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Introduction
These days it seems as though finding quality schools in America that provide students with an education that will prepare them for the future is nearly impossible.  The truth is that both our country and our world have drastically changed and education has failed to change with it.  We continue to struggle to find ways to improve education.  Countless studies are conducted each year, yet schools continue to fail.  School districts spend millions of dollars a year and adopt countless programs designed to improve education; yet they struggle to meet the standards and our students continue to fail.  Legislation is passed in the name of helping minority and low-income students succeed and it does just the opposite.  It not only hurts our students and the schools they attend, it further widens the achievement gap between African American and Latino students and Caucasian students.  
Background

Enacted in 2001, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act was the major education initiative of the George W. Bush administration.  Its goal was to raise student achievement and close racial and ethnic gaps by raising student test scores, setting new standards for qualified teachers, and provide more educational choice for parents.  Specifically, the bill seeks to create more accountability, greater flexibility for use of federal funds, additional parent choices, greater emphasis on effective teaching methods, more emphasis on reading, enhanced teacher skills, and assurance that all children will learn English.

NCLB hopes to create greater accountability in public schools by requiring states to create annual assessments that measure reading and math in grades 3-8.  Collected data will be analyzed to ensure that no child is left behind because of race, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, disability or English as a second language learner.  Annual “report cards” will compare and identify the quality of schools and openly shared information with parents on how their schools are all achieving.  The reports required by the Act also include information on the safety of each school.  Schools are required to establish and meet Accountable Yearly Progress (AYP) goals or face assistance from the state or restructuring.  Schools meeting or exceeding objectives are labeled as “academic achievement awards.”  Finally, all states are required to submit plans to the Secretary of Education, including evidence of student achievement.  These reports are very important for principals because they will be held responsible by both parents and the district for meeting them and enacting changes when schools fall short.

The Act also seeks to create greater flexibility for states, school districts, and schools in the use of federal funds.  Under the new regulations established by NCLB, districts are allowed to transfer up to 50% of federal grant funds they receive freely among improving quality teacher grants from the state, educational technology funds, Innovative Program grants, Safe and Drug-Free Schools programs or Title I without the previously required separate approval.  The Act also allows districts to use grant funds to hire new teachers, increase salaries to recruit more qualified teachers, increase and improve teacher training, and to increase professional development opportunities.  Districts are also allowed to consolidate funds from a variety of federal education programs so they can be used for any educational purpose as permitted under the NCLB Act if it relates to assisting a school in meeting their AYP.  A principal must understand the options available for making improvements when discussing improvements with the district.

NCLB also aims to create more choices for parents concerning the education of their students.  Parents have the option to transfer their child to another school in the district if their home school fails to meet state standards for at least two years in a row.  If this is a decision parents make, the district is responsible for providing the transportation for these students, with an option to use Title I funds if necessary.  Low-income parents with students in schools that fail to meet state standards for three years in a row are eligible for additional educational services including tutoring, after school services, and summer school.  If their home school is deemed unsafe or if their child falls victim to a violent crime while at school, parents are allowed the choice to transfer their child to a safer school in the district.  Principals who fail to create safe and educational environments for their students risk reprimand and replacement by their districts.

Additionally, NCLB placed greater emphasis on teaching methods that have been proven to work.  Reading programs are targeted in the early grades with additional funds available to help teachers strengthen current effective reading instructional techniques and with the development of new ones.  Programs that have demonstrated effectiveness in preventing drug use and violence among youths are entitled to additional funds.  The Act also emphasizes that paraprofessionals are not allowed to provide instructional support unless under the direct supervision of a teacher.  Principals should be knowledgeable of effective teaching methods and hold their teachers accountable for using them in their evaluation process.  NCLB was initially seen as a long-awaited solution against race and class issues in education, particularly as they relate to student achievement.

Negative Impact on Education
Some of the criticism of the NCLB Act is that its goals are too optimistic and overly complex.  Critics claim that it has caused more harm than help to education due to a narrow curriculum focus, too much attention paid to low-level skills that are reflected on standardized tests, inappropriate assessment of English language and special needs students, and unintended incentives for schools to exclude low-scoring students (Darling-Hammond, 2008).  Another criticism is that it did not adequately address the misappropriated distribution of educational resources.

There are many issues associated with NCLB that undermine public education.  Some of the most stark examples include: the fact that Limited English Proficient (LEP) students, students in ethnic minority groups and students with disabilities (who the law is supposed to protect) suffer most and in turn hurt schools the most; one-sided accountability of teachers and students and not of government entities creates an absence of checks and balances; and finally, the notion that school of choice, a component of NCLB, is designed to empower underrepresented students poses a real issue for families in rural or inner-city areas.  Darling-Hammond states that while the choice option may be a useful idea in theory, such alternatives are providing little overall improvement in the opportunities of most students in poor rural or inner-city schools, because in addition to the fact that this option for some comes at the expense of school funding for their peers, there are frequently not ‘non-failing’ public schools with open seats available to transfer nearby (2008, p. 251).  Essentially, mostly those students from more affluent communities benefit from school of choice; thus, the achievement gap among various socioeconomic groups widens even further.  Karumanchery and Portelli (2005) echo this notion by stating that market-driven ‘choice’ and competition will ultimately serve the interests of society’s most wealthy and powerful in that such reforms functionally regulate access to schooling relative to income, family status, race and social power (p. 340).  In short those of privilege will be the ones who take advantage of choice.  Our schools will continue to fail our lowest-income, underrepresented minority students; thus dismissing the importance of equity in education.  All of these factors point to the dangers of voucher systems and the privatization of K-12 education, which may result in catering solely to the status quo.

Additionally, the slanted formula imposed by NCLB further affects schools.  Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) is what NCLB requires school districts to measure.  Because assessments are measured per ethnic/race and socioeconomic groups on many different parts of the tests, it is nearly impossible for schools to achieve adequate AYP gains.  Because results are reported by subject area and how students in all ethnic/socioeconomic groups scored on each, it could have negative repercussions against a specific ethnic student population.  Perhaps the most compelling statement made by Darling-Hammond is that NCLB, as currently implemented is more likely to harm most of the students who are the targets of its aspirations than to help them, and it is more likely to undermine, some would even say destroy, the nation’s public education system than to improve it.  These outcomes are likely because the underfunded Act layers onto a grossly unequal school system a set of test score targets that are not only unattainable, but disproportionately penalize schools serving the neediest students, while creating strong incentives for schools to keep out or push out those students who are low achieving in order to raise school average test scores; thus perpetuating the bulk of low achieving students to attend already failing schools that ironically don’t have a choice (2008, p. 249).  The fact that this law is supposed to bridge the gap is quite perplexing when one takes notice of all of the inequities of the Act.
NCLB also imposes requirements associated with curriculum and instruction.  The Center on Educational Policy (CEP) conducted a study on these elements of NCLB.  One of the greatest issues they found was that schools were manipulating the tests by focusing most of the instructional time during the school day on only those subjects being tested.  Therefore, keeping students from receiving a well-rounded education.  Based on their findings, CEP made the following recommendations for improving curriculum and instruction: stagger testing requirements to include tests in other academic subjects; encourage states to give adequate emphasis to art and music; require states to arrange for an independent review, at least once every three years, of their standards and assessments to ensure that they are of high quality and rigor; and provide federal funds for research to determine the best ways to incorporate the teaching of reading and math skills into social studies and science (2007, pp. 2-3).
Interestingly enough, new research is teaching us that improving instruction in schools should not be so complicated as NCLB has been during the last seven years.  According to Schmoker, as long as teachers improve the quality of their instruction, our students will learn and begin to achieve.  He believes that by making students read and re-read, discuss what they have read and write about it, their achievement levels will increase dramatically (2006, p. 96).  Feedback from teachers who are currently in the microcosm of the classroom can help policymakers in navigating their way through the murky reality that lies between these two extremes.  Reports from teachers on the changes in curriculum and pedagogy that are perceived as having positive effects on the learning environment and yield improved student outcomes should be shared at the local, state, and national levels.  By the same token, if teachers are not supportive of the mandates and perceive deleterious effects on their classrooms, students, and the teaching profession, this too should be shared and the proper preemptive actions implemented.  In order for NCLB to effect genuine and positive gains in learning, teachers must be supportive of and feel supported by the mandates.  Most important, they must feel they have a voice and are a part of the process of implementing the law and ensuring its success (Stevenson, 2006).  In this day and age where teachers are not given the professional voice of knowing what might be best for teachers, it will be difficult for adequate adjustments to be made to NCLB policy; thus, further imposing policy that will not impact student achievement positively.
Negative Impact on Colorado

One way in which the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 impacted the state of Colorado was in the area of accountability because it required states to submit an annual report to the State Department of Education on student achievement.  States can either use an existing standardized test or receive designated grants to aid in the development of them.  Colorado chose to use the Colorado Student Assessment Program (CSAP), which measures students in the areas of reading, writing, math, and science.  To meet the requirements outlined in NCLB, all students are required to take the CSAP exam and all English Language Learners (ELL) are also required to take CSAP and Lectura.  The results for all students are used in calculating Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) determinations.  Schools are rated by averaging the combined CSAP scores of their students, including students who do not take the test. Schools scoring low are placed on a School Improvement Plan by the Colorado Department of Education.  Schools scoring consistently low risk losing their accreditation and possible takeover by the state.  “Per the requirements of NCLB, schools and districts identified for improvement will uniformly be held to the requirements in the law” (Colorado Department of Education, 2009).
              There have been many reactions to CSAP from teachers in Colorado.  A 2003 survey of 100 Colorado teachers found that 63% reported it had changed their instructional content and 82% reported the elimination of such activities as lab work, projects, and field trips.  Further, 81% reported that teacher morale has gone down since the requirements were put into place because the state started publishing “School Report Cards” that included complicated graphs and charts that were confusing to the public.  Teachers feel these reports do not portray an accurate picture of learning taking place in their schools and have decreased the public’s perspective of the teaching profession (Stevenson, 2006).
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