Board Battles 

by

Eyes Right

Fairfax County, VA   -   Few topics stir the emotions as much as education – particularly when the issue concerns your own children.  Recently this fact has been brought to the forefront by two issues which spawned vocal advocacy groups of parents.

The first issue centered around the traditional area of parent complaint:  grades.  In this case, the argument has been that the local school system, Fairfax County Public Schools (FCPS), has been penalizing its students in terms of college admissions by continuing a grading scale which is more stringent than the majority of other school districts nationally.  Specifically, the complaint was that a student in FCPS must achieve a grade average in a course of at least 94 in order to receive an A, whereas most other districts require only a 90 average.  Similar disparities exist for lower grades, for example, to achieve a B a FCPS student must have 84 as opposed to 80, etc.  

A group of parents felt so strongly about the issue that in response to years of futile attempts to change the policy they formed an advocacy group, FAIRGRADE, complete with a website, to lobby the School Board for change. This year the group gathered over 10,000 signatures (non-audited), conducted an ad campaign, and exerted sufficient political pressure to finally convince the School Board to adopt the change.
Another group of parents, emboldened by FAIRGRADE’s success, is now pressuring the same School Board to change morning starting times for high school students from 7:30 AM to at least an hour later so that the teenagers can arrive at school less tired and, presumably, more prone to learn.  Whereas FAIRGRADE had little organized opposition other than traditionalists who wished to retain high grading standards, those who are lobbying for the delayed opening have run into equally vocal opponents consisting primarily of the “sports lobby” who do not want their children practicing sports until late hours of the evening.  The outcome of this fight is not yet clear.
This is all a grand exercise in grass roots democracy and is rather entertaining to watch if one does not have a dog in the fight.  Emotions run extremely high on all sides, particularly in the delayed opening battle.  As a classroom teacher, I find the argument that teens will be more responsive to learning later in the morning to be somewhat naïve.  There is “research,” of course, which purports to show that students do better academically if they begin classes later in the morning.   Having done a fair amount of “educational research” myself, I can testify that such studies are of dubious merit and are generally rigged to produce the desired outcome.  My own personal experience with teenagers, both as a parent of three and as an educator for the past 25 years, has been that students will go to bed generally when they feel like it.  If classes begin an hour later, they simply stay up an hour longer in the evening.
I had a similar feeling with respect to the grading change which will now be implemented.   The result of the change is grade inflation, pure and simple.  The argument that FCPS students with lower GPA’s than their counterparts in other parts of the state/nation are not getting into universities as well is dubious.  I have not seen an instance of one of my students not getting into top universities based on grades.  I have seen students not be admitted, but the culprit has always been their low SAT scores. (which, in reality, are the ONLY objective measurement of a student available to a university).  Also, as a classroom teacher, I tend to grade much as most of my colleagues, that is, we have a general feel for how many A’s, B’s, C’s etc. there should be in a “typical” class and we grade assignments and tests accordingly.  This may, or may not, be “fair,” but welcome to the real world.  Presumably, in some parent’s view, a grade of A is something of a right.

FAIRGRADE’s success brings to reality Garrison Keillor’s standing joke about Lake Wobegon, where “all students are above average.”  Sooner or later, we must stop pampering our youngsters and allow them to experience first-hand the fact that some jobs actually begin before 9 AM, that not everyone wins all the time, and that life is not always a string of successes.  
I thought you might like to know.
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