Project OMEGA:

A Winning Approach for At-risk Teens

In o iradivional, affluent subur-
ban high school with a largely college
bound student body and a wacked
curriculum, our s-risk stodens 100 ofien
Decame trapped in e remedial classes,
Thut began w ¢hange in 199 wiwkn
Project OMEGA was Borm in the heart of
English teacher Jeff Levin, Concerned
about the intimidated and frostrated
demeanos the studens in his Basic
classes demonstrated, he became
convinced thal thelr lack of sell-esteem
prevented thein taking active responsibdl-
ity for their own secoess, befl envisioned
o prrograns for undernclievers it wisild
be codperative rather than competitive,
focusing on builking self-esteem through
goal-seming and waching susdents
effective learning swategies.

Soon OMEGA grew o a leam
effon o build a “echool-within-a-whoal”
Tor tsese studenis, to rethink and
redesign the way these sudents inter-
acted with <tafl, with the curmicalum, ane
with cach other, Bone of the underlying
concepds are new of revolutionary,
OMEBEGA won the State Farm Innovators
in Education Award for the way il
combined them bn a restnaciuned process
designed 1o help at-nisk sudents realire
iheir Tull polential. Thanks to the
reflective practitioners who safl the
program, OMECRA continues o grovw
anid change, allering and adding compo.
nemls ws necded,

OMECA s an acronym thal stamds
for “Chpponunity, Motivation, Esieem,
Goals, Achievement™, lollow-up studics
of is alamnd validate it tile!

Our Mission
The Prisject OMEGA mdssion is
privited and ciserbaved feoall stedents,
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parcnts, and prospective pamicipants:

1. To guide students 10 bocome moie
aware of their own creative abilities.

2. To enable students to be actively
responsible for their own success,

A, To proamiote all papects of siudents’
wilIness—inchading physical, social,
and emotienal wellness,

The program s feunded on the
beliel that the tvpe of keamers DMEGA
targets will benefit from this bearning
civironment, that the positive coondi.
naled emphasis on schievement and self-
eateem will help to kesp thege gludents
pnterested i leaming and in realizing
success w Clenbard West, The active
involvement of staff and parents encour-
pges those resulis

The goal of Project OMEGA is
that, by the end of their freshman year,
students will be prepared 10 enroll in as
many regular level courses as possible,
Studens will have acquired leaming
strategies and positive ottimdes about
themeelves o learmers — bt of which
will become the foundation of their
lalure successes.

Student Population
The sudeni population inclades 30
stodents selected on (e basis of the
following eriteria:
recommendation of thelr egighth grade
teachers ancfor counselon because of
their special potential for success
which they have ned vel realized in
areas awch aa school ailendance, sell
esleem development, academic
achisvemen positive peer nelation-
ships, and bealthy sititudes abou
learning and schooling;
performanee in reading that is ot beas
1w o mmore veirs below grade level,
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Center [or ProblensBased Leamibog by

Ellen Jo Ljung
and
Marsha Blackwell

Traditionally, students like these
would have entered owr Basic track for
academic content classes and remalned
there, OMEGA works to change this,

Program Design

Project OMEGA has a team of
comlanl anea fenchers along with o
HKeading Specialist'Coordinator, Marsha
Blackwell, and & counselor; we plan
together to meet the needs of all of the
slpdems. Selected students ensoll in
OMEGA classes insiead of regular Basic
clasies, amwd ihe OMEGA leachers plan
parallel and related insinuction, Classes
affered include English, math, science,
el world geography. Thanks o this
coopdinatlen, students no longer musl
study eontent matenal in isolation,
Teachers eollaborate to make the
curriculum leamer appropriate, model
enthusiasm and commitmen, stake
leaming objectives &t the owteel, add
variety and active leaming siralegies,
induce curiosity, encourage academic
risk taking, and plan for success,

In acleivion e dhair ORMECA
content closses, all OMEGA students
participate in & full pericd Seminar each
day to explore the following:

leaming-10-leam study strategics that
enable students to be more efficient,
eflective leamers;

i cammunications workshog with
Lisa Seavers that inclodes deskiogp
publishing their own newsleter and a
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i comnfery of Ellew Jo Ifung, Cilemband Wend ITigh Sehool

reading workshop,
personalfsocial development issues;
|.'|.r|s-ir|3. prCessLng, and social
meraciion akills

In Semismas Sludents and Vsl alvo
participale in special projects, build
meivation, and emphasize gonl selting
and wellness habis,

il Boss, the OMEGA counse-
lor, conndinales the team's efforts e help
studdents, |ler rales include:

addvascate for students with other stalf
memberi indermediate step belone
dean comact;

arganiser of “Clowns Apains Dogs,”
traning OMECA students to partici-
pate i presentations o local eleman
iy sehoals;

cosrdinatas of speakers for panensl
astalings;

comnact person 1o speak w0 parenis
ahoul their stedents” academic
progeess on a pegalar basis;
coordinstoes of the wse of school
suppat stdl (social worker, peyehalo-
pist, and their intems) who create
groups o build effective and oppropri-
e skills for social iMeraction as wel|
ns suppon groups for shudents whose
parents wre divorcing. {Note: These
proups mre open b0 general popula
o, offenng OMEGA studenis ihe
OppomuRily (0 inegrate into a larger
communily.

Maaighly parent meetings affer
speakers who address such issees as
substance afise, positive pareny!
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adolescent relation:
ships, amd 50 00, We
also hodd quanerly
nssemilics to honor
student schievement
will specific awards;
parents are imyited,
Iiw Blay the pnnul
bamguet, held off-
campat, celebrates
ihe sccomplisfhiments
ol all DMEGA
students. The team
Bomeers Pwes students
wilh apecial plaguees, <o for high
achievement and one {05 grentest
improvement,

Adthough schedules may vary
somewhal, the bdeal OMIBGA schedule
this year frees up ihe midday for the
communily to gather as & whole in the
Sucly Strategies and Cioal Seting
Seminur, Perladds two and three wee for
wirld geography and English; afier
Seminar and lunch, stdents ke math
and science. The first and last periods of
ithe day are reserved for electives.

Problem-Based Learning:
Our Newest Innovation

Last fall Ellen Ljung, & member ol
the Hlineds Network of Problem-Based
Learning Educators, bed ahe OMEG A
team theougl training in Problem-Biased
Leaming (PBL) design and implemenia-
tirn i a day long eetreat. Determined to
kelp students acquire and use lighei
kevel thinking skills and mecet bearmer
outcomes, the group designed he
following prodlem:
v can we redesign and wiifize the
Vesrureddewel! propertivs ol Morih
Avenier aoned Cileer Ellwa Roadd (0 suele o
Wiy thart we can celebrare cudturad
diveriiiy, bl commpnity cooperation,
imturee rafery, develop an economically
!r.l'_.l"-m:l-ri.rl'm'ng i e, and Jrnn'iqir
Jun recrealtonel apporfianiiies el ane
apprealing to ils iser

Students met the problem through
it lenter from o fictional chairman of g
lszal “Community Kelatons Conni-
tee.” They delined the problem and

pdentilied iwsues bo explore on their gquest
for & solutson, using mind maps and a
Eoniwi N esd-1o- Know brainsonming
appioach, These groups included
“Phiysacal Layoan,™ “Cultore Chib,™
“Eeancanies angd Sponsorship,” “satery
wndl Securnty,” wnd “Media” Thesa
resewrchers made contacts with local
officals, mealiors, business people, elo
Then they encoantered a “thinking log,"”
anciber letter which rechaped the
profdem (as so often happens in real
litey, Alter regrouping, students contin
el thels research, including site vislis
and w panel presentation by villiges
afficials wham studems questioned,

Shiring their findings from groug
research, students then proposed and
evalusied varous solotbong, I'lllal]:.
eelecting the most promdsing propocsl,
They precented this propasal to o task
[arce |.'|1I||.|!||:|5.-:'|.1 ol ui1l|u.;d:' gfTichnls and
agher coanmunlly members, The task
lorre I":"h['l-l'll'll!-l'!l:' VETY posil ivnrf I
stisddemnes” involvement in o eriticol-
I||I||.L|||H. real-hife ]l,'..1r1|i||y_ eRpenenLe,
Lunng the SPAAE SEmester, the [enm
will repseal & sumalated wial duning &
Crramanal Justice unit, revisiiing elements
af the FRIL [rBCess,

The OMEGA Community:
Students, Parents, and Staff

Farticipation i Project QRECA
recuargs the commatment of parcnns ad
will as vudents. Parents are involved
from the very beginning as they, along
wilh their snsdents, decide to paticipate
They then SIgR & comract promising io;

e eelerate absences pnd turdingss,

discdver thenr child's leaswing s1vle.
he ponl-oriented,

fieel bt childs special gifis

help thieir child leam from mistkes,
steess the importance of homewaork

Phe OMEGA tall maintaing
regular comtact with parends, and hinlds
miectings and celehralory gatherings of
slafl, parents, and students, This
pornership resulie in improved, suppo-
ive relntionships nmong siudents,
pareinls, asd teachars and in s gifican
academue and personal! social develop
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meenl for sbusdenis,

In addition w the participating
sdents, parents, and s1alf, & cadre of
olher studenls hai bocoans & suppon
petwadk for ONMBGA studems. These
“aianciates” oome in duning Senunar to
wiork with enrolled stadems as peer
tutors, MNot only do they assist stadents
with their homework, bat they sefve os
meniors pnd pole madels, Since many
OMEGA stmbents carry the bagpage of
past failures, the positve primde and
enthusiosm of these pecr ttors offer an
aliemative vision of school,

Evaluation

Project OMEGA combines
traditional and nomracitienn] methads of
aspessment o evaluate stiudem progres,
The priscess includes Tour gencral
companents: a iraditional grade baced on
fesls, quizees, hamework, and daily
wiork; a porifolio grade 10 showcase
students’ best work; an OMEGA grade
based on altendance, Coageration,
organization, goal sening, scll-asiess-
mien, group dynanics, and belavion
and & cooperalive leamingyd groug wark
prade. We stnve for 4 balance belween
the program’s supporive aspects and s
acpdemic areas, The abm (4 00 pursaas o
holistic approach by emphasizing
process as well as produce,

The success of U progrum Haell s
evalumed regularly by anecdotal nots-
tions and comaments from ihe shisdents,
their parents, wd their weachers, The
success of snwdents participating in
Prosject OMEGA i ihe 19921963 and
143 1990 sehool vears bas been tracked
oy thie district o see how these students
have Tared in the regular progeam,

IFowr b Class of 1996, 60 is enciting
o pote that OMEGA slumnd Taned well
in English their junor year, Two thinds
of thase enralled i Hegular Junios
English received a grade of © or betber,
arvd all of them passed 1he coure. Filly
percent of ihose enrodbed in American
Squdies, an aliemative opliin iRkegraling
American Literature and American
History in a two-hour! two-credit Course,
received a grade of € or beiter. Thirty-

iwo percent of the alumai enmlled in
American Studies did rail; moss of those
students, bowever, lacked 1he scademic
suppont system offered by OMEGA
during the transition. All of our students
pasted their math classes, and all of
those enrolled in Regular LIS History
passed a3 well, The four students who
took Chemistry passed.

About one third of our students
remained in Basic classes for English
and Secinl Studies, All of those students
pssiel English, twa thirds with o O o
Fsptter; almost eighty percen passed U5
Higtory, We are awaiting final analysis
ol statistics for s class of 1995, These
glatistics confirm that academile supporn
frem our Leaming Strategies Cener is
highly comelated with student success

Hopes for the Future

We are already working on
increasing the number of peer nors, We
also hope 1o add an additional layer, a
mentonng program in which OMEGA
alumnai help coment OhIEGA students,
becoming mwdels for success while
gaining funther affinmation themselves,
In mddition, we're exploning a pariner-
ship with retined community members
who might serve as additional mentors
and tutors, The powerful extension of
our community during PBL, when givie
lewders wnd local businessmen Became
invalved in the progrium, i3 & feature we
would like to expamd, Since there is a
Inigh comrelation botween LSO sugspsst
and fulure academic suecess, we kpe W
expand the LSC component, An alumni
rewnbon 5wl bn e works ) we believe
ihat such & gathering would celebrae the
community of learmers and suppor the
suceesses of individuals.

Project OMEGA represents a
significant invovation at Glenbard Wel
High School. The school-within-a-school
approach to at-mik stedents, giving them
ihe tools and skills they need to succeed,
andl the pantnership among the team
members (including studemts and
parents) has resulied in greater succeds
aindd @ meode positive school expenenis
for many students,
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Imerested individuals are invited 1o
wille or call to leam mone aboul Project
OMEGA. Visits are encouraged as well.

Ellen Jo Ejung is an English/PBL
teactaer, member of the Wiinos Problem
Rased Learming Nerwvors, and o PRI
st developer af Glenberd Wert High
Kehoo!, 870 Crescent B, Gler Ellyn,
I A AT AREaR- S8, Faxs AakAdn9.
TR

Marcha Rlackwell (s the Title T Irecior
{ Prafect OMEGA and Learming
Stradegies Center) ar Glenbyrd West
Migk Scliea!, 600 Cretoent Blid., Gilen
Ellyn, B GOFIT 6 00658 860, Fay:
EIAGE 1615,

A the State Farm
Innovaters in Educa-

| tion Award in January,

| 190, The Invdowatons in Bducation
Award bs the reglonal complement
to Stote Farm's national Crood
Meighbor Award, The progrum was
developed by Stile Farm Insurance
in cooperition with llineds ASCD 1o
recogniee clemantury, middle level,
wnel secondary leachers for team-
wirtk in teaching, invilvemem in
Useir prodession, innovation, and
Feadership, The nward includes @
minniary contrbution for continoed
devalopment of the project, public
recopnition and opporiunitics Tor
publication and presemiation of the
project, TASCD divects and coordi-

| pales the nominstion and selection

| process, For futher information,
| CArlac
L

D, Donald Kachur
IASCD

IMirais Siabe university
Campus Box 5300
MMormal, [L 61790-3300
N4 IR-B 104

T - e e —

17




