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Breaking Ranks II, a field guide for high school reform, was released by the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP) at the organization’s annual convention in February of this year.  As the name implies, Breaking Ranks II is an extension of an earlier work released by NASSP and The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching in 1996.

Breaking Ranks II differs from its parent document in that it collapses the more than 80 recommendations in the original document down to just over 30, and in that it was written especially for principals.  Toward that end, Breaking Ranks II is replete with references to schools with actual experience in implementing one or more of the Breaking Ranks II recommendations.  Littleton High School is one of three high schools profiled in the document.

For the past twenty years, Littleton High School, located in Littleton, Colorado, has been engaged in a coherent school reform effort.  Specific initiatives, some more successful than others, can be grouped into the Breaking Ranks II categories of “rigor,” “relevance,” and “relationships.”  Dr. Westerberg, principal at the school since 1985, was a member of the original Breaking Ranks commission.

Reform initiatives at Littleton High School are selected for their potential to contribute to the school’s ongoing themes of standards-based education and a personalized learning environment.  In the late 80’s and early 90’s, Littleton was a pioneer in what is now called standards-based education with its locally-developed performance-based graduation requirements.  Today, building-wide academic goals (power standards) and department- and course-level essential tasks define standards at the school.  An open enrollment policy for college-prep and college-credit courses and the elimination of all remedial classes help ensure that all students meet these standards.  A school-within-a-school for high-risk freshmen gives students who need it intensive assistance in reading, writing, and mathematics so that they can move out of the failure track and into the regular college-prep track, and block scheduling facilitates the school’s standards-based constructivist learning theory.

School climate, or as the students describe it, “the feel of the place,” has always been of prime importance at Littleton High School.  Transition programs for entering freshmen as well as for graduating seniors help students connect with the school and with life after high school.  An atmosphere of trust and responsibility and a reputation for strong academics have resulted in almost 400 students transferring to the school from neighboring districts.  

