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Wallowa schools examine charter options

Wallowa County Chieftain

By Kathleen Ellyn
Wallowa County Chieftain

Wallowa School District
is investigating the value of
converting from a public
school to a charter school.
A public meeting with
Steve Kelly, an Oregon
School Board Association
moderator, and the Wallowa
School Board was held last
week to kick off the dis-
cussion. Approximately 24
attended.

“This really is the begin-
ning of a conversation,”
Kelley said. “The commu-
nity and the school district
get together and talk about
what they would like to
become. It’s almost a revi-
talization or a rebirth.”

The board examined the
idea because the school is
facing myriad challenges,
said school board member
Polly Devore.

“Small rural schools
the size of ours are going
to charter,” she said. “It’s
an opportunity to have a
restart for our school. It’s
a way for the community,
staff and students to get
excited about their school.
We wanted to bring this to
the community to find out
what their thoughts are.”

Members of the school
board began researching
the idea by calling super-
intendents of eastern Ore-
gon schools that have
transitioned from public
schools to charter schools
to interview them about the
experience.

Only  superintendents
with experience in both
public and charter schools
were interviewed.

So far, all of the reports
gathered have been entirely
positive and even when
pressed to come up with a
negative, school adminis-
trators of other area char-
ter schools could not do

so, said Wallowa School
Board member  Carrie
Hermens.

“When you get your
charter, you have to have
a focus and direction that
your community and school
has decided on,” she said.
“I interviewed the superin-
tendent of Pine Eagle and
she said it was really won-
derful how the process
brought the community and
the school together. It got
everyone on the same page
and got everyone think-
ing and everyone really
excited. She said that was
the most beneficial, thing

and it is still helping their
school today.”

There are 124 charter
schools in the state. As of
2011, charter schools were
required to define their
focus as general, contem-
porary public education
curriculum;  progressive,
child-centered, democratic,
normative; specialized,
trade specific, content spe-
cific; or traditional, peren-
nial or essentialist. Charter
schools often have multiple
orientations.

Imbler Charter School
is traditional, Joseph Char-
ter School is general, Pine
Eagle is also general.

While emphasizing
that no decisions had been
or could be taken with-
out more conversations
with the community, Dave
Flynn, Wallowa School
Board chairman, said that
the board had no plans to
hire uncertified teachers,
which is allowed for char-
ter schools.

Several WSD students
have gone on to top col-
leges and making sure cred-
its transfer to those schools
is important to the board
and the community.

Another public meeting
will be scheduled.

Key features of a charter school

e The school remains
accredited  provided  key
courses are offered and

licensed teachers teach them.
The list of state goals for char-
ter schools includes provid-
ing new professional oppor-
tunities for teachers. Wallowa
leaders have said they value
their accreditation; they have
had students accepted in Ivy
League colleges and will not
hamper any student’s chances.

* Some courses at char-
ter schools may be taught by
members of the public — art-
ists, musicians or qualified
mechanics teaching art, music
or shop. These citizen teach-
ers must be registered with the
state but need not have teach-
ing certificates.

* State colleges have histor-
ically accepted credits earned
in citizen-taught classes, but
some larger colleges have
not. Wallowa has indicated it
would have teacher and par-
ent support before hiring non-
licensed teachers, even for
electives.

* The school is run accord-
ing to the guidelines of a char-
ter drawn up by parents, edu-
cators and administrators.

Building strong working rela-
tionships between educators,
parents and community is a
key in the Charter Schools
Act.

* The charter school has a
board that is overseen by the
regular elected school board:
citizens still have elected offi-
cials on their school board to
hold accountable.

¢ Schools may choose a
“focus” or even more than
one focus such as business
technology or arts and sci-
ences. But they need not
choose a focus and, unless
parents and community say
otherwise, Wallowa will
likely remain a general educa-
tion school. Responding to stu-
dent, teacher and parent inter-
ests will remain a focus even
if the public rejects the char-
ter school idea. Administrators
have already added business
courses and are examining
more ways to improve their
offerings.

* Charter schools get from
80 to nearly 100 percent of
state money per student pub-
lic school students receive.
When a district school changes
to charter, the amount is often

near 100 percent. The lower
amount is usually paid to
experimental  schools  with
some nonlicensed teachers.

¢ Charter schools may com-
pete for students, and students
may move to charter schools
without permission from their
home district. Students may
also transfer out of a char-
ter school to another school
without permission. Wallowa
hopes to lure back some stu-
dents who transferred to Enter-
prise or Joseph for arts or
other courses by offering those
courses.

* A federal start up grant can
be substantial — $250,000 to
$450,000 — and a school that
spends wisely can capitalize
on this, usually by improving
technology. Schools approved
to be charted by a sponsor may
receive planning subgrants up
to $100,000. Other grants from
state or nonprofits are avail-
able to charter schools. Wal-
lowa may be well positioned
because it is a small rural
school with an excellent grad-
uation rate and a high per-
centage of students go on to
college or trade school with
scholarships.
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There were already three
rented apartments in the build-
ing, and now all four are filled.
Downstairs he built two retail
spaces replete with high effi-
ciency heating and electric,
combined with historic pres-
ervation of Bowlby Stone
walls and wood floors. It’s a
style that reflects the marriage
of values Wallowa County
is struggling to embrace —
modernity with a nod to his-
tory and an open and enthusi-
astic love of character.

Now, he’s tackling another
historic Bowlby Stone build-
ing at the corner of Main
and River streets with plans
to put a dozen apartments
upstairs and several retail
spaces downstairs.

Although McKee has
a passion for restoring the
downtown blocks of Enter-
prise, he’s steely-eyed about
making the restoration pen-
cil out.

“There are a lot of dif-
ferent factors I look at,” he
said. “Number one is inven-
tory. There’s a lot of low-in-
come housing here. But there
is no middle-income or high-
er-income  housing  here.
When you want to increase
your economic trajectory,
you need to entice middle-
and high-income people here
because they are the real
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Andy McKee’s latest project in downtown Enterprise is on one of the city’s busiest corners.

stimulus to economies.”
McKee Brothers are stay-
ing out of the low-income
housing market for three rea-
sons: low-income housing
is already available in the
county; there are problems
associated with low-income
housing with regard to some
renters taking personal own-
ership of their space — prob-
lems they want to avoid; and
a business model relying on
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federal money is a recipe for
disaster.

“I don’t like building a
business model around gov-
ernment money and gov-
ernment policy because, as
we know, they change their
mind. It’s not like where
businesses change direction,
and it’s well anticipated. All
of a sudden, with no advance
warning, the government can
say ‘we’re ending funding
for next year.’”

His business model, which
relies on the apartments for
the base income, allows him
to be patient with regard to
filling the commercial spaces
he’s creating.

“I think we’re about two
years ahead of the curve in
Enterprise with regard to
commercial space,” McKee
said. But he sees the curve.

“Everything I'm seeing
in the county, I think prop-
erty values are going to
skyrocket.”

He doesn’t foresee Enter-
prise being Joseph or even
competing with Joseph — it
will retain its own character.
He’s got dreams about that,
and he can’t explain why he’s
so committed to the city other
than it is home.

“We live here,” he said.
“The reason we moved here
is for a good environment to
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Let the magic begin. The interior of a building before Andy
McKee sets out to modernize while simultaneously restoring

the historical look.

raise our children. We want
the community to know that
we’re committed to spend-
ing money in the commu-
nity and improving our com-
munity because we live here
and we’re members of the
community.”

As a Wallowa Countian,
he looks at Enterprise and
feels depressed.

“It’s sad,” he said. “Right
now people get here, and
they don’t even give Enter-
prise a second look because it
looks like a ghost town.”

But where others see
Enterprise as a glass half
empty, McKee sees it as
half full and believes there’s
a pitcher approaching that
glass.

“To me, downtown Enter-
prise has so much untapped
potential and downtown
Joseph kind of at it’s max-
imum capacity as far as
growth,” he said. “Every-
thing that I’'m seeing, given

the growth in tourism,
(makes me ask) where is that
going to spill over? To me,
that’s going to be Enterprise
— and that’s our investment
model.”

So far, the McKee broth-
ers are mostly renting to
people who have moved in
from larger cities. Many are
younger individuals with
professional careers. They
once needed the amenities
of a big city for their careers,
but now they have the tech-
nology to work remotely.

McKee sees success ahead
for his own business model,
but for the folks looking to
buy a single-family home
“it’s going to get a lot worse
before it gets better,” he said.
“People are coming in and
overpaying because com-
pared to other places, the
prices in Wallowa County are
cheap. Property values are
now out of reach for 90 per-
cent of the people.”

ELECTRICAL

y & PLUMBING SUPPLIES

PUMPS - IRRIGATION

HARDWARE- APPLIANCE PARTS

—

-

YV |

@ Speed nu::a 7

201 E. Hwy 82 « Enterprise
541-426-0320

Sales & Service
Hours: Mon-Fri 8 a.m. - 5 p.m.

Indoor
oy
mel = Ouvutdoor
Any Season
We've Got You Covered!

Ed Staub & Sons

Energy. Community. Service.

Convenient Delivery * Residential « Commercial * Industrial




