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The state Department of Education apparently doesn’t believe in grading on the curve: Its annual report cards rate
34 percent of Oregon public schools as “outstanding.” When one in three schools achieves the highest possible
mark, it becomes difficult to spot the few that are actually doing an extraordinary job of teaching children. The
highest grade has been devalued to mean no more than “above average.”

Oregon has had these report cards for 11 years now. Until this latest set, schools could be given one of five marks,
ranging from “exceptional” to “unsatisfactory.” Now the grades have been reduced to three: “outstanding,”
“satisfactory” and “in need of improvement.”

The state grading system has been altered to bring it into alignment with the assessments performed under the
federal No Child Left Behind law. The act requires an evaluation of the academic progress of subsets of students —
minorities, the disabled, English language learners and those from low-income families. Schools that succeed in
moving all subsets of students forward are deemed to have made “adequate yearly progress.” Those that fall short
of the AYP standard can face such consequences as a mandate that their students be allowed to transfer to other
schools.

By taking into account progress from one year to the next, it’s possible that the state grades will eventually provide
a means of tracking trends in a school’s performance. Yet this type of information is already being made available
through the No Child Left Behind evaluations.

The state grades have never meant much, and they mean even less now. How can a school be truly “outstanding”
when it’s part of such a large crowd? Is it possible that only 5 percent of the schools in the state are “in need of
improvement?” The great majority of schools, 61 percent, received a grade of “satisfactory” — an evaluation that
invites a statewide shrug of the shoulders.

The report cards are mandated by the state Legislature, so the education department can’t just quietly drop the state
grading exercise. The Legislature ought to take a second look and ask whether the grades amount to wasted effort.
Until then, the report cards deserve a mark of “needs work.”
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