A HISTORY OF SAINT PAUL'S PARISH DAY SCHOOL

by the Very Reverend Jerome E. Kahler, Rector

St. Paul's Parish had been a vital part of the Ventura community when it moved from the location of the first buildings at Santa Clara and Oak Streets to the Loma Vista site in 1954. Since the Reverend William A. Gilbert, rector, had been dean of a school in Walla Walla, Washington, prior to his call to St. Paul's, it was natural for discussions of a possible parish school to take shape. In the early 60s the church was concentrating its energies on a program of building and expansion effectively postponing plans for a school.

Upon the retirement of the Reverend Gilbert the search for a new rector included among the qualifications for candidates the ability to organize a parish day school. The Reverend Robert E. Henry, assistant at St. Paul's Pomona, and dean of the day school there, was chosen. His first order of business in late 1969 was to organize a parish day school.

To get the job done, he chose from the members of St. Paul's. The original feasibility committee was composed of Henry Buckingham, Mrs. Bruce Bringgold, Lawrence D. Ketchum, Jr., and Dr. James Hunter. It was later expanded to include Dr. John P. Burnham, Ronald Hertel, F.R. Huntsinger, Jr., Mrs. Rodney H. Smith (now Janice Willis), Phelps Witter, Jr., and Mrs. William F. Zuber and became the original school board of trustees.

Mr. Buckingham was chairman of the feasibility committee and their monumental task was to produce an "instant" school of high academic standards. The intention was to produce a school "that offers the opportunity to teach and learn within the Christian context." 

From signing the building contract on February 26, 1971, and groundbreaking nine days later, all effort was focused on opening in September with a full program of academics from preschool through fifth grade. Everything seemed to happen at once, and endlessly, from approving the final plans to hiring the principal and teachers to ordering pencils and chalk. Three weeks before opening, the ceiling for the new educational building was stuck on a train siding -- somewhere -- because of a railroad strike.

On September 12, two years after the Reverend Henry's arrival in Ventura, dedication ceremonies were held. The Right Reverend Robert Burton Gooden, the oldest living bishop in the Anglican Church at 97 (previously vicar of St. Paul's, 1902-1906) participated in the service. School opened two days later with 116 students, 41 of them children of members of St. Paul's.

Mrs. Elizabeth D. Ryan was chosen principal, a job she held until retirement in 1987 (when she was succeeded by Mrs. Linda J. Klinger, a member of the parish and former third grade teacher). Betsey, as everyone called her, often spoke of the joy in teaching where "one can speak of spiritual matters openly and the atmosphere is one of working toward acceptance, forgiveness and love...Our morning Chapel joins us all together -- Father Henry, the teachers, the children." Worshiping together was as essential to education as the academic curriculum.

As initially conceived the school provided a preschool through fifth grade program. In 1972, work began to expand to grade 6 and finally grades 7 and 8. A triplex at the corner of St. Paul's Drive and San Pablo Street was purchased in 1972 and remodeled to serve the junior high needs.  

The Parent Enrichment Group (P.E.G.) evolved from informal fund raising activities to generate income for the Endowment Fund, begun in 1974, and to assist in improving the facilities for the students. It grew into a formal group of parents intent on enriching the curriculum with program enhancements as well as structural physical improvements to the plant. From the parents came the volunteers, spearheaded by Mrs. Marilyn McKinzie, who inaugurated the Annual Giving drive in support of the scholarship fund. Annual Giving also provides income beyond reasonable tuition charges to sustain the school board goal to have faculty salaries compare more favorably with those of public schools.

Throughout the first decade and into the second the school developed a reputation in the community for excellence. It provided an educational environment whose appeal was demonstrated by strong enrollments and faculty longevity. With strong loyalties to the values espoused, the school was able to weather the difficulties surrounding the sudden resignation of the Reverend Henry in the spring of 1986 and the subsequent court action in 1988, which ended in his conviction for child molestation. The Reverend Jerome Kahler was called as rector of St. Paul’s in the fall of 1988.

In 1987, during the period of transition from the headship of Betsey Ryan to Linda Klinger, a revision of the by-laws occurred reaffirming the essential place of the day school in the mission of the parish. This revision created a structure of organization to prepare the school for development in the 90s.

Computers for student use were introduced into St. Paul's program in the early 1980s but significant growth awaited with the purchase in 1988 of 10 Apple IIe computers, replacing a mismatched array of hardware, and the hiring of a full time computer teacher. The computer lab tripled in size with its move to the Gooden Center in 1996, but the number of terminals meant only half a class could be served at a time. With technology developing rapidly the school kept upgrading student hardware with the acquisition of IMacs that were fully networked from the teacher’s desk. Connection to the Internet expanded our resources. The most revolutionary improvement in St. Paul’s use of computer technology happened in 2006 with the bequest of Mr. Garnett Ezell. At last the school could provide up to date hardware for a whole classroom of students that could utilize the wide variety of software supporting academic studies, design PowerPoint presentations, produce the yearbook and the school newspaper, provide internal support for the administration and faculty, support a school website, and electronic school to parent communication. All the equipment on campus was placed on a network. The final touch came when the components for 22 PCs for the computer lab arrived with professional instructors who led the 8th grade class in assembling their own units, a feat accomplished in two days.

After two decades of hard use our facilities required attention. A development officer was hired in the fall of 1990 to assist in formulating a plan for the future. A long-range plan for expansion in three phases was soon adopted. The development office successfully undertook phase one of the plan, a major improvement program in 1996 that remodeled the junior high building and renovated the former clergy residence into the Gooden Center at a cost of $350,000. The Gooden Center houses the enlarged computer lab and language center. It also provides two meeting rooms. A portion of the garage was converted into handicap accessible restrooms for student use just off the playground and lunch area and near the St. Bonaventure athletic field. Phases two and three were far more ambitious involving the purchase of property on San Pablo Street and erecting new buildings. More immediate needs intervened. In advance of the State of California mandate to upgrade all playground equipment by the turn of the century, a redesigned primary playground, which cost $65,000, was blessed in 2000. The hard work of P.E.G. paid off as it provided resourceful and experienced fund raising volunteers for these needed upgrades to the physical plant that enrich the overall program. The most recent physical improvement to benefit the day school was undertaken by the vestry while addressing a badly degraded parking lot surface in 2007 with the creation of a regulation basketball court on the playground making it possible to host league home games.

The school library occupied a small room in the primary grades building for many years. The confined space limited its ability to adequately serve our students. In 1994 the PE room, originally outfitted for ballet classes, was remodeled. A small portion was partitioned for the PE office and equipment. Three-quarters of the space was remodeled for the new library. The first salaried librarian hired that year provided the skills of a knowledgeable resource in the library and the availability of the library to students and faculty throughout the day. Its new site off the playground made the library a regular gathering place for all grades with access during recess and lunch to computers and games as well as books and reference materials. Currently the library has a collection of 7,000 volumes well suited to the needs of primary, elementary and middle school students.

The rector serves the school as the person primarily responsible for spiritual care. The rector leads daily worship and enjoys the assistance of the principal and the school music teacher or the church organist. In the early 1990s the Reverend Jeff Paul served the parish as a full time assistant and devoted a portion of his time to the school to lead worship, teach ethics, and assist with pastoral care needs. After the turn of the century Mr. Todd Miller was employed as organist and lay minister for pastoral care and took an active part of the school chapel duties.

Mrs. Patricia A. Groff was appointed principal in 1996, succeeding Mrs. Linda Klinger Fraker upon her retirement. Mrs. Groff and her faculty continued to strengthen the basic academic curriculum and to further the school’s enrichment program in art, computers, the library, physical education, music and Spanish. Excellence in education is the hallmark of Episcopal schools. Mrs. Groff’s desire was to move the school a step forward by joining the California Association of Independent Schools (CAIS). With board and vestry approval a team was appointed which engaged every level of the school in a self-study to produce the application for accreditation filed during the 1999-2000 school year. The self-study revealed our strengths and areas for improvement in curriculum, program and facilities, governance, diversity in enrollment, and in the challenges of technology. Accreditation was received in 2001.

At the beginning of the new century the State of California inaugurated a maximum class size reduction to 20 students per teacher in grades 1-3 to provide a better foundation of education for primary students. This directly competed with St. Paul’s small class size model and had a significant effect on future enrollment.

The world has other ways of making its impact on school life. The common mission of the church and day school is apparent is the way we share space. The church holds title to the property but the school uses most of the buildings every day. The church is welcome to use the school’s rooms and equipment. Offices share the same space and the staff watches out for one another and any emergencies that may occur. Over the years our campus across the street from the Ventura County Medical Center and other county health facilities, and at a convenient bus stop, has offered a place of prayer and refreshment for the community. The labyrinth at the entrance of the church was placed to invite the community for walking meditation. But such openness makes the school vulnerable to any who may wander in exposing students to the troubles of the world. Campus shootings in Colorado and elsewhere, as well as the presence of the mentally ill in the neighborhood, compelled the board and vestry to place a security fence between the open space in front of the church and the classroom buildings to better manage our dual mission. Our emergency plan was upgraded with the use of two-way radios for teachers with children on the field, parking decals, new locks on doors, and greater vigilance.

Our traditional half-day preschool program had been in decline for several years. More and more of our parents work outside the home and require full day care for their children. Sadly after 24 years the preschool was closed in 2005, but efforts were made to determine how we might serve our community better. The Little Tree Preschool, a residential childcare program in the community, wanted to expand and offered an exciting plan. With church, city and state approval Little Tree would convert the sexton’s residence into an infant/toddler center, remodel the preschool room, and provide extended day services for St. Paul’s students. After a year of confronting the requirements of regulatory agencies and design changes we determined the infant/toddler center was financially unfeasible. Still The Little Tree Preschool signed a lease to provide a full day year round preschool program. The school put in place an extended day program for students that was affordable and has been successful.

Mrs. Patricia Groff resigned in April 2004 after 8 years as principal. After a search  Mrs. Victoria A. Cloninger, former vice principal at Temple Christian School, was appointed to replace her. During the search the challenges the school faced were thoroughly discussed. Enrollment had been in serious decline for four years. The reasons were numerous: a local economic slump, changes in early childhood education in California public schools, the cost of private education, the high cost of housing in Ventura County, a dip in the birthrate that effected early childhood programs, and a change in the demographics of our school families. For several years the board had frozen salaries. Tuition had not increased for two years to help us keep the families we were serving. The amount of financial subsidies for families was increasing as was the number of families requiring financial aid. 

With a practiced eye and an administrator’s perspective on a new context Mrs. Cloninger got to work. She examined the curriculum and program and brought recommendations to the board. The board and vestry authorized a plan for redirection and the implementation of a standards based program of high academic standards with differentiated instruction and regular assessments of every student. Together a new mission statement was announced: ST. PAUL’S SEEKS THE BEST IN EACH CHILD. Under that banner she sought an investment in a new integrated curriculum through all grades, teacher training, and technology. A smaller student body required modifications in class scheduling and staffing realignments, which was received negatively by some but positively and creatively by most. Just when it was assumed our financial woes would keep the necessary progress from occurring a bequest from the estate of Mr. Garnett Ezell of $400,000 designated for “programs, facilities and/or equipment which will benefit the school’s students in their educational experience” was received. The structural changes planned were realized placing the school once again in a strong position to fulfill its mission of seeking the best in each child.

The school was poised to receive new enrollments that would take advantage of the amazing improvements St. Paul’s had to offer. Yet growth was stagnant regardless of our efforts to get our name on the street. The graduating 8th grade class of 2008 of 24 students was the last large class in the school. Planning models indicated that a successively smaller middle school would result as lower grades advanced. How could the parish day school survive? A question that tested the faith of the board members and the vestry. A further reduced staff, program and budget with the overwhelming commitment of parents was approved for the 2008-2009 school year focusing attention on the growing numbers in the early childhood program. The school could not offer the full program of previous years because of budget cuts. But seeking the best in each child continues to be the mantra, which utilizes a flexible class schedule that is not based on age but readiness to learn and grow academically. CAIS accreditation was dropped in 2008; it was determined to no  longer be advantageous for the school’s mission and needs.

In the summer of 2007 the school sponsored Summer Life for students entering kindergarten through 5th grade. This program engaged the children in a full range of day camp-like activities (7:30 am - 5:30 pm) for most weeks of the summer. Twenty-five children enrolled the first summer, two thirds of whom were in the primary grades. Many enrolled in the fall day school program. Summer Life 2008 had even greater success with 55 students enrolled, again almost two thirds in the primary grades. With the fading numbers in St. Paul’s middle school enrollment and the growing numbers in the kindergarten and first grade classes a trend seems to be building for the day school to rebuild from the bottom up as in the early years. After school care during the academic year has been expanded into most holiday seasons to assist our families.

In its 37th year the day school continues to be faithful to its founding principles of excellence in education, respect for people, and being centered on God within the inclusive tradition of the Episcopal Church. St. Paul’s provides western Ventura County a healthy religious environment for learning.


