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Eugene is considered by many to be the education capital of Oregon. We have much to be proud of in our local schools. Most of our youngest students are getting off to an excellent start. In fact, nearly 90% of our elementary students meet or exceed state benchmarks in reading.  

What happens, though, as these students get older?  How many of those students are prepared for success by the time the reach high school? The troubling truth is that one out of four students are not able to meet state reading standards by the time they enter high school.  Across the state, the situation is even worse.  In the Eugene School District, students perform better than their counterparts across the state, but that’s not good enough to ensure success for all students in high school and beyond.  

How can we bridge the gap between the promising years of elementary school and the challenges faced by so many of our high school students? The answer lies in our middle schools.

In elementary school students learn how to read.  In middle school they need to use reading to learn. If students fail to make this transition, they begin to lose ground and fall behind. By eighth grade, only 74% of our students possess the reading skills they need to succeed.

In middle school, students have to do more than just read simple text. They need to be able to interpret, analyze and expand on what they’ve read. Textbook content becomes much more complex.  Students need to understand words used in a various contexts and to develop a broader vocabulary.  They also need to improve the speed at which they read in order to be prepared for high school level work. 
The good news is that by focusing on middle school literacy, we have a chance to better prepare students for high school, college and the workforce. That’s why middle school literacy is the focus of a new community effort called the Eugene Partnership for Student Success. 

Our goal is to create stronger readers and better learners. We aim to improve the ability of all middle school students to use reading to learn. That means teaching students critical reading strategies and encouraging them to read more and to read a wide variety of materials. 

This is a call to the community. These young people will be in the workforce in just a few years. As a community, we have a responsibility to make sure these children do not fall further behind. 

Our community needs to set high expectations for students. Teachers need help reaching every child. Schools need partners who can extend their capacity to boost middle school literacy. And we as a community need to know we are doing everything we can for the future of these students and the future of our economy.

Our middle schools are ready to respond. Over the last year, all Eugene middle school students were assessed in reading and comprehension skills.  Using new diagnostic tools developed in collaboration with the University of Oregon, we now can pinpoint where a student is having trouble with reading and make appropriate interventions to help students improve. 

Over the last few years, the Eugene School District has made a concerted effort to assist struggling readers at the elementary school level.  Our goal now is to expand this effort at the middle school level.

The Eugene Partnership for Student Success provides a way for all of us to make a difference:

· Come into our schools and volunteer as a tutor or mentor for a student;

· Work directly with our middle schools on activities to improve literacy;

· Provide a financial contribution toward literacy kits or curriculum materials;

· Provide incentives for students to read;

· Encourage your employees or associates to become involved with our schools;

· Work with us to raise the level of interest and understanding in the community about this issue.

The Eugene Partnership for Student Success will kick-off this effort with a Community Forum this Tuesday, April 13, from 4:30 – 6 pm in Mallard Hall (725 W. 1st Avenue).  This forum is place to talk about ideas and the resources we can bring as a community to help students succeed.

Please join us. Enlist your church or service club, your co-workers, your friends, your sports team or club. How can you and your organization step up to make sure middle school students become stronger readers and better learners?

Gary Pierpoint, Umpqua Bank Senior Vice-President, and, George Russell, Superintendent of the Eugene School District 4J are co-chairs of Eugene’s Partnership for Student Success. The project is a collaboration of the school district and E3: Employers for Education Excellence, a statewide non-profit promoting high academic standards and strong community involvement to prepare all Oregon students for success in post-secondary education and employment.
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