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Springfield, VA   -  Some children should be left behind.  Such a statement is heresy these days.  Just after George Bush took office, some of his political handlers coined the phrase, “No Child Left Behind (NCLB).”  Politicians of both parties embraced the concept (who would dare oppose it?) and passed legislation in 2001 to make it the law of the nation.  Since then, politicians and their bureaucratic accomplices have been falling over each other to institutionalize the mantra.  But has anyone actually thought about not only the policy and cost implications, but, more importantly, the underlying philosophy?
At first glance, who can possibly argue with a premise that every American child deserves a full and complete (and free) public education?   Government support of education has become a right, although my last reading of the U.S. Constitution gives it no such status.  It is one of those government transfer programs, such as Social Security, which, once initiated, takes on a life of its own and becomes something which people “deserve.”    [“Transfer program” is an economic term describing the process in which those citizens with funds are mandated by the government to transfer, via taxes, their personal funds to others, presumably for the general good.]    We have long had access to free public education in the U.S., but now NCLB is taking the policy to new heights, that is, not only must we provide access to education, but we also must take steps to ensure that every student learns, at least to a minimum standard.
Presumably, the policy-makers who dreamed up NCLB have never heard of the adage warning that you can take a horse to water, but you cannot make it drink.  This is the exact situation under NCLB.  Public school systems are not only forced to educate every student who shows up at their door each September, whether a citizen or not, but also to ensure that each student learns enough to pass a standardized exam in a variety of topics at the end of the school year.  For those schools which do not pass muster on these exams, that is, achieve pass rates which increase yearly until, by 2013, everyone passes every test, there are harsh penalties.  There are also penalties along the way to 2013, as each school is expected to achieve “adequate yearly progress” not only for the school as a whole, but also for each sub-group of students in the school based on ethnicity, sex, and various disabilities.  It is interesting to note that the real crunch for schools does not take place until after the set of politicians who drafted the legislation are long gone.
Let’s examine just one aspect of NCLB, namely the premise that 100% of students can pass a comprehensive test on a given subject.  One of the classes I teach is a course titled, Active Physics. It is designed to be a low-level science course to enable essentially anyone to pick up a high school science credit (although the content is on the 7th grade level).  One day last week, 7 out of my 25 students were absent.   Of these 7 students, 5 currently have F’s.  The absenteeism is rampant, and, when in class, these students do little work.  Outside of the classroom, they do no school work – none.  Exactly how can this type of student pass any test?  Yet, we are told that no child should be left behind while millions of dollars are being spent to try to ensure that each one of these slackers passes the end of year test.  As far as I can determine, no one can teach an empty seat.  Not only can we not make the horse drink, there are some that we cannot even lead to water.
The analogy I prefer to use to describe this situation is this.  If you are driving a school bus in the morning and you have picked up a busload of students who want to go to school to learn, and when you stop at Suzie’s home to pick her up, she does not come out to get on the bus.  How long do you wait until you move on, leaving Suzie at her home, so that the children who do want to learn can do so?  Suzie should be left behind.

No Child Left Behind may be a great slogan, but it is not good public policy.  In fact, it is bad policy, and should be dumped immediately, along with the politicians who support it.

I thought you might like to know.

E-R

