Balanced Excellence the Formula for a great High School…Dr. James Fitzpatrick

Newsweek recently carried an interesting piece by, Jay Mathews, the very fine Education Reporter for the Washington Post on how to build better public high schools.  He believes a good measuring stick for judging the quality of a high school ought to be focused on the Advanced Placement Curriculum.  Schools having the highest percentage of a graduating seniors taking Advance Placement or International Baccalaureate exams would be deemed the best schools.  His formula is pretty straight forward.  Divide the number of exams taken by the number of students in a graduating class.  This would give you your percentage of success in comparing with other high schools.  
Matthews does not get hung up on whether the students pass the exams, his contention is that regardless they are better prepared for college for having taken Advanced Placement curriculum. Advanced Placement exams are scored 1-5 with five being the high mark.  Most colleges grant credit for scores of three or better.  Thus it is possible for a student who has passed several AP exams to earn more than a semester of credit toward their college degrees by virtue of their successful performance on AP exams.  The economic incentive is also a plus. Approximately sixty percent of American High Schools now offer Advanced Placement courses.  Two times as many students take such courses compared to ten years ago.

I am a great believer in the Advanced Placement Program.  Since its inception in the early eighties, it has been one of the most innovative curricular decisions for college bound students.  For next year, we have added AP Statistics to an already expansive Advanced Placement Offering.    
Indeed Mathews makes a compelling argument.  However is his formula on target for judging the worth of a high school?  

At a Superintendent Advisory meeting held in early May with approximately twenty parents in attendance, the question was asked “what is it that parents value the most in Fort Schools?”  
Advanced Placement opportunities were mentioned, but most important to this group of parents was the variety of courses and opportunities offered to students.  Parents liked the rich curricular and co-curricular offerings the high school and the school district as a whole offered. 
I would submit that the Mathews formula while addressing a key ingredient for building a strong high school is too narrow in focus.  It does not take into account the worth of a high school that brings out the vocational assets, artistic talents, or special needs a student might have.  Nor does it recognize that alternative programming such as our Crossroads program, school to work programs, or business and technology classes help many students navigate their way through high school in preparing them for futures, that might not follow a baccalaureate path.   

The art exhibits at the recent Cygnus art show, approximately one hundred and fifty entrees, and the many magnificent wood projects produced by Mr. Neuens’ classes, or the Jazz de pasta/dessert music experiences expanded to two nights in recent years, are just a couple of examples of educational excellence that would not register in the Mathews formula.  
Trying to judge great high schools through a quantifying method is even riskier business than judging schools solely on standardized exams. The Mathews formula for judging schools, while expedient, fails to uncover many of the other great things that happen in high schools on a daily basis.  On June 11th when the 140th class to graduate from Fort High meets for commencement, the question a parent would want answered in judging the value of a high school would be “were the needs of my child met?  There in lies the most important evaluation in judging a high school.   
