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Seniors beat expectations

Private school’ sfirst graduates embrace work-hard philosophy

| 1-866-740-1351

By TODD MURPHY
The Tribune

Issue date: Tue, Jun 14, 2005

Sam Ford isstarting towear hishair in cornrows again. Not everything is
different from the kid he was four years ago.

But as he proudly walked across the stage of a North Portland church early Saturday
afternoon — to the cheers of friends and family and the other members of the first-
ever graduating class of De La Salle North Catholic High School — he was walking a
path entirely different from the one he seemed destined to tread afew years ago.

Thisfall, Ford will be going off to Lane Community College in Eugene, on afull-
ride scholarship. He eventually hopes to transfer to the University of Oregon and study
business.

And, among his classmates, he won't be alone. Fifty-two of the 55 members of De
La Salle North’sfirst graduating class are going off to college. Together, they’ ve won
more than $2.2 million in college scholarships.

Based on the depressing demographics of education and society these days, most of
these kids weren't supposed to make it to high school graduation — much less get
anywhere near a college campus.

Roughly eight of 10 of De La Salle North’ s graduates live in North and Northeast
Portland; about 50 percent are black, Latino, Asian or Native American. Eight of 10
come from families whose incomeis so low they qualify for free or reduced-price
school lunches.

But after four years of work, four years of two hours' homework every day, four
years of girls wearing skirts and heels to school and boys wearing white shirts and ties
— and no cornrows — all but afew De La Salle North graduates will become college
studentsthisfall. They’ll be attending Concordia University in Portland, Hofstra
University in New Y ork, and more than 30 other colleges and community collegesin
between.

“1I’m not a parent, but | feel like a proud parent,” De La Salle North biology teacher
Carrie Coleman said as students were finishing final tests at the school late last week.
“Thisis nothing short of wonderful.”
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An unexpected pleasure

The number of graduates going on to college has surprised even De La Salle North
leaders, who opened the school at 7654 N. Delaware Ave. in thefall of 2001. But it
hasn’t surprised them too much.

“Thisis a place about realizing opportunity and realizing potential,” said Principal
John Huelskamp.

Opportunity and potentia are developed in some unconventional ways at De La
Salle North. The most notable: Students attend classes four days aweek, for about 10
1/2 months ayear. On the fifth day of the week, they work afull day at one of 55 loca
businesses and corporations that now participate in the school’ s “ corporate internship”
program.

DeLaSalle North’s program is modeled on Cristo Rey Jesuit High School in
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Chicago. De La Salle North became only the second such high school in the nation
when it opened four years ago; now, there are almost a dozen similar schools
nationwide.

The work helps students pay for their schooling. About 70 percent of the $9,500
annual cost of educating one De La Salle North student is paid for through that
student’ sinternship work, De La Salle North officials said.

But the internships have value far beyond the money they bring, said school
President Matt Powell.

“Kids redlize that these people (in professional jobs) aren’t redly any different than
they are,” he said. “They just had different opportunities. When our kids make that
connection, it’s powerful.”

The internship money, combined with other fundraising, helps the school keep
tuition and fees low — about $2,500 ayear. Still, about two-thirds of De La Salle
North students receive financia aid from the school; about one-third pay almost
nothing for tuition and fees.

A shock to the system

Even with the money issues resolved, entering De La Salle North freshmen often
face a shock.

Often, they’ve come from middle-school lives where they seldom did homework,
where they thought little about life beyond the 3 p.m. end of the school day.

At DelLaSalle North, they crash into a program with that dress code. A program
with seven-and-a-half hour school days, with that extrawork day, and with a school
year that runs from mid-August to mid-June.

“It was avery hard adjustment,” said Ve' Jon J Ray Seamster, a graduating senior
who attended Tubman Middle School and a Portland alternative school before
beginning his freshman year at De La Salle North.

About 18 members of that first, 2001 freshman class didn’t make it to Saturday’s
graduation, Powell said — some because their families moved away, some probably
because of the school’ s academic demands.

“We'rereally asking kids to embrace a culture of education,” Powell said. “Andit’s
not for everybody.”

But students soon learn that they’ re not alone in the struggle. They learn how
devoted De La Salle North teachers are to their education, and to their lives,

Huel skamp said. Coleman said teachers remember the ideals of St. John Baptist DelLa
Salle, who started similar schools in poor areas of France in the 17th century: “Touch
kids' hearts. Once you win their hearts, you can touch their minds.”

Ford, talking proudly in his cap and gown before graduation exercises Saturday, said
he often wonders where he would beif it hadn’t been for the jolt in hislife of DeLa
Salle North four years ago.

Many of his friends from middle school are now in gangs, he said.

“If 1 didn’t come here, | think I’ d probably be doing the same thing they’ re doing.”
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