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The staff at the Jefferson High School/LATTC Incentive Program has collaborated to 
create and refine a unique program that could be a model of school reform for the entire 
district. 

We propose a smaller learning community called the Jefferson Early College Program. 
It will be populated by a combination of at-risk students on the fast track to drop out of 
high school and highly motivated students looking to get a head start with college. 

Our program began as a way to alleviate overcrowding at Jefferson High School by 
renting space at LA Trade Tech College so students could remain close to home rather 
than be bussed long distances to schools in the San Fernando Valley. But through the 
efforts of the dedicated staff, it has grown into a bridge between high school and college. 

This is a program that the South Los Angeles community desperately needs. Students 
enrolled in the Jefferson Early College Program take two college classes in addition to a 
full state of high school classes. They receive high school credits for passing college 
classes, and they can also bank the college credits and get a head start on their college 
careers. 

The teachers contributing to the success of this program are Elsa Gutierrez, Michael 
Dean, Dayna Bubenicek, Edit Khachatryan, and Mr. Zavala. Ms Gutierres, Coordinator, 
manages the program and teaches Leadership and Service classes. She also organizes 
and runs the after-school tutoring and detention programs. Mr. Dean teaches English 
literature and composition, supervises after-school weightlifting, swimming, and 
tutoring. He also organizes and manages the travel club, which takes an annual trip to 
Europe with the students. Ms Bubenicek also teaches English literature, and she teaches 
speech. Ms Khachatryan has five preps as the only social studies teacher, and he has 
after-school tutoring sessions. Mr. Zavala teaches both math and science. 
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Vision 

The Jefferson Trade Tech College Incentive Program/Jefferson Early College 
Program is a small learning community in which all students, faculty, staff, parents, and 
the surrounding community are encouraged to pursue excellence  in all of their 
endeavors leading to and including higher education. 

“Pursuing excellence” is a comprehensive self-study process that involves a team 
effort that includes the students, the entire staff, the parents, and the school community. 
Everyone involved is regarded. Everyone holds high expectations for all, for students, 
staff, and parents alike. Teachers have high expectations for their students and vice 
versa. Parents hold high expectations for both their children and the teachers. The 
community itself has high expectations of the program because this program is involved 
in assuring higher education for all its students. When high expectations are in place, 
the result is nothing less than excellence. 

In the program all students are expected to achieve their goal: graduation from 
high school and continuance of their education at the community college level or at a 
four-year university. 

Student enrollment is approximately 140 students per semester. The majority of 
these students are behind on their high school credits when they enter the school. Most 
have failed frequently and have nearly ruined their chances of graduating from high 
school. However, through this program, they are able to meet graduation requirements 
in time to graduate with their class. They are able to raise their grade point averages to 
levels they never before believed possible. Some can complete their high school 
requirements and graduate a year ahead of their class. 

The school’s code of conduct, tardy policy, and dress code are strictly enforced. 
This means that teachers, the coordinator, and staff are all in perfect agreement: they all 
believe that supporting each other in implementing the decisions that the school makes 
is key. 

Safety plays a major role in our curriculum due to the fact that our high school 
students are intermingled with college students and that our main purpose is to keep 
them safe. We encourage the students to respect the fact that we are guests on a college 
campus and, as guests, we should show our best at all times. 

The students in this program are all enrolled in six high school classes and two 
college classes each day. They are concurrently earning high school credits and college 
credits. This allows them to catch up credits and to meet graduation requirements and, 
if possible, graduate with or before their class. The program provides them confidence 
that they are capable of achieving whatever they put their minds to. It also gives them 
the satisfaction to know that they can achieve at high levels, gain admission to college, 
and pursue a career. 
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Our curriculum is based on individual student needs. This means that we offer 
the classes that students need to advance their studies and to advance to graduation. On 
days when students do not have a college class, students are encouraged to go to 
tutoring sessions that are available to them. In these tutoring sessions, our faculty and 
staff work with students on a one-to-one basis. Students also enroll in the computer 
lab’s tutoring program if this meets their needs. 

Intervention is another important ingredient of our school’s educational 
process. As faculty, we consistently communicate with each other to address issues of 
discipline and achievement. This is effective and helpful because it allows multiple 
avenues of intervention. If one teacher cannot reach a student, other teachers get 
involved to ensure that achievement occurs before it is too late and that failure is not an 
option. 

Students learn that we are a close-knit family, and they begin to gain ownership 
of their education and become involved in the pursuit of excellence. As students grow 
and evolve in the program, as they begin to flourish, their parents also begin to get 
more involved in their education, and these parents become part of our community. 
Parents are welcome to volunteer time to supervise the college campus and check up on 
their children’s progress. Parent turnout during Back to School nights and Parent 
Conference nights is high. 

The fact that our community is small makes a big difference when it comes to 
student success. When students get the instruction, intervention, and education that 
they truly need, success is the outcome. Because we have a small student population and 
because students share many classes together, miscommunication and troubles over 
differences disappear. In our program, students learn to get along with each other. The 
college professors who work with our students also keep in close touch with our staff. 
We have a strong partnership with the college. 

This level of personalization has been a major factor in our recruitment process. 
Counselors recommend students to our school who can benefit most from our 
environment and our approach. These are usually students who lack credits and who 
have discipline or serious attendance problems. The counselors recommend students 
who, they believe, need a change of environment and structure to be successful in high 
school. Because of the success of the program, many of these recommendations come to 
us a year or more earlier than the students are ready or eligible to enroll in our 
program. 

Our program coordinator, Ms Gutierrez, has made it a requirement that parents 
of incoming students meet with her and staff to review all of the school’s guidelines and 
to give them an opportunity to meet staff and ask questions about the program prior to 
enrollment. Parents of already graduated students often enroll their younger children in 
our program when these children reach the appropriate grade level. Since our beginning 
in the early 1990s, many siblings have graduated from our program. 
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Rigorous Standards Based Curriculum, 

Instruction, and Assessment 

The staff of our small learning community has been working together to create 
cross-curricular units and rich learning opportunities for students. These units and our 
courses are designed to meet California content standards. Our curriculum is also 
designed to ensure that all students pass the California High School Exit Examination 
and that all are prepared for admission to four-year colleges by completing the 
University of California’s A–G requirements. 

We believe that it is important for students to make the essential connections 
between their own experience of history and their own interpretation and 
understanding of major literary works within an engaging curriculum that does not 
compromise academic rigor and that is firmly anchored in the California content 
standards. One of the advantages of being in a small learning community is that it 
provides teachers opportunity to work collaboratively in creating rigorous curriculum. 
According to Michael Klonsky (2000, p. 25), one of the leaders of the small schools 
movement, there are several ingredients to creating such communities: 

• Teachers work together collaboratively in a professional community. 

• Students are known by teachers, and teachers are known by students. 

• A group of teachers remains with a cohort of students for several years. 

• Schools have a focus or a clear sense of purpose. 

• Several schools can exist within one building. 

 Schools are not seen as brick and mortar; rather, they are considered to be 
learning communities. Many of these ingredients are already in existence in our small 
learning community. Research from as early as the 1950s has shown with consistency 
that small learning environments allow for frequency, depth, and range of participation; 
for greater and better communication and social interaction; and in reported positive 
experiences of all people involved (Barker & Gump, 1964). In these small communities 
of learners, we are constantly involved in the practice of examining our own practices 
and those of others for the betterment of the community. 

One way that our staff has begun examining our teaching practices involves a 
focus on cross-curricular integration. We have learned that we can better educate our 
students by bridging disciplines to teach the rigorous content and skills that students 
need in a variety of contexts. Several teachers in our small learning community have 
come together to create interdisciplinary units that bridge American literature and 
American history. James Davis, a leading researcher in interdisciplinary courses and 
studies defines interdisciplinary as “the work that scholars do together in two or more 
disciplines, sub disciplines, or professions, by bringing together and to some extent 
synthesizing their perspectives.” He explains that such courses “involve efforts, at least 
to some degree, to bring about mutual integration or organizing concepts and 
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methodologies” (Davis, 1995, p.5). Julie Klein (Klein, 1994, p.43) stresses what 
interdisciplinary courses are all about: 

Recognizing contrasting perspectives; learning how to synthesize; empowering 
students to tackle meaningful but complex issues; weaning students from 
dependence on experts without dismissing expertise; and teaching students to 
value disciplines as powerful sources of insight while becoming aware of the 
nature of their various limitations. 

Interdisciplinary teaching takes place when teachers come together to create 
learning experiences using each of their disciplines. We have started this collaboration 
by planning and teaching interdisciplinary units that associate literature with historical 
events and that situate literature in particular time periods. For example, Ms 
Bubeniceck and Ms Khachatryan collaborated and taught a unit on the Roaring ‘20s and 
the Harlem Renaissance using essays, poems, and stories about and from the period. 
Students were able to understand the causes of dramatic changes that took place after 
World War I. They analyzed historical events and phenomena through literature and 
poetry. They studied the music, people, and governmental policies of the period. 
Students examined the literary forms and techniques used by writers of the Harlem 
Renaissance, and developed a term paper based on their study. They also wrote a 
research paper on the Harlem Renaissance that focused on an historical individual. 
Teachers focused on several skills that were pre-identified. Throughout the unit, the 
teachers worked hard to build research, writing, and analytic skills that integrated the 
disciplines. They also used multiple assessments: standardized tests, analytical essays, 
visual presentations, research papers, journals, and more. Use of multiple assessments is 
an important focus of our curriculum in all parts of the school. 

We continue to work together to make this interdisciplinary collaboration 
common practice in our small learning community. We plan our curricula with the end 
goal in mind. We use backwards planning. We also create different kinds of activities 
geared to different learning styles. Coming together to create a unified vision of our 
standards for the students is very important to us, and we regularly assess ways for us 
to meet the varied and unique needs of our students. 

The teachers provide students assignments that meet or exceed state standards. 
The assignments have practical value as well. For example, Mr. Dean begins each 
semester with a business letter writing campaign. Each student must write a letter to 
the CEO of a large company asking for a donation of product or of scholarship money to 
help motivate students to do their best. In the last ten years, we have received more 
than $100,000 in donations from these student writing projects. Virginia Knott of 
Knott’s Berry Farm donated $17,000 in scholarships. Unocal gave $1685 to the travel 
club. Comerica Bank donated $1500, Razor USA donated 100 scooters, Mr. Dean’s 
students have also won thousands of dollars from essay contests sponsored by the 
Townsend Foundation and USC/ECCLA. Two of Ms Gutierrez’s students won the 
KTLA Stan Chambers essay contest award in successive years, receiving a total of 
$10,000 in scholarships. Ms Gutierrez’s leadership classes are also involved in planning 
and creating motivational activities, including fund-raisers that contribute to the 
schools positive morale. 
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The school also has a Student of the Year contest to motivate students to 
succeed. Students are awarded points for grades, attendance, work habits, and 
cooperation. Each report card carries equal weight in the contest. This inspires students 
to work hard from the first day of school. Results are posted each time report cards are 
issued. At the end of each semester, top students receive scholarships and prizes 
generated from the student writing campaign earlier in the semester. Students who 
show the most improvement from one grading period to the next also receive awards. 
Grand prizes have included vehicles (donated by a local merchant) and a lap top 
computer (donated by a staff member). 

 The staff feels that students have to want to come to school. That is why we try 
to include field trips and extracurricular activities as part of each semester’s calendar. In 
the last few years, we have taken students on trips to the Richard Riordan Library, San 
Diego Zoo, Museum of Tolerance, Clear Creek Camp, Sierra Club Hikes, the Queen 
Mary, Cal State University Los Angeles, UCLA, Santa Monica Community College, and 
to many other places. Travel Club trips to Europe have included a performance of 
Macbeth at the Olde Globe Theater in London, visits to the Louvre, the Leaning Tower 
of Pisa, the Vatican Museum, and the Prado, to name but a few. And these are students 
from South Central Los Angeles who where in danger of dropping out of school a few 
months before these life-changing trips! By making school a structured, important place 
in their lives, the staff has created a learning community that is truly changing 
education in the inner city. 

The school’s teachers combine to create and maintain an effective environment 
for student learning. Most students in the program have had trouble with attendance 
and tardiness in their past, but we have established and maintain a zero-tolerance policy 
on punctuality. Students receive consequences for every infraction of our guidelines. 
There are no exceptions. This creates a climate that promotes fairness and respect. The 
success of this policy is reflected in the attendance and graduation rates every semester. 

One of the areas in which our staff excels is in changing students’ attitudes 
towards their own education. This is because we, both at the college and at the high 
school, adhere strictly to school policies and guidelines. It is because there are clear and 
consistent consequences for rule violations, because of our early assessment of students’ 
abilities, and because we put real-world incentives in place to encourage students to 
complete assignments and realize the value of education. Our culture is infused with our 
vision and our goals. The pursuit of higher education is always the main purpose for 
everything we do.  
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Equity and Access 

The ethnicity of our student population mirrors that of the general Jefferson 
population, approximately 90% Latino and 10% African American. The staff will 
continue its rigorous, multicultural curriculum that includes multiple winners of the 
ECCLA/USC African American History and Latino History Month essay contests as 
well as field trips to the Museum of Tolerance and to the African American Cultural 
Museum in Exposition Park. 

We use several assessments at the beginning of the school year to identify 
individual student needs, including the Gates-McGinitie reading assessment and the 
Accuplacer exam administered by LA Trade Tech in language and math. The Gates-
McGinitie is also administered at the end of the year to measure student progress over 
the course of the curriculum. These early assessments allow us to plan our curriculum 
to meet particular student needs. They also give us insight into the strengths and 
weaknesses of individual students so that we can assist them in meeting the standards. 

All students are given clear expectations and challenged to rise to a level they 
may have been unaccustomed to at a large urban high school. Students at the Jefferson 
High School/LATTC Incentive Program cannot sit in the back of the class and get a 
“D” just because they showed up. 

Teacher expectations are clearly communicated to every student. Students are 
expected to try their best on every assignment and also on standardized tests. Many 
students have had a history of bubbling answers randomly on their tests, indifferent to 
the result. We explain the importance of these exams. On the Accuplacer exam, for 
example, students who score poorly because they don’t take the exam seriously can be 
placed in a much lower-level college class than their skills warrant, forcing them to take 
several semesters of low-level college remedial courses before they work their way back 
to the proper level. We explain that the better they do on this test, the more likely it is 
that they will be placed in a transferable college class like English 101 or Math 125. 
Understanding this helps our students take all standardized tests more seriously, and 
they tend to do their best on them. Often we are able to bring in former students, who 
made similar errors in judgment and suffered from them, to speak to current students, 
helping reinforce the need for students to buy into the rigorous curriculum. 

The school’s staff has helped students achieve tremendous results, especially 
given the at-risk nature of the student population. Most students enter the program 
behind on credits due to circumstances in their personal lives. Our priority is to give 
them tools they need not only to graduate from high school, a goal many of them come 
to us believing unattainable, but also to continue on to college. 

The number of college-ready graduates the program has produced speaks for 
itself. Yearly, we produce about sixty to eighty of the graduates in the Jefferson High 
School graduating class. Virtually all of these students continue their education by 
attending college because they have already entered the college system and have applied 
for and received thousands of dollars in financial aid, loans and scholarships, thanks to 
their hard work and to the efforts of the staff. 
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Over the ten years the program has been in existence, we have built 
relationships with many departments at Trade Tech, including English, Arts, Fashion, 
Culinary Arts, Physical Education, Electrical, and many others. Our rigorous, 
standards-based curriculum is supported by tours of these departments, by guest 
speakers, and by visits from former students who are involved in these programs or who 
are graduates of them. This approach encourages students to “give back” and become 
leaders and mentors to youth in their communities. At present, the Language Arts 
Department at Trade Tech is working with Ms Gutierrez to create opportunities for 
our staff to work with professors in the creation of a collaborative curriculum that will 
provide even a more direct curricular connection between the two schools. 

Our school integrates technology into our curriculum in order to adapt the 
curriculum to different learning styles. We have more than twenty computers available 
for student use in our high school classrooms. All students are required to be members 
of the college’s computer lab, which has 150 computers available for student use. In the 
college lab, students have access to many programs, including Accelerated Reader, 
Inspiration, Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, and Plato, a remediation course that helps 
students raise math and English levels. We have several Internet-based projects in 
which student exchange information with students attending school in other countries, 
such as Italy and Spain. These culminate in live video conferences with the foreign 
schools. All students are required to type final drafts of all assignments, sharpening 
their word-processing skills in preparation for college and for the workplace. 
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Collaboration with Parents & Community 

Engagement 

At large, comprehensive high schools students are often lost in the shuffle. Some 
become experts at manipulating the system to their own disadvantage. Since our 
program has only 140 students, teachers often have a student for more than one class 
period per day, and they get to know the students much better. Because we 
communicate effectively with the students about just what standards (both academic and 
behavioral) we expect them to meet, we have fewer discipline problems than the main 
campus. Teachers communicate with each other, often discussing individual student’s 
needs and sharing strategies and making suggestions about techniques that have 
worked for us individually. 

We involve parents in their child’s education from day one. All potential 
program students are required to meet with the coordinator in a parent conference, and 
parents are asked to pledge their support for their child’s academic success. We often 
require struggling students to bring their parents or guardians to school for 
conferences to discuss behavioral or academic issues. We make special efforts to involve 
parents in Back to School and Parent Conference nights, including prize give-aways, 
student spelling bees, and nutrition demonstrations. Our record of parental attendance 
over the years speaks for itself. 

We reach out to the community by teaming with community groups, including 
A Place Called Home, which involves our students in mentoring programs with HBO, 
Warner Brothers, and several music industry companies. We have teamed with the St. 
Francis Center, a homeless support facility directly across the street from the college 
campus. This provides community involvement and mentoring opportunities for our 
young people. Student writing projects have led to support from companies such as 
Unocal, Knott’s Berry Farm, Comerica Bank, Verizon, The Lakers, Kings, Angels, 
Clippers, and countless others. These projects have provided over $100,000 worth of 
scholarship money or product donations to encourage our students to be the best they 
can be. At present, we are working together with Trade Tech professors to assure that 
all students meet their assignments and that none are having trouble passing their 
college classes. The professors keep in close communication with Ms Gutierrez, and 
they alert her if any student is not working up to expectations. 
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Personalization 

Ms Gutierrez, the program’s coordinator, makes it a point to get to know each 
student who enters the program. During the initial meeting with parents, issues that 
might provide insight into the student’s character are explored. This helps the school 
individualize each student’s program and strategize to ensure the student’s success. 

Ms Gutierrez learns the name of every student before they start school. Several 
times each semester she meets individually with each student in the school, going over 
academic records and checking to make sure students are progressing properly towards 
graduation. She also provides career and college counseling. Many students who enter 
our program have given little thought to pursuing higher education, and few have 
decided on a career path to follow after high school. The staff at the Jefferson High 
School/LATTC Incentive Program cares about each student’s success and constantly 
models good behavior and acceptance of responsibility. 

We have found over the years that students have to want to come to school if 
they are going to be successful. An important strategy, therefore, is to make school an 
engaging, interesting place. We want students to feel that if they miss school, they miss 
something “cool.” We make sure to schedule tests and project due dates for Mondays 
and Fridays because these are traditionally days of high absenteeism. If students are 
absent from school, parents are called by the school’s office staff for verification. Period-
by-period attendance is taken very seriously. Tardiness and ditching are not tolerated. 
Such behavior has clear and consistent consequences. These policies help students buy 
into the idea that school is important and, by extension, that they are important to the 
school. 

In our yearly donation letter campaign, we brag about our attendance, which is 
often at or near 97%. Students are reminded that each absence reflects poorly on the 
whole learning community. Students are reminded constantly that all of their individual 
actions reflect on the program as a whole. We are essentially guests on the college 
campus. It would not be hard for the college to blame our learning community and our 
high school students for incidents such as tagging and disruptive behavior if such 
incidents should occur. By instilling a sense of community in our program, we have 
made it much more likely that students will police themselves and their peers and that 
the students will create a much more mature learning environment for themselves as 
learners. 
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Accountability and Distributed Leadership 

The staff at the Jefferson High School/LATTC Incentive Program believes that 
all stakeholders are accountable for providing an excellent education to students. This 
includes administrators, teachers, staff, parents, and students. When everyone does his 
or her job, the school as a whole becomes an enhanced learning environment. 

Our staff refuses to accept a sub-par status quo. We refuse to allow students to 
become habitually tardy or absent from school. We work collectively to make sure that 
staff is supported in enforcing policies and rules that provide the foundation for our 
school’s and our students’ success. We believe that when a school has clear rules that 
are consistently followed, students will respect the school, and student achievement will 
rise. 

In the Jefferson High School/LATTC Incentive Program, all adults comply 
strictly with the agreed-upon policies that are established at staff meetings. These 
policies are kept up to date and reviewed as often as circumstances warrant, but they are 
honored, and they are followed. Tardies, truancies, dress code violations, inappropriate 
behavior, and poor academic performance are all addressed with certainty and 
consistancey. Violations of policy are met with firm and certain, but also fair and well-
understood, consequences. 

This produces a school environment in which the main focus is learning and not 
behavior modification. The only way this system works is if all stakeholders assume 
accountability and take a distributed share of leadership in making it work. Supervising 
after-school detention, overseeing and conducting tutoring sessions, contacting parents, 
confronting wandering students, and providing extracurricular activities are some of 
the ways our staff has worked together to ensure that grade-level appropriate 
standards-based instruction is able to take place. 

The ultimate measure of our success as a school is the success of our students as 
learners and as people. We expect a high attendance rate and a high graduation rate. 
We expect student capabilities and student test scores to rise. We expect the vast 
majority of our students to enter post-secondary education and to succeed there. We 
expect that our students will become models of success within their families and their 
communities.  
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Professional Development 

Our staff uses banked-time professional development time to get together and 
plan as a team. We spend all of our time in these meetings discussing individual 
students, strategizing to find ways to best help our struggling students succeed. 

We also work together to establish common rubrics, plan field trips, plan 
collaborative lessons that cross disciplines, plan motivational assemblies, and plan end-
of-semester award ceremonies. All staff have opportunities to suggest specific topics and 
indicate areas of concern that they think should be explored during our professional 
development time. 

On occasion, our staff development time also includes guest speakers and 
presenters on topics such as student financial aid, child abuse reporting, and nutritional 
awareness. 

Professional development is always planned around topic of immediate concern 
to the faculty, and sessions are always conducted with the benefit of our students at the 
forefront of the agenda. As a result, there is automatic buy-in from our dedicated faculty 
and staff. These meetings are an invaluable tool for the continued success of our 
program. They leave us feeling energized and empowered. 


