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Bagels, coffee, and scribbled on maps of each floor of 
Hellgate High School covered the tables in the Library on Wednesday as architects, administra
tors, teachers and students discussed future plans for the general layout of the school, prioritiz
ing efficiency and student success. Scheduling and layout of the school were the main topics 
and everybody had likes, dislikes, and ideas about the way that Hellgate works.

The main purpose of the meeting was the people who spend time in the school. MCPS is 
looking to increase the benefit that students and staff get from their time at Hellgate and are 
enthusiastically searching for adjustments that will help the cause.
The meeting was full of innovative ideas and a willingness to let 
go of some ideas of education and accept the new and possibly 
better methods.

One focus of the meeting was on Hellgate and MCPS distanc
ing itself from the old style of learning which leaves little room for 
student involvement, building a common pleasure of learning was 
one of the things introduced by Amy Yurko.

When considering how a school will be enhanced in it’s future, 
there are many factors to look at, the meeting covered a wide 
range of examples and theoretical structures. Yurko has gone all 
over the US looking at high schools and has a deep knowledge of 
alternative education systems: which ones work, and which ones 
do not. Yurko’s presentation detailed many different studies that 
correlated aesthetics, better scheduling and positive environments 
to improving the quality of education.

In the past years, Hellgate has adopted new teaching methods
which can be open to student driven education but even the 50 minute bell period is restricting 
to how much a student can apply themselves in school, curriculums have a certain expectation 
of what a student must learn and understand, therefore of what the teacher needs to cover to do 
their job. This set amount of information paired with the short class periods often times make it 
hard to do anything but lecture during a class. Some members of the meeting had comments on 
the need for a new schedule to have a strong amount of student driven coursework.

The building (Hellgate) itself has issues which were discussed including how to decrease 
congestion in hallways, and increase in security, one activity relating to this was when ev
eryone at the meeting spent time marking up floor plans in areas that seem faulty for travel
ing around the school and areas that could improve the school with minor adjustments, one 
problem that everyone pointed out was freshman hall. Air quality, lighting, and climate control 
have all shown to be influential to student success in studies around the world"and with some 
changes, could make classrooms much more comfortable environments.

The actual brainstorming began by listing things that Hellgate as a school was doing cur

A “flipped classroom” in Carleton

rently that need to stop all together. Teachers recognized the importance of updating infrastruc
tural priorities such as water fountains and restrooms, and most importantly the heating system. 
Windowless science rooms, departmentalization, elitist programs, large class sizes and many 
more issues were discussed. Both students and teachers were passionate about improving the 
space for each other, and the camaraderie was only furthered by the positivity that directed 
the brainstorming session. The second list was things that Hellgate does well that we should 
continue doing on into the future. Alongside the historical importance and well kept archives, 
the committee hailed the community and culture of students and teachers, the positive relation
ships between the student body and the teaching body, the inclusion of the parental element

through the K.ORT and associated programs. However, most of the 
energy was focused in the final list, which was things that Hellgate 
doesn’t do but should start doing. Proposed 4/4 block schedules, 
much akin to the schedule at Big Sky, paired with practical appli
cations of skills learned in class. Eyes lit up and a warm enthu
siasm was felt, as this opened up a greater conversation about 
education as a whole, and the committee soon transformed into a 
forum.

One theme of the meeting was the idea of student direction, 
this not only means discussion classes but included consideration 
of students determining the focus of their curriculum, as opposed 
to the generic set of knowledge that students receive today. The 24 
credits expected to graduate are usually required courses, which 
develops a wide and shallow understanding of many subjects.
By the age of 15 some people know their passions, one thing 
discussed at the meeting was allowing students to pursue those 
passions, sometimes to prove them wrong, or sometimes to prove

them right. Whether or not that student understands what they want from school by the time 
they are a sophomore, it would be beneficial to learn the dedication skills of honing in on a sub
ject. To support this idea of a focus, a scheduling proposal described a set of classes in which 
all but one are around an hour, but the focus is twice as long, which would allow for project 
time and deepened study.

Communication, Collaboration, Critical Thinking, and Creativity, or ‘the 4 C’s’ of the 21st 
century can be fit into the current curriculum with some tweaking, and were emphasized as 
goals for a future at Hellgate, some of the things that the school could alter to make the 4 C’s 
happen is an increase in integrated learning, by getting rid of the borders between science, 
math, history, english, art etc. teachers would be teaching more about the real world, and less 
about the world as a seven-sector object. Internships, job shadowing, practical application, 
business pursuits and science project competitions (which Hellgate does have) are all options 
which would allow a student to understand what they’ve achieved better than a grade. Adminis
trators have realized this and are working to make it happen.
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