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By Executive Order

ENGAGING THE NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND ACT
IN WASHINGTON STATE



The Two |
Washingtons |

I CLEARLY REMEMBER when the
federal report A Nation at Risk was
disseminated to the public in
1983. It provided the stimulus for
an ongoing, widespread debate
about whether or not our public
education system, as an institu-
tion, could fulfill its mission. High
expectations for student achieve-
ment — low-income and non-white
students included — have become a
national priority. This priority is
embodied in the No Child Left
Behind legislation, the most recent reauthorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) passed by
Congress and signed by President Bush in January 2002.

There is universal agreement that no child should be left
behind. There is no question that public education has a moral
imperative to close and ultimately eliminate the achievement
gap. What is in question is NCLB itself. While the intent of the
legislation seems honorable, the
implementation of the policy is
not. As a principal and instruc-
tional leader of a large middle
school, | find the design of NCLB
to be faulty. The major elements of
the law are unfair, discriminatory
and punitive in nature.

The legislation allows the
states to set their own standards
for proficiency. While Washington
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and procedures of NCLB contradict
these principles of learning. Our
state's student assessment, the
Washington Assessment of Student
Learning, sets the standards for '
reading, writing and math. Ready or
not, students currently have one
chance in the spring of their 4th-,
7th- and 10th-grade years to
demonstrate proficiency on the
WASL. In addition, students are
required to demonstrate proficiency
within a prescriptive and rigid format. Students who are not
strong in this type of testing format are at a disadvantage. In
partial acknowledgment of this issue, our state senate recently
approved a compromise package that would allow high school
students as many as four retakes of the 10th-grade test
required for high school graduation. The bill would also allow
for “some alternate path for proving how much they have
learned.” This is a good step,
because if we are truly interested
in gathering accurate data about
what kids know and are able to
do, the WASL and all NCLB testing
should provide multiple ways to
assess student achievement.
NCLB has also discriminated
against exceptional students.
Although changes are being dis-
cussed as | work today, there

|
classroom. Yet the requirements ‘
|

state has set very high standards
for proficiency, other states have
explicitly lowered their standards
so more students and schools
will meet Adequate Yearly
Progress requirements and
lessen the likelihood of federal
sanctions. Others have chosen to more subtly revise the

meaning of “proficiency,” in effect massaging their standards.

This creates an unfair playing field for schools and districts
from state to state. The standard for NCLB should be the
same across our nation.

Educators know that children learn at different rates and in
different ways. We also know there are a variety of ways chil-
dren can demonstrate what they know. As practitioners, we
acknowledge the value of differentiated instruction in the

have been insufficient accommo-
dations provided for English as a
Second Language or special edu-
cation students. The law has said
that ESL and special education
students must be tested at their
assigned grade level so they can
be compared with their peers. Frustration among these stu-
dents has been high, as they have been essentially set up to
fail. The negative impact on a school’s ability to meet AYP is
predictable. We would never set a standard where all kids are
expected to run an eight-minute mile — regardless of physical
handicaps - yet that is what the NCLB law has demanded for
students with diagnosed learning handicaps or with limited
English-speaking ability. | look forward to seeing some mid-
course corrections for testing exceptional children.
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