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Place-based learning key to new Southwest Charter School

By Polina Olsen
The Southwest Portland Post

When they walked around John's
Landing looking for obtuse, acute and
right angles, each child kept a clipboard
and took two photos for the classroom
wall. In fact, the place-based learning
program at the Southwest Charter
School takes kids into the neighborhood
every day.

“The idea behind place-based learn-
ing is that if kids understand their
immediate surroundings and commu-
nity then ultimately they’re going to
care about it and turn into concerned
citizens,” said Anne Gurnee, education
director.

A former director of “OMSI-like” mu-
seums in Albuquerque and California,
Gurnee lives in the Ashcreek neighbor-
hood and worked for a Portland science
education consulting firm before com-
ing to the school.

“It’s great to learn about the Amazon
Rainforest but it’s abstract especially to
younger children,” said Gurnee. She
thinks Portland children should first
understand the temperate rainforest
where they live and then gradually
broaden their knowledge.

Southwest Charter School opened in
Fall 2007 after winning approval from
the Oregon State Board of Education.
They found a building two weeks
before classes began. Built in 1954,
the 3,500 square foot warehouse once
belonged to a clock repair company.
Now, children, books and drawings fill
the one story building one block west of
Southwest Macadam Avenue.

Enrollment increased since opening
and now stands at 40 students. “We've
had a surprising number of mid-year
transfers,” said Gurnee. Kindergarten,
combined grades first, second and third
(123), and combined grades fourth,
fifth and sixth (456) make up the three
classes. Ultimately, they hope for grades
K-8 and 200 students. Their charter lim-
its class size to a maximum of 22.

Today, the staff wears green, and
paper shamrocks hang on the walls.
It’s St. Patrick’s Day. The kindergarten
class chats loudly as they head out the
door. They’re on their way to Physical
Education class at the nearby Easter
Seal Society building, where the school
rents extra space.

“] want to teach you one that was
new for me,” said the young instructor.
A Kung Fu expert, he sticks to agility
and balance with kindergarteners but
teaches Kung Fu to first through sixth
graders.

“It’s called the Angry Gorilla,” he
continued as children get ready to jump
across the room. “First I face this way,
and then I turn all the way around.
Your knuckles will touch the ground.”

Back in the 123 classroom, the chil-
dren shouted “We’re making a lepre-
chaun city full of traps.” Haunting Irish
bagpipe music plays softly in the back-
ground. According to legend, a trapped
leprechaun must reveal the location of
his treasure. One girl holds up her paper
house complete with bed, pillows and
blanket. “If the leprechaun falls asleep,
you can grab him,” she explained.

Meanwhile, the teacher, Mike Mar-
tin, works with one boy on an essay
“My Weekend at the Zoo.” A corner of

Lisa Colombo (who teaches fourth, fifth, and sixth grades) supervises while Matt Lewin-
sohn (left) and Lexie Pansky work together on a project. (Post photo by Polina Olsen)

the room designated as The Wetlands
displays a paper kingfisher and bald
eagle.

“At the beginning of the year, the
kids built a whole village,” Gurnee
said. “They were learning how a com-
munity works.” Every child had a job
and owned property. They even gave
out tickets for speeding.

According to Gurnee, the innovative
curriculum’s backbone lies with basics
-- reading, writing and mathematics.
“It’s a mathematical thinking curricu-
lum. It’s not a drill and kill where kids
are just memorizing,” she explained.

The math program, Bridges, is used
by several local districts. Reading and
writing are built into every day. “Chil-
dren choose books beyond their read-

ing ability if they're interested in the
subject. We encourage kids to follow
their reading interest area.”

Kindergarten begins the morning
with journaling. “They draw a picture
about something that’s going on in
their life or that they’re interested in,”
Gurnee says. The 123 class uses Writer’s
Workshop also common in many lo-
cal schools. “There’s a group of boys
writing a series of books on dragons,
-- they’re up to 12.”

Molly Cooper, of John’s Landing,
sends her daughter, Juliet, to Southwest
Charter School’s kindergarten. “She
learned to read within days of attend-
ing,” Cooper said. She originally sent
Juliet to Capital Hill Elementary but
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Multnemah Village

View of the coast range! 3 bedroom, 2

Updated Farmhouse on over 1/2 acre.
Spacious 3500 sq ft of living space, 4 bed,
3 bath home. 3500 sq ft includes separate
apt/studio over the 3 car garage. Vaulted

Master & family room. $549,000.

First time on the market! Custom built in
1956. 4 bedrooms & 2 fireplaces, family
room & workshop. Vaulted ceilings and
hardwoods. Beautiful lot with SW views.
Great location in Hillsdale. $435,000

Pearched way up high on a .63 acre
mostly flat lot. This mid century has a nice
view, privacy and character. 3 bedrooms,
hardwoods, sunroom & double garage
$419,500.

Wonderful one level home. Hardwood
floors throughout. Light & bright living
room with vaulted ceiling & fireplace.
Master bedroom with double closet &
bath. Large laundry room. $419,000

bath home. 1,652 square feet. Light &
bright living room w/ woodstove & slider
to large deck. 2 kitchens & Oak floors.
View & private deck from master bed-
room. Driveway & garage below. $415,000
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Cozy bungalow with view located in the West
Hills. Large private lot in great neighborhood.
Updated, skylights and hardwood floors. Light
and bright kitchen with tons of windows. Full
unfinished basement. $399,500.

Wonderful Vermont Hills home! Living
room w/ hardwoods, fireplace & bay
window. 4 BR, 2 BA. Bonus rooms on lower
level. Huge deck overlooking level fenced
yard. Hot tub and large shop. $389,000

Multnemah Village
o .

Cozy Bungalow w/view located in Multno-
mah Village. Living room with hardwood
floors and fireplace. Master bedroom up-

stairs with full bath. Unfinished basement.

Great yard with deck. $375,000

H#Hillsdale

Wonderful location near Robert Gray &
dog park. Quiet street. Large private deck
off new gourmet kitchen. Theatre room in
lower level. Climate controlled wine room.

Excellent value! $374,900

Bridlemile

Outstanding value for the location. Perfect
house for the first time buyers who want
the opportunity to be in the Bridlemile
School District. 3 bedrooms, 2 baths. 2
Master Suites on the main level. $339,900

Capitol #ill

3 BD, 2 BA home with hardwoods. Private
fenced back yard, light & bright with family
room and den. Just blocks to Custer Park &
Multnomah Village. $337,500.
Chris Malcolm

A

Spotless one level home near Lewis &
Clark College and Tryon Creek Park. 3
bedrooms, 2 baths. Vaulted ceilings, cozy
family room with woodstove. Sliders to
private backyard and deck. Located in
quiet cul-de-sac. $334,000

HMultnomeh

Only 3 Units Left!! Totally renovated
townhomes in Multnomah Village. 1 & 2
bedrooms. Solid slab granite countertops,

bamboo floors, new bathroom, new
plumbing & wiring. Affordable living with

class and style. $159,900 - $209,900

A downatiown is made to Neighborhood House, tne., with each sale.
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