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Introduction

Penn Manor School District has applied existing web technology to revolutionize communication between parents and teachers. As result of this success, Penn Manor School District hereby respectfully submits the enclosed material for your consideration of the 2003 PASBO Award of Achievement.  The district has implemented a unique web-based grade book and attendance system that provides real-time, online tracking information to parents regarding their child’s grades and attendance.  By serving as a beta development and design school for the project, the Penn Manor School District implemented a highly customized, web-enabled communications package while saving well over $100,000 in software costs associated with off-the-shelf systems such as PowerSchool. 

We encourage the reviewers to visit the Penn Manor School District Lettergrade website to view a live parent account on our Lettergrade system.  To login to the website, please visit the following: 

http://www.pennmanor.net
Click on the “Lettergrade” link in the upper left-hand corner of the page. Once at the Lettergrade site: please enter the following account information:

Username: xxxxxxxx

Password: xxxxxxxx

Please note that the password is case sensitive. Also, Internet Explorer version 5.0 or higher for Windows or Macintosh is required to view the site.

If you have any problems accessing the information please contact me at Charlie@pennmanor.net
We have included 9 news clippings packets about the Lettergrade project. The articles detail the district’s success with the project and give a unique perspective on how the project has benefited the Penn Manor School District.

Lastly, we have also included 9 compact disks for your review. The disks each contain a video file of the newscasts from Harrisburg, York and Lancaster that heralded the deployment of the Penn Manor Lettergrade website for parents and students and a PowerPoint show that details some of the teacher accessible screens in the Lettergrade package. 

Why do you believe this submission merits an Award of Achievement?


In December of 2001, Penn Manor School District became the first public school district in Central Pennsylvania, and possibly the state, to offer real-time parent access to live grade and attendance information for every student in grades 7-12. The system was developed through a business partnership with the New York firm LetterGrade Inc. and Tenex Systems. Specifically, district teachers and staff spent 6 months working with developers at Lettergrade Inc. to create a fully web-based grade and attendance reporting system. Penn Manor’s beta-development design work with business partners on the Lettergrade system produced a more customized and cost effective student package than “canned” software systems such as PowerSchool.

Penn Manor’s Lettergrade system is a great leap forward in the way schools communicate with parents and students. The Lettergrade online grade and attendance web service has become a cornerstone of parent/teacher communications in our district.  Parents feel better connected to both their child's teacher and to their school and have a starting point for discussing grades with their child.

The real revolution is in the methods by which Penn Manor School District has leveraged the Web to modernize grade reporting. In the "old days", progress reports and report cards were issued, at best, 8 times a year. Often, the paper report card was already outdated by the time it arrived in the mail. The Penn Manor School District Lettergrade site turns the traditional agrarian student performance reporting timeline upside down and allows parents to track their child's grades and attendance in "Internet-Time."

We believe that schools should be doing everything in their power to foster open communications between teachers, students, and parents. Often, schools fail to see the power that technology has as a communications tool. Penn Manor's goal for the Lettergrade project was to take existing technology (the web) and provide a real-time service to parents and students. 

Lastly, the Penn Manor School District Lettergrade project is the culmination of our long-term, award winning strategy to revolutionize both school district business and communications through the use of technology. The Lettergrade project was given life as an extension of our eTalk initiatives in 1999 and 2000 whereby the Internet became a critical tool for district communication to parents and community member. In essence, the Lettergrade Project applies these same processes and principles to where it matters most, our students.

Why do you believe this submission can be applied to other entities?

Penn Manor's aggressive implementation of online grades and attendance is really the vanguard of a model that will hopefully be commonplace in all school in the next 5-10 years. We believe that the application of web technology to better connect schools and parents is a practical, best practices example that other schools can utilize. 

The Penn Manor Lettergrade project can certainly be replicated by other school districts in Pennsylvania because of the commonality of problems we share. In brief, schools are faced with increasing pressure to:  provide more useful information and data to administrators and the state, to tame volumes of paperwork, and to provide customized services to stakeholders on ever tightening budgets. By leveraging business partnerships with software developers and utilizing the web as a technology and communications platform, schools can realize astronomical gains in information distribution. Often, these gains can be made with a minimal financial investment as many districts have already developed capable district-wide networks and telecommunications systems. 

Importantly, the Penn Manor School District’s teachers, administrators, support staff, technology staff, and parents worked together in the unique role of beta-developers for the Lettergrade system. By working in the role of design-school beta testers, the district was able to defer the hefty cost of purchasing a finished system. We believe that the beta development model can be utilized by other districts that have the tenacity and vision to modernize their communication systems but may lack the budget to purchase finished off-the-shelf software packages.

Lastly, the beta-design work the district put into the Lettergrade project has already been applied to other schools. As of December of 2002, the Lettergrade program has been deployed to over 35 schools in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York.
What are the measurable benefits has your school entity derived from this practice?

The primary objectives of the Penn Manor School District Lettergrade Project were to provide up-to-the-minute information to parents and students, to open lines of communication between parents, students, and teacher, and to create greater efficiencies in the processing and collection of student grade and attendance data.

Each of the district’s goals for the Lettergrade Project have been met and exceeded. The district's unique and innovative implementation of web technology has touched 3000 students and over 5000 parents in the Penn Manor community.

The Lettergrade Project has been an overwhelming success. In the first three days of the site going live for parents, we received over 6500 visits. Throughout the past year, we have continued to receive an average of 1000 weekly parent visits to the site. Clearly, the ROI in terms of parent communication and service is incalculable. Parents continuously provide us we feedback that they don’t know how they lived without this information before. Not only do they feel empowered with detailed information on their child’s progress, they have, for the first-time, been provided with a common and current starting point for discussing their child’s schoolwork.

Here are some parent comments regarding the Penn Manor Lettergrade system:

“Just a little note to let you know that I tried the letter grade over the weekend.  I loved it!  It worked great.  The instructions were very easy to understand.   As a parent, I find it very helpful.  Thanks a million!”

“Dear School Administrators:

We just wanted to tell you how pleased we are that you have implemented the online Lettergrade access!  We absolutely want to be in the know with what is happening with our son in as "real time" as possible.  This system now makes that possible.  We will use this information to regularly work with STUDENT’S NAME to support the work of the teachers. I am sure that this was no easy project to implement, and we would like to thank you, the teachers and all who made this possible!”

“I love the Lettergrade program and check it regularly.  It has helped us with STUDENT’S NAME, in making sure that his homework is done and that his grades are acceptable.”

The district has also enjoyed huge logistical benefits and process efficiencies by implementing the Lettergrade system. These include: 

• Real-time attendance information and attendance history is available to parents, principals, administrators and students.
 
• Real-time tracking of class cuts provides valuable information to attendance officers and principals.

• Electronic progress reporting and course grade submission eliminates hundreds of hours usually spend “paper shuffling” Scantron sheets and hard copy reports. The net result is a yearly savings of approximately $20,000 in costs associated with Scantron processing.

• Grade books are available to teachers anytime, anywhere, via the Web. Teachers enjoy the freedom of access to their grade information from both school and home.


• Electronic tracking of Academic Eligibility for sporting programs eliminates the tedious hand calculation/verification of student grade standing. 

• Elimination of “paper shuffling” when distributing child grade and attendance information to specialists and guidance counselors.

• High School students may now use the Penn Manor Lettergrade software to register for courses via the web, thereby eliminating the need for hand entering student course requests. Student entry of data will potentially save the district days of manual entry and approximately $5000 in associated costs. 

• Digital archiving of all teacher grade books and progress reports from the system to PDF format eliminates paper storage of records.

Lastly, by serving as a beta-design school for the Lettergrade system, Penn Manor received a significant cost savings vs. off-the-shelf student software packages. Existing package would have cost the district well over $100,000 in additional expenditures yet would not provide the features and customization of the Lettergrade system. The net effect was a fully customized system that was implemented a full year faster and at a tenth of the cost of standard web based communication systems. Importantly, the district’s co-designed student package far exceeds the capabilities and flexability of standard “canned” software such as PowerSchool and other student information systems. In essence, the final Lettergrade product is a software package built around the needs of our district teachers and staff.

What was the problem, issue or concern that caused this practice to be developed?

Traditionally, grade report cards and attendance history were compiled on paper and mailed home to parents on a quarterly basis. As this paper information typically took two to four weeks to compile and mail to parents, it was grossly outdated and not a true reflection of the students current progress in class. Additionally, paper progress reports and report cards did not contain a detailed listing of each assignment, quiz, and grade. Principals also did not have access to timely student performance information or student assignments.

Although teachers were using basic electronic grade books to enter grades and assignments, the district did not have a reliable, centralized method by which this information could be shared with students, parents, and administrators. Additionally, the process of recording end of marking period cumulative grades was inefficient, costly, and often prone to error.

Accurate and timely student attendance information was also difficult to obtain, as the district’s traditional system was largely paper-based and human compiled. Specifically, by the time an accurate daily attendance sheet was generated, the school day was nearly over. Furthermore, the process of sharing timely student information to support staff such as guidance counselors, nurses, and attendance officers was unbearably inefficient, if not simply impossible.

Penn Manor ‘s Lettergrade system takes out all guesswork concerning a child’s progress and attendance and eliminates the delays in reporting information to parents, students, and teachers. It provides personalized information about a student’s assignments, grades and attendance, right down to individual classes.  Importantly, the Penn Manor Lettergrade system makes it easy for parents to track their child’s test, quiz, and assignment grades. As teachers enter student scores and grades into their web-based grade book, the information is instantaneously posted for parents and students to view. Administrators and principals also now have real-time access to detailed student grade data that often took days to compile.

Attendance is also tracked via the web in real-time. Teachers enter both homeroom and class attendance. The net effect is that class cuts can be immediately identified via the system. Additionally, parents can log into the web system from any computer with Internet access to see if their child made it to school or to view an attendance history.

About Penn Manor School District

With a student population of 5300, Penn Manor School District is recognized as the third largest school district in Lancaster County.  The district spans over 100 square miles to the east of the Susquehanna River and encompasses five political entities: Millersville Borough, and Conestoga, Martic, Manor, and Pequea Townships. The Penn Manor School District community population is 30,600. Penn Manor School District occupies seven elementary buildings, two middle schools, and one high school.  Nestled in Millersville Borough, Penn Manor High School is located beside the campus of Millersville University. The district currently employs over 300 teachers and over 200 non-instructional support staff. Penn Manor is recognized as a leader in technology programs and has pioneered projects such as the state’s first district budget webcast, a community-wide discount computer purchase program for all residents, and a unique digital alliance with Millersville University of PA. 

Full district budget information is available online at: http://www.pennmanor.net/budget/
Additional information can be found at our website: 
http://www.pennmanor.net
The Penn Manor Lettergrade system is available at:

http://www.pennmanor.net/lettergrade
