NDG0525g – AP

AP OR NOT AP?
7:30 plus 5 secs of teacher talking at end
INTRO:
We continue our series of reports FROM Western Guilford High School in Greensboro.  In the past five years, at Western and high schools around THE COUNTRY, there's been a big push to increase the number of students taking higher level courses.  To its supporters, this is nothing less than the democratization of education.  Deborah George reports as part of "North Carolina Voices: Studying High School."
SCENE: AP Psych Class:  Heather Blackmon calling roll…

COPY:  Heather Blackmon’s Advanced Placement psychology course is one of the most popular classes at Western...in spite of the tough reading assigments and the big test that comes at the end.

VOX: Basically guys you are now in a college level class. What they call this in most colleges is psych 101. (FADE DOWN) 

COPY:  Just a few years ago, advanced classes like this one were reserved for the cream of the crop, students with the highest grades.

They’re known as  “Advanced Placement or AP” and they follow a curriculum developed by the College Board, a national organization.   Below  AP are Honors classes....and below Honors is the regular curriculum, known as “college prep.”

At Western, teachers are being instructed to encourage students who in the past might not have taken these upper level courses…and get them to sign up.  So, this year, at the beginning of the spring semester  (UNDERNEATH, SOUND OF HB CALLING, “DEVEASE.”) , star athlete Devease Simpson found himself in his first AP class.

ACT - HS 9 (Devease Simpson interview 1/17/06-19:30) 

 DEVEASE SIMPSON:  I thought it would look very good on my transcript...as far as going into college...A lot of athletes....standards lowered...and I don’t want that to be the only reason...cause my grades are good. ///thought I should take a xxx 

COPY:  Devease has  already taken several honors classes. But in addition to impressing college recruiters, AP has another benefit.   If he scores 3 or better on the AP test,  which has a scale of 1 to five, he could enter college with some credit already under his belt.    The principal and counselors  have a lot riding on Devease’s success in this class too.   They’re hoping he’ll help  them close what’s called “the acheivement gap” between white and minority students.    Six years ago when he took up his post as Guilford Cty Schools Superintendent, Terry Grier sat down to see which students in his schools were taking upper level classes. 

ACT: "I looked at the data and I was appalled/// We had four times more white kids who were level 4 taking honors courses in our ninth grade than we did African American kids and non-white kids in general!

COPY: Terry Grier talks about “racheting up rigor”...a favorite phrase of many educators these days.  What they mean is that students --- all students -- will live up to the expections set for them.. And Grier says not giving them access  to these advanced classes affects their chances later in life.

ACT: 

 "Students who take advanced placement courses and score 1 or 2 have a higher probability of graduating from college in five or six years than kids who do not take AP at all.  And I mean, they have a significantly, and statistically significantly higher chance.  //It's about access to rigor.// And that's important.  We need to push all kids.

COPY; Studies are mixed about whether AP classes actually help kids fare better once they’re in college.   Still.. Western Guilford has tripled the number of AP courses in the last four years while cutting the number of standard college prep classes.   The percentage of minority students taking AP has gone from 6 to almost 30 percent in that time. Now, about a quarter of all students at Western take at least one ap class. 

But not all the teachers think putting more students in AP is working.

ACT: HS 3 Heather Blackmon interview 12/14/05)11:30 “./// It’s the biggest mess I’ve ever seen.”

COPY: Heathor Blackmon, whose psych class is so popular...is in charge of coordinating the AP program at Western.

13:25 - 2 -The official policy is that you cannot screen students to enroll in AP courses. If they wish to be in an AP course, they are allowed to be in an AP course.  The thinking is that those students will get a better education by making a D or and F in an AP course than they will making an A or a B in a regular course.

COPY:  And some AP courses are actually mandatory if a student makes a certain score on their practice SAT’s.  Blackmon says there are too many students taking AP classes. 

14:34 - 3- They’re huge. And filled with students who look at me like a deer in headlights when I mention a concept that to… me.. is easy.  /// I had an AP student not understand, does not know the concept, has never heard the word “incentive.” And I was just amazed.  

COPY:  So students who used to get A’s and B’s in Honors or College Prep are now getting C’s and D’s, she says, and they and their parents are frustrated.   Blackmon says the situation is also bad for the students who DO belong in an AP class.

ACT: 4- ///you have high level AP kids who are being dragged down because they’re not getting opportunity to get the depth of information that they should get because the rest of the class is just a little behind. ////

COPY: But there are indications that the philosophy of “pushing rigor” can work with students who might  never have thought of themselves as high acheivers.

SCENE: Romeo and Juliet.  “Oh Romeo, Romeo..

COPY: Mrs. York’s English Nine class.    

ACT: “and be a Capulet...”

Jessica Giardullo is a freshman with a history of spotty grades.  She got three “F’s” on her last report card.  Still....

ACT: Miss Adams put me, signed me up for honors geometry. And Miss York signed me up for honors English 10.

COPY: Jessica isn’t afraid to question the “easy” version of Romeo and Juliet her Freshman English class is reading.

SCENE OF HER QUESTIONING 

COPY: She’s clearly bright.  But thanks to years of school failure and previous tracking she has a healthy skepticism about being pegged for Honors classes now.

ACT:

(from diary tape): 

10. 00  (BIG YAWN)  It’s pretty crazy.  Cause I’ve been like a C, D, stupid kid since the beginning of like third grade.  No.  Since the beginning of my grade school career. ///,// in fifth grade when they put me in special ed for math...I was like in special ed for reading too.  In grade school, I couldn’t read for beans.///.///  And now they’re like ---oh we want you in Honors English and stuff like that.  And I’m like ok.

COPY:  Several weeks later, though, Jessica’s adjusted to the idea and the “whatever” attitude has started to fade.

ACT: The fact that they’re telling me I’m like honors material now. It’s kind of—it’s cool. I don’t really know how to say it, but yep.....must be getting smarter...It’s like when people say, hey good job, and you can watch your grades go up and go up, it like feels really good, you’re like, I’m getting better at this, you know. It’s pretty cool.

COPY -  School Superintendent Terry Grier is excited by the idea of pushing students to excel.  In,fact he says eventually, he’d like to do away with the regular college prep curriculum and make Honors the starting point for everybody.  

I’m Deborah George, North Carolina Public Radio -WUNC 
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