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NCLB Has Three Types of Flaws – All Must Be Addressed
Carefully formulating language is essential in order to change thinking regarding public education.  In order to develop a message that consistently reveals the problems in the current NCLB version of the historic ESEA, it is important to understand three ways NCLB is flawed…

1. The design of NCLB is based on a flawed view of the purpose of public education.

2. The assumptions of NCLB about what promotes good teaching and learning are flawed.

3. The details (or parts) of NCLB are flawed.

It is critical to note that the first two flaws lead to the third.  In other words, the first two flaws are causes and the third flaw is an effect that results from the first two.  This suggests the first two flaws are more significant than the third because they are the root cause of the flawed frame NCLB is based on which leads to the third set of problems.  Therefore, our communication strategy must focus on these first two root causes if we are to shift the thinking of policy-makers and others in order to affect the third flaw.  If we only approach the problem by dealing with the details of the law without challenging its flawed purpose and assumptions, we cannot be truly successful because law-makers will continue to design the new bill based on the same flawed framework that led to the current problems.
Flaw #1: The design of NCLB is based on a flawed view of 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, primarily in math and reading.  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.
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."
Flaw #2: The assumptions of NCLB about what promotes good teaching and learning are flawed.

High-stakes accountability based on cheap paper-and-pencil tests, such as NCLB, rest on the assumption that rewards and punishments improve teaching and learning.  This behaviorist view of education is not supported by educational psychology, or teaching and learning research, nor is there broad public policy data to suggest this approach is successful.  In fact, what we know from research is that students learn best when they are intrinsically motivated by the joy of learning.  We also know that behaviorist extrinsic motivators like rewards and punishments are counterproductive in the long run, turning students off to learning.  Consider these passages from education researchers Sheldon and Biddle…
Intrinsically-motivated behaviors are actions carried out because people enjoy doing them. (In contrast, externally-motivated behaviors are engaged in to earn a tangible reward or avoid a punishment.) A huge literature now documents the relative advantages of intrinsic motivation. Although externally-motivated persons can demonstrate impressive feats of short​-term, rote learning, intrinsically motivated learners retain such rote mater​ial longer, demonstrate a stronger understanding of both rote and more complex material, and demonstrate greater creativity and cognitive flexibility.6 This happens because intrinsically-motivated persons are more wholly engaged and absorbed in their activities, bringing more of their previous knowledge and integrative capacities to bear in their pursuit of new understanding and mastery.7
However, the literature makes it clear that states of intrinsic motivation are fragile; they are easily undermined by factors such as concrete rewards, surveillance, contingent praise, and punitive sanctions.10 The common denominator connecting such factors is that they tend to move the "per​ceived locus of causality" for the activity outside the person's phenomenal self and into the external environment. When this happens, the person feels like a "pawn," rather than an "origin."11 And once a -person begins to feel like a pawn, it is difficult for him or her to reclaim the self-directed ini​tiative and sense of involvement that promote maximal learning, creativity, and performance.
Not only is student learning adversely affected by the achievement focus created by high-stakes accountability systems like NCLB.  The behavior of teachers is adversely affected as well.  Consider this passage again from Sheldon and Biddle…

[An illustrative] study, conducted by Deci, examined the effects of two types of instructional sets upon the performance of teachers asked to teach stu​dents about spatial relations puzzles.17 In one condition, teachers were told, "Your role is to facilitate the student's learning how to work with the puzzles. There are no performance requirements; your job is simply to help the student learn to solve the puzzles." In the other condition teach​ers were told, "Your role is to ensure that the student learns to solve the puzzles. It is a teacher's responsibility to make sure that students perform up to standards." Thus, the study provided- two very different types of instructional set: one in which student understanding was the goal; the other which stressed the need for students to perform "up to standards."

The investigators found sharp differences in the ways in which teachers behaved given these two conditions. Specifically, teachers in the "perfor​mance standards" condition talked more and used more controlling strate​gies (i.e., they issued more "should" statements and made more criticisms of students). Furthermore, they let students solve far fewer puzzles on their own. Although students in this condition completed more puzzles, only in four percent of cases were they allowed to solve the puzzles by themselves. In contrast, students in the "learning only" condition solved 30 percent of completed puzzles by themselves and rated the teacher as promoting greater understanding. Thus, although students with control​ling teachers may have appeared to accomplish more, they actually learned less because their teachers were, in essence, doing the puzzles for them.

Findings such as these surely challenge the vaunted "advantages" of telling teachers they must make sure their students meet higher performance standards!
Further, the unintended consequences of high-stakes accountability systems are well documented.  For example, Berliner has noted the following…
1. Administrator and Teacher Cheating: In Texas, an administrator gave students who performed poorly on past standardized tests incorrect ID numbers to ensure their scores would not count toward the district average.

2. Student Cheating: Nearly half of 2,000 students in an online Gallop poll admitted they have cheated at least once on an exam or test. Some students said they were surprised that the percentage was not higher.

3. Exclusion of Low-Performance Students From Testing: In Tampa, a student who had a low GPA and failed portions of the state’s standardized exam received a letter from the school encouraging him to drop out even though he was eligible to stay, take more courses to bring up his GPA, and retake the standardized exam.

4. Misrepresentation of Student Dropouts: In New York, thousands of students were counseled to leave high school and to try their hand at high school equivalency programs. Students who enrolled in equivalency programs did not count as dropouts and did not have to pass the Regents’ exams necessary for a high-school diploma.

5. Teaching to the Test: Teachers are forced to cut creative elements of their curriculum like art, creative writing, and hands-on activities to prepare students for the standardized tests. In some cases, when standardized tests focus on math and reading skills, teachers abandon traditional subjects like social studies and science to drill students on test-taking skills.

6. Narrowing the Curriculum: In Florida, a fourth-grade teacher showed her students how to navigate through a 45-minute essay portion of the state’s standardized exam. The lesson was helpful for the test, but detrimental to emerging writers because it diluted their creativity and forced them to write in a rigid format.

7. Conflicting Accountability Ratings: In North Carolina, 32 schools rated excellent by the state failed to make federally mandated progress.

8. Questions about the Meaning of Proficiency: After raising achievement benchmarks, Maine considered lowering them over concerns that higher standards will hurt the state when it comes to No Child Left Behind.

9. Declining Teacher Morale: A South Carolina sixth-grade teacher felt the pressure of standardized tests because she said her career was in the hands of 12-year-old students.

10. Score Reporting Errors: Harcourt Educational Measurement was hit with a $1.1 million fine for incorrectly grading 440,000 tests in California, accounting for more than 10 percent of the tests taken in the state that year.
Flaw #3: The details (or parts) of NCLB are flawed.

Little discussion is required here.  The flaws in the parts of NCLB are well documented, especially with regard to the affects of reducing learning to that which can be easily measured on a standardized test.  The NEA Positive Agenda offers detailed ways to improve these flawed parts.  This is where our efforts have been the strongest and most proactive thus far.

Our messaging strategy must address all three flaws.

If we only address the flaws in the parts of the law without tackling the assumptions and ends that created them, we will be doing the organizational equivalent of stepping on ants.  We have to go after the source of the problem as well, which is the flawed thinking that led legislators and their staffs to create the flawed parts of the law in the first place.  Otherwise, we will just get new flawed parts that grow out of these same mistaken notions rather than the sort of public schools our children deserve.

Framing Our Message

The framework approved by the NEA Representative Assembly is a vastly different frame than that which operates in the current NCLB version of the historic ESEA.

“NEA will focus its conceptual framework for ESEA reauthorization to emphasize that our children are America’s future. This framework will advance the Association’s Great Public Schools mission and message, acknowledging that great public schools are a basic right for every child and will empower every child to become a critical thinking, creative, caring human being who thrives in a democratic society and diverse, changing world.”

It is this framework that we should use to focus our language and framing.  It is a vastly superior one to the frame currently in place in the current NCLB version of ESEA. As the NEA Positive Agenda has powerfully detailed, the current NCLB version of ESEA has many flawed parts. NEA’s conceptual framework above reveals that there are deeper problems than just the parts.  As noted above, the purpose the law assumes for public education and the assumptions it makes about teaching and learning are also flawed.  In fact, it is the frame flaws in both assumptions and ends that exacerbate the problems with the details (or parts) of the law.
For the most part, the current NCLB version of the historic ESEA has serious fundamental flaws imbedded throughout in terms of how it conceives of achievement, assessment, accountability, and how to promote learning and improvement. The assumptions inherent in the conceptual frames and language come via the strategic use of terms that have certain built-in hooks, traps, intentional and/or unintentional limitations/constraints/priorities that make it hard to escape them if you use the words. (See George Lakoff, Don’t Think of an Elephant for more on strategic framing or include a quote here). 

It is important to stress this is NOT just “semantics.” This is about the powerful role that language plays as it influences and shapes thinking, which in turn affects what realities we can see and/or create or what actions we do to actualize our thinking. This is how we create and promote conceptual realities of others which then become real as we create laws, programs, rules, incentives, and implementation designs to make that ideational conception, with all its hidden or not-so-hidden assumptions, become a reality.

In this same vein, it behooves us to pay attention to framing and how it “pushes and pulls” us, almost naturally and effortlessly, often without even recognizing it, to places we would not normally go if other terms and language were operative. More importantly, it behooves us to use our own language, terms, and framing to not only communicate clearly, but to use terms that resist being co-opted, circumscribed, or boxed-in by the limiting, flawed frame legislators and others currently have and to promote terms that move others to our conceptual frame with rich assumptions about learning, assessment, and public education.

This is not a polar (either/or, black/white, 2 dimensional) conceptual situation.  It is possible to move beyond the either/or choices by moving in a very different direction.  This new direction can actually be broad enough to include much of the old thinking, but still go way beyond it.  For example, in our view of assessment there is a place for the reasonable use of standardized tests, but they would just be a small part of a much richer system.  This lets us say, “Your concepts have value.  We’re not saying you are completely wrong.  We’re just saying your approach is too limiting and we need to move beyond it.”  This is not “word police” or some “politically correct” game that is simply trying to get folks to use different, simple more precise, technical words related to education. Rather, this is the strategic means by which one helps move another to see another point of view . . . to help engender a paradigm shift in their thinking that moves others to see things differently. 

Thinking does not only influence language. Language influences thinking. Through language people construct meaning by using the building blocks of words, terms, concepts, phrases, metaphors and other “containers” which hold and communicate meaning. These words are containers for meaning, or “boxes” that hold our thinking in outward expression and communication such as through speaking and writing.  Boxes are a good metaphor to use because some boxes are bigger than others.  Larger boxes can hold smaller ones, but not the other way around.  To use a simple example, “vehicles” is a bigger box than “cars” because everything described by the “cars” box will fit inside the “vehicles” box, but there are vehicles, such as bicycles, that would not fit in the “cars” box.  

Which “boxes” we use and how we use them absolutely matters. They affect what we create. If the artist uses different materials via a fundamentally different medium, a wholly different creation is made. The boxes used to create NCLB were small, narrow, lesser quantifiable/measurable terms which drastically reduce the ends and purposes we seek for public education and for all children in this nation.

We must learn to use bigger and better “qualitative” boxes as compared to the smaller and lesser “quantitative” boxes used in the current NCLB version of ESEA, so that the purpose for public school is not drastically reduced to only or largely that which is easily measurable. That which is valuable, is rarely easily measurable and that which is easily measurable is often of little value. So if we are really change this law, we must do so on the linguistic level. We must transform the law by questioning and resisting the attempt to reduce and lower the goals for public education to only the quantitative goals that can be easily measured accountant-style. We must expose the limited, damaging, and inferior materials used that could never paint the kind of public education picture we are trying to create AND we must exchange them for the kinds of quality materials that will allow us to create that beautiful image of what public education should be.

Put another way, we must begin to use bigger and better boxes, which do not eliminate, but can easily contain the smaller and lesser boxes of those who would reduce the fundamental purpose of public education to that which could be measured by an accountant. We can use words, terms, frames that can “hold” the words, terms, concepts, phrases, and frames of those who think of public education in small “accountability” boxes, but those who use those “boxes” can in no way hold our boxes for rich, empowering public education of human beings and citizens. Bigger/better “boxes” can hold smaller/lesser “boxes,” but not vice versa.

Language contrasts

For example: 

•Learning > Achievement (learning can “hold” all of achievement, but “achievement” cannot begin to hold the full breadth, depth, richness, and complexity of learning. Use the same kind of rationale with each of the comparisons below)

•Improving > increasing

•Demonstrating > measuring

•Assess > test

•Methods > measures

•Child or youth > student

•Whole child > student

•Vision-driven and data-informed > data-driven
•Qualitative > quantitative
•Learner-centered > subject-centered
•Student learning > student achievement

•Student learning, growth, and development > student achievement

•Rich, meaningful, deep learning > measurable student achievement

•Improving student learning > increasing student achievement

•Value > reward
•Real world learning > standardized test results

•Authentic intellectual work > student achievement tests

•Demonstrating student learning > measuring student achievement

•Promoting student learning > measuring student achievement

•Assessment FOR learning > Assessment OF learning

•Authentic assessment > standardized or multiple choice testing

•Multiple methods of assessment > multiple measures

•Multiple, varied, and developmentally appropriate methods of assessment > multiple measures

•Rich tasks > standardized tests

•Rich, meaningful, deep, empowering learning > rote, scripted, test prep curriculum

•Learning gaps > achievement gaps = test score gaps

•Opportunity gaps > achievement gaps = test score gaps

•Empower > control

•Intrinsic > extrinsic

•Persuasion > coercion

•Shared responsibility > accountability

•School improvement public policy > accountability

These juxtaposed terms suggest a rich and powerful way to use language to cultivate a better frame and vision for public education. If used when rewriting the new reauthorization, they, almost automatically will truly yield a fundamentally different law that might help instead of harm our youth, our members, our profession, public education, and the future of our nation. If you use these words and their “improving the learning of the citizen and whole child,” they portend a different reality not easily contained in the small, narrow, and lower “increasing student achievement” test scores box.
Further, we can actually intentionally contrast these terms when dealing with legislators and their staffs in order to help them understand how the current framework of NCLB is limiting and counterproductive.  Intentionally using these language contrasts can be a powerful transformational technique that can literally shift their thinking in how they conceive public education and see this law.
But terms alone are not enough. They can be powerfully complemented by the use of strategic questions. Unlike the current mantra which focuses on often “results,” “outcomes,” and “solutions,” without any context, it is the powerful, rich “question” that is the best tool to help point out flaws and encourage new realities. On the other hand, questions merely about means (in other words, the details or parts of the law) can help produce technical improvements, but these questions do not get us out of our opponents’ limited little box.  It is deep questioning that get at “ends” (or goals/purposes) concerns that help truly move the ground from underneath the feet of individuals.

There are many more questions than these, but here are some good ones to use when asking anyone, but especially legislators, educrats, administrators, and other key decision-makers and stakeholders regarding the education of our youth. THE TERMS, PHRASES, CONCEPTUAL FRAMES ARE NOT JUST GOOD ON THEIR OWN, BUT ARE EVEN MORE POWERFUL WHEN WEAVED TOGETHER ARTFULLY IN RICH, MEANINGFUL, POWERFUL QUESTIONS THAT MOVE PEOPLE WHEN THEY RESPOND. 

ASK A DIFFERENT QUESTION AND YOU WILL GET A DIFFERENT RESPONSE. FOR EXAMPLE, IF YOU ASK A QUESTION ABOUT “IMPROVING STUDENT LEARNING” INSTEAD OF “INCREASING STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT,” YOU WILL ALMOST ALWAYS GET A VERY DIFFERENT RESPONSE.
Transformative Questions For Legislators and Legislative Staff
HERE ARE SOME RICH QUESTIONS WHICH CAN MOVE PEOPLE AND MOVE THE DEBATE. They can be used to point out flaws in the current quantitatively-focused standards, accountability, and testing. You can ask a question, but often a statement/question cluster is the best way to frame and ask a question at the same time.

•Who do we want our children to become as they progress through their public education? (This is far better than the TYPICAL what do we want students to know and do – which often is used to reduce the holistic learning of a child to that of easily measured content and skills.)

•Who do you want your child to become? (more personal)

•What kind of human beings and citizens are we trying to grow and develop through public education? What are the kinds of characteristics, competencies, qualities, dispositions, skills, etc. are we trying to develop in our citizens so they can thrive in democratic life and a diverse changing world?

•The purpose of public education in this nation has generally been to create citizens who can thrive and improve our democratic life. In your opinion, how is No Child Left Behind in promoting the kinds of critical and creative thinking, problem-solving, communication, and interactive skills needed make it in 21st century life? Does the law need to be overhauled so that it doesn’t exchange that kind of powerful learning for only that which can be measured on “bubble tests,” especially for those kids of color and poverty who are far more likely to receive a test-prep curriculum than those kids in the suburbs?

•How does NCLB promote educating the whole child? 

•How do we meet the needs of and develop the whole child? (Does NCLB’s focus on primarily increasing basic reading and math skills student achievement test scores impede the development of the whole child?)
•NCLB has changed the focus of ESEA and the federal government’s involvement in public education from that of supporting equity and adequacy in locales and states, to that of controlling the curriculum, instruction, and assessment of youth in our classrooms from the federal level with the goal of producing certain measurable increase outcomes on multiple choice tests primarily in basic reading and math. How do we know the tests and their results help promote learning essential to helping one thrive in a democracy and diverse, changing world?

•How do we assure that those who hold teachers and students accountable are themselves accountable? How do legislators know what is best for students they do not even know? How do legislators know that the tests used to suggest the learning of student actually reflect what they purport to measure? What should our youth be learning and developing in order to be thrive in a 21st century democratic society and does NCLB truly promote these attributes or impede/distract us from truly focusing on these qualities? How do we know that the tests that publishing and testing companies really translate into real world skills?

•If there are truly fundamental flaws in the assumptions of teaching, learning, assessment, implementations that run throughout this law, how in the world can this be rewritten well, without lots of input from those closest to the children, the teachers and parents, in the next 3-4 months? Isn’t it better to thoroughly rewrite this law so that it is truly helpful and not harmful? 

•What kinds of schools do our children deserve if they are to develop the kinds of critical and creative thinking abilities, effective communication skills, and interactive interpersonal skills needed to thrive in a democratic society and diverse, changing world?

•What things that we value are being lost or diminished in our never-ending pursuit of meaningless test score gains in basic reading and math? Shouldn’t teachers and parents, those closest to the children have the primary say on what kinds of things our children should be learning and developing?

ALL OF THESE CAN BE TURNED TO FOCUS ON NCLB as an IMPEDIMENT to Quality Education. It is often good to create a frame prior to asking quality direct questions. As an example,

•The so-called No Child Left Behind version of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act is so concerned with increasing student achievement test scores that it is reducing the education of our children, especially those of children who face the challenges of poverty, to mostly basic skills reading and math test prep for gains on cheap, fill in the oval tests. The problems in the law are so deep that it is feared that a quick reauthorization with only minor “fixes” will effectively just slow down the laws detrimental effect on public education. Can we count on you to support slowing down the current reauthorization so that the law can be comprehensively overhauled?

•Education research tells us students learn best in student-centered learning environments where they can make meaningful decisions about what they are learning based on their own personal interests, as well as what is relevant to their lives.  Doesn’t the prescriptive content-centered approach of NCLB interfere with what we know is best practice?  If so, shouldn’t we try to overhaul the law so that it empowers those at the local level who closest to the children to follow best practice for teaching and learning?

•The current NCLB version of ESEA focuses so heavily on reducing achievement test score gaps that it is creating real-world learning gaps, especially and disproportionately for children of color, poverty, or whose primary language is other than English who are often subject to mind-numbing drill-and-practice, scripted learning, and test-prep curricula.  What kinds of changes are needed to address the fundamental flaws in the assumptions of learning, assessment, accountability, and how to promote improvement and can this really be accomplished this year? Isn’t it important to learn from our mistakes and do this thing well by not rushing it?

•Because of NCLB’s obsessed focus on and punitive pressure on increasing student achievement test scores, falsely equating it with meaningful learning, a child’s natural curiosity and joy of learning are being sacrificed as they recognize answers instead or pursuing meaningful questions. Can we count on you to work for a comprehensive overhaul and to work to slow down the push for a quick reauthorization of the law this year so that we have the time to do a quality job this time? Can you elaborate?

•(For Dems) – The Democrats were not in charge of the Congress when the current NCLB version of ESEA was reauthorized after being thoroughly rewritten. Whether they were deceived, whether it was the best they can do at the time with the Republican control of Congress and the Presidency, or whether we have learned much from the problems that have emerged in its five years it has been in place, are the Democrats really prepared to “own” this law if it is reauthorized quickly with only minor changes? Many Republicans are now abandoning ship as well as some Democrats. Do Democrats really want to be left holding the bag if it is reauthorized quickly with only minor “fixes?”



Further Discussion of Better Alternatives to Standardized Tests
This section is included for the time being to provide examples for those who desire to move beyond reductionistic standardized and multiple-choice testing and move toward, rich, meaningful, authentic, real-world assessments that are actually part of the learning process rather than  something that stops learning to measure it. For those who say, well what else can we do, this section may provide useful examples of better instructional strategies.
There are all kinds of authentic, real world assessments that show the breadth, depth, texture, and nuances of student learning beyond the fill in the circles, multiple-choice way of recognizing the “correct,” simplistic answer among four choices.

Examples include portfolios and progress-folios of student work, demonstrations, exhibitions, rich tasks, projects, performances, essays, student-led portfolio conferences, service learning and community service, labs, recitals, inventions and student creations, rubrics, panel discussions, journals, creative writing, cooperative learning/problem-solving events, community displays, classroom-based  assessments and feedback, debates, group problem-solving activities, mock trials and mock legislatures, conflict-resolution and peer mediation exercising, writing laws and bills, creative problem solving tasks, student organized campaigns/initiatives, PowerPoint presentations, website designs and other displays of technological and media literacy, mechanical problem-solving and CAD design, art work, plays, musical and theatrical performances, panel review site teams, self-assessment and peer-assessment. And yes, with these kinds of rich, meaningful, powerful assessments, standardized and other tests can also be used to round our view of how students can demonstrate their learning. Mostly we must first say what it is we value in terms of whom students become and what we want them to learn and develop. If we actually come to some agreement on the kinds of thinking, communication and interaction skills that we think are important for youth to develop to thrive as human beings and citizens in our democratic society and diverse, changing world, then we can move on to decide what kinds of assessment means we should use to simultaneously PROMOTE and DEMONSTRATE these capacities, qualities, and competencies.

Can you imagine the kind of education children would be having, the kinds of capacities they would be developing, and the kinds of learning they would be demonstrating if these kinds of assessments, designed to PROMOTE learning not just crudely measure it for comparison and the statistical purposes of sorting and labeling, were the norm instead of the exception? They give us far better diagnostic information, quickly, and if they are primarily used to communicate to the student and parents and community, they are far more richly informative as to what students are learning, what they can do. They do not have to stop learning to demonstrate it. More importantly it helps us see WHO our students are becoming. And, if we are more concerned about promoting their learning than just evaluating or comparing for top-down accountability purposes, then they can even be pretty inexpensive if they are designed by teachers and students. This is a better way, a better qualitative standard, not just a quantitatively higher one. And they engage, excite, and empower students to learn, grow, and develop into the kind of persons who can thrive in and improve our democratic society and diverse, changing world. This is 21st century cutting-edge, authentic, holistic, systemic, research-based assessment, NOT the crude, blunt, simplistic, polarizing, misleading, inaccurate, narrow, and shallow assessment of the 1930s-50s which has been politically revived and injected into our current public education system. The media wants to create “heat” and not promote “light” and so continues to use the latter kind of antiquated, simplistic measure to assess sophisticated and complex teaching and learning of today and tomorrow.
These sorts of authentic and performance assessments are also strongly supported by educational research as best practice because they promote greater student engagement, deeper conceptual understanding, and longer-term retention of learning. They also allow for application of skills in ways that yield greater transferability to life, postsecondary education, and the real world beyond the test, class, or school. They address the needs and develop the abilities of the “whole child” as a human being and citizen. They allow us to assess that which we value most, not just that which is most easy and cheapest to measure. And these are most “accountable” since they are understood far better, in a more humane, real world, concrete way, than standardized multiple choice test score results on cheap tests that only purport to measure low-level, narrow skills in a couple of isolated areas, that they never get to see, designed to sort and create a spread (bell curve/ winners and losers) by folks who do not nor or care about their kids.
Finally, there is concrete evidence to support the premise that authentic assessments are superior to standardized assessments for promoting student success.  One good example is the New York Performance Standards Consortium, which is a coalition of 28 small, diverse public high schools across New York State.  The consortium does not use state test scores as a measure of accountability because its schools are EXEMPT from New York State’s high-stakes tests (the NY Regents Exams).  Instead consortium schools use 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 oversight, by external evaluators, constitute a major portion of the consortium’s assessment system.

Rigorous five-year longitudinal studies tracking consortium graduates indicate that despite the fact that consortium schools serve student bodies that have a higher percentage of low-income and minority students, on average consortium graduates are more likely to go to college than other public school graduates in their state, they also have a lower rate of attrition in college, and they out-perform the other students in college.

This is powerful evidence with real students in real settings that illustrates what we should be promoting (supportive school improvement public policy that is student-centered and empowering of teachers) works BETTER than the punitive and labeling approach of high-stakes accountability upon which NCLB is based.

Several other promising examples include the State of Nebraska’s STARS model;  the work of the Natural Learning Institute in California; the Coalition of Essential Schools;  the New Basics Project in Queensland, Australia;  and Finland’s student-centered democracy approach, to name just a few.
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