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LCPS project in the running for $10 million grant

LAS CRUCES – Las Cruces Public Schools has been named among 50 semifinalists for
XQ: The Super School Project, a $10 million grant backed by Laurene Powell Jobs, the
widow of Apple co-founder Steve Jobs. If LCPS is among the five projects selected, the
district will receive $2 million per year for the next five years to build and operate an
innovative new high school, dubbed Humanity High School.

Tim Hand, former LCPS chief of staff and team member for the project, sees this as an
opportunity to reinvent high school as we know it.

“The idea for Humanity High School came from a broad and rich, research-based idea
that educating the whole child makes a fertile ground for their academic development,”
Hand said. “We hope to redesign high school to be a learning space wherein there is a
community interest in a student’s development, and students can both design and
manage their own education.”

Individualizing education

The school would feature an individualized approach to education, in which students
would work with an adviser and an advisory committee to develop curriculum based on
each student’s skills and interests.

“The resources we would be able to provide would be very technology-rich, but would
also rely on a human element — providing each student with personal advisers to work
with them to develop a personalized education plan, in a very one-on-one type of
relationship,” Hand said. “But then there’s also a team-based approach. Each student will
have a team of adults — teachers, coaches, counselors, principal, mentor, community
mentors, people from outside of the school who will help teach and mentor the students.”

Cameron Castillo, 15, will be a sophomore this year at Centennial High School. Castillo
helped develop the Humanity High proposal.

“I really became in the project in January, when I had the opportunity to attend the EdShift
Conference in Dallas,” Castillo said. “There were several of us from Las Cruces Public
Schools — Tim Hand, (former superintendent) Stan Rounds, (board member) Barbara Hall
and several others. The conference was really geared toward shifting the whole paradigm
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in how we do education in America. And we came back really energized to do just that.”

The group assembled a team to re-imagine what education might look like, which involved
extensive input from people all over the country, at every level of the education system,
Hand said.

If the project is selected, the $10 million grant would be used to fund construction costs
for a new, 30,000–40,000-square-foot charter school and help fund operating expenses
for the program’s first five years. The grant money would also be supplemented by state
funding through the state equalization guarantee distribution program, which accounts for
97 percent of all funding for public schools in New Mexico. Construction costs would be
subsidized by the Public Schools Facilities Authority, Hand said.

No classrooms, obviously

“There certainly won’t be classrooms,” Hand said of the proposed school. “There will be
big, open spaces where students can connect with the resources they need for their
highly-individualized path. That’s the beauty of this project — the freedom to try
something completely out-of-the-box, something new and different, something students
have been asking for.”

As a condition of the grant, the school could help establish best practices for the
redesigned learning spaces of the future.

“That’s part of the research-based nature of this endeavor,” Hand said. “At the heart of
any grant opportunity, its aim is not only to provide this exceptional learning experience
but also to study the impact it has on students’ development. A big part of the project is
the research requirements, to establish some best practices when it comes to 21st-
century learning.”

Embedded in the concept behind Humanity High are the concepts of individualized
learning, taking a personalized approach to education, student-directed learning and
creating innovative learning spaces.

“We worked very closely with national partners who design educational environments,”
Hand said. “We worked with people who build furniture for classrooms, and really put a lot
of thought into designing really engaging spaces. There’s a national company, called
Engage2Learn, that really played a critical role in designing the engagement piece of the
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application — how to really engage students in relevant, resource-rich learning spaces.”

Castillo said the traditional high school model generally fails to engage many students.

“I recognize the textbook-to-worksheet classroom system is not working,” he said. “I’m
looking for real-world, hands-on, student-driven learning. This is going be a nationwide
movement, this is the direction education is headed, and we want to be among the first in
the nation. What I’m looking for in the school is a 21st century, modern, hands-on school
with a relevant and engaging curriculum. If it doesn’t seem applicable, students are not
going to be engaged.”

Supporting students

Another big component of the Humanity High proposal is a shift toward competency-
based education.

“In a competency-based system, you’re done with Algebra I when you understand
Algebra I,” Hand said. “Grade levels — freshmen, sophomores, juniors — become
irrelevant to the pacing. Some kids need six months to figure out Algebra I and some need
nine or 12. Some get it in six weeks.”

With that in mind, the concept for Humanity High is to eliminate classes that are
delineated by grade-level. It would also rely on internet-based resources like Khan
Academy and YouTube to provide opportunities for students to direct their own learning
pathways.

“There are so many qualified, valuable, engaging and impactful teachers in this
community who know how to support students in their learning experiences,” Hand said.
“The idea is to facilitate that shift to ‘guide on the side’ rather than ‘sage on a stage,’
wherein there’s a co-learning that happens between teacher and student. Teachers yearn
for that, but oftentimes in the traditional system, don’t have the opportunity to focus on —
because of the way the system was built 100 years ago.”

Humanity High would also be the district’s first foray into project-based learning at the
high-school level. Project-based learning is an idea that has taken root over the past
decade and is being used in the Leading Edge Accelerated Program at Mesilla Valley
Alternative Middle School. The idea is to engage hard-to-reach students by having them
dive into a project —allowing students to “gain knowledge and skills by working for an
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extended period of time to investigate and respond to an engaging and complex question,
problem or challenge,” according to the Buck Institute for Education, a nonprofit
organization which advocates for project-based techniques.

Student-directed learning

Centennial High School Principal Michael Montoya also helped with the XQ Super School
proposal.

“The idea was to build a high school around what kids want,” Montoya said. “That’s kind
of something different, and I think it’s really exciting. At Centennial, our school is built
around pathways. But this breaks it down further; this looks at each kid, and builds their
high school career around their needs.”

Montoya believes the value of the school will be in not forcing students down pathways
that don’t interest them.

“Students are being forced to take so many courses they don’t need, learning things they
know they’ll never use in the real world,” he said. “It’s really hard to keep them engaged in
that situation. If we can help them demonstrate competency in those 24 core credits
required by the state, and then let them learn about things that interest them, pair them
up with mentors in those fields and give them some control over their own educations,
they’re going to be more engaged.”

Winning the competition will give the district the resources to do just that, he said. But
Montoya acknowledged that the district will need to work closely with the state Public
Education Department to implement the competency-based approach.

When asked why he was so passionate about the Humanity High project, Castillo was
quick to respond.

“As students, we spend 183 days a year at school — 20,000 hours over the course of our
educational careers,“ he said. “I’ve come to recognize that things won’t change in the
three years I have left, but they will change. And I’m happy to be leading that charge.”

Of nearly 700 initial XQ Super School applications from across the nation, the LCPS
project has survived two cuts — first down to 348, then to the final 50. Winners are
expected to be selected in early August.
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Damien Willis may be reached at 575-541-5468, dawillis@lcsun-news.com or
@damienwillis on Twitter.
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