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Virus poses challenge for Warm Springs students

Some families without
internet access

By JACKSON HOGAN
Bend Bulletin

WARM SPRINGS — In the West Hills
neighborhood of Warm Springs, a group of
kids, from young elementary students to a
recent high school graduate, walk briskly
toward an SUV and school bus parked at a
dead-end.

Warm Springs community liaison Butch
David and bus driver Erica Crossan, who work
for the local school district, step out and hand
the students packets filled with papers, each
marked with the student’s name. The pair then
place a row of cardboard boxes, filled to the
brim with books sorted by reading level, and a
couple boxes of T-shirts on the dusty street. The
students leaf through the books and T-shirts to
make their selections before walking home.

For about two months, this was a biweekly
ritual for some students who normally attend
the Warm Springs K-8 Academy, particularly
those whose families lack an internet con-
nection needed to engage in online distance
learning.

Even in normal times, the academy is in a
unique position. No local public school in Ore-
gon serves a larger number or a higher per-
centage of Native American students — nearly
90% of them identify as such.

And the school with the second-most Native
American students in Oregon is the high school
the academy feeds into: Madras High School.

More than 95% of Warm Springs K-8 Acad-
emy students received free or reduced-price
lunch, according to the state. And the school
has historically struggled to engage students
and prepare them for high school. The school
district saw some success recently, but then the
pandemic struck.

The packet drop-offs didn’t reach all fam-
ilies, particularly those who live on the outer
reaches of the sprawling Native American res-
ervation. Its 27,000 acres, home to nearly 3,000
members of the Confederated Tribes of Warm
Springs, contain some of the highest poverty
rates in Oregon.

Drop-offs were held miles from those fami-
lies’ homes, and some didn’t have the means or
time to come pick up books and packets.

“Maybe they don’t have the transportation
to get to the drop-off sites ... It’s not like we’re
driving house to house,” said Lana Leonard,
another of the school district’s Warm Springs
community liaisons. “Hopefully, they all have
internet access. I’m afraid they’re going to fall
behind.”

The Jefferson County School District, cen-
tered about an hour north of Bend, has for years
worked to build strong connections between
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students and school staff such as teachers,
coaches or community liaisons.

Administrators have touted these relation-
ships as a major reason why graduation rates at
Madras High School — which serves students
from Warm Springs and the small town of
Metolius as well as the county seat of Madras
— have improved greatly in recent years.
Graduation rates for the district’s Native Amer-
ican students in particular rose from 39% to
71% in three years. The statewide graduation
rate for Native American and Pacific Islander
students is less than 68%.

Equity gap becomes evident

But when COVID-19 forced Jefferson
County students to learn from their homes,
school district leaders worried those con-
nections would erode, particularly for stu-
dents in Warm Springs, where some families
don’t have internet access or even cell service.
The Warm Springs Police Department had to
hand-deliver worksheet packets to a few fam-
ilies in very remote areas, and that didn’t hap-
pen on a regular basis, according to a school
district spokesperson.

“This whole crisis, it certainly served to
show us that not everybody has equal access,”
said Georgia Boethin, a third grade teacher at
the Warm Springs K-8 Academy. “There’s a
definite equity gap, and this made it glaringly
evident.”

At least 40% of families in the Jefferson
County School District don’t have an adequate
internet connection, proper electronic devices
to access the internet or both, according to a
district survey. The school district could not
provide specific data for families from Warm
Springs.

To keep student-teacher connections strong
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Jackson Hogan/Bend Bulletin
Jefferson County School District bus driver Erica Crossman, right, watches as students select
books, school materials and T-shirts at a designated drop-off site in the West Hills neighborhood
of Warm Springs.

after the school closed, Warm Springs K-8
Academy Principal Bambi Van Dyke — in her
first year leading the school of 606 students —
ordered teachers to try to have phone conver-
sations with students and families at least twice
a week. School counselors also made them-
selves available remotely, and some teachers
set up “office hours” when students could call
and ask questions.

Van Dyke and Superintendent Ken Parshall
praised staff and families for trying to main-
tain these relationships, despite the obstacles of
no internet connection or rough cell service for
some.

“I do believe most of our staff, students, and
families did their best through this challenge,
but most also realize this is not best for our stu-
dents and their learning going forward,” Par-
shall wrote in an email.

Teachers and parents said that, to their sur-
prise, in some ways, the need for teachers and
students to connect in new and more challeng-
ing ways during their unprecedented time apart
strengthened their connections to some fami-
lies, in terms of the relationship. Instructional
progress was clearly interrupted but not com-
pletely halted in most cases, they said.

Bonds grow

Chris Van Atta, a sixth-grade teacher at the
K-8 Academy, said she and other teachers cre-
ated a collaborative system to make sure they
were connected to Warm Springs families. If
one teacher couldn’t get in touch with a stu-
dent, perhaps another teacher who taught a
younger sibling could reach them, Van Atta
said.

Van Atta and her students’ families devel-
oped strong bonds through overcoming the
challenges of remote schooling, she said. And
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she said other teachers felt similarly.

“I have to say, it was really interesting to see
how the bonds between schools and families
grew, Van Atta said.

Some parents of K-8 Academy students
praised their teachers’ willingness to go above
and beyond to keep in touch with their students.

Jane Stwyer said her daughter, who is in
Georgia Boethin’s third-grade class at the
K-8 Academy, was crushed when she learned
COVID-19 would keep her out of the class-
room. The 9-year-old adored Boethin, she said.

But Boethin and other staff members at the
school have been persistent in reaching out to
help Stwyer’s daughter with her schoolwork
and her sadness, Stwyer said.

“If she needs any help with her summer
packet or needs to talk with a counselor about
her depression of missing out on school, I can
give (Boethin) a call and she’d be glad to help
us,” she said. “It’s good to hear my youngest
daughter has support.”

Gunner Herkshan had mixed experiences
staying in contact with the teachers of his two
children. His daughter’s third-grade teacher
consistently checked in with them, he said. The
teacher even wrote a postcard to Herkshan’s
youngest child, who is only 5 and not a student
at the K-8 Academy yet.

But Herkshan’s family had much less suc-
cess getting in touch with his son’s sixth-grade
teacher — although Herkshan didn’t seem too
concerned about how that would affect his
son’s schooling.

“She just didn’t reply to the emails. It took
a couple weeks to get back to my wife,” Herk-
shan said of the teacher. But he called his son
“a whiz kid.”

“He’s getting good grades anyway,” he said.

Wesley Charley, a fifth-grader at the K-8
Academy, said he never heard from his teacher
during the spring.

“We don’t get no teacher,” he said.

Boethin, who just left the small Eastern Ore-
gon town of John Day last year to teach third
grade at the K-8 Academy, had little trouble
keeping in touch with her students’ families.

“I can’t be more pleased with the connec-
tion I made with families, the way they stepped
up to the plate and took this on,” Boethin said.

Jefferson County School District leaders
don’t have any concrete plans yet for contin-
ued learning for the rest of June and July. The
school district is still considering whether it can
offer some traditional summer school opportu-
nities in August, according to Superintendent
Parshall.

Although Warm Springs K-8 Academy
teachers have been vigilant about calling fami-
lies this spring, they won’t be required to do so
over the summer, said Van Dyke.

“We’re giving them a little break from all
of that,” she said. I think it’s a well-deserved
break on both ends.”
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