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Time for a stronger No Child Left Behind

By THE TIMES EDITORIAL BOARD
JUL 20, 2015 |  5:00 AM     

Education Secretary Arne Duncan visits with kindergarteners at McGlone Elementary School in Denver on May 14. (Brennan Linsley / Associated
Press)   
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Here are two things that should seem obvious about the federal No Child Left Behind Act, the George W. Bush-era
law that for the last 14 years has, for both better and worse, been pushing schools to improve education for
disadvantaged students:

One is that the nation's schools have waited far too long for a new version. The law itself has all but collapsed, and
it has been replaced by a complicated and problematic system in which states are given waivers from some of its
requirements. The U.S. Department of Education's sometimes clumsy policymaking has led to widespread
upheaval and a congressional revolt against federal control over schools. Today, Congress is closer to a
reauthorization than it's been at any point since 2002. Within the last two weeks, the House and Senate have
passed separate bills, and it's now time to reconcile the two versions and put a strong new law in place. No more
delays.

Second, the new law has to look a lot different than the original. It should be more realistic — schools were given
14 years under No Child Left Behind to bring every student in the country to full academic proficiency — and less
arbitrary in its measurement of school progress. It should be less prescriptive and punitive in its remedies for low-
performing schools, and less authority should be centralized in the often out-of-touch U.S. Department of
Education. At the same time, it should require some level of actual accountability from schools. The federal
government has the right — the obligation, really — to ensure that Title I funding for low-income students is spent
effectively.

Both the House and Senate attempts at revising the law would make it less onerous and centralized. They would
do away with Annual Yearly Progress, a complicated and extremely rigid process for using annual test scores to
determine which schools are falling short and then mandating a range of interventions, many of them punitive.
The annual tests would continue, and the results would be publicly reported, but states would devise their own
systems for determining which schools were not meeting standards and what to do about it. Neither bill requires
states to use standardized test scores to measure teachers' effectiveness, a significant slap to the Obama
administration, which has pressured states to do just that. And in open rebellion over the controversial Common
Core curriculum standards, which were heavily pushed by the U.S. Education Department, both bills would forbid
the federal government from pressing specific academic standards on states.

The House bill, passed by Republican lawmakers in a highly partisan vote, continues in this states' rights vein. It
doesn't set even a flexible standard for what students should learn, and it doesn't call on states to take steps to
improve persistently low-performing schools. But what's the point of all the testing if there's no mandate that
students learn necessary knowledge and skills?
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In contrast, the Senate bill, a rare example of bipartisan cooperation, comes much closer to the mark. Although
states would set their own standards, those standards would have to prepare students for jobs or, for the college-
bound, give them the ability to do university-level work without remedial courses. States would measure academic
improvement as they see fit and determine when low-performing schools aren't getting better fast enough. This
would be a great improvement over No Child Left Behind.

The Senate bill should prevail. It shifts most school governance back to the states, setting reasonable expectations
but with greater flexibility to allow more innovation. It's missing one thing, however: Though states are
encouraged to intervene to help their lowest-performing schools, they're not required to do so. They should be.

Intervention could mean extra funding, better teacher training or the help of an outside consultant rather than
overreliance on staff firings, takeovers and other harsh measures, as mandated under No Child Left Behind.
Reducing the punitive consequences of No Child Left Behind would have the side benefit of reducing "teaching to
the test," once teachers and administrators no longer felt that their jobs were threatened by student results on a
single annual exam. But if states can just ignore schools that are doing a bad job, the nation will fail at the job of
producing an educated population.
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