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The Problems Identified Concerning the Small Learning Communities 
 

The Small Learning Communities (SLCs) have been a part of the Drake school environment 

since the early 1990s.  The collection of SLCs presents a larger system that involves many 

complex layers of school culture, policies, and systems.  The different SLCs, DaVinci, ROCK 

and The Learning Collaborative (TLC), are the most current collection of a long history of 

different SLCs over the years including, Galileo, Mobius, TREK, Circle, Tech Lit, Catalyst, and 

more. While each SLC has contributed to our shared understanding of what the 9th and 10th-

grade experience is at Drake, the overall system of the SLCs is at the root of the problem facing 

our school. This was presented to our parents on October 2, 2019 and will be summarized here.  

There was a slide deck used at this parent meeting and those slides will be referenced and 

provided here. 

The SLC system (processes, policies, competition, access, and other components) has created 

numerous issues that our school needs to address. While the individual SLCs are not the 

specific issue, they contribute to the system. The main problems are: 

● No common outcomes between SLCs. 

● No alignment between SLCs 

● No accountability measure for the SLC Program 

● Unable to meet access requests- the choice process 

 

No Common Outcomes between SLCs: Each SLC (TLC, ROCK and DaVinci) all have their 

own student outcomes they work to have students meet alongside their curriculum standards. 

While there is some overlap, there are differences that create different experiences for students 

as they travel through the different SLCs. We need to develop a common set of outcomes that 

all SLCs align and teach towards that ultimately align to the TUHSD Graduate Profile. We 

shared an example of school-wide outcomes in our presentation from Katherine Smith 

elementary school in San Jose. The school-wide outcomes are displayed as verbs for student 

This edition of the Drake Direct is dedicated to providing a written account of the Small Learning 

Community community meeting held on October 2, 2019.  Drake High School is working to 

redesign and reimagine our Small Learning Communities (SLC) and provided information to the 

community on this date. The end of the meeting asked for parent feedback on the likes, 

wonders and worries our community has regarding the presentation. Those are summarized 

briefly here as well. There will be ongoing community Coffee meetings to continue to give 

updates from the staff on this change process. The dates for the next two Coffees are October 

30 and December 4 at 10:00 am and 6:30 pm. 

https://www.tamdistrict.org/cms/lib/CA01000875/Centricity/Domain/739/TUHSD%20Graduate%20Profile.pdf


October 2019  

The SLC Edition 
 
learning. We have begun work on identifying these for all our 9-10 grade students in all 

classrooms. 

 

 
 

No alignment between SLCs: Beyond the outcomes, our SLCs have not collaborated on 

curriculum alignment, pedagogical alignment, program design, grade reporting, grading 

practices, and much more. The list of areas that are out of alignment is long and some of these 

are listed in the slide below in the yellow box. This was not designed this way but occured after 

25 years of various SLCs. This lack of alignment was the more significant problem identified by 

the teacher team studying the SLCs.  This will be one of our strongest improvements we hope 

to make moving forward.  

 



October 2019  

The SLC Edition 
 

 
 

No accountability measures for SLC Program: Due to the lack of common outcomes and 

alignment between SLCs, it is almost impossible to design an accountability measure across the 

system of SLCs. While all students in the SLCs have grade data and take the CAASP (state 

standards test), this does not provide us the input, data, and information we could use internally 

to make improvements across the SLCs.  

 
 

Unable to meet access request- the choice process: Because of the difference that exists in 

the three SLCs (and now Outside), we have used a choice process for students to give their 

preference as to what SLC they want to be enrolled in for their first two years of high school. 

This “choice process” has created a significant problem.  An example of this is highlighted in the 

slide regarding students who asked for DaVinci as their first choice.  Over 130 students 

requested a place for only 35 spots. This does not sit well in the community when people 

receive letters that inform them they did not get their first and sometimes second or third choice.  

We have identified that while the variance in the SLCs has some attraction, the choice process 

is causing more damage than we can comfortably accommodate each May. This problem needs 

to be addressed.  
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Again, while we recognize the many strengths each SLC brings to our students, these four 

problems are outweighing the current system. The staff examined these problems as a whole 

staff and then asked a small group to examine them and develop possible ideas for creating a 

new approach to our SLCs. These will be discussed in the following articles. 

 

 

 

An Overview of the Process for the SLC Redesign 
 

In the fall of 2016, our staff embarked on a journey to learn and implement “Restorative 

Practices” as a school. The first and major step was to strengthen staff relationships and learn 

how to be a cohesive unit. We knew, prior to this journey, that one of the major friction points in 

our staff was our SLCs, for each had a differing educational philosophy.  We partnered with 

CircleUp Education (https://www.circleuped.org/), who led the staff in several trainings around 

the three main tiers of Restorative practices: 

 

 
 

Through our work with CircleUp education, in addition to several all staff trainings, a group of 

teachers learned the art of guiding a “circle” conversation. Once our staff became comfortable 

https://www.circleuped.org/
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with having discussions in small circle groups, we realized it was time to have discussion circles 

on more meaty topics. In the spring of 2018, we asked our staff to come up with and rank what 

topic was most important for them to discuss for the 2018-2019 school year. Here’s a picture of 

what they came up with: 

 

 

 
 

Given the Small Learning Communities was the number one thing our staff wanted to discuss, 

we began a series of staff discussions with these as the guiding theme: 

 

● Do our SLCs serve the needs of our school? 

● What other programs are impacted by our SLCs? 

● Do our SLCs unify or divide us? 

 

 
 

The staff first discussed what the opportunities and challenges were of our Small Learning 

Communities. From that, we continued with the belief that, while we have many challenges with 

the structure and setup of our SLCs, they are still overall good for kids. Our staff remained 

committed to having SLCs at Drake, but recognized that the current structure brings some 

challenges.  
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Our staff then began a series of restorative Discussion Circle conversations with the two main 
questions: (1) What do we value in our SLCs and (2) what changes need to take place to make 
our SLCs more equitable? 
 
Through these conversations, each of the six staff circles came up with summary statements 
regarding their conversations. We now fondly refer to these as the “Big 6.” To view the staff 
circle conversation Big 6 summary statements, click HERE. 
 

  
 

Following the circle conversations, the entire staff got together to share about their 

conversations and to discuss the next steps. In that conversation, it was clear that the majority 

of the staff believed that we needed to continue down the path we started and reimagine our 

Small Learning Communities. At the end of that meeting, each staff member filled out an “exit 

ticket” in which they were asked, “Do we need to change our SLCs?” The answer was a 

resounding yes. In fact, only two staff members said that they believed we do not need to 

change.  

 

With that, we developed the Drake Innovation Team... 

 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1rNWfTxQDzBXImuzkxACQ8lvABKVCvoPV82JBmzSrPH0/edit?usp=sharing
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Understanding the Staff Teams in the Process:  

The Role of Innovation and SLC Development Teams 
 

Drake High has used teacher leadership teams often over the years to study and recommend 

change ideas.  When the staff decided that our SLC system needed to change, we developed 

the Drake Innovation Team. The team comprised nine teachers, including one teacher from 

each SLC, a classified staff member and the principal.  We asked a school redesign coach to 

facilitate and provide guidance with our work. Theron Cosgrave helped open Drake’s SLCs in 

the mid-1990s, served as an Assistant Principal at Drake and then moved into his current 

Redesign consultant work.  We are fortunate for his understanding of Drake’s history and wealth 

of ideas around how schools are reimagined.  

 
The role of the Innovation Team was to study the SLCs more deeply, gather stakeholder 

feedback and develop an idea for the change process. After surveying the parents (summary 

notes here) and the students (summary notes here), the team received a few surveys from our 

recent graduates and had around 100 students, grades 9-12, participate in a focus group study.  

The team also visited two schools with long-standing SLC models to learn from including 

Berkeley High and Windsor High. We also engaged in research from articles explaining various 

SLC problems nationwide.  The Innovation Team operated from the following essential 

question: How can we re-envision Drake’s SLC approach so that our school's learning system is 

equitable and all Drake students are prepared to succeed in high school, college, and career.  

The Innovation Team identified the four main problems (See SLC Problem article above).  The 

main problem that needed addressing was the lack of alignment. The lack of alignment included 

our lack of common outcomes, accountability measures, and choice concerns. We proposed a 

more aligned model that created better student preparedness for the 11th and 12th grades.  

https://www.tamdistrict.org/cms/lib/CA01000875/Centricity/Domain/739/SLC%20Parent%20Survey%20Summary.pdf
https://www.tamdistrict.org/cms/lib/CA01000875/Centricity/Domain/739/SLC%20Parent%20Survey%20Summary.pdf
https://www.tamdistrict.org/cms/lib/CA01000875/Centricity/Domain/739/SLC%20Student%20Survey%20Summary.pdf
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Ultimately, the school is looking to create something that will meet the model here.  

 
In this inquiry into the SLCs, the Team recognized a number of issues that need alignment 

across all classes and all grades. These teams are noted in the middle box in blue.  We will 

begin this exploration the week of October 18th.  

 
The recommendation for a design approach from the Innovation Team has been handed to a 

collection of teachers who are both interested in designing and then teaching in our new SLC 
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approach. The 22-member Drake SLC Development Team (Notes in the bottom Team in 

yellow) begins work immediately on SLC design, alignment, pedagogy, grading practices, and 

other alignment agreements.  Again, this is not new territory for us, as we have a strong legacy 

to build upon. What is new is working collaboratively across each SLC to design student 

learning experiences that are more aligned, common, and equatable. As this team takes steps, 

we will share developments at our Coffees (October 30th and December 4th)  and through 

written communication.  These next steps will require both trust and patience in our teachers, 

staff and administrative team to take what our findings are and create innovative plans to move 

forward. Thank you for believing in us. 

 

Community Input: Parent Likes, Wonders and Worries  

about the SLC Change Ideas and Process 
 

We held a community meeting with the purpose of providing updates on the school’s SLC 

change process and to collect input from our community regarding their likes, wonders and 

worries about our conversations for change and reimagination.  A member from each table took 

notes and had the opportunity to share out their table’s responses to the larger group.   Below 

you will find some of the top themes recorded on each of the tables likes, wonders and worries. 

 

LIKES 

Some of the most recurring likes from each table included having common outcomes across 

SLCs, alignment across SLCs, continuing opportunities for collaboration, having two years of 

community with the same teachers, a focus on building student to student and teacher to 

student relationships, and opportunities to participate and engage in real world, authentic 

learning. Some of the responses included: 

 

“Want similar alignment for students so they are all on a similar page by 11th grade.” 

“Outcome driven approach that prepares kids for the next step” 

“SLC’s lasting for two years means that teachers get to know students over two years” 

“Teachers will be more collaborative with each other and collaboration among students” 

 

 

WONDERS 

Some of the most recurring wonders from each table included questions like, what will grading 

look like. How will we address the issue of choice but also keep them unique? If change occurs, 

when and what will be the proposal?  What will the transition look like and what will we do for 

freshman caught in the middle?  Some of the responses included: 

 

“Will the grading system be clearer and have a better process?” 

“When will change occur?  Will it be a full re-haul?” 

“What is being planned?  When will we know?” 

“How does the school address the issue of choice if they keep the SLCs?” 
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“How will you standardize grading across all SLCs?” 

“Transition? How do students (freshman) transition to new system?” 

 

 

WORRIES 

Some of the most recurring worries included concerns about taking choice away, the possibility 

of current SLC’s being discontinued, that ROCK and DaVinci will be gone, breaking up 

successful teaching teams and the timeframe of potential changes.  Some of the responses 

included: 

 

“I worry that SLCs will be discontinued” 

“Dismantling groups that are working well” 

“How will this affect the students who are enjoying their present community? Anxiety about 

change.” 

“What happens when successful teaching teams are broken up? This seems bad.” 

“Timeframe: how long will this take to resolve?” 

“Changing the program mid-way for freshman.” 

“Less opportunity for choice, expression of interest.” 

 

 

 


