Handbook for Families

Metropolitan Learning Center, 2009-2010
MLC is a kindergarten through twelfth grade alternative school that emphasizes a humane environment where students learn independence and responsible decision-making in a positive educational setting.  Rich with tradition yet continually adapting to meet the changing needs of our students, MLC offers a unique academic program focused on experiential learning, character development, service to the community and the pleasures of life and learning.

This handbook is a collaborative effort of students, staff and members of the MLC community designed to help families understand and fully participate in our school and program. We hope you find it useful.  We also hope you will not hesitate to ask whatever additional questions you might have and that you have a great school year with all of us at MLC.
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Who we are...

We are a diverse community of learners – students, staff, volunteers and families – who have come together to celebrate life, learning and the pursuit of productive, 

meaningful, mutually supportive and satisfying lives.

Our Mission 

Our mission is a commitment to innovative learning for students of all ages.  It provides for an environment in which the participants’ needs, ideas and feelings are openly communicated and acted upon appropriately.  Self-esteem and love of learning are consistent, valued themes.

Our Core Values

Every human being has intrinsic value

Creating trusting relationships, working together, 

and building on our strengths is essential for a strong community.

Everyone has the ability to learn.

When individuals have equitable and just access to opportunities and their basic needs are satisfied, they can realize their full potential and contribute to their communities.

Involving stakeholders in decision-making leads to better outcomes.

Adult behavior is a powerful teacher for young people.

Assuming individual and collective responsibility for the choices we make is critical to creating the future we desire.

Our Beliefs

It is important for students to be responsible for their own learning and behavior.

Full participation is necessary for students to benefit most from their education.

Cross-age activities are beneficial to students at all levels.

Education is the collective responsibility of students, staff and families.

Working independently and solving conflicts peacefully are important to school success.
What we expect of each other…

Character Traits

We strive to incorporate five key character traits into all we say and do.

Courage, Compassion, Self-discipline, Integrity and Respect

Commitments

MLC Students have the responsibility to:

· Respect themselves, others and all property.

· Attend school regularly, and on time.

· Participate fully, asking question when needed.

· Set and accomplish personal learning goals. 

· Work to their highest potential.

· Maintain positive and supportive interpersonal relationships.

· Contribute to and present a portfolio of their learning.

· Provide a service to the school or community.

· Enjoy the experience of learning.

MLC Staff has the responsibility to:

· Respect themselves, others and all property.

· Attend school regularly and on time.

· Develop with students short and long term learning goals.

· Provide as many learning options as possible.

· Counsel students who are not carrying out their responsibilities.

· Confer with families when requested or when necessary.

· Work to improve the learning program and to provide cross-grade activities.

· Provide necessary supervision and comply with all safety precautions.

· Actively pursue professional growth.

· Enjoy the experience of learning.

MLC Families have the responsibility to:

· Respect themselves, their children and other children’s rights.

· Assure regular on-time attendance.

· Be informed about their children’s role and progress at school.

· Model enthusiasm for learning.

· Support their children in carrying out their school responsibilities

· Help their children develop and achieve their learning goals.

· Communicate with staff at conferences and whenever necessary.

· Participate in activities and provide service whenever possible.

· Enjoy the experience of learning.





How we teach…

Experiential learning

We emphasize learning by doing, reflection, character, teamwork and literacy.  We connect academic learning to adventure, service and character development.  Teachers provide instruction in reading, writing, science, math and other subjects through a challenging set of connected real-world projects.  Literacy instruction, embedded in learning expectations, is a special focus of our design.

Among many rich topics, experiential learning at MLC has focused on interpretive centers, rocks, insects, dinosaurs, acoustics, flotation, endangered species, sustainability, Lewis & Clark Corps of  Discovery and the composition and performance of the “Columbia Gorge Suite”.

Instructional Design Principles

Our instruction is built on a set of principles that connect our thinking about teaching, learning and the culture of schools.

The Primacy of Self-Discovery


The Having of Wonderful Ideas



The Responsibility for Learning




Empathy and Caring





Success and Failure






Collaboration and Competition







Diversity and Inclusion








Service and Compassion









Solitude and Reflection










The Natural World

(These principles are inherent in the work of Expeditionary 
Learning Outward Bound, which we have studied extensively.)

Kindergarten Through High School

While some students do transfer in and out of MLC at various grade levels as their learning and family needs change, our instructional program is designed to build through the grades culminating in graduates prepared for the wider world of college, the arts and commerce.  We foster the development of initiative, self-reliance, entrepreneurship, creativity, and a life-long commitment to learning.
Instructional Teams
MLC is organized by teams:  Kx3, 4x6, 7x8 and 9x12.  The team approach supports cross-grade experiences and collaborative thinking and planning for rigorous, quality instruction and school activities.

INTRO:  Kindergarten and 1x3

Kindergarten at MLC focuses on school readiness and developmentally appropriate activities.  Students are given the opportunity to make choices within the classroom structure.  Hands-on activities are featured as well as field studies designed to expand the classroom experience.  Reading and math skills are introduced in small groups while social skills development are a focus of large group activities.

First through third grade students spend mornings and part of the afternoon with their skills teachers working in large and small groups concentrating on core academic skills.  Some afternoon time is spent exploring elective classes.  Field studies enhance the classroom experience.  Social development includes problem solving, decision making and working cooperatively.

CENTRO: 4x6

Intermediate students spend mornings and part of the afternoons working on the basic skills of math, reading and language arts.  Social studies and science are largely incorporated into expeditions.  Afternoon electives allow students to explore areas of interest with teachers and students from other teams.  Extended field studies provide opportunity for personal challenge and the growth of healthy interpersonal relationships.

RETRO: 7x8

Middle school students spend mornings and part of the afternoons rotating through language arts, math, science and social studies classes. The afternoon elective program emphasizes individual choice in selecting classes from a wide range of options.  Personal and social development are enhanced by Friday Focus activities featuring service, adventure, stewardship and civic responsibility. 

METRO: 9x12

The high school staff helps students build programs designed to meet their needs, abilities and interests while completing the requirements for their high school diplomas.  Courses address state academic standards, run on a block schedule and earn .5 credit per trimester.  Off-campus experiences allow students to customize their learning and include co-oping with other high schools and study at local colleges, universities, galleries and institutes as well as internships and work experience.  All students also participate in arts, adventure and service activities.  (See the high school Course Guide for additional information.)

Our high school students earn a regular Portland Public School diploma and are well qualified to move on to further studies or the world of work.

Mixed-Age Learning
We believe that students at all age levels benefit from cross-age activities that foster communication, understanding and a safe and positive school climate.  Students are in blended classes in grades 1-2, 4-5, 7-8 and 9-12.  Electives cross both grades and teams.  Several times during the year the entire school gathers to share information, celebrate successes and promote our character traits.  Grade level teams take turns hosting and organizing the event.  School picnics, all-school gatherings, holiday activities and special events include opportunities for all students as well as families.  

Peer helpers, reading buddies, student tutors and teaching assistants all provide opportunities for students to interact across the grades, as does just being together in the halls and cafeteria. 

Portfolios
At MLC we value student voice and assessment that goes beyond the limitations of standardized tests.  Portfolios provide both and are one of the primary assessment tools used across all grade levels. 

Portfolios contain examples of learning collected in binders (or electronically) by students with the guidance of their teachers.  They show evidence of our students’ developing knowledge and skills and the care and effort given to their work as well as insight into their thinking about their own learning.  When teachers, family and community members look at our portfolios they get a broad sense of what MLC students value, know and can do.

At least once each year all students present and explain the work in their portfolios in student-led presentations to their families (Kx8) and to community panels (9x12).

Grades

The traditional A-F grading system is not used at MLC.  In place of letter grades, each trimester MLC Kx8 teachers either conference with families or prepare individual progress reports for their students. 

High school teachers conference or send reports of credits earned.  Mid-term progress reports are sent to families for students in need of additional support.

Electives

The MLC first through eighth grade elective program is multidimensional.  Many community members, parents and guardians as well as teachers, provide a wide range of elective offerings.  Topic areas include science, social studies, physical education, arts, computer, music, crafts, games, philosophy and literature.  Each trimester students choose classes that address their own particular interests.  Teaching an elective is a special way to get to know our students and to become an active part of the life of our school.

Over-Night Field Studies

Students in grades four through twelve will have opportunities to participate in extended field activities that support their academic studies and take them to destinations far from the Portland area.  These trips require careful and extensive planning and support from our families.  They also involve extra costs and specific permission for students to attend and parents and guardians to drive, but the learning involved makes these activities well worth the effort.

Technology 

There is currently 1+ computer for every 3.0 students.  All computers are networked with broadband Internet access.  There is a blend of MACs, Window PCs and Linux Clients throughout the building.  Linux is the most prevalent with each student having a secure login and file share on the Linux server. 

There is a dedicated two PC labs with several computers available for student use.  In addition there are 11 digital projectors, several scanners, color printers on each floor and 10 networked black and white printers.  Parental permission is required for all students who use the Internet.

Service Learning

Community service is our way of being productive, responsible and appreciative members of our community.  Service Learning connects classroom instruction to this important community work.  All students at MLC have opportunities and are expected to provide service through expeditions, exploratory or advisory activities or individual projects.

Early Dismissal on Fridays

The planning, coordination and implementation required by our complex, project and community based instructional program requires time for on-going staff development, thoughtful planning and collaborative implementation.  In lieu of preparation periods within the instructional day, our staff has elected to support early dismissals on Fridays in order to have common, sustained time for the necessary training, planning and reflection.  

In addition, high school students will use Friday afternoons for testing and some course work.

Attendance Goal

Both research and our own experience tell us that daily, on time school attendance is one of the surest predictors of success in school.  This is why our district is making attendance improvement a priority for all schools this year.  

There are many factors that contribute to daily, on time attendance.  Certainly, good health is one of them.    Another is living in close proximity to school, something that is not often the case for MLC families.   Distance, traffic and the uncertainty of bus service can all contribute to being late to school.   Family decisions about travel and vacations during days school is in session also affect attendance.   

Some factors are beyond our control.  Others we can manage with planning and a commitment to being in school.  We ask that all MLC families take the time and make this commitment.  In return, we commit to the best use of the time your children spend with us at school.

How we celebrate…

School Picnics

During the first month of school our 1x12 community takes the day off for a picnic.  We take this time to rekindle friendships after the summer break and to welcome new students and families into our community.  Again in June, usually the last day of school, we picnic in celebration of the year’s accomplishments and the summer to come.

Halloween

Halloween is a big event at MLC.  Costumes are welcome and most everyone wears one.  Spooky activities in the classrooms, a costume parade and a maze in the gym are all part of the festivities.  

Solstice

Prior to school closing for the winter break, we all gather to celebrate the Winter Solstice.   Students plan and present poems, songs, dances and a pageant to a crowded audience of current and former members of our community.   Steeped in tradition, this is a warm, creative and sharing time for all.

Renaissance Faire
The Renaissance Faire is a celebration planned and carried out by parents and guardians.  The costumes, music, games and activity booths, many created by our students, are all part of this after school activity.

Talent Show
We have so much talent in our community.  Our Talent show is for students who have practiced and accomplished talents ready for public performance.  

Egg Drop
Egg Drop is a spring tradition at MLC and an all-school event.  Everyone is encouraged to become involved by inventing a method of dropping a raw egg from the MLC roof without breaking.  Students give their entries imaginative and creative names and all ages cheer the inventor whether the egg breaks or remains intact.  PSU engineering students take heed.

All School Gatherings

Several times during the year the entire school gathers to share information, celebrate successes and promote our character traits.

How we operate…

Open Hours

Our school office is open 8:00 to 4:00 each school day.  Our student day is 8:30 to 3:00 Monday through Thursday and 8:30 to 11:45 Fridays.  

*All high schools in the state of Oregon are required to provide a specified number of hours of instruction.  In response to these mandates, we have rethought our schedule and are shifting most of our state-required assessment activities to Friday afternoons.  Doing this minimizes disruption of our days and preserves class time for instruction.

The MLC trimester calendar is in line with the District’s trimester calendar.  

The entire school goes to lunch from 11:30 to 12:30 Monday through Thursday.  Sack lunch is available after school on Fridays.  Breakfast is served from 8:15 to 8:25 each morning.

General Supervision

Members of the staff are available to or with students from 8:25 to 3:15 Monday –Thursday and 8:25-12:00 on Fridays.  There may be staff on the scene, but there is no formal supervision of students before 8:15 and after 3:15 Monday-Thursday and 12:00 on Friday.

The exceptions are students involved in planned supervised activities and those enrolled in the Kids Community Learning Center.

Lunch Time Supervision and Options

First and second grade students are expected to eat in the cafeteria.  Students in third grade on up have the option of eating elsewhere in the school or school grounds.

Sixth through twelfth grade students may, with permission, leave campus for lunch provided they act responsibly in the community and return to school in time for afternoon classes.

Staff is on duty in the cafeteria, in the halls and on the playground and equipment during the lunch hour.  The gym, library and computer lab are open and supervised 12:00-12:30 most Monday-Thursdays.

Attendance

Regular, on-time attendance is the surest predictor of school success.

Attendance is taken twice daily in grades Kx6 and in each class in grades 7x12.  Records of student attendance are maintained in the Registration Office.

Students arriving late should report first to the main office and then immediately to class.  Students leaving early should check out in the front office.  Students may only leave with adults identified on the registration form or with other prior permission.

Due to the flexibility of the MLC program, it is not always possible to have students respond directly to telephone messages nor, due to spontaneous field trips, may they always be available for unplanned pick-up.

Forms: Numerous and Necessary

Registration

This is the basic information we need from each of our families.  Review all information at the start of the year and make sure that it is both current and accurate.   Medical information and emergency contact information is covered on your child’s Registration Form.  It is imperative that this information be kept current. Emergency contacts should know they are listed.  

If you check the medical information box for allergies or current conditions, please provide specific information.  Signatures are needed, as are updates as entries change.  

 A copy of each student’s birth certificate should be presented at the time of district enrollment.
Free/Reduced Meals

You will receive these forms by mail.  Please complete the forms if you think your family may be eligible even if your child chooses to not eat a school lunch.  Eligibility status will carry over from last year through September.  New applications must be submitted and approved by the first of October.

Spontaneous Field Trips

Teachers take many spontaneous walking and public transportation field trips.  This form allows your student to participate.  Specific permission forms will be used if activities take classes outside the Portland area or involve school bus or private transportation.

Student Medical Information

Student Medical forms must be on file.  Please remember to update information as needed with the main office.  

If your student takes prescribed medications on a regular basis, state law requires that you complete and sign forms that are available in the office.  Medications are kept in the office and are administered by staff.

Immunizations

The State of Oregon and Multnomah County have established a schedule for required vaccinations that affects students at all grade levels.  You will be receiving information relevant to your students needs.  Please respond as soon as possible.  Students not current on immunizations will not be allowed to attend school.  Questions may be directed to Multnomah County at 503-988-3816.

Publicity and Military Recruitment Denials

Parents may deny release of directory and personally-identifiable information about your child for media purposes or other publications.  

Military Recruitment is a check box on the Registration Form that denies access to your student’s name and address for purposes of military and/or college recruiting. 

Off-Campus Lunch

Sixth through twelfth grade students may, with written permission, leave campus during the lunch hour provided they act responsibly and return in time for afternoon classes.
        

Emergency /Early Closure Family Plan

There may be times when school needs to be closed early because of weather, power failure or other emergency.  Please complete the form in your registration packet outlining a plan that works for your family regarding destination and transportation on emergency early release days.
Field Work Permission

In addition to walking and public transportation field trips within the urban area, students may be involved in field studies that include transportation on school buses or staff/parent driven vehicles.  These trips require specific written family permission prior to student participation.  Permission must be written on the appropriate District form and cannot be taken over the phone.

Some trips are free while others require nominal charges, usually to cover the cost of transportation and/or admission.  The cost of many trips is reduced by PTSA sponsored fund-raising events.   Limited scholarships are available if a student’s family cannot cover expenses.  A note to the teacher is all that is needed to access these funds.  The goal of our school, supported by the PTSA, is for every student to participate.

Communication

You are welcome to call school (503-916-5737) to talk with staff, but varying teaching schedules are likely to necessitate your waiting for a returned call.  Better still, staff e-mail addresses are provided in your opening registration packet.   Please be sure to include your e-mail address on your child’s Registration Form.    

Our school website www.mlc-k12.com contains useful information.  Our newsletter The Alternative is available on the website the first of each month.  Hard copies are also available in the main office.  The monthly calendar, published with The Alternative, is a great resource.

Enrollment

For families interested in applying to MLC, we offer several Visitors Day Programs.  These programs provide an opportunity for perspective students and their families to learn about MLC.  

No longer participating in the District’s transfer request and lottery, MLC manages a separate application, approval process and timeline.

Please contact our registrar at 916-5739 for information regarding Visitors Day Programs, obtaining a MLC application, enrollment process, and upcoming deadlines.

Transfer

Portland Public Schools has established dates for student transfer from MLC to other schools.   Dates are published on the PPS website www.pps.k12.or.us.  Please call the Enrollment and Transfer Center at 503-916-3205 for additional information.

Privacy and Access to Confidential Student Information 

Student education records are the property of the State of Oregon.  Access is restricted to the student’s family and to district staff on a need to know basis.  Parents/guardians should call the school office for an appointment to review the record.     

Student Conduct 

At MLC we dedicate ourselves to the pursuit of courageous, respectful, compassionate and self-disciplined lives.  At times some of our students struggle with these aspirations and need additional guidance.  Teachers, often in consultation with families, handle most classroom incidents and problems between students.  If additional assistance is needed, students are referred to our assistant principal. 

The Handbook of Students Responsibilities, Rights and Discipline is the district guide we use when responding to problems.  Copies are available in the school offices.

Parking

The streets around MLC are crowded with fast moving traffic.  Please take great care when driving in the area, especially before and after school when many students are crossing the streets.  

If at all possible, park on the street and walk your student to and from the building.  However, since parking is tight, we make our playground available before 9:30 and after 2:30 to support families dropping off and picking up students.   This works as long as drivers move with great caution and according to the traffic pattern defined by the traffic cones.  These cones keep cars from parking or driving immediately adjacent to the school where students walk.  We also ask that cars not park in the northeast basketball court where students like to play.

If you are volunteering at school or chaperoning a field trip and must park on the playground between 9:30 and 2:30, please park under the Glisan side trees.  This leaves as much space as possible for students to play.  DO NOT ask to drop the chain between 11:30 and 12:30, for safety reasons we must prevent any driving on the playground during the lunch hour.

Messages for Students and Staff

The secretary in the main office will gladly take messages for students and staff members from families.


-Grades K through 3:  Messages are given to the teacher to share.


-Grades 4 through 12:  Messages are taped on the door window in the main office.  Students should get into the habit of checking the door as they pass by.  Once the message is on the door it is the student’s responsibility to check for it.  This system is used because of MLC’s unusual scheduling and use of out of building educational experiences.  Students and staff are not always available in their classrooms.

Phone Use

One phone is available in the main office for emergencies only.    

Many students carry cell phones for safety reasons and to easily communicate with parents.  We expect that students will limit their phone use to break and lunch time.    

School Closures Due to Inclement Weather

The primary concern is the safety of our students.  Closure and delayed opening decisions are made at the district level.  Should weather conditions be serious enough to modify normal operation of school, radio and television stations will announce one of the following messages, usually by 6:00 AM.
 Schools Closed   (Students are not to report.)

Delayed Opening   (The school day will start, depending on the announcement,  



either one or two hours later than usual.)

It is highly unlikely we would ever close school early.  Even if we did, we would stay until all students were safely accounted for.

Skateboards

No skateboarding is allowed at any time in the following places:

· Playground/blacktop (including steps)

· Parking lot

· Inside the building

In addition, no skateboarding is allowed in Couch Park from 8:30am until 3:00pm.  Through an agreement with the City of Portland, Couch Park falls under Portland School District rules during the school day. 

TriMet

Since MLC is an alternative school parents must provide transportation to and from school.  We have no school bus service at MLC.


Most of our students ride Tri-Met.  Student Tri-Met tickets are available for purchase in the main office before school, lunchtime, and after school.  They are sold in booklets of ten tickets.   Tri-Met offers an unlimited monthly pass for students.  These passes are sold at Tri-Met ticket counters and most grocery stores.     


Some families rely on carpooling.  We do not maintain car pool information in the offices at MLC.  These arrangements are made through individual classroom contacts.  You can also check the bulletin board outside the main office for car pool information posted by individual parents.

Who helps us out…

 Programs, Groups and Services
Volunteers

MLC needs volunteers!  Volunteers make possible many of our electives, our field trips, our school activities and our fund-raisers.  They also help in classrooms, the office and at special events and serve on our PTSA, Site council and LSAC.

Contact your child’s teacher or the school office if you have a skill, talent or time to share and an inclination to serve and have a good time while doing so.  

Volunteers who teach classes or who have close contact with students must pass a criminal background check.

PTSA

Our Parent-Teacher-Student Association is an active and integral part of the MLC community.  Its main functions are to raise money and to build community.   The money assures that all MLC students, regardless of family resources, are able to fully participate in our programs including our numerous field experiences.  The community building assures that we know each other, support each other and have a good time doing so.

Our PTSA meets once each month.  Contact the school office for dates and times.  There is also a PTSA box in the main office.  Please, join and support this vital group.

Site Council

Each district school has a Site Based School Improvement Council.  These councils include students, teachers, staff, parents and community members elected to serve for two-year terms.  The principal is a permanent member.  Site Councils have a decision-making role in determining school improvement priorities and related professional growth activities.  

Our own Site Council has established the following goals:

· To increase the percent of students in the next highest performance category and for all students to show benchmark academic growth.

· To use a meaningful and accurate system of assessment and evaluation that promotes and captures the learning process and reflects the uniqueness of individuals.

· To focus on character development in helping students become well-rounded citizens who contribute positively to their community.

· To maintain stable and viable school enrollment.

Our council meets once each month.  Meetings are open to general participation. Call the school office for dates and times. 






        

Kids Community Learning Center

KCLC is a before and after school care program located at MLC.  It is a non-profit, private, anti-bias, emergent based child-centered program that strives to create a positive focus for kids while helping them develop emotional awareness and social skills.

For more information contact Deirdre Steinmetz at 503-241-9443.

Practicum Students

College and graduate students from local universities complete their practicum placements at MLC.  They provide important support for our program as they learn about education, child development, and community building through their 20-40 hours of work in our classes, with our students.

Literacy Volunteers

Tutoring and literacy support for our students is provided by trained volunteers from RAVE (Reading Acquisition Volunteer Education), the Orton-Gillingham Program, and employees of Legacy System

These volunteers are supervised by our staff.

Business Partnerships

Resources, networking, portfolio panelists, and classroom support is provided by business partnerships with such businesses as Intel, Hanna Andersson, Legacy Health System, Nike, Young Audiences and the Oregon Arts Commission.
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