A small high school sets big goals

By Liz Warwick (Published in Montreal Families in March 2009)

It’s just past 9 a.m. on a Monday morning and about 20 teens are chatting quietly in the student lounge of Education Plus, a small high school in St. Laurent. 

Principal Jim Watts bounds to the front of the room. “What did you do this weekend,” he asks, looking around at the young people, many still bleary eyed. Slowly the energy in the room begins to rise as Watts peppers the students with questions about what they liked or didn’t like about an activity or a film. 

Then he flips open his computer and projects a series of famous paintings (the Mona Lisa, one of Edgar Degas’s dancers) on the room’s wall. It’s an impromptu art history lesson, with Watts talking briefly about the painter and then asking for feedback from the students. 

By now the kids are engaged, most looking with interest at the paintings and offering comments about each one. It is clear that the principal has managed to spark an interest and stimulate conversation. This is his mission: to help young people who haven’t succeeded in school find pleasure in learning. 

Watts started Education Plus in 1996 as a place for students in Grades 10 and 11 who had previously failed or dropped out of school. Having taught for many years, he felt that some students needed a more personalized approach to learning. 

“It’s about relationships,” he says, especially between teachers and students. Education Plus usually has only 25-30 students enrolled at any time (although this year they have 35). 

The school teaches the regular high school curriculum but in small classrooms. Students are encouraged to ask questions and are followed closely by the teacher.

“Because we’re small, the teachers can try different ways of teaching something until the students gets it,” he says. The approach seems to work: about 90 per cent of the students obtain their diploma, with some going on to CEGEP and even university while others pursue jobs or vocational training.

The school’s small size means programs can be tailored to each student’s needs, with some coming part-time to complete a few courses and others attending full-time. 

For example, Amanda, 18, is working on math and science courses needed to get her diploma. “You’re in a class with only four or five other people, so you learn in a way that is easier and faster,” she says, adding, “The teachers here are really different. They care. When they teach something, it really gets into my head and I learn it.”

Amanda also says that she has found it easier to connect with students and build friendships because of the low enrolment. Watts adds that the students tend to watch out for one another and hold each other accountable for their work. Last year, when one student wanted to drop out, her friends from Education Plus rallied around, calling and sending text message to make sure she would come to class. It worked and she was able to complete her coursework. 

In addition to their classes, students regularly participate in several daylong field trips to places such as the Ottawa War Museum, the Museum of Fine Arts, Mount Royal Park and Mount St. Hilaire. Watts has even organized a weekend skiing trip to Mount Orford. These outings teach students not only about culture and history but also how to get along in a group, being responsible and acting appropriately. 

Watts, who dreams of having several small high schools across the city, says there is a real need for his kind of program. He says that in larger schools, students who are struggling with a learning disorder or have other problems tend to get left behind while very bright students may not reach their potential because they are not stimulated enough.

With its small size, Education Plus can help these students, giving individualized attention to someone who is struggling and letting very bright kids move ahead at a rapid pace. 

“This school acts as a magnet for some really interesting people,” he says, looking around at several students gathered in the lounge. “We help these kids get back on track.”

For more information, call (514) 733-9600 or visit www.edplus.ca.

