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 Left Behind: Ideals, Ethics and Kids
No Child Left Behind is named for a sweeping education reform package signed into law five years ago by President Bush. However, thus far the results of the law’s impact on children’s education is unclear. Although many state’s test scores are up significantly since the law was enacted, there is ample evidence to suggest that these results do not so much demonstrate that students’ reading and math abilities have improved as it suggests that states are lowering their standards in order to appear compliant under the law. The spiral towards ever-lower standards creates what author Martin West calls the “race-to-the-bottom.” A situation which results when each state succumbs to the ever increasing pressure to show student gains in return for Federal  dollars, even if that requires relaxing state education standards, manipulating test results or even cheat in order to meet Federal guidelines. Left unchecked this self-destructive trend in education will result in enormous harm to the very children the law is most intended to help. While the No Child Left Behind act of 2001 does represent a genuine improvement over previous attempts at education reform, until states are removed from their conflicted position of certifying their own compliance, the irresistible temptation to cannibalize education standards in order to receive the steady stream of Federal funding, will not diminish.  

Widely associated with President Bush, the No Child Left Behind act of 2001 owes much to decades of previous legislation. NCLB is just the latest revision of a law which began as the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, which itself was later rechristened the Improving America's Schools Act of 1994. Together these laws reveal progressively greater attempts to shore-up the educational divide which persists for America’s most disadvantaged children (Kafer). In fact, all of the significant features of NCLB can be found within these previous laws, what is new however, is the  unprecedented level of Federal authority to enforce a state’s education standards. To verify compliance, standardized testing plays a central role. Schools must test all students periodically to show that 100% of their students are performing at grade-level in reading, science and math, or have at least made “adequate yearly progress” toward that goal. However, to ensure that disadvantaged students are not lost in the shuffle, each state must identify test results by risk-group such as: race, gender, economic status, physical disability or non-English speaker. If a school cannot demonstrate that students’ scores have sufficiently improved in the first two years, students must be permitted to transfer to a better performing school, and after three years students must be offered free tutoring. If a school is still unable demonstrate that all of its students are performing at grade level, after four years, the school is required take corrective action such as changing the curriculum or replacing staff. And finally, after five years the school must be radically restructured, which can include closing the school. In addition to these main components, the NCLB act directs schools to hire only certified teachers and utilize educational techniques which have been demonstrated to be effective. Although this Federal law does carry severe penalties for repeatedly failing schools, it is merely holding schools to the standards which each state has already established, and evaluates students based on the tests which each state has written. In addition, underperforming schools continue to receive Federal funding while attempting to improve, and most importantly, NCLB is entirely voluntary; a state can choose to reject the additional Federal money and opt-out of the program, at any time. 
While the No Child Left Behind act does indeed compel public schools to demonstrate that every child receives at least a grade-level education, almost every group involved with it is unhappy. It should be no surprise that reforming one of the nation’s largest bureaucratic systems would generate resistance, but because of an unusual convergence of political factors, the No Child Left Behind law is growing into an increasingly contentious topic. Perhaps the greatest influence on the debate is due to the recent power shift in Congress; Democrats now hold a majority in both the House and Senate, which places them in a position to remediate many of the long-held policies of what was for over a decade, an overwhelmingly Republican majority. As if this is not enough, members of both parties are all too aware of the upcoming presidential and congressional elections in 2008, which raises the possibly of an even larger shift in the existing political power structure. As writer Krista Kafer observes, “When politicians create education policy, education policy is influenced by politics.” With this in mind, when the NCLB act comes before congress for reauthorization later this year, the vote is likely to turn into an ideological battleground, as both sides maneuver for political advantage in the coming elections. Unfortunately, what’s best for America’s students will likely become a casualty of this war.
A growing number of conservatives, liberals, teachers, and especially states are pressing for changes to one or more aspects of the law when it is reauthorized. Perhaps the most often heard criticism is that the law does not provide enough money to fully implement the program; “Unfunded mandate,” is a frequent refrain of many democratic politicians. However, this charge is certainly an overly dramatic characterization of the current situation, since the law is both totally voluntary and gives states billions in additional Federal funds. On the other hand, there is at least some credible evidence to support the claims that NCLB does not set aside enough money to cover each state’s true costs. According to figures compiled by the politically-independent, United States General Accountability Office (GAO), No Child Left Behind provides $2.7 billion to cover the expenses associated with standardized testing, yet the GAO found that states are currently spending over $3.9 billion for this task, and moving to a more comprehensive form of testing would cost states over $5.3 billion (GAO 43). Although this funding deficit is comparatively small, the claim that schools may be forced to cut state-funded programs in order to meet Federal accounting requirements is legitimate.  
Also critical of NCLB, are an increasing number of Republican lawmakers, which view the law as an enormous growth of the federal bureaucracy. Republican House member Pete Hoekstra, an outspoken opponent of the law, expresses a common view among Republicans saying, “We used to support local control of education and abolishing the Department of Education, and now we've created the most expansive intrusion into local control since the Department of Education was created” (qtd. in Gizzi). It is not surprising that many Republicans and state governments would, rightly, oppose subjecting a state-funded education system to the potential inefficiency and mismanagement which frequently results from large government ventures. 
The law’s third major opposition group comprises teacher’s associations such as the National Education Agency (NEA) and state legislatures. This ad hoc faction wants a variety of changes to the law which would make compliance easier. The NEA for example, argues that test scores alone do not reflect a school’s true effectiveness. They propose including other criteria such as student graduation and attendance rates, as well as the number of children participating in honors courses, to decide the all-important “adequate yearly progress” rating for a school (NEA par. 1). Similarly, in 2004 the Republican-controlled Utah state legislature unanimously passed a bill rejecting the perceived lack of flexibility used to determine their state’s compliance under the law (Archibald). To date, at least 47 states have expressed dissatisfaction with at least some part of the law, although none, have yet, dropped-out of the program. 
These opposition groups are asking for an entire list of changes to the No Child Left Behind act but none have demanded a fix for the glaring problem which is currently rotting away the foundation of our entire education system. Far from being just a theoretical possibility, the “race–to-the-bottom” scenario is already degrading education standards in the very home of the law’s most vocal supporter, President George W. Bush. When comparing state test scores of Texas students against national standardized exams, a suspicious inconsistency emerges. According to state educators, 83% of Texas students meet grade-level requirements, but when these students are evaluated using a national standardized exam, that number drops steeply, to just over 25% (West). Since other states do not reflect this discrepancy there is only is one reasonable explanation, Texas has lowered the bar for their students. In addition to this disappointing outcome, according to Nel Noddings, president of the National Academy of Education, evidence is mounting that some schools have resorted to using loopholes, data manipulation, or even outright cheating in order to meet the law’s demands (qtd. in Hess). Unless we eliminate this obvious conflict of interest and move to nationally written standardized tests, the “race-to-the-bottom” scenario will lead to a tragic decline in the competency of an entire generation of students.
Some lawmakers and parents believe that introducing alternative educational methods would solve the stagnation in student performance. One frequently suggested idea is to use vouchers which would pay for tuition at private schools. The concept of school vouchers is simple, let parents use all or part of the money they currently pay in taxes for public school, to enroll their child to a private school instead. This introduced competition will force schools to deliver a high-quality education at a reasonable cost, or else risk going out of business. In addition, supporters argue that tests prove that private schools provide children a better education than public schools, and their for-profit business model keeps costs low. 

I completely agree that letting parents choose which public school to send their children will improve the system by rewarding good schools and either fixing or eliminating the bad ones. However, I do not believe we can realistically expect a purely consumer-driven private education system to result in the efficiencies and quality that are seen in major companies such as Wal-Mart or McDonalds. I further contend that the private school format does not actually offer a better education at lower cost for children, if anything it is the opposite. 
In a capitalist economy, companies must go out of their way to capture the largest possible consumer segment. Large volumes of customers are the key that enables companies to offer high-quality products at low prices. However, this is the exact opposite of the existing private school model. According to the US Department of Education, over 80% of all private schools in America are religious based, and of these, 46% are Catholic (DoE 18). It is unlikely that a large number of non-Catholic families would choose to send their child to a Catholic school, therefore several schools of each religious denomination would be forced to compete in the place of each existing public school. This duplication of identical services is exactly the type of inefficiency that our market system is best suited to eliminate. Unless the percentage of non-religious private schools drastically increases, I don’t believe enough students would enroll in each private religious school to supplant the existing public school system. 
In addition, it is a common myth that private schools offer a better education than public schools. These claims are based on a false premise, that test scores alone reveal the superiority of a private education. The problem with this comparison is that they do not acknowledge that students attending private school are not representative of the average student. Private school students are more likely to be from affluent, stable families with parents who are involved in their child’s education. With these external factors removed, a recent Columbia University study concluded that public school students do, in fact, perform as good or better than students in private school (Lubeinski 3-5). Since private schools get the cream of the crop, it is only surprising that they are not scoring even higher. 
Another important consideration regarding vouchers is that they cannot help everyone. For students in rural settings, it is unrealistic to think that enough schools would be close by, to provide genuine competition. In this case, vouchers could only make things worse by diluting the already limited funds a remote school has, thereby reducing the overall quality for these disadvantaged students.

Finally, there is an unavoidable truism in a market-driven economic system, “you get what you pay for.” Whether it is education or an automobile. To argue that sending your kids to a private school because it costs less, is a dangerous way to gamble with your child’s future. If cost is the primary consideration then, most certainly, capitalism is the easiest way to deliver a low cost solution; but what will you get in return? Wal-Mart is a good place to buy some things, because commodity items are often all the same. However, education is not a commodity item. If it were, then the cost of tuition at the best colleges would be going down instead of skyrocketing out of reach of the average citizen. Colleges charge more, partly because they can, but also because it really does cost money to deliver a good education. 
Therefore, I believe the solution to increase student proficiency is not to discard a public education system which has been shown to deliver a good product at a fair price. But instead, make some key changes to the No Child Left Behind act, such as the freedom to pick which public school you go to, while at the same time, infusing large amounts of additional money to those schools who achieve the highest standards. This application of market forces will reward the high performers, and provide enormous incentives for all the others, without the need for a radical restructuring of the education system. Even though I do not personally have children, I don’t mind paying higher taxes for public schools as long as they deliver on their mission. I believe we must provide our schools with all the resources they need in order to produce the best educated students in the world. However, I also support implementing even higher standards for public schools, using evaluation methods which cannot be tampered with, such as nationally standardized tests. I know that critics of public education believe this would be an enormous waste of money, but our country spends unfathomable amounts of money every year on the things it decides are important. Who thinks the education of our next generation is not important? Which is why I say, let’s fulfill the rhetoric and actually Leave No Child Behind in the 21st century!
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