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Accounting for Accountability: Why the Education World is Not Flat, How NCLB is Making it Less So, and What Progressives Can Do about It

Good afternoon.  I’m honored to be here today to talk with fellow progressive educators.  When I received Tom Alves’ call inviting me to come, I was working on my promotion file, writing about how I’d spent my entire career so far trying to figure out what the hell progressive education is.  In fact, when the call came in, I’d just come to the unsettling realization that if someone asked me, after these long years of intellectual struggle, what I thought of progressive education, I’d probably muster little better than what Gandhi reportedly said of Western civilization: It would be a good idea.


And so it would be—except that, as I discovered in researching the origins of progressive education in the U.S. for my first book, it is imperative that we ask, “Progress toward what?  In whose name?  At what price?”  In that book, I explored two schools of progressivism whose adherents proposed very different answers to those questions.  The first group, which David Tyack calls “pedagogical progressives,” sought to put schools in service of participatory democracy.  Because they viewed education as crucial to the realization of a more equitable, just society, they viewed schooling as practice in democratic living, with teachers and students working together to foster shared, often communal learning.  However, these John Dewey-inspired folk were not the only group to raise the banner of “progressivism.”  Another camp, which Lawrence Cremin calls “administrative progressives,” sought to put schools in service of industrial capital, placing their emphasis not on child-centered pedagogy but on well-managed, efficient school systems that would turn out well-managed, efficient workers.  If pedagogical progressives sought to expand democracy in the face of the encroachment of industrial capitalism, administrative progressives sought to grease the wheels of what historian Alan Trachtenberg calls the “incorporation of America.”   


I’m simplifying here, drawing thick lines for the purpose of clarity and the sake of time.  But my point: progress is a tricky thing.  For some calling themselves progressives, it has meant creating conditions and structures in which people, including students and teachers in schools, have a say in the decision-making processes that affect their lives.  For others, it has meant creating conditions and structures in which “experts” run efficient, economical bureaucracies designed to produce human capital.          


Perhaps you can guess where I am headed with these introductory remarks.  In my new book, Reclaiming Assessment, though I don’t discuss progressivism per se, I show that NCLB is administrative progressives’ dream come true.  This version of progress does an end-run around those pesky teachers and their terrorist organizations—I mean unions—and places schools in the hands of external “experts”—testing companies, Educational Management Organizations, the Business Roundtable—who might know how to run a tight ship but have never stepped foot in a classroom.  Consummating the administrative progressives’ vision of replacing messy human judgment—usually described as “hunches and guesses”—with scientific rigor and precision, NCLB has literally outlawed teacher knowledge with its requirements for “scientifically based research.”  Here finally is the long-awaited “new science of education,” a peculiar American secular faith.  Combine this with insistent free-market logic—when schools compete, you win—and voila: a more efficient system with higher standards.  All schools shape up.  All children learn.  America regains its standing in the global economy.  Now that’s progress.


In fact, as I will try to show in the first half of my talk today, nothing poses a bigger challenge to the dreams of pedagogical progressives than does NCLB.  Even if you believe that the intentions of the law are good—that it really is about ensuring all kids have a fair and equal opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and not (oh, say) public school privatization, vouchers, and a compliant workforce—I will try to convince you that for those of us who are drawn to student-centered, just, equitable schooling deserving of a democratic republic, NCLB is about as regressive as it gets.  It may or may not be driven by pure motives, but the problems with the law are legion, including arbitrary proficiency targets, underfunding, an unrealistic timetable, penalization of diverse schools, a misapprehension of the needs of special education students and English Language Learners, an overemphasis on standardized test scores—and more.  Today, instead of parsing those individual problems, I will focus primarily on its theory of action—or what I’ll shorthand as “test-based accountability.”  And I’ll argue that because it is based on high-stakes tests to improve achievement rather than capacity-building to improve learning, NCLB is deeply flawed and in practice leads to precisely what it claims to redress: educational and social injustice.     


How could this be?  How could something that sounds so good be so god-awful?  Well, as I say, progress is a tricky thing.     

Consider, if you will, a great symbol of progress: Chicago’s 1893 Columbian Exposition—the World’s Fair.  [SLIDE].  As readers of Erik Larson’s chilling The Devil in the White City know, the Columbian Exposition was really a tale of two cities.  One—the “White City”—was the stupendous Exposition itself, with its impressive buildings, beautiful grounds, and exciting exhibits.  This city was testament to and celebration of science and (you guessed it) progress: a sanguine announcement of the coming twentieth century.     

But meanwhile, as Larson shows, turn-of-the-century Chicago, blinded by the bright light of technical innovation and scientific achievement, could not protect its most vulnerable citizens from the figures lurking in the shadows.  The police and other social services, preoccupied by the Fair, became overextended as new arrivals surged into Chicago.  The weak, the vulnerable, the expendable, were pulled into the shadows, often unnoticed.  Who had time to notice?  Chicago was too busy trying to outdo Paris’ 1890 World’s Fair and its symbolic centerpiece, the Eiffel Tower.  

One of the lessons of Larson’s tale of two cities is that when we set out to bring to light only what makes us look good, only what will help us win, or at least not lose and face public embarrassment, we leave in peril—or worse, place in peril—those who most need our help.  And that’s what’s happening now under the test-based accountability [SLIDE]. 

For my part, I suspect the motives of the architects of test-based accountability are darker than those of the architects of the Exposition.  Proponents of test-based accountability will say that their spotlight is a force for good—that it will help close achievement gaps, for instance.  But if we really wanted to close achievement gaps, as former AERA President Gloria Ladson-Billings suggests, we would do more than throw tests at kids; we would address, once and for all, the education debt that has accrued over the course of U.S. history.  Also notice that there are no positive incentives for schools under NCLB—just punishments.  Test-based accountability is a high-stakes game of Gotcha!  Its shining light is intended not to support or celebrate, but to shame and punish.  

But intentions aside, it’s clear that many K-12 students are being left behind: systematically and sometimes deliberately.  They drop out, or they are pushed out.  They are held back, gerrymandered, triaged…they drift into or are shoved into the shadows because they don’t make us—those of us trying to survive the glare of the spotlight—look good.  And looking good—keeping our scores and our rankings up—is the name of the game when the bright, white light exposes in order to shame.   

So up rise Potemkin villages—artifices.  That’s exactly what we get with standardized, high-stakes tests: partial, superficial, inauthentic, pumped-for-the-occasion glimpses.  Test-based accountability is supposed to leave no child behind by throwing a spotlight on results, but in fact it leaves many children behind by lengthening the shadows in which lurking figures prey on the vulnerable.

But perhaps this framing of the problem is too literary, too abstract, too English Professory.  All right.  Let’s conduct a more straightforward accounting of the consequences of test-based accountability.  

First of all, states spend tens of millions of dollars annually on state tests.  Ohio spends $92 million per year and Florida $55 million per year on state tests.  All told, according to the Government Accountability Office, between 2002 and 2008, states will spend between $1.9 and $5.3 billion dollars on NCLB-required tests.  And these numbers don’t include what districts and schools shell out for test prep, workbooks and textbooks, practice tests, test coaches, and so on.  To my mind, this is nothing short of criminal use of public money.  But the criminal turns to the insane when we consider what we get for that money (hold onto your hats):

· reassignment of classroom time from teaching and learning to test prep and administration

· narrowing of curricula to “core subjects” and marginalization of art, music, foreign languages, and so on

· curtailment of teachers’ and students’ intellectual freedom in favor of prepackaged curricula and scripted instruction 

· student anxiety and alienation in the face of “test threat” 

· rationing of high-quality instruction and curricula to “bubble kids”—those most likely to make test score gains

· use of standardized tests that have been shown to be culturally and gender biased, to be of limited educational utility, to be out of alignment with curriculum kids are actually taught, and to focus on lower-order skills

· shunning of high-quality classroom assessments, which have been shown to improve learning

· use of a single measure to make high-stakes decisions, against the recommendation of the educational measurement community 

· misuse and misreporting of test scores by an assessment industry that admits it’s overextended

· increasing, but underreported, dropout rates 

· decreasing, but overreported, graduation rates

· student retention at grades just prior to high-stakes testing years, even though we know being held back is the academic kiss of death 

· score-boosting cheating scandals and data manipulation

· resetting of proficiency bars so more students pass tests

· maldistribution of experienced and talented teachers, who (go figure) choose to teach in schools that are not labeled “failing” or “in need of improvement”

· mislabeling and tracking of kids based on limited and misleading measures

· herding of kids into GED programs to boost test scores and protect dropout rates

· reduction of educators’ professional development to score-boosting strategies

· perpetuation of distrust of teachers and the “educational establishment” (that’s you!), even while most people trust and admire the teachers they know

· undermining of teachers’ professional commitment, robbing kids of the opportunity to be surrounded by engaged, powerful adults (as Deborah Meier might say)

This sad litany could go on.  And importantly, each of these negative consequences disproportionately affects our most vulnerable students.  Education for poor and minority children in this country is getting worse.  Kids who have traditionally done least well on standardized tests XE "testing: standardized"  are given the most intense test preparation XE "testing: and test preparation"  by the least qualified teachers.  As a result, those children who are most in need of rich, engaged teaching are least likely to receive it.

What most ails schools, then, is not what President Bush calls “the soft bigotry of low expectations”; it’s the hard bigotry of systemic inequality.  The world may be flat for global capital, as free markets’ best friend Thomas Friedman suggests, but as Jonathan Kozol describes in heartbreaking detail in The Shame of the Nation, it is wildly uneven for many poor and minority kids in the U.S..  Declaring that the education world will be flat—that all kids will be “proficient” by 2014, say—does nothing to improve education for these vulnerable young people.  Warm platitudes and bold declarations are no substitute for humane public policy in general—housing, healthcare, adult literacy, and so on—or programs that would redistribute talented teachers, fix broken school aid formulas, stanch the resegregation of schools, and empower kids, teachers, parents, and communities with the intellectual freedom and capacity they need to take control of education. 

A Better Alternative

Ok, deep breath.  What I’ve said so far was the easy part: basically, I’ve rehearsed a big, hairy open secret.  We may not want to talk about the ravages of test-based accountability, but we know about them.  If you doubt this, check out Sharon Nichols and David Berliner’s new book, Collateral Damage, which documents in exhaustive and conclusive detail how high-stakes testing corrupts teaching, learning, and schooling.  Only the most deluded or cynical among us can look at the track record of test-based accountability and honestly conclude anything other than that it’s an unmitigated disaster.  

But now for the heavy lifting.  Short of revolution, what is to be done?  Well, fortunately, there is one modest little state out in the middle of nowhere, we’re told [SLIDE], but (hint!) north of Texas, that is bucking the test-based accountability agenda, earning it the time-honored western honorific of “maverick.”  And here, of all places, I suggest that we progressive educators—the kind who still believe that public schools are democracy’s workshops, as Gerald Bracey calls them, and not just capital’s training grounds—may find hope.    

A few words about Nebraska.  It is a strange place—and not only because its official religion is football.  It is largely rural, but nearly half of its 1.7 million residents live in its two largest cities, Lincoln and Omaha.  It has relatively low racial diversity, but that’s changing quickly, thanks to the influx of Latinos drawn to the state by the meatpacking industry, a growing urban African-American community, and U.S. refugee placement programs that have targeted the state as a preferred location.  The state is an innovator in rural community development, but it has some of the poorest counties in the U.S.  Politically, it is solidly Republican and socially conservative, but it shares with other Midwestern states a historically-rooted aversion to big business—think of the farmers’ alliances against railroad companies in the late nineteenth century—and an affinity for grassroots, populist politics a la its native sons George Norris and William Jennings Bryan.  It has a nonpartisan unicameral state legislature, but it cedes most governmental authority to communities.  

All this gives Nebraska schools a special relationship with their communities.  In many small towns, schools are community centers.  Nebraskans trust their schools--and that trust is warranted.  The state’s students are steeped in rich local curricula and score well on national tests; their teachers are well-qualified.  At the same time, Nebraska educators face daunting challenges, including those changing student demographics and the loss of many small schools to consolidations, unifications, and closings.  

Nebraska was the 49th state to adopt a state assessment and accountability system.  This is important because its policymakers were able to witness the pitfalls of high-stakes state testing elsewhere.  They were also able to take a deliberate approach to building a system that would honor the state’s long tradition of local control and signal its faith in its educators.  And so, under Commissioner Doug Christensen’s direction, Nebraska designed a state system of local assessments, giving districts discretion in how they met state standards, including the assessments they would use to measure student learning.  Commissioner Christensen has said that it is important to keep education in the hands of local educators because “informed conversations, and informed decisions are the heart and soul of democracy” and public schools should be both the site and the topic of meaningful community conversations.  

The School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting System—STARS [SLIDE]—is complex in detail but simple in philosophy.  The philosophy runs like this: Change can be forced on schools, but meaningful improvement must come from within—through commitment and capacity-building, not compliance and control.  The most important decisions about teaching and learning happen in classrooms, not conference rooms or boardrooms.  Those decisions should be informed by the trained professional judgment of educators.  And the primary purpose of assessment is to inform teaching and learning.  So assessment must be embedded in instruction and curriculum, not imposed from outside.  And if assessment is valid and reliable, the data it generates may also be used for accountability purposes. 

So, in a nutshell, STARS: 

· is a system of local assessments, not a set of state tests

· requires multiple measures of student performance

· requires documentation of assessment quality

· uses classroom assessments for state reporting

· includes no high-stakes tests.

Here’s how STARS works. [SLIDE] Each district in Nebraska is responsible for developing its own assessment process—though many do so in collaboration with other districts or with educational service units. These assessment processes are expected to be integrated up and down grade levels and across content areas. The Nebraska Department of Education encourages and provides assistance for developing K-12 approaches to curriculum and assessment that allow districts to track individual students’ development. However, annual reporting to the state—conceived as only one piece of a comprehensive, locally-meaningful process—is confined to three “guidepost” grades (four, eight, and eleven) in reading, writing, math, science and social studies.

Districts measure student learning on standards in various ways. Some develop district-wide CRTS. Others rely heavily on classroom assessments.  Most devise some combination of these.  And most districts incorporate some national NRTs to cover a handful of standards. The point is, districts develop assessments that suit their curricular and instructional goals and needs. Nebraska asks all its districts to meet the same learning standards, but how they do so varies widely.  

To ensure that local assessments are of high quality, districts use a set of guidelines for assessment review.  Local panels of educators and content experts review assessments that are used for reporting on standards for six quality criteria: 

1. Assessments align to state or local standards.  

2. Students have an opportunity to learn the content. 

3. Assessments are free from bias or offensive language. 

4. The level is developmentally age-appropriate for students. 

5. There is consistency in scoring. 

6. The mastery levels are appropriate to subject and grade level.  

Districts document the processes they use to ensure that assessments meet these criteria, and then their process is reviewed by local and national assessment experts during an annual on-site review by NDE.  Districts receive both written and oral feedback and two public ratings: one for student performance and one for assessment quality.        

Data on student performance and assessment quality are combined with demographic and other key information about each school in the state and compiled in an annual State of the Schools Report. This report—available online in English and Spanish at the Nebraska Department of Education website—provides a rich portrait of schools, districts, and the state, encouraging readers to understand student performance in context.  

Because the state system is comprised of local processes, STARS does not generate data that allow ranking-ordering of schools.  And that’s the point: instead of building a system that puts schools in competition with each other—the school-reform-as-beauty-contest model—Nebraska has built a system that emphasizes school improvement from year to year.  By refusing rank-ordering but ensuring assessment quality, STARS removes the incentive for building White Cities and encourages schools and districts to illuminate the whole city, including all its kids.   
STARS is now seven years old.  What kind of track record does it have?  Without parsing the numbers in any detail, I can tell you that students’ performance on district reading and math assessments in all three grades levels has improved significantly.  On your handout, by way of illustration, I’ve provided you with a table that shows the percentage of Nebraska districts earning each of the state’s five ratings—exemplary, very good, good, needs improvement, and unacceptable—at the fourth-grade level.  These ratings are based on the percentage of students classified as proficient on state standards in these content areas.  Even a quick glance will show you that student performance has improved in both reading and math from year to year. [SLIDE]     

Percentage of Nebraska School Districts by Student Performance Rating

	4th Grade
	2000-01

Reading
	2001-02

Math
	2002-03

Reading
	2003-04

Math
	2004-05

Reading
	2004-05

Math

	Exemplary
	31.8%
	45.4%
	42.7%
	70.6%
	66.1%
	79.1%

	Very Good
	39.8%
	27.2%
	38.9%
	16.7%
	23.3%
	12.9%

	Good
	18.9%
	19.4%
	14.3%
	8.7%
	7.9%
	5.5%

	Needs Improvement
	5%
	5.5%
	2.6%
	2.4%
	1.7%
	1.7%

	Unacceptable
	4.6%
	2.5%
	1.4%
	1.7%
	.8%
	1%








Source: Nebraska Department of Education
Simultaneously, as a glance at the second table will tell you, [SLIDE] assessment quality ratings on those district assessments have improved even more significantly.  This means that the processes and procedures used to classify student proficiencies are strong and getting stronger, according to trained assessment experts.  

Percentage of Districts by Assessment Quality Ratings
	Grade 4
	2000-01

Reading
	2001-02

Math
	2002-03

Reading
	2003-04

Math
	2004-05

Reading
	2004-05 

Math

	Exemplary
	15.6%
	30.2%
	49.0%
	68.2%
	52.3%
	68.8%

	Very Good
	46.3%
	46.5%
	40.7%
	29.7%
	45.0%
	30.1%

	Good
	4.4%
	6.6%
	1.1%
	.7%
	.5%
	.7%

	Needs Improvement
	25.6%
	8.5%
	2.1%
	.7%
	0%
	.5%

	Unacceptable
	8.2%
	8.2%
	7.1%
	.7%
	2.3%
	0%







Source: Nebraska Department of Education

Meanwhile, Nebraska students’ scores on the statewide writing assessment—the only state test—have risen sharply and their performance on nationally-normed tests, traditionally high in the first place, have held essentially stable, even though the changing demographics of the state over the past decade would lead one to anticipate slippage in this performance, as has been seen in other states that have experienced similar changes.

You can find a wealth of quantitative data on the Nebraska Department of Education website, including some studies on correlations among different measures of student performance.  For now, suffice it to say that both student achievement and assessment quality are improving in Nebraska.  While the state and especially its urban districts continue—along with their counterparts across the country—to struggle to close so-called “achievement gaps,” most demographic groups are improving and graduation rates are up and dropout rates are down in the state as a whole and in the urban districts.

But while the numbers are important, we also need to consider what is happening in the schools, to educators and to students.  Enter the Comprehensive Evaluation Project, housed at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln since 2001.  I served as Principal Investigator for the CEP for the first three years; since then, another PI at UNL has been at the helm.  In our six years of research, we have employed dozens of qualitative researchers, conducted a number of large surveys, and contracted several statistical studies by researchers at UNL and across the country.  We have conducted hundreds of interviews and collected thousands of survey responses from schools across the state. 

Our research has culminated in annual reports, which are available on the NDE website.  Obviously, in our time together this afternoon, I can only scratch the surface of our findings.  The overarching idea I want to convey to you is that STARS has effected a sea change in the culture of Nebraska schools.  Allow me to shorthand for you some major cultural shifts we have observed in our six years of research.     

[SLIDE] We’ve seen the culture of schools shift from ones in which teachers were isolated to ones in which teachers are constantly collaborating.  In many of the schools we’ve visited, the term “teacher in private practice” is used as an epithet to describe colleagues who prefer not to collaborate.  Teachers and administrators talk about the importance of collective ownership of curriculum, instruction, and assessment and cite professional conversations as the most important outcome of STARS.

{Teacher} “You see teachers having more conversation about curriculum and 

instruction and assessment than ever before—and I have been a teacher for a 

number of years…[Before, e]verybody did their own little thing, you know, you 

went in your room and you did it any way you chose as long as you covered basic 

things. And now teachers are working together, which to me is more equitable for 

kids.” 

[SLIDE] We’ve seen the culture of schools shift from ones in which administrators and teachers were in traditional management/worker roles to ones in which leadership is shared and distributed.  Administrators are leaders of learning and teachers are leaders of instruction: professionals with control over what happens in their classrooms. Like this principal, many administrators have learned that teachers must own the process if it is to be sustainable:

{Principal} “You want your teachers to take control and to take the lead in the 

improvement process.  So my role has been…as a supporter…to help make sure that they have the things that they need to be successful and to be able to achieve the goals that they are setting for the school and the district…[You want] grassroots leadership…Shared leadership.” 

But my favorite story of teacher leadership comes from a small K-12 school in which a third-grade teacher told our interviewer the following: 

[SLIDE] The other day we felt really bad because we called a [curriculum and 

assessment] meeting and we put it at the bottom of the bulletin board. But nobody 

had…told [our principal]. So we had the meeting after school and it happened to 

be in my room. The teachers from the high school came down. [The principal] 

came in right as we were finishing. He said, ‘Nobody invited me.’

But before you work up too much sympathy for this principal, listen to how he told the same story: 

[SLIDE] Two weeks ago they had a curriculum and assessment meeting and I 

wasn’t even invited. And it was great. I mean, it was awesome in that they have 

now assumed so much of the control and responsibility for that, that they feel 

comfortable without having me.  

[SLIDE] We have seen the culture of schools shift from ones in which teachers assessed—and sometimes taught—out of a sense of compliance to ones in which teachers are grounded in professional commitment.  Although our researchers continue to find pockets of resistance to STARS, teacher buy-in has increased significantly in all of our study schools, and in most cases, being on board has helped teachers reclaim their professional prerogatives and to feel like important members of their schools and communities.  But as you might imagine, this took time: 

“I would have said, six years ago--I did say six years ago when I moved here 

[from Texas]--‘Why do we have to do all this? Why don’t we just give a state 

test?’…Now, six years later, I’ve taken a change because I’ve seen what kind of information you can gain from tests that are written to your curricula, that you have written and that the teachers have said is important to them… If you can take this information that we’re getting based on our test, on our kids, and use it wisely, that it is the way to go. And I wouldn’t want to be in any other state right now, even though it’s a lot of work.”

[SLIDE] We have seen the culture of schools shift from ones in which professional development was piecemeal and individual to ones in which it is largely team-based  job-embedded.  Educators build their assessment literacy together, in what many of them call “million-dollar conversations.”  Instead of attending traditional inservices and conferences, they are working in learning teams, inquiry groups, critical friends circles, and so on in the spirit of teachers teaching teachers.  And as a result:

{Teacher} “I feel as if my voice, it matters, that what I feel is best for students is 

being brought up in meetings and I’m able to discuss my opinions with other teachers and we can bounce ideas off one another.” 

[SLIDE] We have seen the culture of schools shift from ones in which assessment 
was treated as separate from instruction—a burden that competed with instruction—to ones in which assessment is a part of instruction, itself a learning opportunity.  This is why most schools are moving to ongoing performance assessments, rather than event-based selected-response tests.  Our researchers hear all the time now that kids don’t even know when they’re being assessed; assessment is just another part of classroom practice.  And assessment literacy is just another part of teachers’ professional knowledge base because instead of relying on textbooks and administering large tests, teachers are designing curriculum and assessing at the point of instruction.    

{Teacher} “What we really wanted to get away from was the high-stakes 

assessment when kids are tested just once a year, and everything is determined 

based on that one particular test.  We wanted [assessment] to be ongoing, about 

what is going on in the classroom on a daily basis.” 

[SLIDE] “It’s a real value that we’re providing instant feedback to our students 

about how well they performed, and we’re using that information to directly 

perfect our instruction.  It’s not a matter of an outside group assessing our 

students and then telling us how they did.” 

[SLIDE] We have seen a shift in the culture of schools from ones that focused on teaching-for-coverage to ones that prize learning-for-understanding.  In school after school, teachers talked about flexibility in assessment leading to flexibility in instruction, allowing them to meet the needs of each group of kids and of each child—and in more and more schools, involving students in assessment.  Several schools had moved to exhibitions, performances, and portfolios that students took with them across classes and grades.  

“Instead of focusing on just what your objectives are, [classroom assessment] focuses on what your objectives are for each student.  In essence, then, I think that each student almost has an individual education plan.”

[SLIDE] “I ask them more in-depth questions instead of just straightforward 

problems for them to answer, which usually tends to help them more on those 

communications and writing assessments than what I used to do.”

[SLIDE] We have seen a shift in the culture of schools from ones that merely reported to their communities to ones that sought meaningful and ongoing community involvement.  Of the themes I’ve identified here, this one is the least developed; for many schools, this is more of an aspiration than a reality.  But many teachers are using assessment to engage parents and community members in conversation about student learning, often by putting student work on the table.  Some, but not many, schools had parlayed these conversations into more systematic community involvement.  For example, a principal whose Native American reservation school conducted annual public portfolio reviews, when asked why they decided on portfolios, said the following: 

“To me, it’s a mark of the people who live here. Tests aren’t the important thing. 

[They want to know] What can you really do? Well, we’ve said ‘Here, show us 

what you can do.’ Portfolios mean something to our students…You know, there’s 

a craftsmanship in this culture.  A bubble on a sheet isn’t craftsmanship. [But a 

portfolio is] a measure our kids [and community] buy into because that’s 

craftsmanship, just like making blankets and moccasins and arrowheads.”  

These are just a few of the themes from our research.  Not all schools have made the shifts I’m describing; many are somewhere in the middle.  Some schools have a harder time getting out from under the weight of history and tradition—casting off, for instance, that stubborn “teacher in private practice” model.  But every school we visited had at least moved in the directions I’ve sketched.  

At the same time, I want to be clear: STARS is far from perfect and its successes have not come easily or without cost.  As I discuss in my book, it remains confined to traditional psychometrics, focuses attention on a few subjects and grades, and does not incorporate a growth model or track individual student progress.  The state and its districts are working on these challenges and limitations, but they remain daunting.  The most significant challenge of all, as you might suspect, and as almost every educator we have interviewed informs us, is time.  There’s no way around it: STARS asks a great deal from educators.  The state and its districts must find ways to recognize and reward the expanded professional purview of teachers and to build new structures and processes to afford educators the time they need.      

So though I have emphasized some of the positive—and very real—trends in Nebraska, I don’t want to suggest that that state has all the answers.  Far from it.  What it has, though, is an intriguing and instructive alternative to test-based accountability.  

Key Lessons for Progressive Educators 

So what does the Nebraska story have to teach progressive educators?  And what can we do to stave off the regressive features of NCLB and work toward more just, humane educational policy and practice?     

1. Keep hope.  The Nebraska Story is a narrative of hope: that a state system may protect and enhance local assessment; that this system may be teacher-led, not teacher-fed; that it may rest on earned trust, not unearned distrust; that it may be inclusive of all children, not only those who produce the highest scores; that policymakers and administrators may be facilitative rather than punitive; that education may be learning-focused, not achievement-obsessed; that it may be school- and community-based, not centralized and standardized; that it may be equitable and just, not rationed by race or class; that important educational judgment can remain in the classroom and school and need not be contracted out to profiteering corporations and ceded to state offices; that educators may build productive partnerships inside and outside their schools; and above all, that schools may be sites of democratic engagement, where citizens take up and take on the deliberative work required to learn to live well together in a diverse society. 
2. Spread hope.  Share the Nebraska story.  Tell people that this modest little state in the middle of nowhere has been able to forge a decidedly imperfect but certainly better alternative to test-based accountability even under the most intrusive, least democratic federal education policy the U.S. has ever seen.  And have them imagine what it could accomplish—what we all could accomplish—under actually supportive federal legislation.    
3. Understand the struggle over accountability as a civil rights battle.  W.E.B. DuBois wrote that “Of all the civil rights for which the world has struggled and fought for 5,000 years, the right to learn is undoubtedly the most fundamental…And whatever we may think of the curtailment of other civil rights, we should fight to the last ditch to keep open the right to learn…”  Whatever its stated or real intentions, test-based accountability compromises the right to learn—and the right to teach.  We need to understand that we will not have inclusive, democratic schools until we treat them and run them democratically—until, that is, every teacher and student becomes an empowered, enfranchised member of the school community and of the larger community of which the school is a part.  This should be the agenda of every progressive educator.            
4.   Inform yourself and your colleagues about alternative conceptions of accountability.  The genius of the test-based accountability agenda is the way in which it claims to be educational “commonsense” and comes wrapped in warm platitudes that sound democratic: all kids can learn; level the playing field; high expectations.  But the discourse of account-ability reduces “democracy” to a narrowly economic concern with getting one’s money’s worth in a competitive “free market” of goods and services.  In Reclaiming Assessment, I argue—perhaps heretically, and certainly against commonsense—that accountability is simply the wrong metaphor to describe what we want and need from schools in a democratic republic, premised as it is on bottom-line transactions and not rich, dialogic interactions.  But as much as I’d like to think people will immediately see the wisdom of my logic and once and for all stop using the word accountability to describe what we want from schools, I know that’s not going to happen.  Still, I’m heartened by some of the ways in which accountability is being redefined as improving student learning by building capacity. [Last slide has resources.]  This redefinition comes from the Forum on Educational Accountability, in the document Tom forwarded to you all last month.  This is in line with the Joint Organizational Statement on NCLB, signed by 131 education, civil rights, religious, children’s, disability, civic, and professional organizations representing some 50 million members.  This statement suggests that “the law’s emphasis needs to shift from applying sanctions for failing to raise test scores to holding states and localities accountable for making systemic changes that improve student achievement.”  Personally, I continue to think we need to do more to hold the federal government responsible for addressing the “educational debt” that has accrued to poor and minority students in public schools.  But these documents, along with the FEA’s Proposed NCLB Amendments and its briefing paper for Congress on using local performance assessments to enhance higher-order skills, are well worth reading for their alternative conceptions of accountability.  And so are several books, including Many Children Left Behind (ed. George Wood and Debbie Meier), Collateral Damage (David Berliner and Sharon Nichols), Democratic School Accountability (ed. Ken Jones), Holding Accountability Accountable (Ed. Kenneth Sirotnik), Why is Corporate America Bashing Our Public Schools? (Kathy Emery and Susan Ohanian).  Just a couple weeks ago, Susan Ohanian began selling a helpful booklet written by California teacher and researcher Elizabeth Jaeger called “What Every Parent, Teacher, and Community Member Needs to Know about NCLB.”  All of these resources are helpful in rethinking accountability.  And finally, on June 6th, James Crawford published an important piece in Education Week, arguing that NCLB offers an “impoverished” view of accountability by shifting attention from equitable resources and opportunity—the focus of the ESEA, which we should recall was part of Johnson’s War on Poverty—to outputs alone.  Crawford reminds us that how we frame a problem determines how we will go about solving it.   
5. (Duh:) Organize, organize, organize.  You just have to admire the innovation and sheer chutzpah of a speaker who ends his talk by exhorting union activists to organize.  Especially members of this organization, which is already so smart about investing its resources, expertise, and time in professional priorities, especially teaching and learning.  As an organization, you might consider signing on to the Joint Organizational Statement, which is on your tables.  (It’s an ameliorative statement and it doesn’t go far enough, in my view.  It has little to say about local, performance assessments or community involvement, for instance.  But it certainly represents an improvement over NCLB.)  Or you could write your own white paper.  Maybe we could talk today about what you’d like to see in NCLB.  Also, you’re probably already doing this in many ways, but I hope you take the conversations you’re having at these meetings and add your voices to the broad consensus that is forming around anti-high-stakes testing and the reauthorization of ESEA and to the groundswell of student, teacher, and parent grassroots activism we’re seeing across the country.  I hope you go forth from this room and hold forums, mobilize teachers, administrators, PTAs, local boards, parents, community members, and kids; call and write Representative George Miller, Senator Ted Kennedy, and your local representatives; lobby politicians and policymakers when and where you can in numbers as large as you can muster.  It is time to work together to reclaim the profession for teachers, classrooms for students, schools for communities, and education for democracy.           

Thank you.
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