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			Book Presentation: Many Children Left Behind by Deborah Meier (Editor)

			Book Abstract

			The passage of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation in 2002 was the result of a bipartisan effort. In the wake of the September 11th attacks, the members of Congress came together to produce something positive for the American people, and especially for those most vulnerable to the fear and negativity of reality: our children. The motive for many involved in the creation and passage of this legislation was to do something good for our public school system. The bill promised a great many things, including increasing funding for schools that serve the poor; ensuring that educators are highly qualified; and holding federally funded schools accountable for raising achievement of every student by breaking down the achievement data. Few people would object to such aspirations.

			But in Many Children Left Behind, the authors (all founding members of an education think tank) ask why is it that in the two years since NCLB went into affect, educators, legislators, parents and states are up in arms about NCLB? The authors make a case that NCLB, rather than improving public education, actually undermines the public school system, and does more damage than good to the students it claims to help.

			The authors claim that, alongside the technical issues with NCLB (including under funding), the very premises upon which the legislation is founded are faulty. Already, we see the results of the law, including school quality declining, the children of the poor receiving even more limited instruction because their schools will be the first to be reported as failing and NCLB making the public schools even less accountable to the public. 

		


		
			Summary of Many Children Left Behind (Deborah Meier (Editor))

			The Foundation of NCLB Act

			The No Child Left Behind Act “radically centralizes, by means of federal approval of state plans, one key element of school operation—the definition of standards in several key areas and the ways and means of assessing them.” Ultimately, the explicit goal of NCLB is to require all schools to ensure that 100 percent of students test at levels identified as proficient by the year 2014. The penalty for a school under-performing on the standardized tests used to assess each school will lead to sanctions, decreased federal funding and possible federal take-over. This is a departure from the past, when state and local groups held the power to determine educational matters.

			The NCLB Act places one mode of assessment above school board judgment, teacher understanding and parental concern: standardized tests. While a well-written and researched standardized test may provide teachers with good data about their students, such tests do not provide enough information or the balance of information necessary to assess “accurately either a student’s mastery or a district’s or school’s problem.” NCLB distorts the data and, with it, the problems our schools actually face. NCLB ignores many authentic reasons for children’s and schools’ failures, including:

			
					Many schools are inadequately funded or equipped.

					In poor communities, local taxation cannot support minimally acceptable schooling and state and federal contribution formulas rarely cover the cost differences between poor districts and wealthy districts.

					State and federal direction of school routines has abruptly grown over the last decade, impinging upon the school boards’ assessments of what they need to do to make their schools better.

					Access to public education is limited by where one lives.

					The authority of teachers and principals has been narrowed.

			

			Though in many ways its intentions are good, NCLB neglects these challenges facing our schools and instead makes these problems worse.

			Hurting the Neediest Students and Schools

			Initially hailed by civil rights activists as a step on the path to improve education for those children who have historically been left behind in American public schools, NCLB actually punishes schools with many subgroups (minorities, students with disabilities, students living in poverty and new English learners). Over the next few years, NCLB will label most of America’s public schools as “failing,” even when they “are high performing and improving in achievement.”

			One study found that 26,000 of the nation’s 93,000 public schools failed to make adequate yearly progress, many failing largely due to a single student group’s scores. “The chances that a school would be designated as failing increased in proportion to the number of demographic groups served by the school.”

			As has been shown in many research studies, schools serving large numbers of poor students and students of color have larger class sizes, fewer teachers and counselors, and fewer and poorer academic courses, extracurricular activities, books, materials, supplies, computers, libraries and special services.

			Does the NCLB Act recognize the hole in which many schools already begin? No. NCLB and federal funding leave these dreadful school conditions largely untouched. Therefore, the poorer schools, no matter how hard their teachers and boards strive to meet the new standards, begin further back from the starting line, yet somehow must catch up by the end of the race.

			Because NCLB requires that schools be declared “failing” if they fail to meet the score targets for each subgroup of students, it ignores the potentially large improvements made by lower-performing schools. It also ignores the fact that students who are a part of lower-scoring subgroups, such as special needs students, were removed from regular classes because they cannot meet the standard. If those students could meet the standards imposed by the NCLB Act, they would no longer need to be a member of a special subgroup: “thus, it is impossible for 100 percent of subgroups ever to reach proficiency.”

			A large majority of the schools that did not hit the target improvement for 2004 are those serving greater numbers of subgroups. This phenomenon has been titled “the diversity penalty” by one group of researchers.

			While many of these schools do desperately need improvement, the plan of the NCLB Act—to shame them into improvement—will not always work. Rather than serving their students better after being identified as “needing improvement,” schools serving multiple subgroups are undermined by NCLB. Such a label decreases the schools’ ability to attract and keep qualified teachers. As one principal asked, “Is anybody going to want to dedicate their lives to a school that has already been labeled a failure?”

			The most adverse effect of NCLB’s accountability strategy is that, rather than expanding security nets for struggling students, it cuts out the safety nets. NCLB creates incentives for schools to push out struggling students because their absence increases the school’s average score and the percentage of students meeting the standard. Even if all the other students’ scores fall from one year to the next, the absence of the lowest-scoring students causes a false increase in assessment scores. In a perverse twist, the NCLB Act encourages schools to counsel out, transfer out, expel or permit the drop out of the students who most desperately need help. “Recent studies have found that systems that reward or sanction schools based on average student scores (rather than looking at the growth of individual students) create incentives for pushing the low-scorers into special education so that their scores won’t count in school reports, retaining students in a grade so that their grade-level scores will look better, excluding low-scoring students from admissions and encouraging such students to leave school or drop out.”

			NCLB’s Effects on Classrooms and Schools

			The effects upon struggling students have been well documented, but so has NCLB’s detrimental effects on classrooms across the country. In spite of the fact that not a single study has found that standardized tests help our children to graduate as better college students, employees or citizens, NCLB relies solely upon tests to improve our schools.

			It’s no surprise that teachers are “teaching to the test.” Why shouldn’t they? If test scores are all that matter and are the only method of measuring success, teachers must put all their energy into preparing their students to take the test. The joy of learning is draining away from classrooms because many of the methods necessary to get children to memorize facts, instead of gain understanding, involve rote repetition, recitation and scripted lessons. New York City history teacher Dalia Hochman says that teaching history is now a race to cover all the material which might be on the test: “In one stretch, we

			
			
			
					“Reducing the quality and quantity of curriculum.”

					“Distorting educational expenditures, taking money away from high-quality curricular resources (lab supplies and books) and spending it instead on test-prep materials.”

					“Provoking instruction aimed at the lowest level of skills and information, which crowds out other forms of learning.”

					“Teaching and test-prep practices that violate what is known about how children learn.”

			

			
			Swapping the AYPs for the ABCs

			
			
					Total school population

					Special education students

					Limited English Proficiency students

					Whites

					African Americans

					Asian/Pacific Islanders

					Native Americans

					Hispanics

					Other ethnicities

					Economically disadvantaged students

			

			
			
			
			
			NCLB and Democracy

			
			
			
			
			
					Come together to build a consensus of the purposes of schools and education. “Communities should publicly debate, publish and record their progress toward their own sense of student success.”

					Agree on how to handle the inevitable minority viewpoints that cannot be accommodated in the public consensus. Offer choices for those who want other standards.

					Select “the key educational leaders to carry out the work in ways that honor the views of both families and professional staff.”

					Ensure that equal resources are being provided to rich and poor, both in how much money we spend per child, but also in hiring and obtaining qualified teaching staffs.

			

			The Effort to Privatize Public Education

			
			
			
					Trying to discredit the schools.

					Referring to them as “government” schools, “trying to tap into a vein of libertarian resentment.”

					Sneering at researchers and educational experts as “educationists,” out of touch with what really happens in schools.

					Attacking the teachers’ unions (as it’s politically unwise to attack teachers).

					Increasing the number and difficulty of standardized tests to be able to point to how poorly students are doing as reasoning for privatizing the schools.

			

			
			
			
			
					“How many schools will NCLB-required testing reveal to be troubled that were not previously identified as such?” Schools that are in trouble have already been identified—they didn’t need federally mandated testing to tell them that.

					Many schools and districts are obviously struggling. How many of those schools have received the funding necessary to improve? The answer is simple: “many of the same people who justify more standardized tests for information-gathering purposes have also claimed that more money doesn’t produce improvement.”

					What positive results of high-stakes testing have been proven up to this point? Unless you count higher scores on those same tests, there are no documented positive effects of such testing.

			

			Overhauling NCLB to Leave No Child Behind

			
			
					Increase funding for the education of low-income students.

					Require states to close the “achievement gap” that exists between different groups of students.

					Expect states, districts and schools to educate all students successfully.

			

			
			
			
					Shared vision and goals. Local schools and communities must be the “primary authorities” in determining the accountability process. State governments will be in a position of secondary authority, primarily serving to ensure equity of treatment.

					Adequate resources used well. Our schools can only be held accountable for students’ education when they are adequately funded. When funded properly, the school boards must allocate money fairly and well: to hire good teachers, purchase books and technology, and provide a safe, clean and hospitable school environment.

					Participation and democracy. All the key players—teachers, administrators, parents, students and the community—should share power and responsibility for the schools’ growth and improvement.

					Prioritizing goals. Information used for assessment needs to come from many measuring tools, not just standardized tests. They must include all important areas of learning, not just math and English. Similarly, the assessment needs to take the school’s overall atmosphere and environment for learning into account.

					Multiple forms of evidence. No important academic decision about a student, a teacher, an administrator, a school or a district should be made based solely on one type of evidence.

					Inclusion. Accountability must include all students (including those who are struggling to succeed) and the data from such measures should be broken down, just as NCLB requires.

					Improvement. Good teaching is central to improving our schools. Our teachers need to be part of collaborative learning and professional development as part of their paid work.

					Equity. Improvement needs to include the closing of race and class achievement gaps by helping to “overcome the consequences of poverty and racism.”

					Balance bottom-up and top-down. Again, decision-making should have a locus in the community, not in Washington, D.C.

					Interventions. Higher levels of government should step in only as a last resort. Interventions should instead focus on factors proven to improve educational quality, like professional development for teachers, greater parent involvement and quality classroom assessment.
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