your time filling out the busy work many teachers handed 
out disguised as ‘homework’. 

• I did not like Wa-Hi. I did not fit in with really any crowd. Plus I did not like 
the way I was treated, like I was still in elementary school. 

• I felt limited at Wa-Hi because of class structure. I was bored with the 
class work and was seeking a challenge beyond what Wa-Hi might offer. 

AEP staff report that some students also come to the program after having been 
out of school.  Student surveys seem to confirm this.  Twenty percent of the 
students reported being 19 years old or older.  Thirty-five percent are 18 years 
old, with the remainder (45 percent) being between 16 and 17 years old. 

Students who attend AEP see it as a place to finish high school.  All of the 
respondents reported they plan to graduate from the AEP program rather than 
transfer back to their previous school. 

Student Entry into the Program 

In order to transfer from a school in the district the student must first obtain 
permission from the principal of the alternative programs.  In addition, the 
student’s current school must release the student.  Walla Walla High School has 
implemented new policies this year regarding student referral to alternative 
programs (see the Student Entry section in the Opportunity Program chapter for 
details).  This school year seven students have been referred to AEP by the 
Student Services Team at Wa-Hi. 

The student must then complete a WWCC college application, schedule to take a 
college placement test (to determine appropriate course selection) and schedule 
an interview with the AEP director. 

After completion of these steps, the student must then complete an AEP 
application and submit it to the AEP director at least one week prior to selection 
committee meetings (these meet quarterly;  WWCC is on the quarter system).  

Interviews with AEP staff indicate that the selection committee looks for students 
that have the best chance for success at the college.  Some are denied by the 
committee because they are too young (or immature) or have serious mental 
health or drug problems.  Students who have trouble with follow-through or are 
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not motivated do not usually make it to this step in the process due to the 
application requirements detailed above. 

How the Program Works 

There are two AEP staff members, Nancy Jacobsen and Gary Benefiel.  In 
addition to interviewing and screening students for entry, they teach some 
courses specifically for AEP students.  All are required to take a study skills and 
support class (called the College Experience).  There are courses offered that 
are required for high school graduation, such as Pacific Northwest History and a 
literature course.  Otherwise, students are enrolled in regular classes offered by 
the community college. 

Part of the advising process includes determining what courses a student needs 
in order to receive a high school diploma.  The community college operates on a 
quarter schedule and awards credits differently than the high school.  A five 
credit, quarter-long class at the community college yields the same amount of 
credit as a semester year-long class does in the high school system (1.0 credit).  
A three credit, quarter-long college class yields .5 high school credits. 

AEP students attend regular college classes.  No distinction is made between 
AEP students and regular WWCC students when it comes to grading, course 
requirements, and expected levels of performance (instructors are not informed if 
a student is in the AEP program).  AEP students must also maintain good 
standing in the college just like any other college student.  WWCC has a 
probation policy for students who do not earn a 2.0 GPA. The first two quarters 
students receive warning letters.  A third quarter of sub-2.0 GPA results in 
suspension from the college. Students can appeal the suspension.  The decision, 
however, rests with the Vice President of Instruction, not with the AEP staff. 

AEP staff receives student grades quarterly.  If interventions are needed 
(academic, attendance, etc.) the staff helps the student determine where the 
problem is and how to address it.  In addition, the AEP staff has the option to 
drop a student from the program if they are not attending the AEP-specific 
classes (College Experience, etc.).  During the 2004-05 school year, 12.5 
percent of the students were either removed or dropped out of the AEP program. 

One difference between AEP and the other alternative programs is how 
attendance is tracked.  Daily attendance is taken in the AEP-specific classes 
(and as mentioned above, students can be dropped from the program for failure 
to attend).  While some college instructors do take daily attendance, this is not 
reported to the AEP program.  AEP staff does, however, report attendance 
monthly as required by the school district. 
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Program Analysis 

Of the three high school alternative programs, AEP places the most responsibility 
on the individual student for his or her education.  The college environment is not 
appropriate for students who have poor motivation or the inability to attend 
classes on a regular basis.  This is one reason for the entrance requirements and 
interviews.  According to information provided by the program, students are 
expected to: 

• Be responsible for appropriate conduct in and out of class 
• Maintain regular attendance 
• Make progress toward graduation 

Records for the program have been kept since the 1990-91 school year. 
Between 1990 and 2005, 1675 students have been in the AEP program.  Of that 
number, 617 have received high school diplomas, or 37 percent. 

 
 

Year 

Walla Walla High 
School diplomas 

awarded 

Washington State 
diplomas awarded

Other high school 
diplomas awarded

1990-91 3 0 0 

91-92 18 0 0 

92-93 7 3 0 

93-94 15 8 2 

94-95 33 7 0 

95-96 40 6 0 

96-97 23 9 1 

97-98 26 5 1 

98-99 24 8 2 

99-00 33 17 0 

00-01 22 11 3 

01-02 36 25 0 

02-03 33 28 0 

03-04 35 22 0 

04-05 26 26 0 

05-06 28 31 0 

TOTALS 402 206 9 

TABLE 5: Diplomas awarded by the Alternative Education Program, by year, 1990-2006. 
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Student Experiences 

Of all three high school programs surveyed, student satisfaction in AEP was by 
far the most positive.  When asked to describe their experience with AEP, 100 
percent reported either positive or extremely positive (N=20).  In addition, 100 
percent reported the education they are receiving as very good or excellent.  
Further, 100 percent identified the classes they are taking as usually or always 
challenging and interesting. 

Most of the students surveyed plan on going to higher education after AEP (84 
percent): 

Plans After AEP Program: Response Percent 

Go to a community/technical college  26.3% 

Go to a four year college/university  57.9% 

Go into the job force  15.8% 

Join the armed forces  0% 
  
TABLE 6: Student plans after AEP 

In a related question, 100 percent of the students reported that AEP is preparing 
them well or extremely well for their post high school plans.  As to how confident 
students are that they will graduate, 95 percent felt very or extremely confident, 
while five percent felt somewhat confident.   

Students also had strong feelings about why the program works for them.  Some 
comments included: 

• You are treated like an adult. You have a lot more freedom. The education 
is more to the point. 

• I love the college setting and environment. It's preparing us well for 
classes we will be taking in the future, in college. 

• The combination of high school classes in a college setting makes room 
for a lot of growth socially and educationally. 

• Students are not thought of as children, and are treated accordingly in the 
classroom setting. The atmosphere is much more mature and the 
teachers are interested in the subjects they teach. 

• I feel much more mature being in charge of my time spent at school, the 
classes I want to take. 

• I love how I can be my own person, and when I am my own person, I am 
not looked down upon or called a nerd. 
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Advising is an important part of a student’s experience in AEP.  Staff reports that 
a significant part of their day is spent talking with students about problems they 
are experiencing, or helping students with specific academic issues related to the 
courses they are taking.  Student surveys confirm this.  Several students 
specifically mentioned the two program advisors by name.  Students surveyed in 
the other programs did not do this. 

Hopes for the Future 

AEP staff indicated that communication between the alternative programs 
needed to improve, although has already gotten better with the new high school 
administration. 

In order to facilitate the WASL and culminating project, AEP staff feels that 
WWCC needs to provide more support or additional staffing.  On a related note, 
the schedule for the WASL is not coordinated well with the community college 
schedule.  This year, for example, AEP students had to return to the college 
during the college’s spring break to take the WASL (WWCC and WWPS do not 
share the same spring break). 
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Paine Secondary Campus 
The Paine Secondary Campus, an alternative program for students in the 9th 
through 12th grades, was established in 1986 and originally administered by the 
Department of Court Services.  Walla Walla Public Schools assumed control of 
the program in 1989. 

Jeff Weeks is the principal (until the end of the 2006-07 school year).  There is no 
vice principal.  The teachers are Natalie Allen-Tibbling (History), Edward Eckles 
(Math), Anne Wallace-Curry (English), Jesse Briones (Plato computer lab) and 
Beverly Allen (Business).  There are no Foreign Language, Science, or Physical 
Education teachers at the school.  The secretary is Linda Barker. 

It is important to note that the behavior disorder special education classes from 
Walla Walla High School are also located at Paine.  Administratively, they are 
under the auspices of Wa-Hi and not Paine.  There population is, therefore, not 
included in this study. 

Mission 

The stated mission of the Paine Secondary Campus is to “provide high school 
students a full day educational program to maximize opportunities for academic 
success. Instruction is offered in a comfortable, caring, and secure environment 
for all students. Students are also taught the importance of building interpersonal 
relationships.  Every student has an individualized learning plan with 
opportunities for learning with job shadows and internships in the community”.14 

Description of Population 

At the start of the 2006-07 school year, 99 students were enrolled in Paine.  At 
the time of this study there were 77 students enrolled at Paine.  This is a drop of 
22 percent. 

The drop, however, is actually much higher.  At the start of the school year there 
were 99 students enrolled.  Between the time the initial head count was taken 
and the time of this study, the high school referred 33 additional students to 
Paine.  This would mean that the total Paine population with no student attrition 
should have been 132 students.  The actual drop in student population, 
therefore, is 55 students, or nearly 40 percent. 

Of the students surveyed (N=34) nearly 74 percent of the respondents reported 
being at Paine for less than two years, with 44 percent being there one year or 
less. 

                                                 
14 2006-07 Alternative Schools School Performance Report.  

http://www.wwps.org/schools/pdfs/Paine%2006-07%20Performance%20Report.pdf 
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Of the total number of students currently enrolled at Paine, 36 (47 percent) were 
on probation or otherwise involved with the Department of Court Services with an 
assigned probation officer. 

Why Do Students Attend Paine? 

Nearly all of the students who attend Paine are referred there.  It is not a school 
that most students choose to attend.  Nearly half are mandated to attend Paine 
as a condition of the court (truancy or probation).   

Student Entry into the Program 

Most students enter Paine by referral from Walla Walla High School or as a 
condition of the court.  Previous to this year, Walla Walla High School would 
send students to Paine who were having chronic truancy or behavior problems.  
Darcy Weisner, the current principal of Walla Walla High School expressed 
shock at the number of students who were being sent to Paine, with little or no 
documentation as to why, what was expected of them, and what was required of 
them to return to the high school.  He found no clear guidelines in place at the 
high school for decision-making on alternative placements for students.  This 
year Walla Walla High School has significantly reduced the number of students 
being sent to Paine. 

Even so, 33 students have been sent to Paine after referral by the Student 
Support Team.  Of this number, six are on the list of students mandated by the 
court as of March15.  This means that 27 students from Walla Walla High School 
not currently involved with the courts have been sent to Paine this year.  This 
number (27) combined with the number sent as a condition of the court (36) is 63 
students, or 82 percent of the total student population at Paine. 

How the Program is Advertised 

The program as advertised by the district seems progressive and cutting-edge.  
The program is said to include: 

• Replacement of letter grades with a “standards based” model – students 
use portfolios of actual work to show progress in academic areas 

• Each student will have an individual learning plan, created in concert with 
the staff to meet the needs and goals of the student 

• Partnership program established with Blue Mountain Action Council 
(BMAC).  BMAC provides students with instruction in pre-employment and 
interview skills and resume building. 

                                                 
15 Superior Court of the State of Washington, Walla Walla/Columbia Counties, Department of Court 

Services.  Paine School, March 2007. 
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• Creation of a job shadow and internship program: juniors and seniors are 
placed with local businesses to learn about the world of work 

To facilitate this restructuring of the traditional educational program, Paine school 
applied for waivers to state rules regarding graduation requirements.  In the 
June, 2004 approval of the waiver request, the State Board of Education 
identified several key convincing arguments made by Paine School: 

• Competency-based assessment: students evaluated on the actual work 
that they produce rather than a specific amount of time spent in a 
classroom 

• Academic learning plans: these individualized plans contain standardized 
exam results, student work and demonstrations that meet state 
benchmarks, and checkpoints for review of student work by parents, 
teachers and community members over the course of the school year 

• Credit-waivers: students graduate not based on the number of credits 
earned but rather based on a standards-based system of assessment 

• No letter grades: “at-risk” students have a better chance at success in an 
environment where the grade is not the goal, but rather the quality of the 
work produced 

• Serve more students: Paine hopes to serve a wider range of students, 
from remedial to accelerated.  To best meet the needs of such a wide 
range of students a system other than that of traditional credits is 
necessary 

• School of choice: Paine will convert from a referral school to a school of 
choice. 

• Internships: learning at Paine will be hands-on with internships, job 
shadows, and service learning opportunities16 

Based on the proposal made by the school district the State Board of Education 
approved the waiver request for the 2004-05 to 2007-08 school years.  Next year 
will be the last year of the waiver approval.  Paine was to have reported annually 
on the progress of waiver implementation. 

Program Analysis: What is the Reality? 

In order to properly assess the program at Paine it is necessary to examine how 
each of the areas in the waiver is being implemented. 

                                                 
16 State Board of Education waiver approval. June 17-18, 2004. 
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Put bluntly, there is a total disconnect between how the program is described, 
what was approved by the State Board of Education, and the reality at Paine 
Campus.  Interviews with staff reveal that not one of the areas of the waiver is 
actually being followed.  There are no internships, students are not assessed by 
portfolio, letter grades indeed are being used, Paine is not a school of choice, 
and the program does not serve a wide academic range of students. 

Interviews with staff and a review of documents related to Paine reveal the 
reasons for the failure: a complete breakdown of leadership in the building and 
lack of support from the district. 

Building Leadership 

The staff at Paine is united in their belief that lack of leadership in the building 
has led to several deep problems. 

To fully understand the current situation, it is important to look back to the 
previous administration at Paine.  In 1997 Nancy Withycombe became the 
principal of Paine School.  The staff was involved in the hiring process and fully 
supported Ms. Withycombe’s hiring. 

The staff indicated that Ms. Withycombe understood the students at Paine (she 
had taught at Paine previously).  She communicated well with the staff, 
advocated for the school with the district, and believed in the mission of the 
school and the idea that these students deserved a good education. 

Ms. Withycombe also had a vision for the program: an Experiential Outward 
Bound curriculum.  In 1997 Paine received a three-year grant to implement the 
program.  The teachers received appropriate staff training and the students were 
excited about the program.  Staff report that Ms. Withycombe led the school with 
vision and conviction.  In addition, Ms. Withycombe communicated well with the 
staff at Paine and the other alternative programs (she was the principal for all the 
alternative programs), and had a very good working relationship with the Walla 
Walla High School administration and juvenile justice officials.  At Paine, she 
worked closely with the staff regarding curriculum and students.  There were two 
staff meetings per week under her tenure: one to discuss concerns about 
students and one to work on staff and curriculum issues. 

When the grant ended in 2000 the school tried to keep the program going, but 
did not receive additional support from the district.  The final blow to the Outward 
Bound program was when Ms. Withycombe resigned in Summer 2001 to become 
principal of Edison. 

Teachers in the building were stunned by this announcement, according to 
interviews.  It was even more shocking to them when the new principal, Jeff 
Weeks, was hired with no input from the staff or even prior notification. 
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The perception amongst the staff who worked in the building at the time (and this 
impression was unanimous) was that the district sent Mr. Weeks to Paine when 
he really wanted to stay at Walla Walla High School, where he had been an 
assistant principal.  It was the belief of the staff that he really had no interest in, 
nor prior experience with, alternative education.  Staff report that morale 
plummeted, there was no support from Mr. Weeks for the Outward Bound 
curriculum, and there was no vision or mission for the school. 

At this time, staff reports that Mr. Weeks did start work on the waiver process.  
The staff was split on this plan, though.  Due to lack of leadership, staff reports 
that this division was allowed to fester to the point where what was once a very 
cohesive group became fractured.  Some staff felt they were purposefully kept 
out of the “inner circle” of Mr. Week’s confidantes and therefore disenfranchised 
from the decision-making process. 

What is clear, however, is that once the waivers were approved there was little 
staff development in how to implement them and no leadership from Mr. Weeks 
to give direction to the process.  The staff became further split and demoralized.  
It was at this time that the staff reports an “exodus” of teachers and students from 
Paine. 

During the 2006-07 school year there was a complete breakdown in the program 
as described in the waivers.  Staff, students, and parents were all confused as to 
the system being used.  As Mr. Weeks took a smaller role in the running of the 
school, the staff had to make decisions regarding the program and student 
discipline without any leadership.  These changes were often uncoordinated and 
spontaneous, necessary to meet the situation in which the teachers found 
themselves.  Suddenly, grades were being used again, as well as the traditional 
credit system.  Comments from the staff included: 

• There needs to be procedures in place that are followed on a consistent 
basis. I feel that everything is random 

• Consistency with disciple and consequences for actions is a problem 

• Teachers need more direction so they may be more purposeful and 
academically focused 

• The last three years has been chaos.  Even after staff agreed on rules not 
everyone would implement them 

• Students have approached me confused and fed up with the constant 
changes that seem to take place each quarter. The schedule is constantly 
changing and policies are developed yet never enforced. I think this is 
what is contributing to the decreased numbers in student enrollment. 

Surveys of the staff confirm the effect of lack of leadership and vision at the 
school.  When asked if Paine was headed in the right direction, 71 percent of the 
staff said no or only somewhat. 
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Round-table discussions with students also revealed an amazing amount of 
frustration.  This already fragile population experienced constantly changing rules 
and expectations.  Some of their comments mirror what the staff was saying: 

• Getting new staff, rules getting changed 

• Lately conflicts are arising between teacher-teacher and student-student, 
not to mention teacher-student relations 

• We are on a downward spiral. We were at a point at my school when kids 
wanted to come to school and did their best not to get suspended. Where 
we were happy to do the work we were asked to do. I for one was proud of 
my school.  I'm losing faith in that pride. My attendance has been poor for 
the last year because I wake up in the morning, roll over, think about all 
the bull shit that might go on at school and fall back asleep.  It disgusts 
me. 

Parents are also confused with what is happening at Paine.  One parent wrote 
that “conferences are not prepared for. I have gone to two conferences that I left 
not knowing what my son’s grades were. And I was too flustered to ask what they 
were.” 

District Support 

It appears that the District made an honest effort to change the culture of Paine 
School through the waiver process.  The school board, it a resolution approving 
the waiver request, said that “the current delivery models at Walla Walla High 
School and Paine Campus has not allowed all students to fully reach their 
academic potential and graduate or meet State and District achievement 
expectations.”17  The district, it is clear, wanted an innovative program to 
increase the likelihood of student academic achievement. 

An analysis of the implementation of the plan, however, highlighted several key 
reasons why the plan has not been successful: 

• Lack of leadership at Paine Campus for the program 

• Lack of staff training.  All research indicates that restructuring of a 
program on the magnitude that was proposed in the waivers requires 
intense staff training 

                                                 
17 Walla Walla Public Schools, School Board Resolution #1-2004.  March 16, 2004. 
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• Misalignment of proposed changes with the population served: the 
restructuring at Paine, as well as the waiver requests, were modeled on the 
program at Truman High School if the Federal Way school district.  A 
comparison of student information, however, reveals some key differences 
that may account for this misalignment. 

 Truman High School Paine Campus 

Free or Reduced-Price Meals 31.4 78.2 

Special Education 16 27.3 

Pass 10th Grade WASL 
Reading  77.5% 52.6% 

Pass 10th Grade WASL 
Writing  81.4% 52.6% 

Pass 10th Grade WASL Math  26.7% 11.8% 

TABLE 7: Comparison of Truman High School and Paine Campus is several key areas18 

Staff believes that the main reason for failure of the program is that the 
educational model put in place with the waivers is best suited to a population of 
students without serious behavior, gang, drug/alcohol, and attendance problems. 

This, combined with a lack of leadership, absence of appropriate staff training, a 
fractured staff, and an unstable student population led to the collapse of the 
restructuring. 

Paine staff, however, did not blame Mr. Weeks for all the ills of the school and 
believe that it would be a mistake to put all the difficulties experienced at Paine 
on his shoulders.  Staff interviews and surveys indicate that Paine was being 
used as a “dumping ground”, especially by Walla Walla High School, for 
“problem” students and teachers.  Staff point to the following examples: 

• During the previous administration at Walla Walla High School, students 
who were experiencing behavior problems were sent to Paine, some 
without prior interventions at the high school.  Interviews with current high 
school administrators confirm this assessment 

• Teachers removed from the high school were sent to Paine.  The 
perception was that Paine was a “dumping ground” for students and 
teachers with behavior problems. 

• Students sent to Paine often without necessary background information, 
especially related to gang affiliation, history of violence, sex offender 
status, and other behavior issues. 

                                                 
18 http://reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us (school comparison page) 



 36

• Piece by piece dismantling of academic offerings.  The staff and students 
alike point to the removal of programs as a serious concern: there is no 
art, science (except on the PLATO computer system), physical education, 
or foreign language available. 

• Lunch preparation has been taken out of the building.  Both staff and 
students report that the meals, which come from Berney Elementary 
School, are too small for high school students (they are elementary 
student-sized portions).  By the time the meals get to Paine they are cold 
and nearly inedible, according to students and staff. 

Staff feels that efforts were made to convey the level of frustration it was feeling 
to the district.  The perceived use of the school, however, as a “dumping ground” 
for students and teachers, the removal of programs, decision making with little or 
no staff input, and the lack of tangible support has led the staff to be very 
skeptical and distrustful of the decision-makers at the district level. 

One staff person summed up the problems by saying that the district did not 
value the program at Paine.  “There is a feeling that we aren't always provided 
the resources required to be successful with our diverse population i.e. library 
resources, textbooks, qualified teachers, and physical plant. Our second 
challenge is the diversity of the population we serve. Many of our students have 
needs other than academics that interfere with student success (i.e. gangs, 
family, economic, psychiatric, legal).” 

And yet, with all of these problems, 47 percent of the staff report that their 
teaching experiences at Paine have been positive or extremely positive, with the 
additional 53 percent reporting somewhat positive.  This data, combined with 
interviews of the staff show a group of teachers dedicated to helping a very 
marginalized population of students. 
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Recommendations 
Based on the results of the study two categories of recommendations have been 
provided: overall and for individual programs. 

Overall Recommendations 

1. Create a master plan for alternative programs, including restructuring of 
what is now offered, target populations, and diversification of program 
offerings to reduce duplication of services. 

2. Create a committee with representatives from each of the alternative 
programs to share information and discuss appropriate student placement.  
Include representatives from Walla Walla High School and juvenile justice 
on this committee. 

3. Create a communication plan that informs counselors and administrators 
about the alternative programs, who they are meant to serve, and how a 
student gets into the programs. 

4. Formalize the referral process between the high school and the alternative 
programs. 

5. Improve the tracking system for the students, especially when they 
transfer between programs. 

6. Clearly convey school board and district leadership support for the 
programs so teachers, parents, students, and the public all see that these 
programs are valued at the district level. 

Middle School Programs: 

1. Separate the behavior students from those who need an academic 
alternative to the larger middle school setting.  One middle school should 
house the school for the academic alternative; the other middle school 
should house the behavior program. 

2. Clearly identify to parents and the public the purpose of each program.  If 
students are in the behavior program, set clear expectations for behavior 
and guidelines for returning the student’s home middle school. 

3. Assign appropriate staff to the programs.  It is important that the teachers 
believe in the program and enjoy teaching the population of students 
assigned to those programs. 
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Opportunity Program 

1. Restructure program to become a clear four-year alternative to the high 
school.  This would mean a complete reorganization of the educational 
approach.  The school has the resources available to become a quality 
“magnet” program.  Use innovative, best-practice techniques to provide an 
exciting educational environment.  One-on-one instruction could be a 
component of this program, but not its core principle. 

2. Have a principal or vice-principal on-site.  This would eliminate the need 
for a lead-teacher. 

3. Reassign staff based on their support of restructuring. 

4. Create a separate “retrieval” program for those students who need credits 
to graduate, have to work, have family obligations or are teen parents, and 
those who have dropped out of school.  This was the original purpose 
behind Opportunity.  The high school has indicated a willingness to be a 
part of this plan. 

5. Reorganize the space to make it more conducive to conducting small 
classes.  Do not relocate school to the Wa-Hi campus. 

6. Define the population of students to be served and convey this clearly to 
the public, parents, and counselors, teachers, and administrators in the 
district. 

Alternative Education Program 

1. Continue to improve the communication of expectations the district has for 
students in the AEP program, including taking the WASL, courses that are 
specific to high school students by state mandate, and attendance 
expectations. 

2. WWCC should provide appropriate staff to teach classes that are 
mandated by the high school or the state. 

3. Improve the communication with students and parents regarding the 
expectations of the student in the college setting. 
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Paine Program 

1. Restructure program to meet the specific needs of the majority of the 
population now attending (truancy and court ordered youth).  This would 
include specific behavior and attendance guidelines.  The behavior 
classrooms currently located at Paine could serve as a model. 

2. Provide strong, clear leadership.  Communicate to the students that they 
are valued and will receive an education that will help them.  In addition, 
let staff know that they are also valued, and are expected to be team-
players.  All must want to work with this population of students, and be 
willing to work toward the goals established by the school. 

3. Provide support for staff to work with this population of students, including 
intensive staff development. 

4. Transfer students who need an academic alternative to a new program 
described under the Opportunity section above. 

5. Provide the appropriate support to the program on par with other schools 
in the district.  Reinstitute art, science, physical education, and foreign 
language programs. 

6. Address the food service situation.  High school students cannot be 
expected to have their nutritional needs meet with elementary school size 
portions. 
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Conclusion 
It is clear that there are deep structural problems with some of the alternative 
programs available in the district.  These problems stem from: 

• lack of program vision and unclear mission for some of the programs 

• lack of leadership from the administrator in charge of alternative education 

• lack of support from the district to the alternative programs 

• lack of staff training on alternative models of education 

• miscommunication or poor communication between the high school and 
the alternative programs 

• use of the alternative programs, especially Paine Campus, as a “dumping 
ground” for troubled youth and problem teachers 

It is equally clear that there are three distinct populations of students that need to 
be served by the alternative programs.  These are: 

• the student who needs a true alternative setting to the large high- and 
middle schools 

• the student with behavior, truancy, or attendance problems or those 
students who are subject by court order to attend school 

• the student who needs a limited number of credits in order to graduate 
and faces difficulty in obtaining these due to life circumstances (necessity 
to work, pregnancy/teen parent, etc.) 

The teachers who work with these students are, for the most part, dedicated 
individuals who believe in the potential of this much marginalized population.  
Interviews and surveys reinforced this time and again.  Most of these teachers 
care deeply for their students and believe in the transformative nature of 
alternative education. 

While painting a picture of some programs in distress, hopefully this study will 
provide district leaders with a way to start the conversation of how alternative 
education could be structured in Walla Walla. 

At times it is easy to forget the purpose for everything the district does: the 
success and well-being of each student.  It is important to hear what students are 
telling us, even those who live at the edges.  As one student put it on the way out 
of the room after a round-table discussion: “Finally, someone is listening to me.” 


