Absenteeism
rates improving
in NE Oregon

By Dick Mason
The Observer

Northeast Oregon is outpacing the
state when it comes to reducing chronic
absenteeism in its school districts.

Oregon Department of Education
statistics indicate that Northeast Oregon
was the only region in the state that
saw its overall chronic absenteeism rate
decline in 2017-18. The rate for the most
recently completed school year was
18.7 percent, down from 19.1 percent in
2016-17, said Landon Braden, the Inter-
Mountain Education Service District’s
chronic absenteeism coordinator.

“This is very encouraging,” Braden said.

The Oregon Department of Education,
for the purpose of comparing chronic ab-
senteeism statistics, has the state divided
in six regions. Union, Wallowa, Baker,
Umatilla and Morrow counties comprise
Region H.

Despite the drop in Region H, the
overall chronic absenteeism rate in the
state rose by 0.8 percent to 20.5 percent
in 2017-18, according the Oregon Depart-
ment of Education’s website.

These Oregon Department of Educa-
tion statistics indicate that seven Union
and Wallowa county school districts are
below the state average for chronic ab-
senteeism and two others are just above
it. Those under the state average are the
Cove, Imbler, North Powder, La Grande,
Joseph, Wallowa and Enterprise school
districts. Just above the state average are
the Union and Elgin school districts.

Students are considered chronically
absent by the state if they are absent for
10 percent of the school year. This means
if they miss as few as two school days
a month for an entire academic year,
they are listed in the chronically absent
category. Students in school districts
with four-day weeks are considered
chronically absent if they miss 14 or more
days a year, and those in five-day school
districts are rated as chronically absent
if they miss 18 or more school days in an
academic year.

Braden believes school districts in
Northeast Oregon are improving with
regard to chronic absenteeism because
of the close-knit relationship between
the schools and their communities. This
makes it easier for staff and community
members to reach out to help chronically
absent students.

“We have an incredibly good group of
communities,” Braden said. “Everyone
knows each other (and) there are close re-
lationships” between school staff, schools
and communities.

Erin Lair, the IMESD’s director of
teaching and learning, agrees.
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Matthew Cooper, professor of music at EOU, plays the new Fazioli grand piano in the

McKenzieTheatre at EOU.

EOU's ‘Ferrari of Italian pianos' to
tebut at Holiday Music Festival

Grand piano fundraising campaign has

less than $15,000 to go
By Max Denning Oregon Normal School in
The Observer 1936, and he served as a
Eastern Oregon Univer- trustee of the EOU Founda-
sity Music Professor Peter tion.
Wordelman has a unique In December 2017,
comparison for the Fazioli fundraising began when the
grand piano that the univer- ~ OAF offered the university
sity has been raising money  a $40,000 matching grant,
to purchase for almost a meaning the foundation
year. would match donations

“It's a major upgrade,” he
said. “It’s basically like the
Ferrari of Ttalian pianos.”

The price tag is also
comparable: 2018 Ferraris
start at approximately
$215,000, and EOU is set to
raise $150,000 to purchase
the Fazioli. The university’s
fundraising efforts were
kickstarted by the Oregon
Agriculture Foundation,
which was established by
Jean and Glen McKenzie in
1992. Glen graduated from
what was then the Eastern

made to the grand piano
campaign up to $40,000. In
just a few months, the uni-
versity had raised $40,000.
So the OAF offered an
additional matching grant
of $25,000. By October; the
university had raised the
$25,000.

As of today, the university

had raised $135,626. Wordel-

man said approximately 130
people have donated to the
campaign.

With the purchase of the
piano and McKenzie The-
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People are key to
uncovering history
for EOU students

Professor helps students
learn about historic
La Grande buildings

By Max Denning
The Observer

Eastern Oregon University History
Professor Nicole Howard’s academic focus
is on the study of Renaissance science
and medicine. But, as a La Grande City
Council member, she also has a passion
for serving the city. Combining her pas-
sion for history and La Grande, Howard
stepped outside her usual academic focus
and is teaching a course this term focus-
ing on the history of buildings in
La Grande.

The 200-level course “Investigating
the Past” tasked students with doing a
research project on a piece of property in
downtown La Grande. Students looked for
the earliest possible deeds for the build-
ings, changes of ownership over time and
what the building culturally contributed
to La Grande.

Howard, who is in her eighth year
at EOU, said the class is traditionally
a methods course that includes a lot of
abstract research. Inspired by her election
to the city council in January 2017, How-

atre scheduled to undergo ard thought she could get more students
a $5.5 million renovation, engaged by making it about local history.
Wordelman said the EOU “I think a lot about the city in a differ-
theatre will become the ent way now (because I'm on city coun-
grandest facility in the cil),” Howard said. “So I thought I would
region. change the course and have them focus on
“We now have a premier more local history, which I had never done
concert instrument,” he said. before.”
“One of our overall goals is Each student researched a building in
to make sure that McKenzie La Grande’s historic downtown district.
Theatre is the best equipped Howard said the assignment forced the
theatre in our 12-county students to do a different type of research
region. That should be our than they’re used to.

role as a university and as
educators.”
Daniel Durrell, a junior

“Every student acknowledged in their
paper that they began research on the
internet, going straight to Google,” she

music major at EOU, played said. “But they said the web was a dead
the piano in an upper- end, which surprised them. I think we're
division piano course. all accustomed to finding things immedi-
“The clarity from that ately online, but in the case of history —
piano is way different from especially local history — that’s often not
the (previous grand piano),” possible.”
the Yambhill native said. “You Instead, Howard said students inter-
can stand all the way in the acted with the community to complete
back (of McKenzie Theatre) their projects.
and hear just a pedal tone “Students ended up turning pages of
compared to the other one books, talking to librarians, reading oral
where it can kind of blur histories and combing through records
together. I got the chance to and artifacts to find information,” she

See Piano / Page 5A

Museum set to reopen at old city hall

said. “In the end, they all noted that
people, not browsers, were key to uncover-
ing the histories they sought. That seemed
a decidedly valuable lesson.”

The list of buildings the 22 students in
Howard’s class researched ranged from

“We have incredible communities,” By Dick Mason the old fire station, now occupied by Side
said Lair, who is helping Braden address The Observer A Brewing, to the Foley Building, which
chronic absenteeism. The past will soon become contains apartments. Another researched

The Oregon Department of Education a big part of Elgin’s future. the former International Order of Odd
began placing greater emphasis on reduc- The Elgin Museum and Fellows building, which recently received
ing chronic absenteeism rates about two Historical Society is mov- a grant from the Urban Renewal Agency
years ago. The move was spurred by an ing forward with plans and is under renovation.
effort to improve graduation rates. Stu- to reopen its museum in Sam Wilson, a junior history major
dents who are chronically absent are less Elgin’s old city hall building. at EOU, researched the building that
likely to earn a high school diploma. The Museum Society’s board recently was occupied by the Mt. Emily

The push to improve chronic absentee- recently voted to ratify an Ale House. Wilson was able to track the
ism rates “is all about getting students to offer from the City of Elgin building’s history all the way back to
graduate,” said IMESD Superintendent for renting the building at 1872. Throughout its history, the build-
Mark Mulvihill. 180 N. Eighth St. ing has housed a drugstore, a number of

Larry Glaze, the IMESD’s director of “The vote was unani- banks, jewelry stores and clothing shops.
operations, said it is easy to fall into the mous,” said Gerald Hopkins, “I didn’t know a lot about the history of
chronically absent category if one is not president of the Elgin Mu- La Grande until this course, and now I
careful. seum and Historical Society. Courtesy photo know a lot more,” said Wilson, who is from

“A day here and a day there — people The board’s vote finalized ~ The Elgin Museum and Historical Society’s collection Albany.
don’t realize that it adds up quickly,” said a three-year rental agree- includes this undated photo of Summerville. He said he would definitely recommend
Glaze, who served as superintendent of ment, which the Elgin City the class to other students.
the La Grande School District from 2008 Council approved earlier when the city moved intoits  earlier this year after the “It’'s a great class to really hone your
t0 2017. this fall. new home, the old W.C. Con-  owners of W.C. Construc- historical research and writing skills,”

Students who miss 10 percent of The building on Eighth struction office building. The  tion retired. The city moved Wilson said. “It also teaches you how to
school days are considered chronically Street served as Elgin’s city ~ city purchased the building,  into the building because it (better) cite your sources.”

See Absenteeism / Page 5A hall until early this month located at 815 Hemlock St., See Museum / Page 5A See EOU / Page 9A
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