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No Child Left Behind leaves no school unscathed

The time has cometo
revisit the national law
that has branded a high
perceniage of Maine
schools as failing.

There’s something wrong with a
law. that brands good schools with
“failing” labels, places the heaviest
burdens on states that were already
striving to meet challenging educa-
tion goals, imposes inflexible rules
‘and fails to make good on promises
to pay for programs that would help
strugeling schools meet the law’s de-
mands. This is the case with the feder-
al*“No Child Left Behind Act” (INCLB),

passed with great fanfare and hope
two years ago, but now mired in com-
plexity and widespread concern.

Mainers were shocked to read re-

cently that 143 of our schools had

“flunked” NCLEB' performance tar-

gets this year. How can this happen
in a-state that ranks among the high-
est in math and reading scores on the
“well-respected National Assessment
of Educational Progress test, and that
“was rated by Forbes magazine as get-
ting the “biggest bang for its educa-
tion bucks”? I have heard from many
parents, students and educators who
are angry and demoralized because
they understand firsthand how un-
fair these judgments are. As Ken
Kunin, principal of Portland’s Reiche
Elementary School —which made the
infamous list — wrote: “Isee evidence
daily that years of hard work ... have
resulted in significant student im-
provement.”

NCLB’s laudable goal is for every
spuiblic school to make annual prog-
ress toward learning proficiency
goals in math, reading and other sub-
jects. The annual progress must be
achieved both school-wide in each
grade and within particularly vul-
nerable subgroups, including spe-
cial education, low income or minor-
ity students. Progress is measured by
testsand profic v goals selected by
each state. Before N( ‘LB, many states
1wad no system for holding schools ac-
countable; others were using only
standardized paper and pencil tests to
determine whether students would go
on to the next grade or graduate. But
heavy reliance on these high-stakes

- Assessiment (MEA) standardized ¢
(currently taken only by 4th, 8th and

“assessment score would be idenfical
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tests forces schools to “teach to the
test” at the expense of more creative
learning. “Some very capable siu-
dents, moreover, have a style of learn-
ing that standardized tests miss,

For more than 15 years, Maine has
sought to craft and use a more enlight-
ened, accurate system for assessing
the progress of students and schools.
Maine’s Learning Results requires a

-mastery of ctirriculum for each grads,

gauged through local assessment of
each student (a process that relies
on porifolios, tests, projects, writing
prompts and other tools) combined
with the results of Maine Educational

S

11th graders). :

When NCLB was enacted, some
hoped that the U.8. Department of Td-
ucation would allow Maine to contin
e touse this multifaceted evalnation®
system. Howsever, the department has
indicated that local assessments can
be part of the equation only if they
are more standardized. Until Maine
can demonstrate that a student’s local

whether she lives in, say, Faln
or Skowhegan, only MEA results
countin the NCLB evaluation.
The MEA is atough test, and Mal
has set a high proficiency score.
catise 50 many Maine schools are ral-
atively small, average scores can flac-
tuate widely from vear to year due te
the presence of a few exceptiona
strong or weak students i
or subgroup. In addition, ©
vides dozens of technical was
such as having less than 95 p i
students in each group take the MEA,
So it’s not surprising that so many
first-rate Maine schools made the list,
Where do we go from here
continue on the
imposition of NCLB
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Inkewarm Tederal sup-
of ‘the problem. The

Bducation Depart-
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he Republican leadership and the
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