Policy Committee Meeting Minutes

May 9, 2007

In attendance:




Staff:

Robert O’Brien; chair


Mary Jo O’Connor, Superintendent

Susan Hopkins


Tom Lafavore, Director Educational Planning


Maureen Quinn

Invited Speaker 

Mark MacLean, Guidance Director, Portland High School

Gary Vines, Guidance Director, Deering High School

Chairperson O’Brien outline the objectives of the meeting using the Our Needs in Developing a Policy Change (attached).  In addition, Chairperson O’Brien shared thoughts on weighted grades from Michael Johnson, Principal of Portland High School, Kenneth Kunin, Principal of Deering High School, and Anthony Toppi, Student School Committee Representative from Portland Highs School.  Both principals agreed about the need for transcripts to be informative and consistent across schools.  The principals also stated that conversations regarding that need had occurred.
Committeeperson Hopkins expressed a need for whatever policy does not include an inordinate amount of details.  Hopkins wished to see a policy that was not over-managed or over-legislative.

Superintendent O’Connor suggested that the superintendent draft a policy that was direct but not overly detailed, and working with school administrators and the guidance directors, guidelines toward that policy would be created.  Those guidelines would be brought to the Policy Committee and School Committee for approval.  

Chairperson O’Brien sought consensus on the superintendent drafting a policy for review at the next policy meeting.  Consensus on the matter was reached.

Gary Vines and Mark MacLean expressed concern over developing consistency in the guidelines and ensuring that the three highs schools would adhere to the guidelines.  Vines and MacLean also expressed concern about students transferring from Casco Bay High School to either Portland High School or Deering High School. Because Casco Bay High School uses a standards-based reporting system, some concern was expressed about converting that type of reporting with more traditional types of reporting.  Mr. Lafavore reported that there is an abundance of literature regarding transforming standards-based reporting to grades.

Chairperson O’Brien indicated that the policy should be brought to the School Committee prior to the end of the school year.  Chairperson O’Brien will coordinate that vote with Sue Ward.

Chairperson O’Brien opened the meeting to the public.

Mr. Weber expressed concern that the Policy Committee, by having the superintendent draft the policy, was not fulfilling mission.

Committeeperson Hopkins stated that traditionally the superintendent, or other staff members, drafted the policy and the sub-committee and School Committee then changed the wording of the draft if needed.  

The meeting adjourned at 6:55 p.m.

Attachment received from Chairperson O’Brien

Our Needs in Developing a Policy Change:

Ensure That Easy Mobility Is Possible Among All Demographics

Ensure Adequate Guidance, Encouragement, and Support for Under-Represented Demographics and At-Risk Students

Recognition of Extra-Ordinary Student Achievement on an Objective Scale

Provide Clear Context of Student Achievement to Guidance/Admissions Offices

Recognize Stakeholder Input From This Process

Contextual Questions:

What are the consequences of repealing the permission to weight grades / rank?

Could changes to current practices occur with the current policy in place?

Phone Interview by Robert O’Brien with Michael Johnson, Principal of Portland High School, 5/9/07:

· Need to differentiate diplomas

· If eliminating weighted grades, replace with structures to accurately depict what a student’s learned and can do

· Rank necessary for Brown Awards, given to top students at PHS since 1865.

· Race Versus Language Barriers

· Language Barriers: level of English language ability affects access to rigorous classes where extensive writing and reading is required

· SAT is an obvious barrier for ESL/ELL (“English as a Second Language” or “English Language Learners”) students

· ESL students are required to demonstrate a 5th reading level to join mainstream classes.  Often that’s not enough to compete.  (Paraphrased).

· “Adequate Yearly Progress” tests (a requirement of No Child Left Behind) are skewed by ESL test takers.

· Race: Mike’s son is an African American taking 2 AP classes.  Mr. Johnson estimates that five to seven of the students in his son’s AP classes are of color (with no language barrier) in a class of about twenty-two or twenty-three students—about the proportion of non-language barrier students of color to Caucasian students.  Not the same in every advanced subject course, just an antidotal case.

· Lower socio-economic conditions do impede education

· Laptops at home for higher socio-economic kids

· Access to Internet at home

· Quiet place to study

· Two parents monitoring student achievement

· Major advantage!

· Portland High School and Deering High School must be consistent in their transcript practices because they are directly compared, one to the other.

PHS Principal Michael Johnson Email to the Policy Committee, Cannot Attend Workshop

Robert, I think Ken [Kunin, DHS Principal] and I are on the same page on this issue, but as you heard last week, the community has a varied position.  The biggest point for us is the Brown Medal Awards.  These are awarded to the top five female and the top five male scholars at Portland high.  They have been given since 1865. They are determined by GPA.  We continue to let students sign up for whatever level they feel compelled to try.  What is most interesting to me is the debate about race and no mention of language.  As you know, they are often one in the same.  The minority students at PHS are mostly kids that struggle with the language issue (not speaking, but reading and writing).  To assume that they are limited only due to race and socio-economic status is not complete.  Language is the deciding factor in most cases. I have an awards ceremony tomorrow night.  Give me a call tomorrow if you have a moment.  By the way: You should be commended for the nature and format of your work.  It has been comprehensive and inclusive.  Mike

DHS Principal Ken Kunin Email to the Policy Committee, Cannot Not Attend Workshop

May 8, 2007

Robert,

As promised, here are some thoughts for the upcoming discussion. I would not characterize them as hard and fast recommendations, rather as avenues to explore in fashioning a policy.

As I see it, there are several aims of revising the current policy:

1.  Creating structures and systems that promote equity of opportunity and results for Portland students.

2.  Promote excellence and achievement for all students.

3.  Provide accurate and specific information to colleges that places our students in the most accurate (and best possible) light as they compete for college admissions, particularly to highly selective schools.

Any scheme that we construct that does not support attainment of at least these three aims (there are no doubt others) is limited in long term utility to promote success and achievement for all of our students.

That said, I would explore a policy that included a few key ingredients:

1.  GPA only reported as unweighted.

2.  Class rank reported in unweighted GPA in deciles.

3.  Adoption of diploma endorsements based on the “cum laude” designations (summa cum laude, magna cum laude and cum laude).  We would need to explore whether or not these are trademarked terms, but some other could be used if use requires joining a club (such as is the case with National Honor Society).  Designation is based on unweighted GPA AND analysis of transcript for rigor of program (AP, honors, college courses, etc.).  If the policy asked each principal to determine this system I would convene a working group of teachers, parents and students to make a recommendation.

4.  Transcript and School profile revised to include specific information on #2 & 3.

5.  At Deering, selection of “top” students by all who have achieved the highest designation of honors (summa cum laude) determined by all who reach a very high bar determined by results (high GPA combined with rigor of program).  This would replace our top ten. In some years we may have 6 that reach this designation.  In other years we may have 20.  

6.  Valedictorian and salutatorian would be selected from this high honors or “summa cum laude” group.  While these terms have come to be understood as highest GPA’s, this in fact is not the meaning of the terms.  They simply designate those students who deliver the orations at graduation. The group recommending guidelines for “rigor of program” would propose criteria for selection of these two designations from among our summa cum laude group.

I hope this is helpful as you explore a new policy in this area.

Thank you,

Ken Kunin

Principal, Deering High School

PHS Student Rep Anthony Toppi Email to Policy Committee, May Be Late to Workshop

The first talking point confuses me [see below]. What kind of language do you mean, and how do these programs relate to weighted grades/class rank? I may be missing a big point here.

To the second talking point : Good idea! This way we can have facts to back up statements involving our demographics. Could we possibly tie this fact gathering/monitoring into another process, like when we review results to ensure AYP? Or maybe when we look at our mission statement? We kill two birds with one stone that way. The "Supt action" could be a meeting with principals to discuss the way certain demographics have moved up/moved down/stayed in place.

To the third point: this may be over stepping the idea of the policy. Isn't this idea for another time and place? Again, I may be missing something, but I think we should probably focus on fixing any flaws in the policy as it is and wait for another time to fix the larger issue of disenfranchising demographics.

Finally, I just want to put my idea about what weighted grades should be. I put this together from observing the student and public forums:

Weights should be applied to student grades to reflect their effort in class. This is to be determined by the teacher, and the weight is only calculated when GPA is calculated for transcripts. All class levels and all students will have their grades weighted to be fair and equitable. No certain class level will have a higher maximum of points allowed, nor will any class have a minimum. By allowing teachers to reflect on students effort in class, the student must establish a relationship with the teacher to show that they are putting their all into their studies. This not only establishes a personalization between students and teachers, but it also shows students that "you get what you give". The School Committee will decide what the scale is for weighting (0-5 say?).

A students weighted GPA will determine their class rank. A senior with the highest class rank will be valedictorian (yatta yatta this part stays the same)

A students course level will be marked on their transcript, as well as both their weighed and unweighted GPA.

Good Luck Wednesday,

Anthony

Policy Chair Robert O’Brien Email to the Policy Committee

The following is a rough draft proposal to serve as a DISCUSSION starter for Wednesday.  I'm sure all of you, like me, have been racking your brains on what we're going to do.  My goal in developing these talking points was to reflect the recommendations AND needs that were raised by several of the stakeholders we heard from.  I'm sending them to you early so you have a day or two to digest them.

In the current weighted grade policy,

cross-reference several programs that are already in effect

for mentoring, guiding, advising, and encouraging students

to challenge themselves to their utmost ability.

Mary Jo listed those programs as:

*  Deering Coaching at DHS (advisor/advisee)

*  Advisor/Advisee at PHS

*  Crew at CBHS

*  Plans for the ninth grade experience at PHS to be implemented in Sept 07

*  Portland Mentoring Alliance - mentors many of our PHS students with caring adults

Add language in the weighted grades policy

that explicitly makes it the School Committee's responsibility

for monitoring the quantitative changes in classroom demographics each year

and asking the Supt to take action accordingly.

Additionally, make sure that an objective

to increase mobility among demographics in the upper classes

is in the Supt's strategic plan.

[END].
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