AP Classes:  Science …and beyond!
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                 The new A/B schedule for next year will affect Liberty students and staff alike in all areas of the campus.  The question is: how will this schedule change be affecting our high-achieving AP students/future AP students?  Effective at the start of the 2009-2010 school year, Liberty’s AP classes will all be run just as other classes will: for about 90 minutes every other day for the entire school year.  This cuts down AP class time from what it is now, 180 days of class, to only 90 days.  Students and staff at Liberty have all had fairly strong reactions to these new decisions made by the Liberty Board of Trustees, whose goal was for the three Liberty District schools (Liberty, Heritage, and Freedom) to all be on the same bell schedule.  At this point it seems as though all schedule decisions have been deemed final; AP students and teachers alike will have to make adjustments in their academically-challenging schedules.

            After having attended several meetings with the Board about this new schedule change, Mr. Halloran, Liberty Principal, noted that the Board has made this decision about A/B Scheduling and AP classes for a number of reasons.  One of these reasons is that having a class every other day will leave students more time for processing information they learn in the classroom, or will “slow things down conceptually,” says Halloran.  Another reason the Board found this change a positive one is that teachers who don’t have a full schedule at one campus can be utilized between the three campuses throughout the day, creating a lower dependence on the number of teachers, which is a money-saving piece for the Liberty District.  A third and key reason the Board felt this decision was a good one is that it will be easier for students to get their first-choice classes than it was on the 4x4 block schedule, considering there will be more schedule availability and fewer conflicts in scheduling.  Classes with enough sign-ups (about 25 students) will be run, which should increase the number of available AP classes at Liberty as well.  In addition to these reasons from the Board, Halloran added that the new schedule will “create more teacher experts within [specific] content areas.”  Halloran also notes: “Change is hard; it’s always hard, and none of us really like it.  There are pros and cons either way, but for AP students, there will be more pros with the A/B schedule.”  Halloran also believes that this schedule transition should be much easier to make than the one made two school years ago, when Liberty went from an 8-period day to the 4x4 block schedule.

            Current Liberty AP teachers have all reacted in different ways to the situation.  Mrs. MacDonald feels that for her AP English 4 class specifically, the new AP schedule will “require students to be true AP students; to have motivation from within.”  While a majority of work is done in her classroom with the current schedule, Mrs. MacDonald notes, next year and the years following may require some outside sessions, which would be held on Saturdays, at lunch, or after school, in order to devote more time to learning and working with the material.  Mrs. MacDonald also mentioned that this is something she has dealt with before and that with “highly motivated, self-starting, focused students,” it will not be a problem.  In terms of class dynamics and curriculum, Mrs. MacDonald says: “I will cover the same ideas [in my class], but not the same material.  We will be covering all of the same concepts and skills, but the amount of practice will be up to the students.” Mrs. MacDonald is required to cover all mandatory senior benchmarks for her class as well as plenty of practice for the AP exam.  “We will be reading only four books with the schedule change,” notes Mrs. MacDonald, while this year’s class will have read a total of eight.  “If summer or break homework weren’t against District policy, I would assign it,” adds Mrs. MacDonald.  Concluding her thoughts about the new single-blocked schedule for AP classes, she says:  “We can do it; it’s possible.  It will all depend on individual motivation.”

            Ms. Capelli, one of the current Liberty AP Psychology teachers, feels the new schedule will be a huge change for AP classes but that teachers will have to strive to make adjustments: “It’s not really a matter of planning; it’s a matter of un-planning,” she begins.   “My class will be strictly lecture all day everyday...there will be no time for activities or discussion,” Ms. Capelli says with a disappointed tone.  Ms. Capelli thinks that the schedule itself will work, but that whether or not it leads to real success is the true question.  She also feels that once AP students for next year realize the amount of work that will be required outside of the classroom, they will be less motivated to sign up for the classes.  “Everyone wants the best for students,” Ms. Capelli notes, “AP Pysch. won’t be the class that is should be or was designed to be [with these new schedule changes], but until there are no sign-ups, I will continue to teach it.”

            Possibly the most affected AP class for next year will be AP Calculus.  Mrs. Valarie Stillwell, AP Calculus teacher here at Liberty for the past 26 years, has resigned for her position as the AP Calculus teacher for next school year in reaction to the new scheduling changes.  “I didn’t resign because I didn’t want to teach the class,” Mrs. Stillwell begins.  As the longest-lasting AP Calculus teacher at Liberty after only her second year of teaching, Mrs. Stillwell has put her heart and soul into the Liberty AP Calculus program.  “I started this job with a 25 lb. book with missing pages, no notes or curriculum from previous classes…basically nothing,” she describes.  After completing homework assignments every night along with her students, planning functional lectures, creating tests, attending several conferences, and working as hard as possible with the limited building blocks she had to start with, Mrs. Stillwell made AP Calculus into one of the highest pass-rate AP classes in the nation.  Just last year, Mrs. Stillwell’s AP Calculus class had a 100-percent passing rate, meaning that ALL students who took the AP Calculus for Liberty passed their test with a score of 3 or higher!  The AP test must be passed for students in that particular AP class to be able to have those credits “count” for college.


“I am disappointed with the decision that was made…

I feel it undermines the gifted students,” Mrs. Stillwell explains in reference to the single-blocked AP classes.  

But Mrs. Stillwell’s strong reactions do not lie in the amount of time spent in the Calculus classroom.  “I don’t need a 90-minute day to teach,” she elaborates, “but I need the everyday part.”  As an AP-certified teacher, Mrs. Stillwell is part of List Serve, which is a program that connects AP classes across the nation. List Serve enables her to communicate with other AP Calculus teachers throughout the US regarding difficult Calculus problems, advice pertaining to specific lectures, and even specific school schedules.  Around the time that the schedule decisions for Liberty were being made, Mrs. Stillwell reported that there was a “survey” going around the Calculus List Serve asking all teachers what schedules their particular schools are on and how the AP Calculus class is affected by them.  100-percent of teachers across the nation, who sent responses to this particular survey, reported that their AP Calculus class, regardless of their schools’ schedule, was held everyday.  Scheduling for schools across the nation ranges from A/B scheduling to 5/6 period trimester scheduling and everything in between; however, AP Calculus is being held at almost every school on an everyday schedule.  The frustration Mrs. Stillwell feels about the single-blocked, every-other-day AP Calculus class decision is one that can be empathized with.  Several other AP classes, particularly foreign language, are run the same way across the nation: everyday, and will most likely be affected negatively just as AP Calculus would.  “We can’t go any faster than we do, in terms of days,” Mrs. Stillwell says, “I even offered to teach the class zero period, either everyday or on the off-scheduled days,” she continues.  Due to the poor budget however, zero period classes are still not being offered at Liberty.

“Most of the comments I have heard [having attended all the recent Board meetings, etc.] have all been the same: ‘Oh, they’re the smart kids.  They’ll be fine,’” Mrs. Stillwell notes.  

“Personally,” she continues, “fine is not acceptable.  Fine is not good enough.  Fine will not solve cancer.  Fine will not solve global warming…Society has problems, and when it’s this generation’s turn to fix them, I want the ones fixing them to be great, not fine.  And having kids that are great at solving these important problems means having kids that are great at Calculus, great at art, great at English, and so on…” she continues.  “I can’t support it [the AP schedule change at Liberty], and I feel that someone needs to stand up for the gifted students…I’m concerned [about not only this class], but also about meltdowns for these students; I’m concerned about their extra curricular activities…how are they supposed to be able to do everything they already do, but more so with the new schedule, and still have time for a life?   AP Classes will be all drill, kill, and grind next year…students will not be able to have pride in their classes.  It takes away from the overall high school experience.”  As a certified GATE (Gifted and Talented Education) teacher, Mrs. Stillwell also mentions: “The first thing we are taught is that gifted students are still students; they are at school to expand their knowledge, and that is what they should be able to do.”  To conclude, Mrs. Stillwell states: “I felt that someone had to make a protest, that I had to protest, and resigning was all I could think to do.” 


However, Mrs. Stillwell’s resigning has unfortunately not changed the decision for single-blocked AP Classes next year.  While AP Calculus is still in question, any classes with about 25 or more student sign-ups will be run and taught next year, no an every-other-day, A/B Scheduling basis.

