Key Considerations for ESEA Reauthorization
By Brent McKim and Alan Young – Jefferson County Teachers Association (Louisville, KY)
The Appropriate Federal Role in Education

In its current form, NCLB imposes an excessive federal incursion into school policy-making, which correctly belongs with those closest to the learners; states, local school districts, and to the greatest extent possible, individual schools.  At the same time, we need federal assistance with educating those children who face challenging and expensive hurdles to learning – 
· students with disabilities,
· poor children, and 
· children whose first language is not English. 
And under civil rights laws, the federal government should play a role in assuring that all children have an equitable and adequate opportunity to learn. Thus, these are the baselines – civil rights and help in situations where localities and states have difficulty leveling the playing field, primarily because of resources.  It is critical that the ESEA reauthorization include a discussion of the appropriate federal role in education and how to secure the funding to support it.
The Purpose of Public Education

During the past two decades America has experienced a little-noted, yet dramatic shift in the commonly-held agreement regarding the purpose of public education.  Rather than its traditional role of addressing the whole child and empowering students to become critical, creative, caring human beings who thrive in a democratic society and diverse, changing world, the purpose of public education has been drastically diminished to merely increasing “student achievement” (basic skills) test scores.  With increased pressure from powerful corporate interests, schools have shifted away from preparing citizens and toward preparing workers.  These changes are very real and are reflected in almost every organizing principle and practice in today’s public schools.  The consequence of this dramatic narrowing threatens an entire generation of citizens and perhaps even our democracy itself.  A great democracy cannot function properly or long endure with citizens whose education is geared toward producing only minimal competencies in reading and math.  (See attached article by Rothstein and Jacobsen.)

Further, the purpose of our public schools can be divided into two broad categories; quantitative goals that can be easily measured like scores on math and English tests on the one hand, and qualitative goals that cannot easily be assigned a number, like developing a sense of civic responsibility, perseverance, curiosity, respect for diversity, critical thinking and problem solving, effective communication, learning how to learn, caring, creativity, ability to work well with others, and so forth on the other. While the quantitative goals for public education are important, the qualitative goals are often of more value not only in terms of helping individuals thrive, but also in terms of truly helping us collectively become “a more perfect union.” Unfortunately, the qualitative matters do not show up on NCLB accountability measures so these goals are smothered by the arguably lesser quantitative goals that appear on the high-stakes tests.  In fact, "that which we value is often not easily measurable... and that which is easily measurable is often of little value."
Language and Framing
There are several points to be made here…
School Improvement Public Policy versus Accountability:  There seems to be an unquestioned acceptance today of the following formula:

School Improvement Public Policy = High-Stakes Accountability (based on cheap standardized tests)

However, it is important to note that high-stakes accountability is only one possible approach to school improvement public policy, and not a very good one at that.  Therefore a more accurate formula would read as follows:

School Improvement Public Policy > High-Stakes Accountability

Other countries that perform as well or better on international comparisons have national school improvement public policy that is supportive rather than punitive and is based on student engagement, instructional practice improvement, and professional development rather than high stakes accountability.
Demonstration versus Measurement:  In our current high-stakes accountability environment, if it isn’t measured on the high-stakes assessments, it isn’t important.  Thus, without giving it much thought, we have essentially created public policy that diminishes or eliminates all the purposes of public education that cannot be inexpensively measured numerically on an achievement test.  Unfortunately, much of what we value cannot easily be measured, and much of what we measure is of little value.  Demonstration is a more powerful term than measurement.   Students can clearly demonstrate civic involvement, creativity, compassion, problem-solving, perseverance, dedication, and trust, but how could we begin to measure these valuable qualities numerically?  We should not be willing to abandon these critical educational purposes for our public schools in the name of accountability.  We need school improvement public policy that promotes teaching the whole child by empowering local districts and schools to develop improvement systems that are rich enough to embrace demonstration of all that we value rather than only measuring that which is easily reduced to a number.  To continue the formula analogy above, we need to move from the current thinking which could be summarized as follows:
Assessment = Standardized Testing

Instead we should recognize that:  

Assessment > Standardized Testing

And we should resolve that assessment must be greater than standardized testing if we are to fulfill the essential purposes of public education.

ESEA Reauthorization versus NCLB Reauthorization:  Those who seek significant improvement in the law are at a disadvantage if we allow the debate to be framed around what parts of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) need to be adjusted when the law is reauthorized.  We should point out that NCLB is just the latest iteration of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), which has been reauthorized several times since its inception in the early 1960’s.   We should also point out that reauthorization occurs because federal laws expire, which essentially wipes the slate clean.  Only those parts of a law that are explicitly rewritten carry forward.  To facilitate movement to a better model, it would be desirable to reauthorize ESEA under a new name such as “The Schools Our Children Deserve Act,” “The Great Public Schools for Every Child Act,” “The Our Children, America’s Future Act,” or some other undeniably positive title.  This will certainly be easier to accomplish if the reauthorization stretches past the next presidential election.
Student Learning versus Student Achievement:  In its common educational usage, “student achievement” has come to mean test scores on cheap, primarily multiple-choice assessments that only attempt to measure the most basic knowledge and skills.  Because these scores form the basis for judging schools in very high-stakes state accountability systems promoted by NCLB, these tests drive almost everything that occurs in schools.  Since these cheap achievement tests only measure at the lowest level of understanding, they serve to drive instructional practice down, rather than elevate it toward deep conceptual learning.  Thus NCLB’s focus on student achievement has the effect of dumbing down instruction and is at odds with authentic student learning.  Hardest hit are the disadvantaged poor and minority students that Miller and Kennedy are seeking to help.
A Better Vision

The current version of ESEA, known as NCLB is built on a fundamentally flawed frame.  In its current form, even if the law is fully funded it will still undermine public education by dramatically narrowing curriculum and driving instruction down to almost exclusively basic skills, leaving the whole child behind.  These negative consequences have been shown to be most dramatic in schools that serve poor, urban, and minority students.  The reauthorization of ESEA should replace the current fundamentally flawed version of the ESEA with a positive alternative built on a better frame which recognizes the traditional responsibility of public education to address the needs of the whole child and empower every student to become a critical, creative, caring human being who thrives in a democratic society and diverse, changing world.  To this end, the National Council of Urban Education Associations recommends a comprehensive overhaul of ESEA that…
•Promotes public education as a civil and human right and conceives of education as the foundation of a free, democratic, and just society

•Truly supports all children and their holistic learning, growth, and development as individuals and critical, creative, and constructive citizens with the qualities and capacities to function productively in our democratic society

•Values the critical roles that public education professionals, parents, and schools play in developing our nation’s most valuable resource, its citizens 

•Recognizes the unique and diverse backgrounds, needs, strengths, interests, and experiences of each student and focuses on developing the potential of all students and not just addressing their deficits

•Supports and empowers with a non-punitive system of funding that is ample and equitable and assures that public education professionals have the resources necessary to create rich, meaningful, and empowering learning experiences in safe, caring, and enriching environments that all students need and deserve

•Acknowledges, considers, and seriously addresses the many opportunity gaps and contributing factors beyond and within schools, especially those associated with poverty, which affect and impede student learning and the ability of public education professionals to create the quality learning experiences and environments vital for student growth

•Respects and values the importance of local control, community ownership, and the input of those closest to the student, the parents and public education professionals, in matters of critical education problem-solving and decision-making.

•Assesses students in multiple, authentic, real-world ways that promote and foster, not impede, meaningful learning, growth, and development

•Fully funds the law to ensure its successful implementation
Promising Examples of Better School Improvement Public Policy Models

Nebraska’s STARS Program:  (See attached article by Roschewski, Isernhagen, and Dappen and study tour flyer.)  Under the outstanding leadership of Commissioner of Education, Doug Christensen, the state of Nebraska has been able to create a system of local school district empowerment as their approach to NCLB.  In Nebraska’s STARS model, the state requires local school districts to develop their own assessment and improvement plans, while the state functions in an oversight role, assisting in the development of these plans, monitoring them to insure they are challenging and of high quality, and intervening where necessary.  This is an important model because Nebraska has managed to do this in spite of NCLB.  (The US Department of Education initially rejected the model, but eventually had to accept it as a result of a strong, unified reaction among the nation’s education community.)  ESEA should be restructured to promote this sort of local empowerment.
New York Performance Assessment Consortium:  (See attached article by Martha Foote.)  The New York Performance Standards Consortium is a coalition of 28 small, diverse public high schools across New York State that exemplify education reform based on a strong commitment to school-as-community, to ongoing professional development, and to innovative curricula and teaching strategies.  Recognizing that their students learn best when actively engaged, consortium schools typically use inquiry-based methods of learning with classrooms steeped in discussion, project-based assignments, and student choice. Consortium schools are also committed to using complex, performance-based assessments to gauge student learning, with four specific performance tasks required of all students for graduation — an analytic literary essay, a social studies research paper, an original science experiment, and the application of higher-level mathematics. These assessment tasks, which are graded with detailed rubrics by teachers and, through an additional layer of accountability, by external evaluators, constitute a major portion of the consortium’s assessment system.  Notably, the consortium does not use state test scores as a measure of accountability because its schools are exempt from New York State’s graduation exams; however longitudinal studies indicate on average consortium graduates out-perform the other students in college, despite the fact that consortium schools serve student bodies that have a higher percentage of low-income and minority students.
England’s RATL Program:  (See attached article by Shirley and Hargreaves.)  The “Raising Achievement Transforming Learning” (RATL) program in England also emphasizes school improvement by empowering local decision-making and by emphasizing innovation and improvement in instructional practice.  The following passage from the attached article points out the critical flaw in Kennedy and Miller’s belief that NCLB is helping poor students:

“Here (in America), standardized tests often have become the curriculum. In England, many principals have used the RATL funds to support art projects, physical education, or foreign-language courses. Principals of RATL schools in poor and working-class communities try to both broaden and deepen the curriculum to give all children multiple opportunities to flourish academically. In the United States, on the other hand, the achievement gap in tested performance coexists with a widening learning gap between functional basics for the poor and working class and an enriched and enlarged set of learning experiences for the privileged in the suburbs—where schools are free of many testing constraints and can (and do) fly far beyond the standards.”
Queensland, Australia’s New Basics Project:  (See attached summary of New Basics research findings.)  This is a school improvement approach being implemented at what would the equivalent to our state level.  It's focuses on improving instructional practice through powerful professional development and empowering teachers to improve their practice through professional learning communities among other strategies.  American schools typically divide up learning based on rigid and unrelated traditional subjects. (These artificial divisions, are largely a construct passed down from academia and do not reflect the inter-related nature of most issues that face individuals in the “real world.”)  In contrast, the New Basics Project uses the following curriculum organizers to ask, how can math, science, social studies, and so on help achieve these goals we hold for students?  

· Who am I and where am I going?
Life pathways and social futures
· How do I make sense of and communicate with the world?
Multi-literacies and communications media
· What are my rights and responsibilities in communities, cultures and economies?
Active citizenship
· How do I describe, analyze and shape the world around me?
Environments and technologies
To promote high level conceptual learning, they focus on "Rich Tasks" that engage learners and relate meaningfully to their lives.  These are typically cross-curricular and incredibly interesting.  They are available on the web site as well.  Although this approach does an outstanding job of emphasizing higher order thinking, it also produces very positive results on even the most primitive basic skills tests because it truly engages the students in their own learning.

