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On November 16-17, 2015, St. Helens School District staff, students, parents and 
community/business leaders participated in a series of 16 focus groups to provide 

input into the District’s visioning process. 

At the end of each session, participants were encouraged to share any additional 
thoughts/ideas for school board and leadership consideration. The following is a 

summary of the input captured from the focus groups. 
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Question 1:  

What is the District not doing that you would 
like to see happen in the next five years?  

More Options Needed
A great need for more program options and elective 
curriculum choices, especially at the middle school 
level, was consistently mentioned.  Summer school, 
world languages, home economics, technology classes, 
vocational classes, internships, before and after school 
programs, more sports offerings, talented and gifted 
classes, enhancements of the arts and enlargement of the 
counseling program were specifically mentioned. 

Parent Education
A focus on parent education that includes social services 
for families, outreach to community partners, Love-n-
Logic type of classes along with an emphasis on parent 
involvement were brought up by most groups and 
emphasized by the high school staff.

Technology
Disappointment about the District’s overall technology 
program, infrastructure and class availability was 
mentioned often.  The lack of current technology tools 
for teachers, expired online textbook licenses, inadequate 
classroom Internet connections, too few computers for 
student use represent identified difficulties.  The middle 
school staff is particularly concerned about the District’s 
ability to address student and staff technology needs.  It 
was suggested that the District undertake the development 
of a three to five year, comprehensive technology plan.

Communication
The need for more varied and progressive types of District 
communication were mentioned in most groups.  The 
District website needs a user-friendly and more inclusive 
overhaul.  District communication efforts must reach 

more parents and community members, especially those 
of lower socio-economic means.  The need to showcase the 
District’s positive accomplishments, to improve the SHSD 
image and brand were identified.  It was recommended 
that the District have a study done on ways to improve 
communications with all District constituents.

Class Sizes
Reducing class sizes at all levels was a concern of most 
focus groups and especially from teachers.  Because of 
Oregon’s economic situation and funding choices for 
public education for the past two decades and with the 
fact that most district K-12 budgets are from 80-85%+ 
personnel costs, current and future reductions in class 
size appear to be problematic in the near term.  It was 
suggested that a local option levy might be a strategy for 
the SHSD leadership to consider.

Facilities
Facility use and improvement was a focus group trending 
topic.  The inadequacy and lack of science laboratory 
space, current use/non-use of buildings, deferred 
maintenance, safety issues, mold intrusion and the need 
for a new middle school are examples of the many items 
brought up.  Because of the varied issues mentioned, 
some concluded that the District should conduct a grade 
reorganization/building utilization, long-term District 
facility plan.  

Curriculum
Curriculum alignment and instructional material 
updates are staff concerns at all grade levels.  The need for 
a District curriculum and instruction director and more 
targeted professional development tied to alignment of 
the Common Core Standards were items referenced.  The 
middle school staff has strong concerns about both the 
lack of textbooks and out-of-date textbooks.
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Question 2:

What is the District doing that you want  
to have continued or expanded in the  
next 5 years? 

Focused, Caring and Committed Staff
Parents emphasized that staff is dedicated to student 
growth and go ‘the extra mile’.  Many stated that 
communication with families is generally good or has 
improved.  There is a core group of experienced teachers 
invested in the community, yet the District needs to 
improve recruitment practices as these staff members 
retire.  It would be in the best interest of the District to 
develop a culture that instills the same commitment 
with their newer staff.  Teachers know their students.  
Counselors are willing to work with schedules on behalf 
of students.  There appears to be a team approach 
to individualized instruction. Strong and effective 
administration with an effective school board was 
mentioned frequently in many groups. 

District Programs
Many programs that the District is currently offering were 
mentioned as strengths of the District to those familiar 
with them.  The most frequently mentioned included: core 
academic areas, special education, alternative programs, 
dual credit, career and technical programs, physical 
education and arts programs, school based health center, 
after school classes, middle school focus classes and 
robotics.  These programs were all discussed as District 
strengths that ought to be continued, expanded and/or 
enhanced.  Generally, the participants were pleased with 
the District’s academic and extracurricular programs, but 
felt there was room for improvement.

Individual Schools
The community of each school including students (high 
school and middle school), staff, parents and other 
community members praised the work and the results of 
that particular school.  In addition, some ‘cross praising’ 
occurred as well.  It was evident that all groups take pride 
in their respective schools but it was difficult to get a strong 
read on the opinions of the District as a whole.  

General Comments
There was a strong positive reaction to the District’s 
individual schools and the community/family culture 
that prevails; however, it was widely agreed that those 
not familiar with the schools and programs did not have 
as positive of a perception. The strong parent volunteer 
program was mentioned several times citing various 
schools.  There were multiple comments about the value 
of the smaller schools and the quality of education offered 
within them. While academic and extracurricular offerings 
are limited among several of the schools, there is general 
consensus that students are obtaining a high quality of 
education from those being offered. The Board, staff 
and Superintendent were praised for their expertise and 
dedication. Students and families were also credited for 
individual school and student success.

While academic and extracurricular 
offerings are limited among several of the 
schools, there is general consensus that 
students are obtaining a high quality of 
education from those being offered. 



St. Helens School District   |   Strategic Vision Sessions Summary4

Question  3: 

What do you think are the top priorities for the 
District in the next five years?  

Facilities in General
Facility use, improvement and repair were highlighted 
during the discussion of District priorities.  There are a 
number of concerns about the middle school building.  
In addition to those who said the building has major 
deferred maintenance needs along with asbestos and 
safety issues, some asserted that it should be torn down 
and totally rebuilt.  A few described the building as having 
a “depressing atmosphere” and one person stated that 
the “conditions are appalling”.  Some felt that there is a 
strong need for a new high school as well.  A significant 
number of participants want Columbia City School to 
be reopened.  Many safety concerns were identified and 
District-wide safety is a very high participant priority 
(safety is added here with facilities instead of being in a 
separate priority category).  The use of portable classrooms 
was discouraged. 

Funding
Funding of the St. Helens School District in particular 
and Oregon pre-k schools in general, was mentioned in 
some way in all 16 focus groups.  Participants want the 
SHSD to have adequate and stable funding from the state.  
Most participants agree that the District must increase its 
efforts to gain resources to supplement what it receives 
from the state education fund.  Ideas suggested that could 
add to the District’s resources include:  soliciting help and 
donations from area businesses and agencies, creating 
a viable District charitable foundation, aggressively 
applying for grants (consider a part-time staff position 

Together… cultivating 
character and academic 
growth in each student.  
Every day

or contracting out by the job or hourly rate), enticing 
businesses to come to the region through mutually 
beneficial economic development partnerships, attracting 
students from surrounding districts to boost enrollment, 
carefully examining the District budget to cut waste and 
increase efficiency District-wide and significantly expand 
volunteers in and out of the District’s classrooms.

Participants want the SHSD to have 
adequate and stable funding from the 
state.  Most participants agree that 
the District must increase its efforts to 
gain resources to supplement what it 
receives from the state education fund. 
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The Community’s Views on Education
The community’s beliefs and values are topics that were 
characterized in many ways.  Some think community 
support and interest in education could be more positive 
and the overall expectations for student effort and 
achievement need to rise.  These individuals indicate that 
the District’s facilities, lack of curriculum and program 
options, along with the area’s depressed economic climate 
are causing a loss of students to surrounding districts.  
Others say they have difficulty seeing the community 
support local option levies or capital construction bonds.  
This, they say, means there is little room for improving the 
District based on raising its constituent’s taxes.  The need 
for more educational pride from students and community 
members was voiced.  The lack of parental involvement 
and interest were identified as key factors in the academic 
achievement and behavior of low achieving students.

Class Size
Class size came up as an issue in many of the groups and 
was mentioned mainly in brief, general terms such as 
“smaller class sizes are needed” and  “classes are too big”.  
However, a few said the classes are too large at all grades 
but that the District should lower the number of students 
per class at the elementary level first.

Middle School Improvements
Improvement of the middle school was mentioned 
frequently as a high district priority.  The need for a 
totally remodeled or a brand new 
middle school came up often, as did 
the lack of optional programs and the 
need for more elective classes.  More 
sport offerings, technology tools and 
infrastructure, the addition of talented 
and gifted classes and outdoor activities, 
a better transition process from 8th to the 9th grade, 
replacement of band instruments and textbooks, and more 
differentiated and personalized learning were all reported 
as District middle school needs.  

General Comments
Other priorities mentioned but not as frequently as those 
above include:  better meeting of the special needs of 
diverse learners, more mental health services and training, 
pre-k classes at every elementary school, greater financial 
support for the District’s excellent music program, 
more competitive staff salaries, more counselors at all 
grade levels, improvement of the District transportation 
system and a more robust and coordinated professional 
development program for all staff.

Question 3:  What do you think are the top priorities for 
the District in the next five years?      |     continued

Class size came up as an issue in many 
of the groups and was mentioned 
mainly in brief, general terms such as 
“smaller class sizes are needed” and  
“classes are too big”.  
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Question 4: 

What are your thoughts about District facilities 
and overall safety for students and staff? 

Facilities in General
There was overwhelming agreement that the District 
needs to clearly prioritize facility needs and take action on 
the highest priorities. There seemed to be a great deal of 
interest in this area specifically due to the perception that 
the District has outdated and/or unsafe facilities.  The most 
common and interesting responses are listed below: 

•	 high	school	issues	with	asbestos,	heating	and	cooling	
problems, sound traveling through walls and less than 
pleasing aesthetics

•	 need	a	new	middle	and	high	school
•	 science	‘labs’	at	middle	and	high	schools	are	not	

sufficient
•	 various	ideas	were	offered	for	Columbia	City	School	

– most have something to do with a District-wide 
program for particular students

•	 combine	CCEC,	CRYC	and	District	Office	into	one	
campus

•	 ‘state	of	the	art’	technology	across	all	buildings;	expand	
or build a new elementary and eliminate all portables

•	 outdoor	learning	spaces	would	enhance	the	curriculum
•	 need	adequate	parking	at	all	facilities
•	 renovate	high	school	tennis	courts,	more	gymnasium	

space
•	 have	schools	double	as	community	centers
•	 design	a	comprehensive	education	campus	including	

higher education, business, etc.
•	 expanded	covered	areas	at	elementary	schools
•	 a	community	center	similar	to	Sisters	School	District
•	 improved	and	more	accessible	athletic	facilities,	larger	

locker rooms
•	 facilities	need	to	match	achievement	and	keep	children	

in their neighborhoods and reconfigure schools 
accordingly (community leaders)

Safety Issues
Numerous safety issues were mentioned by the various 
focus groups:  

•	 High	School	Students:	lock down procedures need 
to be improved – students can be unsupervised while 
doors are being locked; 

•	 Middle	School	Students: more security at high school; 
security box that scans badges; updated security 
cameras; 

•	 High	School	Staff:	key card entry; 
•	 Middle	School	Staff: need fence at middle school; high 

school front entry not secure; 
•	 Elementary	Staff:	too many entry points at the middle 

and high schools; playgrounds susceptible to intruders; 
disaster preparedness plan is needed; 

•	 District	Office	Staff:	unsecure entries and perimeters; 
•	 Central	Administration:	secure all property boundaries 

but maintain inviting look; and
•	 Faith	Based	Group:	staff need to address anyone they 

don’t recognize; entry should be directly into the school 
office only.

General Comments
The District has many facility and safety needs ranging 
from moderate to severe.  All groups were readily able 
to identify these needs.  While there were many positive 
comments made by the various focus group participants 
regarding the District’s programs, the facilities and safety 
concerns far outweighed any positive comments made 
about the facilities and student/staff safety.  



St. Helens School District   |   Strategic Vision Sessions Summary7

Question 5:  

When a student receives a high school diploma 
from the St. Helens S.D., what would you need 
for evidence about the student before you could 
say that he or she had successfully been pre-
pared for their next step after high school?  

Life skill traits such as being organized, responsible, 
self-confident, self-sufficient, selfless, having a set of 
personal goals and a vision for the future, community 
service orientation, well-rounded, strong work ethic, 
accountable, opportunistic, ability to rebound from set-
backs, good problem-solver, show drive and initiative, 
trustworthy, respectful, punctuality, good manners, 
success with transitions, and both a team-player and a 
skilled independent thinker were identified as evidence 
that graduates of SHSD were successfully prepared for 
their next step after high school.  Strong life skill traits 
represented the most popular general response.

General knowledge skills such as technology expertise, 
global awareness, mathematics competency and personal 
finance ability were mentioned as were being a life-long 
learner enjoying learning for its own sake and possessing 
good study skills.  The most mentioned general knowledge 
skill set was written and verbal communication.  Most 
respondents not only emphasized literacy, they said that 
graduates’ communication skills must be highly developed 
in order for them to compete in today’s post secondary 
institutions and job markets.

An interesting area that came up was the affective domain, 
which represents feelings and emotions.  The affective 
domain includes factors such as student motivation, 
attitudes and values.  Selecting a vocation one values, 
happy with self and life-style, positive feelings about one’s 
community, inner-satisfaction, “not being burned out”, 
wanting to give back to your community, being mentally 
healthy, willing to seek help when necessary, “knowing 
what it feels like to be loved”, possessing excitement for 
life and experiencing overall happiness rounded out the 
comments offered in this category.  

Successfully moving on to the next step after high school 
graduation was mentioned often in terms of evidence 
that St. Helens’ graduates were well prepared for future 
favorable outcomes.  Having attained a high school 
diploma was universally accepted as the minimum for 
successful preparation in moving forward.  Being able 
to properly apply for and be accepted to an internship, 
vocational certificate program, two or four year college and 
the military were all viewed as evidence of solid post high 
school accomplishments.

As an aside, it was stated that it is important for the District 
to do more in the way of collecting valid 
and reliable post high school progress 
data.  It was suggested that a SHSD 
Alumni Association be started and that the 
members could periodically receive relevant 
District communications.  Over time the 
Association could become a strategic source 
of resources for a District Foundation.  The Association 
might also become members of a “Friends of SHSD” or 
“Yes	for	Kids”	campaign	that	would	support	and	help	
pass future local option levies and capital construction 
bonds.  There is a desire to know more about how SHHS 
graduates do after leaving high school.  Few focus group 
participants had knowledge of hearing about or receiving 
post high school graduation information.  It was suggested 
that the District subscribe to one of the services that track 
and report on students for multiple years after graduation.  
This information could be presented to the School Board, 
District staff and the community on an annual basis.  It 
could also be considered for curriculum, instructional 
practice and programmatic improvements.



Question 6:

What additional thoughts or comments would 
you want to share? 

From	Middle	School	Students:	
•	 larger lunches – we are growing and need more 

nutrients
•	 more	dedicated	social	time;	laptops	available	for	

checkout by students for homework

From	Elementary	Staff:	
•	 fund	outdoor	education
•	 more	Portland	Community	College		satellite	classes
•	 need	to	keep	up	with	society	regarding	technology
•	 enhance	programs	for	non-college	bound	students
•	 teach	students	to	apply	for	college	and	financial	aid
•	 additional	professional	development	and	enhanced	

tools for all teachers
•	 stop	adding	programs	–	let’s	focus;	less	testing,	more	

physical education and library time
•	 need	elementary	after	school	programs	and	homework	

help

From	Middle	School	Staff:	
•	 expand	outdoor	areas	with	covered	areas

From	High	School	Staff:	
•	 implement	staff	mentoring	program	to	retain	best	

teachers
•	 implement	block	schedule

From	Faith	Based:	
•	 youth	pastors	are	ready	to	partner	with	school	leaders
•	 District	should	communicate	their	needs	to	potential	

partners
•	 do	not	hold	on	to	ineffective	programs
•	 contact	retired	and	senior	community	members	for	

volunteers

From	Community	Leaders:	
•	 need	one	centrally	located	school	administration	for	

Columbia County

From	District	Office	Staff:	
•	 updated	technology	that	is	tied	to	student	achievement	

(utilize student phones)
•	 internships	for	students	both	in	the	community	and	

beyond including job shadowing

From	Central	Administration:	
•	 communicate	well	to	the	public,	especially	the	non-

engaged public

From	Open	Meetings:	
•	 fully	fund	middle	and	high	school	sports	
•	 high	school	Building	A	leaks	and	has	mold
•	 need	to	get	community	more	involved
•	 more	counseling	at	all	levels
•	 entice	successful	alumni	back	to	the	community
•	 need	parent	learning	nights	to	prepare	them	to	support	

the curriculum
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The responses within this report were generally the most frequent and are not in any type of priority order, nor do they 
represent an inclusive list of all responses to any one specific question.  The District does have a complete list of all responses 

that will be made available to anyone who requests it.


