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The Two
Washingtons

BY CHRIS BORGEN

IN APRIL, U.S. Secretary of
Education Margaret Spellings
forged a “New Path for No Child
Left Behind.” In light of possible
legal challenges from several
states and the NEA, she described
this “path” to elementary princi-
pals at their National Conference
in Baltimore as a “common-sense
approach to working with the
states to focus on results for stu-
dents.” While details are pending
and must be worked out between
each state and the Secretary’s office, the olive branch, or
what Spellings calls “bright line principles” are being offered
to the states.

Simply put, if states can show results in closing the
achievement gap and meet proficiency targets, they can qualify
for additional flexibility. Spellings promised giving states “the
necessary room to keep doing what works as long as students
are making progress towards the
prime directive. It's the results
that matter, not the bureaucratic
way you get there.”

What are the results
Spellings’ office needs to see?
According to the feds, states
must provide evidence of
“improved teacher quality, gradu-
ation rates, number of children
reading by the end of third grade
and evidence of strong plans in
place to ensure every child is
performing at grade level by
2014." Thanks to leadership
from OSPI and the incredible
work being done by principals
and teachers, our state will
demonstrate clear evidence for reaching these targets. Our
students are being taught more and more by “highly quali-
fied" teachers, graduation rates are increasing, standardized
Student Learning Plans are in place, and testing results will
show more of our students reading at grade level during
their early years. It is also obvious our state will continue
to show progress in each of these areas well into the near
future. What necessary flexibility might our state receive as
a result of these impressive results?

Modified Assessments for
Students with Academic
Disabilities

This first and perhaps only
example of what Spellings calls a
“workable, sensible approach” to
assessment would be to apply the
latest scientific research and
allow states to use modified
assessments for their students
with persistent academic disabili-
ties who need more time and
instruction to make substantial
progress toward grade-level achievement. These scores will
be limited to 2 percent of all students for accountability pur-
poses. In addition, an additional $14 million in immediate
support for these students will provide states with a com-
prehensive toolkit to help them identify and assess students
with disabilities.

Greater Respect for Local Control

Spellings states, “No Child
Left Behind was designed not to
dictate processes, but to pro-
mote innovation and improve
results for kids. States and
school districts develop the tests
and set the achievement targets
for students to meet. In other
words, the law has set the goal:
proficiency for all students by
2013-14. Each of you will get
there in your own way, but on
time.” While we cherish local
control and pride ourselves on
having some of the highest learn-
ing standards in the country, the
comparability of these bench-
marks and degree of difficulty of grade-level assessments
appears to vary greatly from state to state. However, our
state will welcome greater flexibility in developing and imple-
menting our model for reaching NCLB targets.

Research and Results-Based Decisions

Spellings hints the Department is willing to listen to possi-
ble deviations from NCLB if “research and results drive deci-
sions to help principals and teachers provide the best instruc-
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