
A Model of:

Power Hour: Integrating a Daily Focus on Personal and Academic Growth
J AYN E  E L L S P E R MAN N ,  P R I N C I PA L

“The goal of our daily Power Hour is to ensure that every student graduates with college 
credit or industry certification and to provide a foundation for success beyond high school. 
Upon graduation, we want as many doors open as possible for our students.”
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BY THE NUMBERS

 2,600 Students

 21% African-American

 22% Hispanic

 11% Students with Disabilities

 62% Free/Reduced Lunch 

 94% Attendance Rate 

 92% Graduation Rate

 70% Involved in Extracurricular Activities

WHAT is our strategy?
In the middle of each school day at West Port High School, we devote a full hour to 
empower students to be successful in school. The goal of our daily Power Hour is to 
ensure that every student graduates with college credit or industry certification and to 
provide a foundation for success beyond high school. Upon graduation, we want as 
many doors open as possible for our students.  

We established this program five years ago when we had a graduation rate of 72%. 
We knew we had to make a change that would radically alter our school culture and 
improve the achievement of our students. We are proud that “Power Hour” has been 
that program and that its effect has made enormous difference in our school, leading 
to a 94% graduation rate and 87% of our graduates either earning college credit or 
industry certification in 2014.

Teachers have half of each “Power Hour” for their union-contracted, 25-minute, 
duty-free lunch. The other half of the time the teachers are available to provide extra 
academic support and sponsor clubs and other activities.

HOW did we build this strategy?
CARVING IT OUT OF OUR SCHEDULE

The concept of Power Hour began as teachers wanted to focus on mastery learn-
ing. While the teachers wanted to let the standards be the constant, the time to give 
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students the support they need to master content was not built into our school day.  
West Port is a rural, high-poverty school and most of our students ride a bus to and 
from school each day. The size of our school required three separate lunch periods. 
While teachers wanted to be flexible with time, their offers of helping before or after 
school, or during lunch did not provide the support our students needed. Looking at 
our school day, 10 minutes were wasted moving students to and from the three lunch 
periods. Using the five minutes on either end of lunch and adding five minutes to the 
beginning and end of the day ,we had an hour that we could use. The hour is divided 
into two sections with a bell in the middle to signal the change.

At the beginning of each school year students are told that they all start the year with 
straight “A’s” and the teachers are here to help them during Power Hour to ensure that 
they can maintain their stellar grades. 

ESSENTIAL: STUDENT CHOICE

Students understand that they have one hour to use for their own personal or 
academic growth. Students are empowered to use the time as they choose and are 
free to be anywhere on campus. They must respect each other and keep the campus 
clean. There is a calendar of club meetings and scheduled study sessions they may at-
tend. No one polices the students or makes them attend sessions. The choice is theirs 
and may include:

• Using their time to enhance their academic performance by going for extra help 
with a teacher or working with a study group

• Participating in service learning project:

  – Collecting coats for the homeless

  – Fundraising for or contributing to charitable organizations

• Developing activities for other students to participate in: 

  – Student tutoring initiatives; scholarship workshops

  – Activity organizations such as concerts by our rock bands, jazz bands and  
    orchestra 

• Participating in clubs which are organized by student leaders

• Finding time for lunch

A REAL IMPACT ON TEACHING

Students frequently choose to use Power Hour to improve their own learning as they 
are able to seek out teachers. The teaching in our building has been significantly 
impacted by both the free time as well as by student interest and motivation to use 
it to their advantage. With Power Hour as part of our school culture, teachers teach 
differently because they know that they have the extra time. For example, instead of 
showing a video or movie during class, a teacher might offer a viewing of an instruc-
tional movie during Power Hour, and often these events are standing room only. AP 
study sessions are packed and a tight schedule has students moving from one to 
another, grabbing lunch between the two sessions. 
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“ At the beginning of each school 
year students are told that they 
all start the year with straight ‘A’s’ 
and the teachers are here to help 
them during Power Hour to ensure 
that they can maintain their stellar 
grades.”



“The most convincing evidence of Power Hour’s success is the increased leadership and 
greater maturity of our students in the past five years. If you give students autonomy with 
guidelines they will develop personal skills that will prepare them for lifelong success.” 

FOLLOW US:

twitter.com/WestPortHigh

West Port High School

Parents appreciate knowing that their children have no excuse for failure as teachers 
are available to help students, as well as provide opportunities for retakes of quizzes or 
tests or revisions of assignments. 

Community members also play a role in the success of this hour. We have approxi-
mately 60 at-risk students who have been paired with members of the community who 
come in once a week during Power Hour to mentor their students. 

WHAT evidence measures the success of our work?
Power Hour was accomplished with creative use of the teacher and student time on 
campus. It is totally student-driven. If you ask any student on campus what contributes 
to her success, she will resoundingly say “Power Hour.”

Student empowerment and choice has led to several positive gains: 

• Course failure rate plummeted from 37% to less than 3% in the first two years of 
implementation and has ranged from 2.7% to 3% in the last two years. 

• Graduation rate has increased from 72% in 2009 to 92% in 2014. 

• AP and dual enrollment participation has also increased due to the academic sup-
port that is provided for students during Power Hour. 

The most convincing evidence of Power Hour’s success is the increased leader-
ship and greater maturity of our students in the past five years. If you give students 
autonomy with guidelines they will develop personal skills that will prepare them for 
lifelong success. 

ALL COMPONENTS OF OUR PROGRAM BENEFIT FROM POWER HOUR

The whole program at West Port High School has benefitted from Power Hour. Initia-
tives especially impacted include: 

• Friday Faculty Focus: weekly staff development and collaboration

• College on Campus: bringing college to the students by offering over 25 college 
courses on our campus

• Student Success Chats: administrator, teacher and a struggling student sit down 
to develop a personalized improvement plan 

https://twitter.com/WestPortHigh
https://www.facebook.com/pages/West-Port-High-School/179758488792468
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• Student for a Day: teachers follow a student schedule for a day to get a student’s 
perspective of what it is like to learn in our school

• Data Room: individual pictures of students needing additional support

• Character Development Academy: a four-day opportunity for students to reflect 
on choices that they have made that positively affect their and others’ learning 

• Advanced Placement Program: Early integration for 9th and 10th graders and 
robust course offerings

     – 9th grade students who are candidates for success in Advanced Placement       
      courses are chosen and enrolled in the courses; currently more than 200  
      9th grade students are enrolled in AP courses. 

     – 10th grade students are encouraged to continue their enrollment in AP  
      courses and in our Early College courses. 

     – Five years ago there were only seven AP courses at our school with about a  
      dozen students enrolled in those courses; this year we will administer 1,257  
      AP exams on our campus and students are scheduled to earn 6,592 college  
      credits on our campus this school year through our on campus dual enrollment  
      program. 

     – Next year there will be nearly 2,000 AP tests administered and we will  
      approach 7,000 college credits earned in our dual enrollment program.

FOLLOWING UP on this strategy
RELEVANT RESOURCES 
“Power Hour!”  
by Jayne Ellspermann 
How one hour can change the culture of an entire school and have a positive impact 
that affects everything from course failure rates to school pride

http://www.nassp.org/tabid/3788/default.aspx?topic=Power_Hour

