Portland School Committee Policy Committee Public Forum Minutes

Weighted Grades Policy

May 2, 2007

Members in Attendance: 
Robert O’Brien, Susan Hopkins, Rebecca Minnick, Maureen Quinn, Anthony Toppi

Objective: 
To gather community input to changes in the School Committee Weighted Grades Policy.

1. Chair Robert O’Brien welcomed attendees to the meeting.  He read the current weighted grades policy (available on the Portland Public Schools website – www.portlandschools.org.) 

2. O’Brien shared feedback from local college admission officers (available on the Portland Public Schools website.)

3. Student School Committee members Maureen Quinn and Anthony Toppi described how they collected feedback on weighted grades at Deering and Portland High Schools, respectively.  At PHS, Toppi hosted diverse focus groups to discuss the topic and asked students to share their thoughts in writing as well.  At DHS, Quinn solicited input from selected DHS Coaching groups, hosted an open focus group and encouraged students to share their thoughts in writing.  All student feedback is posted on the Portland Public Schools website.

4. DHS Guidance Counselor Gary Vines and PHS Guidance Counselor Mark MacLean shared the transcripts currently in use.

5. O’Brien reported that four Bates College students are engaging in a literature review and will submit a three-page report to O’Brien Sunday, May 15.

6. O’Brien shared the expected timeline – the Policy Committee will meet next week to create a recommendation.  Then the recommendation will be introduced to the School Committee May 16th with a scheduled vote May 23rd.

7. O’Brien reminded the group that Casco Bay High School does not currently have weighted grades or class rank and operates on the 4.0 grading system.

8. A discussion ensued around the following two questions:

What are the strengths and weaknesses of the current policy?

· Not consistent – it’s important that DHS and PHS are consistent.

· Colleges value more information, not less – it’s important to include both the weighted and unweighted Grade Point Average (GPA).

· There in an intent to align the high school transcripts across the district – honoring the uniqueness of each high school.

· Bill Webber shared PHS data that describes how 2005 student ranking would look with unweighted grades.  Students at the top showed little change – students in the middle saw more significant changes.

· Some eighth-graders chose lower level classes – then realize later in their high school careers the importance of challenging classes – by eleventh grade it’s too late

· Kids are in a race to get into a good college

· “I would hate to think our kids are advised towards mediocrity.”

· We need to encourage our kids to be their best – we need to reward AP and Honors.

· More work should equal higher rewards.

· Weighted grades are important.

· We are sending the wrong message if we don’t weight grades.

· PHS – highest dropout rate in the state.

· PHS and DHS have among the lowest high school completion rates in the state.

· Request to share data by race and socio-economic status: AP classes, Honors classes, High School Completion Rate, and Dropout Rate.

· Banish class rank, weighted grades and tracking.

· Not fair to weight grades in AP and Honors if classes are not accessible to all.

· Keep the bar high – give English Language Learners (ELL) the extra support to achieve at high levels.

· Accuracy is important – seems like our current policy does that.

· College Common Application asks a lot of question about rank, decile, GPA – so whether we want to hide it or not, colleges will try to figure it out.

· Large colleges get a lot of applications (George Washington University got 19,000 for 2,500 slots) – we want to make it as easy as possible for the admissions officers.

· Do away with weighted grades.

· 50% of high schools do not share class rank.

· Many colleges do their own calculations.

· Portland’s mission ought to be graduating 100% and ensuring 100% are college ready.

· May want to update School Profiles to demonstrate context and challenges.

· Need to improve access for minority students to Honors and AP classes.

· Graduating from high school and going to college are separate issues from the weighted grades policy.

· High School Completion and Dropout rates on the Maine Department of Education website are wrong.  Truants may be counted multiple times as dropouts.

· Reward top performers.

· Support entering ninth-graders in making good choices when selecting high school classes.

· Middle school to high school transition and class placement is an issue.  Some kids are being placed in the wrong classes.

· Eight-grade teachers need to be thoughtful about high school placement for graduating eighth-graders.

· Weighted grades and class rank are tertiary issues in the college process.

· Are there differences in the College, AP, and Honors curriculum? – if so, then grades should be weighted.

· In college – no weighted grades.

· We don’t get rewarded for everything we do.

· In high school (unlike college), it’s the same class at different levels (College, Honors, AP) with different work expectations.

· Our students are competing against high schools that weight grades – we best serve our students by including both weighted and unweighted grades.

· Important to honor academic excellence.

· Get more parents involved.

· The mentoring program at PHS can support students.

· Too many levels at PHS – General, College, Honors, AP – are we falsely dividing students towards mediocrity?

· Any change will have a negligible impact on the really important issues facing high schools.

· The real issue is money – change the way we spend money – increase the number of teachers and increase class time.

· At PHS students have access to AP and Honors

Prompt 2 – What are possible solutions and compromises that ought to be included in a new policy?

· Weight those AP and Honors grades for student who earn an A or a B in the class.

· Purpose of the transcript – clarity and accuracy for admissions officers.  Need weighted grades, unweighted grades and class rank so that college admissions officers can make an apples to apples comparison – that’s clarity.

Parking Lot

· Give students the option of reporting weighted and/or unweighted grades or not reporting at all. (Jamie Cough)

· Weigh everything!  Not on class level, but by assigning each student a weight at the end of the year to reflect their effort; weight to be established by the teacher!  It’s fair, and teaches kids you get what you put out.
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