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The Fall of the High School Valedictorian


When you think of a valedictorian, what comes to mind? When asked this question, most people would probably respond by saying the top student in the class. Although this seems obvious, not everyone agrees.  If you asked the Board of Education at my school, it would say anyone who meets the requirements they set for that year. Thus, more than one person can be number one. In fact, many students at my school are given this title each year. Although this seems like a wonderful accomplishment, there are many reasons why this system does not work and is not right. Thus, high schools should only have one valedictorian. 


To begin, schools that have more than one valedictorian have tarnished the meaning of the award. Being the valedictorian used to mean that you were the top in your class. In fact, a person would be hard pressed to find a dictionary that did not say the same thing. Contrary to the awards meaning, some schools have chosen to give the award to any student who meets set criteria. As a result, these schools have distorted the true meaning of the award. To illustrate, if the Motion Picture Academy gave the award for best actress to five people, they have clearly misinterpreted and changed the purpose of the award. As silly as that sounds, that was the exact situation at my school when I graduated. In fact, ten people, including me, were awarded the top position even though we all had different grade point averages. In the end, schools like mine have taken this honor, which stands for outstanding academic achievement, and turned it into a group participation prize.


In addition, the schools that name more than one valedictorian have taken away most of the benefits that come with the award. First of all, these schools have taken away many of the financial perks this position used to have. To explain, when I applied for scholarships many of them no longer cared that I was the valedictorian because nine other students in my class were too. Furthermore, many valedictorian scholarships have cut the amount of money they give because so many more people qualify for them. Thus, the money is not nearly as helpful because it has to be divided up amongst a large number of students. Secondly, these schools have taken away the benefit of recognition. For example, schools used to honor the valedictorian by giving the student an opportunity to speak at the graduation ceremony. However, many of the schools in my area had a professional speaker or a staff member give the valedictory speech because there were too many valedictorians. Thus, the top students at these schools were not given their recognition. In fact, I had looked forward to that honor for years, but I was denied that privilege. In the end, if schools damage the meaning of the award and take away the benefits, there is no reason left to even have a valedictorian.


Worst of all, many of these schools have had to resort to underhanded methods in order to have more than one valedictorian. To explain, some schools have started to use grade inflation in order to get a tie amongst so many students. These schools usually refer to this system as weighted-grading. Under this system, the school can artificially increase the grades a student receives. These schools originally designed this system to inspire students to take classes that were considered difficult. Thus, if a student received B’s in all weighted classes, he or she would get a 4.0 on the final transcript. However, what happens if another student gets all true A’s in the same weighted classes? To explain, this student would also get a 4.0 because he or she could not get anything higher than a perfect grade point average. Thus, both students would have a perfect 4.0 even though the first student got lower grades. As a result, these schools would allege that these two students tied for number one and could thus claim that the school had multiple valedictorians. In order to hide this system, some of these schools have become deceitful. For example, my school refused to make public my real grade point average because it considered all the valedictorians equal even though we were not. Plus, they listed the valedictorians in alphabetical order and not by rank so that no one would realize the ranks were actually different.  Overall, this kind of activity is unbecoming of an academic institution.


Despite all of this, some schools choose to have more than one valedictorian because they feel this enhances the academic reputation of the school. Although this may seem reasonable, the number of valedictorians a school has does not measure the quality of the education. In truth, schools such as mine have not actually enhanced the educational experience in the school at all. On the contrary, these schools have more than one valedictorian because they have either used odd grading systems or lowered the criteria needed to be number one. In other words, the curriculum has not changed; the only thing that changed was the criteria to be a valedictorian. Therefore, multiple groups, including the teacher’s union at my school, have said that these schools look silly and unprofessional because they base their academic achievement on the number of valedictorians they have and not on hard data. Overall, these schools have shown the community that they care more about quantity than quality; thus, hurting their reputations more than helping them. 


When I think of the word valedictorian now, I think about how my dream of being the valedictorian of my graduating class was shattered so that my school could supposedly look better. I think about how my school administrators put their ambitions for the school before student accomplishments. Overall, this should not happen. While schools should support academic excellence and achievement, only one valedictorian should be chosen.  
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