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Lynchburg, VA – “Schools across Virginia flunk AYP,” screams the headline in The News and Advance here in Lynchburg.   It is mid-August and the results of the 2011 end-of-school-year state-wide testing cycle have just been released.  It is not a pretty picture –  only 38% of schools throughout Virginia have passed the Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) federal benchmarks for student achievement.  Here in central Virginia the results are even more bleak; just 22% of public schools have passed.
The good news, and the news which should be reported, is that these results are meaningless, at least in terms of measuring student learning taking place in the schools.  AYP is one segment of the infamous No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001.  Although the political motives of NCLB legislation were laudable, that is, to improve the educational performance of all public schools throughout the nation, in practice, its unrealistic and unattainable goals set in place standardized testing on a state-by-state basis which inevitably led to a dumbing-down process in most school districts as educators devised ploys to meet impossible goals.
The stated purpose of NCLB was “to ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging state academic achievement standards and state academic assessments.”  Who could argue with these goals, or, the brilliantly title of the legislation, “No Child Left Behind”?  Billions of federal dollars were appropriated to be spent throughout the country to implement the program, including over a billion alone for the “education of migratory children” and another billion or two for Native American and Native Hawaiian children.  Every child was going to become an academic superstar.

But the devil is always in the details, and, in this bill, there were 670 pages of details.  The most outrageous detail was one of the cornerstones of the bill, that is, that each state was to implement policies and standardized assessments to ensure that all children (100%) would pass the tests by no later than 10 years after the bill was signed into law.  This translates to the spring of 2014.  And as states progressed toward this goal, they must show “annual yearly progress” which means ever-increasing scores on the path to 100%.  This progress must not only be for a school as a whole, but also for each ethnic and other subgroup (e.g., special education students) throughout the school.  Even if the school as a whole meets the target for the year, if even one sub-group does not, the school is deemed to be failing.
Initially, as NCLB was implemented, nearly every state and every school system met the requirements, which began at a very low level.  However, as the requirements ratcheted upwards, difficulties began to surface meeting the goals. No one seemed willing to state that a goal of 100% for anything is not only unrealistic, but unattainable.  So long as the feds continued to throw money at the states to make NCLB, everyone was content to remain quiet.  Now the chickens have come home to roost, and everyone is squawking. With most school systems having over 80% or higher success rate, many are finding that, even with ridiculously easy passing scores, there is a subset of students who cannot pass, no matter how much assistance is given.  Many of these students come to school on an infrequent basis, and, when in school, do little or no work.
In order to try to find some means to get these students to pass, many school systems are now taking time during the school day to provide remediation; unfortunately, this time is carved out of the school day for all students, so that everyone is now receiving less instruction time.  In some school districts, these remediation efforts are now robbing over 15 % of instruction of new material, which is, of course, beginning to negatively impact the education of the students who do come to school regularly and who do their work.
Some school systems have even resorted to cheating in order to show AYP.  Recently, cheating scandals have been uncovered in Atlanta, Washington, DC and many other school systems in which administrators and teachers have conspired to fix testing results to reflect better scores.  Their motives are simple; if their schools do not meet the yearly progress benchmarks (AYP) of NCLB, the schools will be deemed “failing” with subsequent penalties, both administrative and financial – in addition to the labeling of being a failed school.
Here in Virginia, only 9 % of the state’s middle schools met AYP this past year; only 35% of the high schools were successful.  Bear in mind that the tests reflect only a minimum level of competency.  On some high school tests, a student need answer only half of the multiple choice questions correctly to pass.

In response to outcries for relief from the unattainable goals of NCLB, the U.S. Secretary of Education recently announced that the Department of Education will now be providing waivers to states if they provide “documentation” that appropriate measures are being taken to educate all students [whatever this means].  It is not clear that the NCLB legislation allows this end-around maneuver, but, what is certain is that some ploy must be implemented to avoid every school in the nation be labeled failing.  
So here is the lesson learned from NCLB and its AYP provisions:  no amount of federal dollars coupled with unrealistic, and unattainable, goals can improve our efforts to educate our children.  What is needed is a commitment from parents to imbue a thirst for learning in their children, and the will to ensure that their children are in school daily.  Until that takes place, we will continue to be disappointed.
I thought you might like to know.
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