At-riskstudentsflourish
mcollegeatmosphere

fter dropping out of high school, Sar-
h Zana mostly sat at home all day
atching television. “I spent the bet- :
half of a year doing nothing}” she

admits.

These days, the 19-year-old is busier than
she ever imagined. She is getting straight A’s
in a program that allows dropouts to earn :
their high school diploma and college credit

at the same time.

She attends a charter school sponsored by
the Riverside Unifed School District on the
Riverside Community College campus. The
Riverside Gateway to College Early College
High School caters to at-risk youth, ages 16 to

20, who have dropped out of school or are
close to dropping out.

Opened in 2003 due to the efforts of Shel- :
agh Camak, associate vice chancellor of work-
force development at the college, it was the
first to replicate Portland Community Col-
lege’s successful Gateway to College dropout
recovery program funded by the Billand Me-
linda Gates Foundation and other partners. :
Eight other college sites throughout the U.S. :

have since replicated the Portland model.

students from the fast-growing Riverside

advantage of the opportunity.

the eighth-grade reading level. Project direc-
make the program successful: rigor, relevance
and relationships with caring staff.

The first semester is very structured. Stu-
dents attend school five days a week and are
enrolled in high school reading, English com-

lege courses on keyboarding, the library infor-
mation systems and career exploration. After

dents” and take a variety of courses on the
community college campus — such as science

The school has enrolled more than 300 While eaming high school and college

credit simultaneously, students at this
COl,th area, which has been des,crlbed 2| Riverside charter school can rediscover
having one of the lowest college-going popu- :
lations in California. The program pays forstu- : the joy of learning, says reading instruc-
d,ents books a,nd tuition to ensure that ﬁnfm' tor Grace Kalnin. Facing page: Resource
cial need won't prevent students from taking

: specialist Kathleen DeWitt teaches Aun-
Potential enrollees are .carefully sc.reened dra Evans and Tejawn Edwards college-
to make sure they are minimally qualified at :

. level study skills.

tor Jill Marks says there are “three R’s” that

- or social studies — that fulfill requirements
© for a high school diploma and rack up college
© credits. The number of units students are al-
© lowed to take is determined by how well they
. progress academically.

position and math courses. They also take col- :
: school diploma and associate degree simulta-
© neously.
the first semester they become “transition stu-

This way some students receive their high

Gateway participants attend group sup-

© port meetings and meet regularly with inde-
¢ pendent study instructors, who check to make

sure they are taking careful notes, completing
: assignments and passing their tests. Also cru-
© cial to student success are “resource special-
- ists” who teach college guidance classes and

help connect students with resources they
: may need to stay in school. Many students
© need to find part-time employment to help
© support a household.

“It’s not for everyone; it fits a particular

© personality,” says Peter Kalnin, an indepen-
. dent study teacher for transitioned students.

“Kids who don’t like the rigidly traditional

high school environment sometimes respond
© better to the challenge that college provides
© them because they are treated like adults in-
© stead of children. We can see the rewards of
. students taking responsibility for their own
: life. Tt's a huge jump because a lot of these stu-
. dents have always had other people solve their
© problems, but now they’re solving their prob-
lems themselves”

“Without this program, some of these kids

: would be lost altogether and throwing their
© hands up in the air, saying, T1l never get my
© high school diploma, let alone my college de-
. gree;” adds Kalnin, a member of the Riverside
City Teachers Association (RCTA). “To be
earning a high school diploma and working
: toward a college degree at the same time is
© unimaginable for some of these students”

It was definitely more than Jeff Lents, 18,

: envisioned for his future after dropping out of
© high school and losing his way. “T was work-
. ing a little bit, hanging out with friends and
- digging a hole for myself with lots of bad be-
havior}” he recalls. “I was told that if I didn’t go
: toschool, Iwould go to juvenile hall. My coun-
© selor put me here”

At first he was skeptical he could succeed.

© But soon his doubts were replaced by confi-
. dence as he made academic progress. “Now I
. don't even see my old friends. Education is a
© bigger part of my life. I guess you could say
I've gone through changes”

Some of the students say they didn’t “fit in”

: socially at their regular high school and say
© the immaturity and harassment of their peers
: contributed to their dropping out. But at the
. Gateway program, they find the student pop-
- ulation less judgmental and more accepting
- of individual differences.

“At the beginning they are leery of every-

one and each other;” says Kathleen DeWitt, a
© student resource specialist who teaches the In-
© troto College class. “But when they start telling
. their stories, they find they have so much in
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common with each other, and they are not so
fearful to talk and hang out with each other.
We encourage them to study together and to

congratulate each other when they achieve : encourage students like AdrianaTalavera.

something. Students who come here say they :

like being treated with respect here?”

Gateway staff members act as facilitators
with students by helping them reach their own
decisions regarding which classes and career
path to follow, says DeWitt, a member of the
Riverside Community College District Faculty
Association. “We never say, ‘This is the path
you should take? We want them to design that
path and, by doing so, we create buy-in”

Gradually, say staff, students become a
part of the “college culture,” which may be re-
flected by boys cutting their hair and belting
their baggy pants and girls dressing in a more
adult fashion. The changes happen because
students want to fit in, be taken seriously and
become employable.
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Reading instructor Elizabeth Hall relies

As the students rediscover themselves, they

. also rediscover the joy of learning, relates Grace
© Kalnin, an RCTA member and foundation
reading instructor. “They have been told to :
: read since childhood, and some of them need :
: help with the technical reading skills. But it’s
© justas important to inspire them to become in-
. dependent readers and help them develop
. curiosity for learning. Being inspired to read
. is much better than being pressured to read”

: Foundation reading instructor Elizabeth '
: Hall has a secret weapon to inspire reading
© — a “reading assistance dog” named Thorn-
: dyke that has been trained and certified by
: the Delta Society Pet Therapy Partners. The
: dog’s purpose is to provide a little “comic re-

© lief” and also help students to relax. Thorn-
; . © dyke pats pages with his paw when students
. on Thorndyke, a registered therapy pet, to © stop reading as a way of encouraging them to

. continue, says Hall, a member of RCTA.

Nearly 70 percent of the students success-

. fully complete their first semester and transi-
. tion into community college their second se-
. mester, reports Marks. This nearly matches
' the state’s high school graduation rate — but

reflects a more challenging population.
“They are wonderful kids;” says Grace Kal-

© nin. “They have been given a very special op-
. portunity, and they are very appreciative of
: this. And their enthusiasm has a very positive
© effect on me”

“When I first came here, I felt lost and con-

* fused on this big college campus,” relates
Adriana Talavera, 17. “But they helped guide
- usand made us want to come to school. They
: made us see that getting a high school diplo-
© maisn’t the end; it can also be the beginning”





