PAGE  
10

Kristy Gardner

ENG 200-016

Dr. Mincey
December 15, 2006

No Child Left Behind
Introduction

According to a world-wide 2003 UNICEF study addressing the overall effectiveness of the worlds’ schools, the United States ranked “eighteenth out of twenty-four educational systems” (“No Child Left Behind?”). This is an obvious indication that something in our educational system needs to change in order for American children to have the same advantages as the rest of the world’s children. In 2002, the No Child Left Behind Act was signed into law to address this problem. The legislation’s main goals are to guarantee “highly qualified teachers” for all students by the year 2005 and to have all students proficient in both reading and math by 2014 (Symonds). While a majority of people agree that these are admirable and important goals, a growing number feel that the legislation’s methods for reaching these goals, as well as the time table set for the goals’ completion, are ineffective as well as unrealistic (Green). In order for the law to work, drastic changes need to be made.

As a recent high school graduate, I understand that standards for achievement do need to be raised. I know from my own experiences that my high school did very little to prepare me for college, which has made my beginning years of college even more difficult. The raising of standards in elementary through high schools would help prepare students for college, the work place, and the global market. No Child Left Behind has done a good job of raising standards; however, there are still problems that need to be addressed. Today we will talk about the most controversial of these problems: the unrealistically high standards it demands schools to achieve, the concern about using school-wide standardized tests as the only tool used to measure progress, and also, the dilemma of not receiving enough federal funding to reach the set goals. In addition to pointing out these problems, I will also discuss some possible solutions that might make the law more effective.
Problems with Adequate Yearly Progress
A Gallup Poll conducted in 2006 found that 58 percent of the American public feel that the No Child Left Behind Act “has either harmed or had no effect on schools” (Green), while just 25 percent thinks the law has improved the quality of education in America. The National Education Association conducted a similar poll in June of 2006, revealing that 48 percent of teachers feel that No Child Left Behind has “hurt schools” rather than “helped them” (Green). So what exactly is it about this legislation that people have such concerns about?  The most controversial aspect of the law is its expectations of adequate yearly progress. The idea behind adequate yearly progress is that each year schools are required to reach small goals, and in time, those smaller goals should lead to the achievement of the ultimate goal of 100 percent proficiency in reading and math. One problem with this is that those smaller goals aren’t so small, which is why only 71 percent of schools met the adequate yearly progress for the 2005-2006 school year, down from 75 percent the year before. In 2006 less than half of the states actually had progressed from the year before (Olson). The main reason for this lack of progress is that each year the achievement targets rise, while many schools are still struggling to meet the standards from the previous year. These rising standards leave more and more schools behind, and cause low-performing schools to fall even further behind (Olson).
According to Reg Weaver, president of the National Education Association (NEA), adequate yearly progress expects schools to “achieve linear progress” meaning that each year students need to do progressively better on tests than the class a year ahead of them. Amy Bivens, who has been teaching fourth grade students at a local elementary school for ten years, reflected on this issue in a recent interview. She stated that, “This is a big problem because most educators know that each year’s class is different. One year, the incoming class could be a very strong group of kids overall, while the next year’s class could be very weak.” It is hard to compare students in this way because each year’s class is a completely different group of kids with different strengths and weaknesses.
Under adequate yearly progress, students who begin at different academic levels are expected to reach the same levels of proficiency during the same time frame. No Child Left Behind identifies eight different subgroups that students can fall into: “white, black, Hispanic, Asian, American Indian, economically disadvantaged, limited English speakers and disabled” (Kaczor), and it expects each group to reach proficiency by the same time. In a school, if one of these subgroups fails to meet the standards, the whole school fails. Of course all students under any subgroup can reach proficiency, that’s not the problem. The problem is that it takes some groups longer to do so. Since students who, for example, speak limited English start out further behind students who speak English fluently, they might need extra time to reach proficiency. 
Problems with the Measurement of Adequate Yearly Progress

Another cause for concern is that adequate yearly progress is measured through school-wide standardized tests. A poll conducted in July of 2006 by Teacher Magazine found that 56 percent of readers do not feel that “standardized testing is an effective measure of student learning” (“Reader’s Poll”). In order to accurately judge the progress students are making, it is important to use more than one form of measurement. William Beaver, a professor of Education at Robert Morris University in Pennsylvania, states that, although it is a problem when a school’s progress is measured based on one test, it creates even more of a problem when the high amount of emphasis placed on this one test results in teachers “teaching the test.” A poll by Public Agenda found that 88 percent of the teachers surveyed felt that, in the last few years, the amount of emphasis schools put on the results of standardized tests had increased. According to that same poll, 61 percent of the teachers felt “that teaching to the test inevitably stifles real teaching and learning” (Weaver). When tests are so greatly emphasized, teachers have to make sure students understand the concepts covered on the tests, which shoves other material out of the picture, as well as taking instruction time away from teachers. My high school spent an entire week preparing us for testing. During this week we attended motivational assemblies, testing pep rallies, and other testing-related activities, in addition to another week’s worth of actual testing. I spoke with other former high school students who all recalled having similar experiences. Not only did all of these activities end up burning us out of testing before the real testing even began, it also took out two weeks worth of instruction time.
The fact that the No Child Left Behind Act uses standardized tests to measure improvement is not the only issue that has raised concerns. Another problem is that the law uses one single test score to mark proficiency for every student, regardless of what level the student is. This means that if a low-performing student makes a large amount of progress, but still doesn’t make a high enough test score to meet No Child Left Behind’s standards, that student isn’t counted as having improved at all. NEA President Reg Weaver states that the progress made by a child with a disability may not be as high as another student, but that progress should still be valued. “Making one test score the goal for all students” (Green) isn’t a very accurate portrayal of students’ achievements, because every student is different. Grouping students collectively ignores progress that some students make. Education Professor Roger Cleveland gave an example of this by stating in a recent interview that, “If a student comes into your classroom at the beginning of the year reading two grade levels behind and you bring him up to grade level, that progress isn’t captured by adequate yearly progress” because he would still be below the mark of proficiency.
Lack of Funding
Another problem with the No Child Left Behind Act is that not enough funding is provided by the federal government for schools to reach the goals the law sets. Public Agenda asked school leaders and district chiefs how they felt about No Child Left Behind. They found that close to nine out of ten of those polled were worried that No Child Left Behind “is an unfunded mandate” (Archer). Although funding for education has increased in recent years, schools still don’t receive enough. William J. Mathis, Associate Professor of School Finance at the University of Vermont and superintendent of schools in Brandon, Vermont, found that in order for schools to meet the rising standards of No Child Left Behind they need to receive an increase of funding by 20 to 35 percent. Professor of Education and Social Science William Beaver states that if this money isn’t given to schools, states will be forced to somehow come up with the money on their own, at a time when enrollment is on the rise and many states have either “cut or maintained” the amount of money provided for education (6). One study has shown that 80 percent of schools don’t have enough money given to them by the federal government to comply with No Child Left Behind (Labbé). This is why the National Education Association has filed a lawsuit against the government, claiming that it has failed to give schools about $27 billion dollars that it owes them in order for schools to carry out the demands of No Child Left Behind (Stand Up For Children: Pontiac v. Spellings).
No Child Left Behind’s goal of having a qualified teacher in every classroom is one of the most difficult tasks for schools to accomplish without enough funding. A small number of college students are choosing to major in education, largely because of the low pay teachers receive. An example of what an impact salary can make can be seen in 2002, when New York City, in hopes of eliminating their teacher shortage, gave teachers an increase in salary of 16% over a two year period, which increased the salary of beginning teachers from $32,000 to $39,000. Within the year, New York City no longer had a teacher shortage (Beaver 6), which shows that raising teacher pay could really contribute to attracting more people to the profession. However, many poorer districts, which are where the majority of teacher shortages occur, don’t have the money to attract qualified teachers through increased salary. The number of teachers that will be let go because they aren’t properly certified will also add to the teacher shortage, making it even harder to reach No Child Left Behind’s goal. Poorer districts will have more problems because of this as well, because they have the highest numbers of non-qualified teachers (Beaver 6). 
Solutions
The No Child Left Behind Act has very important goals that do need to be reached; however, those goals aren’t going to be met unless changes are made. One change that would make a big difference would be to modify the adequate yearly progress to allow schools flexibility in the high demands and short time frames given, especially for subgroups of students who have a tendency to start off further behind other students. These disadvantaged students shouldn’t be expected to advance at as fast of a rate as other students.
Instead of making one test score the goal for all students, adequate yearly progress should be measured by using a growth model, which would track student progress on an individual bases, rather than collectively. This method would keep schools that overall are progressing, but might have one group of students that are still behind, from being considered a failing school, because it would take into account students’ disadvantages. The San Francisco Chronicle focused a recent article on Riverside Elementary School, located in San Pablo, California. This school was labeled an underperforming school in 2001. The school went through all the recommendations the No Child Left Behind Act recommends for failing schools, but none of these made any change. In 2005, the school began looking at the individual scores of students three times a year. This allowed teachers the advantage of seeing the weaknesses of each student, and the opportunity to address each student’s problem areas. Teachers also grouped students based on what concepts the students were having problems with in order to give them increased help. Because of these changes, for the first time since No Child Left Behind was signed into law, the school has met the adequate yearly progress each year (Asimov).
Conclusion
Almost everyone can agree that the welfare of our children is important, especially the quality of their education. That is why the No Child Left Behind Act is so important. It is an opportunity to make sure that all students are receiving a good education and are making significant progress. However, in order for the No Child Left Behind Act to be effective changes need to be made. The needs of individual students need to be addressed, more flexibility needs to be given to groups of students who are already behind, and the government has to provide schools with more money to be able to hire qualified teachers and meet other requirements for the law. Addressing these problems will give the United States a higher standing in the world-wide ranking of education systems. Eighteen out of twenty-four does not give children in America today the assurance that they will be able to compete in a global market place. Hopefully once these simple, but influential, modifications are set in place, we will see improvements in the achievement of students, and we will be assured that our children will have promising futures.
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