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Are We Failing Our Future?

Just think about this. Why is it that the most powerful country in the world, one whose dreams become reality, and in a land where man seems to have reached the peak of all technology or achievement imaginable, seems to have a chronic dilemma in improving and sustaining excellence in its education system? This is a clear indication that, something is wrong or something is not being done right. The question is what is the problem?

The education system in America has been deteriorating within the past few years and according to various sources, including a 20/20 episode titled “Stupid in America,” parents have no clue whatsoever of  what the students do in schools since they just do not seem to learn anything. This situation has been quite devastating keeping in mind that the states spend billions of dollars on each school each year. What followed after the introduction of the federal No Child Left Behind Act was a cloud of controversies surrounding it instead of people embracing and implementing the policy.  Debates have raged since then about school funding, accountability system, disadvantaged students, standardized testing and public education in the cities. According to the writer of the document, “Foundation of Success,” urban public schools are the hardest hit. He explains that the inner cities schools are where “every problem is more pronounced, every solution harder to implement.” Various solutions have been presented, some of which are still being applied using projects to prove their effectiveness in improving performance in American schools.

First Things First (FTF), a dynamic school reform program, commenced in Kansas City and is supported by the Institute of Education Sciences in the US department of Education, is bringing some positive change in the Education System. FTF consists of three components: “small learning communities,” usually of up to three hundred and fifty students and their tutors; “a family advocate system,” in which a student is paired to a staff member who tutors and monitors the students’ progress together with the parent; and “instructional improvement efforts,” that seek to align state and local standards as well as making learning a mere engaging process. The FTF project aims to transform education from the roots that is from student to student. Because of the FTF success in Kansas, the IRRE (Institute for Research and Reform in Education) in collaboration with MDRC (a non profit nonpartisan research organization) have been undertaking the challenge of replicating success by trying the FTF program on other districts. The outcomes of FTF on its first trial were tremendous because there was increased student attendance and graduations, falling dropout rates and improved academic excellence on the state tests performance (mainly Reading and Math). This program concedes with the federal No Child Left Behind Act because basically the two programs have a common goal. While the NCLB focuses on teaching all children and improving school performances in districts, the FTF does the same only it especially deals with students on an individual level. This project is very helpful because it ensures no child is left behind or neglected by meeting the needs of students individually.

Another initiative aimed at improving the quality of educatioin is the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, which seeks to guide legislators in defining federal role in education. This basically means that it allows them to change the system if it does not work to focus on what works. Rod Paige, Secretary of Education and writer of the article, “The No Child Left Behind Act Protects the Rights of All Students to Receive a Quality Education” speaks of the act as a major direction indicator in American schools. Paige compares the kind of change brought about by the NCLB to that of a “river that had wandered sluggishly east suddenly shifted and began to flow west.” By this he means that the NCLB act is meant to change the course and direction of education to a more improved and better performing one, with all who are in it flowing towards success. He notes that the government has stopped focusing on money or access but insisting on improving the quality of education offered to students. This indicates a transition of interest from the ‘system’ to the ‘students.’  Paige also assures that the NCLB act, “will return our school system to the original goals of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act” (qtd. in Paige). Overall, the children of all backgrounds, income, class, racial and ethnic identities quality education. 

The NCLB Act can bring a positive change if people agree to take it positively and try it out. I know many people might argue the opposite, that it does not work but l believe it is ideal to overcome the education crisis we are having in America’s school system. Roughly four years have passed since its existence as a law and little change is observed in the states in which it has been implemented. This proves that if everyone who is involved; teachers, students, parents, and the community at large, works unsparingly and hand in hand with the government towards improving academic performance, we will succeed. When first applied to the State of Texas, the results were quite impressive. If only these measures could be applied everywhere, we would ultimately note a great deal of improvement.

Many authorities agree that the school system in America needs an alarmingly urgent response. This is so because, as illustrated in his article Paige reports that “according to the most recent National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) only 32% of fourth graders can read proficiently,” the proportion of urban areas being even lower. He adds, “twenty-six percent of urban fourth graders are proficient readers, compared to 36% of suburban and 32% of rural graders.” The essence of Paige’s argument is that the performance of most schools is way below average. He demonstrates this to indicate the urgent need of improvement required particularly in the urban and rural schools. He also illustrates an ethnical achievement gap by showing that, while forty percent of white students read at or above proficient level, only twelve percent of blacks and sixteen percent of Hispanics read at or above this level. This ultimately signals a difference in quality of education between ethnical groups. As if all this is not enough, almost a third of freshman college students (mainly nonwhites and minorities) have to take remedial courses to get them to college level work All these examples indeed call for a response to bring a positive change.

Just as each coin has two sides, each story has its other side. For example, Gerald W. Bracey, an Educational researcher and writer in Alexandria, Virginia, refutes the claim that there is a crisis in American Education. Of course, many would probably disagree with his assertion.  “Impossible!” these researches might claim, “your evidence must be skewed,” after hearing what Bracey has to say. Basing his claim on a research finding by the CCI (Current Competitiveness Index), which as he explains is a “sophisticated rating system derived from a wide variety of economic and other factors, including education data,”  Bracey reports that the US was ranked second in the Global Competitiveness Report(2001-2002). Bracey attacks the naysayers who compare the test scores of students in the US to those of International counterparts and rush to conclude that we are “falling behind” He believes in America’s competitiveness, innovation and creativity claiming that though these three have nothing to do with test scores, they prove that there is quality education offered in American schools. He may be right in saying this, but this does not necessarily mean we are doing well.

When it comes to the effectiveness of the federal NCLB accountability system, most people will readily jump to the conclusion that it is not a fair system. Where this agreement usually ends, however, is on the question of, has anyone tried taking it positively? Whereas some of us are convinced that it is fair to hold educators accountable for schools performance because it works, many others maintain that it very unfair. I believe that the NCLB act accountability system has been misunderstood. What it actually means is that all children are teachable even though they may have disabilities or they may be lazy. This means that even the kids that are branded as ‘hard to teach’ are teachable. It does not necessarily mean that the teacher did not teach his/her students properly when the performance of a school or class is low. What l think it means is that there is a clear indication that some students might be performing poorly and therefore reflecting the need to spend twice as much time possible on them to try and help them improve instead of just ignoring them and branding them unteachable. That is the only reason the NCLB holds the educators accountable for school performance- to kind of make the educators do all that they possibly can to see that all students are in good academic standing which would consequently improve the overall performance. Besides, this system does work when people have decided to take it positively. Don W. Hooper, president of the American Association of Administrators cites an example of his own district where there has been a great deal of improvement in schools performance due to strong accountability systems. Hooper illustrates this by saying, “At a time when some demonize accountability systems that measure students progress, my point here is to illustrate how others use these systems to significantly increase students progress” he asserts. This is because people in his district have taken it positively and they have noted remarkable improvement.

As much as l support the NCLB act, l however do not think it is fair to take extremely drastic measures on schools that still perform poorly. Instead of closing such schools or firing educators, the government should view these schools as an opportunity where they can illustrate change by working to improve these schools in every way possible. They should investigate and after identifying the problems, come up with various solutions on how to improve the performance of these schools. If they would change their focal point to give specialized concern to the poorly performing schools, even the people who are against this law would see its effectiveness. According to Nina S. Rees in the article, “Seeing Education As a Business” she says that, “The choice provisions of NCLB says that if a school is in need of improvement…then parents should have a right to send their child to a better performing public school”. This means that NCLB gives parents the option to choose if they are not satisfied with their child’s performance in a poorly performing school.

The NCLB act in California has been accused of failing to adequately measure academic improvement. Researchers claim that the targets for the proficient level measured by API(Academic Performance Index) as so low that all they do is, “deceive parents and public how our schools are really performing academically” contends Mr.Lanich( qtd in Greenhut). This is another indication that the NCLB has some flaws that need to be worked on. Apparently, the writer of the article, “school grant programs wastes billions” is surely right about Californians purchasing “with the $1.25 billion in their taxes spent on No Child Left Behind special programs” (school) because, as she may not be aware, recent studies have shown that the government is “grown up” (Paige) and is no longer focusing on money but on improving the quality of education offered. This shows that the government took a positive move after realizing that granting too much money to schools is not effective.

But is my proposal realistic? What are the chances of its actually being adopted?  The federal NCLB act, is it effective in improving schools performance or is a setback as some anti-NCLB would claim? “Don’t judge a book by its cover” is what l would say of the act; meaning that it should not be overlooked as ‘bad’ without trying it. Why then was it drafted, passed and eventually become a law if it was up to no good? I believe that the virtue of patience is to be exercised on top of hard work to excel academically and eradicate the education crisis at hand. There is hope for the education system is America, if we fight to settle at nothing short of excellent school performance. 
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