Wrong Reforms, Part 2  

by
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Washington, DC – The Law of Unintended Consequences is alive and well.  In this case, the stimulus is the famous, or, depending on your world-view, infamous No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.  This cleverly named, but innately flawed, piece of federal legislation mandates that each state set standards with measurable goals to improve public education throughout the U.S.  According to this Act, by 2014 every child in America must reach grade level proficiency in basis skills, such as English and Mathematics.  Put into numerical terms, this means that there must be a 100% pass rate by every child for every state administered academic competency test.  

It is ironic, of course, that the legislators who passed this impossible requirement have never themselves completed 100% of anything, such as attendance during Congressional sessions.  However, the requirement remains, and the clock is ticking toward 2014.  Most states established incremental goals which have been relatively easy to meet by most school districts.  In other words, the goals in 2003, when the law was first implemented, were very forgiving, then have become progressively more challenging as the years have moved toward the 2014 deadline.  In our high school, for example, the pass rate for every subject is now over 90%.  
However, NCLB requires more than just the overall average number of students to pass.  Each subcategory, based on ethnicity and other discriminators, must also achieve the goal.  For example, if the pass rate requirement on the Algebra I test is 90% this year, and 94 % of all the students pass the test, but only 84% of Hispanic students pass, the school does not meet the NCLB requirements for the year.  The NCLB requirement also applies to populations which have historically struggled to achieve at the same levels as the general population, such as special education students, and those for whom English is a second language.

In order to avoid punitive measures for failing to meet NCLB requirements, states have often lowered the standards to pass the tests – some have even openly admitted that they have done so.  Even with these lower standards (often it takes only 50 % correct answers to pass the test – and the tests are very basic), many school districts have reached the point where they are instituting extreme remedial efforts to enable those few who are failing to pass the tests.  

Because students who fail the tests cannot be forced to attend extra instruction sessions after school or on weekends, many school districts have implemented remedial instruction times during the school day.  These blocks of time are essentially mandatory study hall sessions for everyone where struggling students can meet with teachers for additional assistance.  But the school day is a zero-sum game, that is, if 45 minutes is blocked off for these study halls, that 45 minutes must be taken from other instruction during the day.  Thus, an increasing amount of time is now being “stolen” from students who are performing to create study sessions for those who are not performing.  In our school, for example, the amount of time taken from classes to be used for remedial instruction now amounts to nearly 9 full class days for the school year.  And there is a proposal to increase this remedial time by 20% for our next school year!  
The result is that the vast majority of students are receiving an inferior education due to actions by educational leaders to attempt to meet an impossible goal.  There has been little, if any, response by parents because most have not figured out that their children are being short-changed.  The students go and return from school at the same times as before;  what takes place in the school is not the same.  The students are not complaining, because most schools offer an opportunity for “good” students to do other activities during these remedial periods, such as catching up on homework assignments, or even going to the cafeteria to watch television!  As you can easily understand, few students complain.
These remedial sessions are, of course, also facing the law of diminishing returns.  Most of the students currently failing the standardized tests are those who rarely come to school or who do absolutely no work while in school.  Remedial sessions are a total joke to this type of student, who could care less whether or not the test is ever passed.

The only good news is that as 2014 approaches, and the very real fact that no school system can achieve 100% pass rates becomes apparent, our fearless legislators will conveniently dump, or amend, NCLB in favor of yet another national feel-good program with new goals to be attained far into the future.  Meanwhile, for the vast majority of students who do their work and come to school we will have short-changed an entire generation by decreasing the amount of time available for them to learn.  
I thought you might like to know.
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