Eugene International High School earns national award Award: The International High School curriculum wins national recognition 
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In each of the past four years, Eugene International High School has been held up as a national model for global studies by the Asia Society, which, with the Goldman Sachs Foundation, runs an annual awards program honoring schools with an international bent.

This time around, from a pool of 220 applicants, IHS nabbed the top award.

“This was our year,” said head teacher Courtney Leonard, an IHS alum who, with former head teacher Marilyn Curtis, is to accept the $25,000 award in a ceremony in New York today. “We’re just very, very honored. It’s an affirmation, I think. I think it’s so remarkable that we’re able to offer this.”

Founded by Eugene educators 25 years ago, the half-day, globally themed language arts and social studies program was a pioneer that only recently became a trendsetter, said Vivien Stewart, vice president for education at the Asia Society, a global educational organization dedicated to strengthening relationships and promoting understanding between Asia and the United States.

As recently as six years ago, she said, few educational leaders recognized the importance of global studies and language acquisition.

“They were saying, ‘We’ve got to fix reading, we’ve got to fix math,’” she said. “But I think the world has changed so rapidly over the last five years. The world our graduates are going to be living in is going to be so globally interconnected that to have our children be so far behind children in other countries is really shooting ourselves in the foot.”

A good indicator of the shift, she said, is the explosion in the number of schools offering Mandarin Chinese — viewed by the U.S. government as one of a handful of languages critical for national security, trade and diplomacy. Two years ago, Stewart said, an Asia Society database of schools with Chinese language instruction listed about 250; today, that number is 550.

The Eugene district is in the midst of designing its own Chinese immersion program — one that would probably begin at kindergarten and expand as students ascend to the next grade level. 

The school board has yet to sign off on it, though, or determine where it would be housed.

On its application to the Asia Society, Eugene IHS said it hopes to eventually incorporate that program, as it has the district’s other three immersion programs in French, Spanish and Japanese.

An alternative school with no enrollment cap or entry requirements beyond filling out a lottery form, IHS serves 1,265 students at three of the district’s four high schools: Sheldon, South Eugene and Churchill.

Highlights include an integrated course of study in global history, culture, literature, artistic expression and political, economic and belief systems; a block schedule with an independent study period; a three-year foreign language requirement and immersion option; a 4,000-word senior essay project; an extensive community service requirement; and an affiliation with the International Baccalaureate Organization, which provides a comprehensive curriculum for juniors and seniors culminating in optional IB exams and diplomas. 

About one in four IHS students pursues the IB, Leonard said.

North Eugene High School broke away from Eugene IHS in 2006-’07, opting to create its own full-day International High School as one of three new, separate small schools that share the campus. North IHS retains nearly all elements of IHS, but also teaches science, math and technology. The school is seeking IB affiliation, but in the meantime students may pursue the diploma through an agreement with IHS.

The Asia Society offers awards in four categories: high school, elementary/middle school, individual state and media/technology program. The organization also names runners-up, and Eugene IHS has been one the past four years. All must demonstrate outstanding achievement in the area of international education, and Stewart said the competition is getting stiff.

“It’s getting harder to pick a winner because the schools are getting better,” she said. “There are more schools that are internationally oriented, and they’re getting deeper.”

Past recipients include the Washington International School in Washington, D.C., a private school that offers programs and training to D.C. public schools, and the public Walter Payton College Preparatory High School in Chicago, an inner-city, racially diverse high school focused on language and technology, where every student does a home stay abroad.

Several things stood out about Eugene IHS, she said, including its heavy emphasis on languages; a strong, integrated curriculum; and testimonials from students, parents and community partners. She believes it may be unique in following a school-within-a-school model, where students divide their day between global studies and regular high school courses.

Fifteen-year-old Audrey Smith said she enrolled in IHS partly because one of her older sisters was in it, but also because she’s interested in learning more about world cultures and how they relate to one another. The freshman year’s focus is on global geography and literature, and on this day Smith and other students in Jackie Owens’ cultural aesthetics class at Sheldon were finishing up their own versions of Australian aboriginal art. In her global literature class, students are reading “Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence” by Australian author Doris Pilkington Garimara, and in global geography they’re studying the fragility of the Australian continent.

“I like it a lot,” said Smith, whose colorful picture told the story, in symbols, of her vacation catching lizards near a California beach. “I like all the interaction with what we’re learning.”

Despite IHS’ reputation for requiring a boatload of homework, senior Victor Palma said it’s been manageable. He finished his senior project, on immigration, in November.

“It’s been kind of challenging over the last couple of years, but when you go to college, you’re really prepared,” said Palma, who is in the Spanish immersion program and is pursuing the IB diploma. “I feel like we get a unique experience. Not to say we’re better, but we’re different.”

