NCLB Nonsense 
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Washington, DC   -  How can anyone be against it?  No child left behind.  Such a wonderfully noble concept!  The very thought conjures up images of each and every child not only having the opportunity to succeed in life, but also to actually succeed.  We will leave no child behind as we march forward into the 21st century!

Grow up.  You are being suckered.  The architects of this so-called No Child Left Behind (NCLB) boondoggle should receive an A for creative sloganeering, and an F for public policy.  The actual intent of this Congressionally approved Federal program is to ensure the demise of public education in the United States.

Here is how it works.  Each year every public school in the U.S. must achieve increasing levels of pass rates on standardized  (a.k.a., multiple choice) tests administered at various grade levels, such that by 2011 (or so) every school must attain 100 percent pass rates.  Hence the name: No Child Left Behind.  

State legislators have become increasingly incensed by NCLB because it is essentially an unfunded mandate, that is, states must spend increasing amounts of their money to attempt to meet the requirements of this Federal legislation.  If an individual school does not meet the benchmarks, students may leave the school to attend one that does meet the goals.  It soon becomes less expensive for states to simply issue vouchers to parents to send their children to private schools (which, not so coincidentally, do not have to meet the requirements of NCLB). In other words, we have created public policy which ensures that public schools will “fail” so that they can be replaced by private schools. 

A bipartisan panel representing all 50 states is issuing a report here in Washington this week demanding changes to NCLB based primarily on financial complaints. The focus, however, should be on the basic premise of NCLB, that no child should be left behind.  Think about this analogy:  Should a school bus sit forever in front of a home waiting to pick up a student who is in bed and does not wish to come to school that day?  That child should be left behind, so that the other students on the bus, who did get up, can proceed to school to receive an education.  Life does not lend itself to 100 percent compliance in anything  So why should we be mandating 100 percent pass rates at every level of education when it is absolutely impossible to achieve?  

As a classroom teacher, I know this to be reality.  I cannot teach an empty seat. A small, but steady, percentage of my students do not come to class regularly.  Yet, the school is evaluated on its ability to ensure that all students, including the frequent no-shows, pass these end-of-year tests.  I also have had students with severe learning disabilities. One young man literally did not know, as a high school 10th grader, where he lived. The only way he reached home after school was that the bus dropped him in front of his house.  Yet, this student, according to NCLB, must pass the same tests as other, less disabled, students!

Public education in the United States has long suffered from a lack of accountability.  Unfortunately, this NCLB legislation is much more about educational privatization than meaningful accountability.  If we are to achieve true educational reform, sooner or later, we need to end this political sham and say it together:  some children probably should be left behind.

I thought you might like to know.
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