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ABSTRACT

In this thesis I explbre the rhetoric behind the
assessment push nation-wide and, particularly,‘in
'California. I take a close look"ét what politicians,
educators, and citizens éay about public educétion and
their views of the current educational reform: whethe?v
théy are speaking in support of or opposition to the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001. I look specifically at the
finances of public education in California, the impact and
current outcome of NCLB, and propose new reforms as

suggested by those intimately involved in education.
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CHAPTER ONE

EDUCATIONAL REFORM AND FINANCES

Even before I began teaching, I knew we needed to
improve our public school system. I was born in
California and attended public school, raised amidst: its
iarge class sizes and limited resources. I saw fellow
classmates squeaking by, being pushed from one grade to
the next regardless of'perfofmance. The scholarly
expectation bent to individual circumstance; I did not see
consistent expectation énd accountability.

When the time came to chocose my profession I was
cautioned by many: teaching was not a covetea profession.
It did not take long to see why I was forewarned. I was
to teach my students standards that built upon the
standards they were’ to have mastered the previous year,
all with a lack of materials I needed to instruct. I
found the task to be both frustrating and exhausting. My
goal was the same as Califorhia's: that all of my students
would master the standards by the end of the school year.
As thé bell sounded for summer break, I stood wondering

how this could ever be accomplished.



In view of the current state of our public school
system, our country has decided that public education is~,
inldire need.éf reform. To answer this call, President
Bush, along with his constifuents, has drafted and passed
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001: directing an
increase of funds to public education in exchange fér
greater accouhtability. In this thesis I will exémine the
need for increased funds in California’s public schools,
analyze the rhetoric behind the assessment push, study the
effectiveness of our nation’s current reform efforts, and.

propose new avenues of reform. Through this analysis T
want to take a close look at what money we have in public
education, what is currently usurping these funds,(why'the
state and nation has directed spending to standards

assessment, and how to better spend the funds we do have.

Money, Money, Money
If I were to gather my experiences in teaching, both
in my own classroom and in speaking with other teachers;
the results could be sorted into many categories stemming
from the topic of money. Just the mention of that word
makes a heated forum for discussion in the area of

education. If you were to ask a politician to speak on



this issue, they would try to appeal ‘to the voters
(citizens), arguing for an ingrease of funding dependant
upon an increase of accountability. . If.you were to ask 
citizens, they might speak of a mismanagement of funds and
the need to have increased accountability. If you werelto
ask a teacher, they would speak of their reality: large
~class sizes, limited resources, and the fear of having
even less to wprk with because of the No Child Left Behind
Act of 2001. While some would like to argue that lack of
accountability is the core problem of our low-performing
schools, I suggest we look more closely at the educational

pocketbook.

A Teacher's Reality

It was three weeks before school began when I stepped
first foot into my classroom. I somehow managed to get
one on the end of a row, on a bluff, overlooking a portion
of the high desert and I knew I had lucked out. It was my
second year of teaching and my first year in the Victor |
Elementary School District. I was one of the “early
hires” and so got placed at a year-round school. Anxious
to get my room set up and ready for students, I came in on

one of my many unpaid days. After getting my first glance



of the room, I was glad that I did; there was not a
textbook or any other educational resource in sight.
Outside of the teacher’s deskh student desks and chaiis, a
couple of book shelves, and one filing cabinet, the. room
was bare.

My first stop was the school’s library. I kne&'if
there were books to be found, they would bevthere. Since
it was not a paid staff day i had to track down some keys
to the library. After obtaining the keys, I headed off to
the library with rolling cart in hand. When I got there,
I started with the basics; I was going to need reading,
math, science, and social studies texts. I began my trek
up and down aisles finding few textbooks as I went.
Knowing I had to plan for thirty-five students in my
class, I‘sérounged around to find what I could. What I
found was not enough. For each subject, I was short five_
to ten textbooks. Besides that, I could not find any
dictionaries or literature books to lead small reading
groups. I was woefully short of texts that would be
needed to effectively teach the standards mandated by the
state of California (though not a year has gone by without
the necessary test booklets and supplies needed to assess

those standards). When I later asked about the hope of
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acquiring the needed texts, the librarian informed me that
I would have to make do with what I had. There was no
money left to purchase the needed materials.

' One bié problem in our educational system today ié
that there is not enough money to keep it running
effectively,land the limited funds we do have are being
directed elsewhere. Our students are being packed into
classrooms and not being given adequate attention or grade
level materials to learn. A sufficient number of
textbooks and supplies to match student enrollment in a
classroom is not given to every teacher; veteran teachers
manage to collect enough after a year or two to meet
demand. Elementary students are denied the opportunity to
participate in music and art programs because schools
cannot afford extracurricular activities. Field trips are
limited to nearby attractions because the allotted funds
only cover the expense of transportation. Every year,
teachers take money out'of their own pockets trying to
“make do.” My dad always says, “A ﬁroblem is not a
problem if you can throw money at it.” .The problem is,
even though California can, we do not. Insteéd, we iet
ourselves get caught up in political games and spend our

limited funds on frivolous pursuits.
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Acquiring the Goods

I remember being jealous of veteran teachers. Their
classroomé were set; Ehey had bookcases, an adequate
Aamount of textbooks, dictionéries, thesaurus’, and various
vteaching tools tobteach the standards. I often wondered
about the skill’it wopld take for me to acquire such
goodé. It was at the end of that first school year that I
found out. |

Teachers could be seen spurrying to the nearest
classroom that was soon to be vacated and next year filled
with a “préby7 (probatiohary teacher; non-tenured). It
was a sort of under-the-table dealing as one veteran
teacher would divide the spoils to the quickest bidder.
Of course I took place in these, considgring I had not yet
accumulated an adeguate number of texts and supplies for
my own classroom. I justified my scavenger tendencies,
throwing out any pity I felt for the next victim of short
supplies. I had put in my time and survived the first
yéar; it was their turn for the rite of passage. Besides,
I had to look out for my students. I was not going to

- allow the next group to be shorthanded if I could help it.



Often‘new teachers only learn about the shortfalls
after the first year or two. Meanwhile they are making do
with what fhey have. There is not enough moﬂey or
supplies to adequately equip:a new classroom for learning.
Fortunately, for our stﬁdents; the majority_of new
teachers are on a dire mission to educate the students in
their classrooms. Unfortunately, with all of the talent
they have, it is still not enough. How do we expect kids
to know about where to find needed information if we don’t
have the resources to show them? Many classrooms do not
have dictionaries, thesaurus’, maps/atlas’, or computers.
Our libraries have ages-old encyclopedias. Our students
must learn and be ready to be assessed on standards they
have not been given the opportunity to learn. They tell
us to teach the students to be active anq involved
learners, but it.is difficult to inspire those who know
they are being asked much but given little.

According to the National Education Association

(NEA), in its published Rankings & Estimates: Rankings of

the States 2001 and Estimates of School Statistics 2002,

California is falling behind other states in the amount of
money it spends on education. According to Biddle and

Berliner in their article entitled “Unequal School Funding



in the United States,” in 1998 California spent, on
average, $4,939.00 per student (fourth from lowest) as
compared to New jersey’s $8,801'(highest). Even though,
according to state stafiétics in the fall of 2000,
California (out of fifty stateé) had the most studénts
enrolled in public school, we f€ll under the national
average on total moniés spent on education.

When we look at the percentage of revenue for public
K-12 schools from the local and state governments, we can
see the lack of monetary commitment to education. In
1999-2000, California’s “revenue for public K-12 schools
from local govefnments” was only 30.7% of the total
intake, ranking 37 out of fifty (Rankings & Estimates,
pg. 41). In 2000-2001, it decreased to 29.4%, then ranked
40, Meanwhile, the first ranked District of Columbia
incfeased the percent of its local revenue from 83.4 to
88%. 1In California’s percentagg of revenue from the state
governments from 1999-2000, it committed 60.4% to
education. In 2000-2001, the percentage grew by less than
1%. With California’s lack of commitment in dedicating
sufficient local and state tax dollars to education, it is
no wonder classrooms are short-handed in supplies at their

local public schools.



Outside of the basic supplies given to a new teacher,
they are sometimes given additioﬁal funds to further équip
their classrooms. It is u§ fto the teacher to decide how
to best spend the money, dépending on the greatest need of
- their claSéroom. I have purchased books for my classroém
library, ménipulatives to teaéh concepts, workbooks and CD
roms to reteach or enrich a concept that has been»faught,
and materials to teach a'éoncept I was expected to teach
but was not given materials_to teach it. This year, after
five years of teaching, I eveﬁ purchased my first set of
dictionaries and thesaurus’.

With this system, it is most beneficial for teachers
to stay at the same grade level and in the same classroom.
Through the years they are able to buy the needed
materials little by little. Before long, they have an
adequate supply of materials and manipulatives to teach,
effectively and thoroughly, the standards for that
particular grade level. I have heard of teachers staying
stationary long enough to even purchase items that.can be
used to teach music‘and technology. These pricy items can
only be purchased after the foundational needs have been

met.



Since funds are scarce, many teachers reach into
their own shallow pockets to meet the need and demand. My
'huéband,-Paul, and I have made many tfips to Ciub Ed (the
~local educational supplies store) and Foozles (a
bookstore). It became no longer necessary to ask each
other if we could spend additional monies for needed
supplies for our classrooms: it was a giveﬁ. We would
spena money for books, enrichment materials, and
incentives for our students. Our job was to teach,
whatever it took. The only comfort we found in this was
that we were doing our job, and in the end the purchases
were tax deductible. You can find this trend among many
teachers you talk to. After a while, they even forget to
keep receipts to claim deductions. The process of

reaching into their own pockets becomes second nature.

Teachers Needed. .

Many teachers, like me, enter the profession because
they want to make a difference in the world. They have
dreams of investing their lives, inspiring children to
learn, grow, and become the best they can. What is
difficult is when these dreams are smudged by starch

beginnings. After investing both a lot of personal time
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and money to get the necessary credentials, they walk into
their classrooms and find that they are under-supplied.
They spend fﬁeir own time frying to matérially prepare
'their classrooms, often reaching into their own pockets to. -
meet demand. Then, on the first day of'schooi, they face
between;tWeﬁty to forty faces léoking to them for
individual’direction, instruction, counseling, and
encouragement. The thought alone is overwhelming.

In the National Education Association’s (NEA)

i

published Rankings & Estimates: Rankings of the States

2001 and Estimates of thbol Statistics 2002, California’s
teachers were secénd én the list of the greatest amount of
students in their classrooms. The student to teacher
ratio in K-12 on average is 21:1(NASBE, California’s
Governances Structure). Although these numbers might not
seem drastic at first look, Biddle and Berliner note that
“student-teacher ratio is normélly measure at the school
or district level and often counts the schocol’s coaches,
nurses, social workers, and other service professionals
who do not teach” (Unequal Funding). In my own classroom,
gfades 3-4, the number of students has ranged from 30-40;

from these numbers alone it’s easy to deduct that this is

a high-stress position. Not only do you have to
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théroughly learn the material to be taught in your own
grade level, but also be aware of standards beléw and
abové you. In a classroom of twénty to thirtyféeven
StudentS/ a teacher has a'few that need an advance
teaching of objectives, some fhat need a re—téach of prior
grade objectives, and the rest the basic grade level
gkills, On top of the student’s educational needs you
also need to be proficient at crowd management and
disciplinar? tracts. If one can imagine being a parent of
a family with eight children and then tripling that, one
gets a taste of the skill needed to maintain an effective
élassroom.

With this type of ékill needed one would thinkvthat
California’s K-12 teachers would be fairly compensated for
their efforts. 1In fact, according to the NEA’s
~publication, they were sixth on the average amount of
salary paid to our nation’s teachers. According to a
recent study, the statewide average salary for full-time
teachers was $54,000/yr, moving us up to being top paid
nationally. What fails té get highlighted in this
statistic is the above mentioned student-to-teacher ratio,
which is also the highest nationally. For a teacher that

works one hundred eighty-two days at the paid six hours
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per day, that works out to be about $49/hour; a little
over $2 per child per hour. And these figures do not evén 
begih:to take in éccount the number of overtime hours
neéded to prepare for teaching lessons and grading
'aséessments. That means that we pay ouf teachers less
than we pay our daycare workers, but we expect a lot mdre_
from them.

In order to be a teacher in California, you have to
receive a lot of schooling. To begin with, every teacher
negds a four year degree (B.A.) in Liberal Studies or
another specified field. After'that, he needs to acquire
a Teaching Credential, another two years of advanced
schooling. This 1s when you become a certified teacher.
The mandafed education, howevér, does not stop there.
Teachers are requirédAto take additional classes every
year to maintain their certification, paying for them with
their own money and.spend;né uncompensated time on class
and homework. Maﬁy bégin teabhing after they have
received their B.A. and passed a test, the California
Basic Education Skills Test (CBEST). They work towards
acquiring their credential while they begin their first

year of teaching.
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With minimal funds going into education, it is
difficult to attract and keep highly qualified teachers.
Because of the lack of funds, teachers are not adequately
cbmpenSated for their energy and expertise. On top of all
of this, it 1is easy for them to get frustrated trying té
meet the individual needs of the 21+ students in their
classroom. So they must deal with being under-supplied,
under-paid, and over-worked. It is no wonder why many
teachers burn out within the first four years. It seems
to me that we should be focﬁsing more of our monies toward
preparing, assisting, and compensating teachers for the
jobs they do. The talk lately has been about How to get
highly qualified teachers into the classroom. I suggest
we direct our energy and money towards recognizing those
who are already there, either aspiring or already
certified, and working our hardest ternsure their

continued employment.

Debt Versus Extra-curricular Activities
Let me begin by saying I feel very fortunate to be
part of a district and school that is wise and proactive
with its dealings in moﬁey. Knéwing thé trend of the

government to not give, or even pull back monies promised,

14



my district puts money aside whgn tines are good to
cushion the fall when times are bad. While other
districts need to lay off teachers to meet budget cuts or
go further in debt, ours maintains its fiscal.balance.i

- Not all districts are prepared in this same manner. As a
result, many teachers fear losing their jobs and much of
the educational funds in subsequent years must go to
paying interest on loans districts mﬁst take out to keep
from going under. Extracurricular activities are lost in
a struggle to maintain a éystem in dire financial straits.

According to a Los Angeles Times article, Legislators

Letting Davis Lead on Budget, California faces “a

projected budget deficit of $21 billion” (Jones,
L.L.D.L.B). When discussions ensue on how to meet the
budget needs, education comes to the forefront. Jones
speaks of Elizabeth Hill leading recommendations with a
suggestion to “‘recapture’ $1.9 pillion in education
spending - the amount by whichlthe 2002-03 budget exceeds
the required state support to public education under
véter—approved Proposition 98” (Jones, L.L.D.L.B).
“Recapture” suggests that something has gotten away from

us unintentionally. Were our public schools not in need
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of ‘the money in the first place? These much needed funds
would be missed and our children, as in such past bad
decisions, will bear the consequences of these actions.

A conﬁinuing downward trend of monies spent on
education ié evident. Despite the rate of inflation,
ménies allotted for education in California are increasing
only minutely. According‘to the NEA’s publication of

Rankings & Estimates, the “public school revenue per

student in average daily attendanqe, 1999-2000," was
$7,999‘(Rankings'& Estimates, pg. 39). California was
ranked 25" out of fifty states. New York was 1°° with
$11,568 in revenue per student. 1In the 2000-2001 school
year, California fell to 29*®; money allotted per student
was $8,281. Compare that to the 1% placed District of
Columbia which portioned $13,357. The increase in
California was $282 per student while the increase in the
first ranked state was $1,789. California is falliné
woefully short in meeting the monetary needs of its public
schools in the ever-growing economy. And it is no wonder
considering when as a state we meet financial hard times

we return to taking moriey from where it is greatly needed.
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Wheh our state is faced with the harsh reality of
debt and a lack of funds, monies promised and directed to
. bevspeﬁt on.education is one of the first pulled (Jones,
L.L.D.L.B.). As a’resu}ti districts and schools have to
cut back in areas that are‘not'essential in meeting staté
sﬁandards_and'national expectations. Often it is the
exfracurriculaf activities that are the first to go:
music, art, technology, and field trip funds are usurped.

The majority of artistic expression in our children
has been lost. What might have been a required course of
all elementary students a few years back is now just a
privilege to few. The education of art and music is left
up to the regular education peacher because there is not
enough money to support a program. The regular education
teacher’s instruction in these areas depends on the
acquisition of “luxury” educational tools (which one
usually doesn’t acquire within the first five years of
teaching). When you have a high turn-over rate of
teachers who have taught less than five years, you have
the majorify of classrooms lacking these. Studies have
proven that children are able to think more abstractly and
reason better'with higher mathematical skills when they

are given instruction in art and music, but because of a
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Often.it

lack of funds, teachers are unable to provide this. We
have many teachers attempting to educate students in this
area, but there is only so muéh that can be done-With'
musical instruments made out of toilet paper rolls and
béans rattling around in adhered paper plates.

Alongéide artistic dollars, we find the need for
educating our students in the area of technology. When
monies spent on education are in constant flux, it does
not make much sense to invest what little we have in a
program that is going to demand more for upkeep and
progress. As a result, the area of technology is avoided.
This is unfortunate considering our country and the world
is growing more dependent on technologiéal know-how and
advancement. While we progress, our students are being
left behind. According to the NASBE (National Association
of State Boards of Education),.California has "an-average
of ten students to every one Internet-connected computer
in K-12 educatién. Most students do not have computers at
home. When you put these two facts together, one will
find the majority of our children, tomorrow’s leaders,
severely under-prepared for tomorrow’s jobs. We are
failing to educate our students and prepare them for the

world they will have to enter some day.

18



With these areas of education being slighted, our
children are growing up less exposed to the beéuty of the
world in which fhey live.. Their education is more fbcused
and singular. Teachers spend classroom time givingl
instruction'on the state content standards, focused on
ensuring'student mastery of the standards. Schools funnel.
money to texts and materials that further ensure the
teaching of those standards: all of these efforts directed
so that low test scores do not result in a loss of more
educational funds. As a result, students are unduly
robbed of elective courses and extracurricular activities.
Unfortunately, it is rare that students have opportunities
outside of the classroom to experience instruction in
extra-curricular courses, such as music and technology:
especially children from low-income families. But, as we
cut back funds (or direct them to state assessment), not
only are extra-curricular classes put on hold but fieid
trips are also restricted and the opportunities to broaden
our students’ perspectives become few.

It was my third year teaching and I managed to get my
feet under me enough to venture out and plan an
extravagant field trip for my students; this year we would

visit the California Science Center. When I calculated
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the cost of transporfétion for'my-élass of Victorville
residents to travel to Los Angeles, I was floored. The
cost for transportation alone was above the allotted field
trip fﬁndsﬂ I comprised a letter asking fér donations
erm‘parents aﬁd, fortunately, they came through, all the
while confused as to why I needed to raise money to cover
the basic cost. 1In the’end, it all was worth it, though.
I will never forget the excitement I felt seeing the look
on my students’ faces as they viewed the sky scrapers
against a smoggy sky. “Look,” one of them exclaimed,
“It’s New York City!” Before that day, Victorville was’
their boundary of experience. Only so much can be learned
within the four walls of a classroom. It is imperative
that we provide the opportunity for our students to be
exposed to and learn from things they might not have
otherwise had the chance to experience. Field trips and
extra—curricular coursés provide opportunities for
children.to get excited about learning and become active
players in their own education.

When you look at the numbers, it is easy to see that
lack of finances 1is oﬁe of the big reasons why our public
educational system is failing to meet the needs of its

students. In California, our expenditures per student are
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nowhere near where they need to be. 1In 1999-2000, weAfell
béhind more than twenty-five states in the amount of money
" we put into, education. In 2000—2001, we fell even fﬁfther
behind. We are losing teachers due to lack of materials, .
| éducatiohal support, and monetary compensation. Students
arelbeing assessed on standards they were not taught
because of the lack of needed textbooks and support
ﬁaterials. The joy of learning and fostering of
creativity is squelched as needed funds are pulled from
art, music, technology and field trip budgets. Unless.we
learn from‘these past mistakes and change our strategy, we
will be destined to make them worse. In fact, as state
politicians avoid this area badly in need of reform,
national politicians are jumping in as reactive players.
In the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, an
exorbitant amount of funds are being directed to the
creation and administration of normed-reference tests.
We, as a nation, are spending much needed and coveted
monies on accountability, trying to assess what students
have learned rather than directing funds to aid them in
learning: being reactive instead of proactive. Monies are
being directed to fund positions in government needed to

monitor state compliance and assess results. Monies are
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being spent on researching and choosing assessments that
meet the specifications of NCLB; Our country should be
‘taking that money and investing it in p;ogréms that
instruct our studenté and.better prepare them for a
competitive world. That Would be money better spent.

In addition,'failing schools (so labeled by thé No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 according to théir failure
to meet yearly goals on the state assessment) must direct
their already limited funds to transporting students to
another school and provide additional after-school
tutoring (White House Website). If a school continues to
not meet the Annual Yearly Progress, “(it)could ultimately
face restructuring, which involves a fundamental change in
governance, such as a state takeover or placement under
private management” (White House Website). This would
result in spending even more money on problems created by
the implementation of this law.

Instead of continuing our course on this downward .
spiral, we can provide more opportunity for students to
learn by investing the money in our schools'tovensure
their success rather than highlight failure through state
and national assessment. So how did a country of

proactive adventurers find themselves in a reactive slump?
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In my next chapter I will examine the rhétoric that pushed
the idea of state and national assessment from a stark 
.suggestion to a mandatory task (contingent on receiving
federal dollars). I want to take a close look at how.a

- country, already past due for investing federal dollars in
education, chose to direct its funds, not to classrooms,
but to the politician’s and assessment companyfs

pocketbook.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE RHETORIC THAT PUSHED STATE ASSESSMENT:

Every year when April and May réll around, withﬂbirds
singing and flowers blooming, sfudents are filled with
anxiety. At a time of the year when they should be
outside, soaking in the spring rays, students are hunched
over desks, sweating over carefully scripted assessments
prepared by a company they (and their parents) do not even
know thg name of. Teachers alike are filled with anxious
anticipation, taking on the pressure passed down from the
President, to the state, district administrators,
prigcipal, and finally to their own classrooms. Why have
these state-mandated tests been accepted? When we are
struggling just to maintain current education programs,
why have we felt the obligation to take upon our backs the
burden of state and national accoqntabiiity?

My curiosity on this subjéct drove me to study and
observe the rhetoric behind state mandated tests. In
teaching for five years I, like the many other citizens of
our nation, have been swept up unaware into a whirlwind of
state-, and soon to be nationally-, mandated tests. My

one big question was, “How are the state/national powers

24



getting states, districts, school sites, teachers,
‘students, and parents to buy into this idea?” I found
that-state and natibnal assessment began. just as that: an
idea. It then moved to a suggestion, evolvéd into an

" ‘unspoken requirement-(motivated by a withholding of
educational funds from non-participants), and was signed
into law after four yeérs of social acculturation. It was
not long before the whisper of accountability, in the
shape of mandated testing, became a yell.

One way the ball started rolling on state and
nationally mandated assessments was that it made sense.
Who would doubt the sincerity behind wanting to assess
students to find out what they knew and what they needed
to learn? This method of insfruction, through the use of
exams and other means of oral and written assessment, waé
effective. It had already been a way of checking for
comprehension and mastery and assigning grades for some
time already. Teachers used it to see if they should re-
teach a concept or move on to another. Parents liked
knowing if their children were doing okay in whatever it
was they were learping. Assessment began as a simple
means of communication between parent and teacher;

students were taught standards, given a classroom
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assessment, and their performance measured and assigned a
gradé on their report cards. When it moved to the state
énd national lével, no one thoﬁght of asking why; the idea
was. not obtrusive but a familiar, warm blanket.

Like Augustine, President Bill Clihton, along with a
large constituency (including congress), used what was
: knoWn and familiar to hié audience to pull them (U.S.
citizens) into his way of speaking s§ they could
understana wﬁat he was talking about. He signed into law
the Impfoving America’sJSchools Act of - 1994 in January of
that yeér, despite the fact that this legislation was
fought by mahy intimately involved in public education.
The suggestion began at his fingertips. In Section 411,
“National Assessment of Educational Progress,” it states,
“b-1 Purpose-The purpose of the National Assessment is to
provide a fair and accurate presentation of educational
achievement-in reading, writing, and the other subjects
included in the third national Education Goal, regarding
student achievement ana citizenship” (Improving America’s
Schools Act of 1994, sec. 411). And so it was tied in to
the familiarity of assessment providing a “fair and
accurate” picture of where a given éhild was performing

academically. Through the use of these terms, “fair and
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accurate,” he created the sense of comfort in a new and
_uncharted territory: state and national assessment. There
was no reason to fear since the.results would supposedly

" portray .a clear and precise picture of the students’
abilities. President Clinton shocked.no one with this
proposal because it appeared nbn—threaﬁening;'it was an
idea that anyone could choose to accept and participate,
or ignore and continue on with their current ways of
measuring progress. “d-1&2 Participation-National and
regional.-Participation in the national and regional
assessments by state and local educational agencies shall
be voluntary. 2) state.-Participation in assessments made
on,a'state basis shall be voluntary” (Improving America’s
Schools Act of 1994, sec. 411). This type of assessment
was to be “wvoluntary,” participation was not mandated, but
available if one was interested.

It was not long after this, Jjust uﬁdér two months,
the rhetoric of “voluntary” somehow metamorphosed into
mandatory. From information in an article in Education
Week entitled “California Districts Fighting State Testing
Orders,” I concluded that the‘state mandated the
assessment to school districts even though the

national/state assessments were supposed to be
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shocked.no

“voluntary.” The article begins, “LA district plans to
head into court soon to ask for relief from giving the
test to the limited—English—préficient students”
(Education Week, “Fighting”). Their claim wa% that the
test was unfair and did not accurately measure these
stﬁdent’s abilities, which contradicted Clinton’s original
statement on the purpose of assessment. Despite these two
verbal, and valid,-claims the state persisted in enforcing
the test. “The state school board is not pleased with the
protests. The board has élready voted to make
disbursement of federal techﬁology—grant money contingent
on districts’ participation in the testing program”
(Education Week, “Fighting”). Lisa Kalustian, a
spokeswoman for Governor Pefe Wilson, said, “People can’t
choose which laws they like to obey. The issue here is
accountability” (Education Week, “Fighting”). The art of
persuasion, begun by President Bill Clinton, made a nasty
turn toward bribery; schools and districts were pressured
into administering the assessments in fear of losing
greatly coveted technology funds during a time of

technological advancement in the public schools.
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How. did the public respond to state and national
tests moving from “optional” to mandatory (motivated by

educational funds)? Rethinking Schools Online: An Urban

Educational Journal decided to turn the tables, using

Clinton’s words of “fair and accurate testing” and the
state’s idea of “accountability,” right back on fhe
advocates of state and national assessment.
[Clhildren may be retained, denied access to a
preferred high school, or, in some casés, even
refused a high school diploma. That’s not
public accounfability, it’s discrimination.
Dating back to the development of IQ tests at
the turn of the century, standardized tests havé
been used to sort and rank children, most
reprehensibly along racial and class lines, and
to rétionalize giving more privileges to the
already privileged” (Rethinking Schools, “Craze”
) .
They used the loaded word “discrimination,” as it referred
to a certain people being wronged due to situations
outside of their control, and linked it to the state’s
mode of operant word, “accountability,” holding someone to

the results of a choice they made. They also brought in
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IQ testing (some£hing that left a bad taste in the mouth
of many because of the historic inaccuracy of previous
tests given to unfairly group individuals) and linked it
to standardized tests. Did it work? Not entirely.

Two years after the Improving America’s.Schools Act
of 1994 was signed into law( the idea of state and
national assessment became a common, non-intrusive
occurrence. In fact, people grew so comfortable with the
idea that George W. Bush, then a presidential candidate
for the Republican party, discussed openly his desire to
take state and national assessment one step further. “You
can’t have voluntary testing. You must have mandatory
testing. You must say that if you receive money you must
show us whether or not children are learning to read and
write and add .and subtract. Testing is the cornerstone of
reform. The cornerstone is to have strong accountability
in return for money and in return for flexibility” (The
First Gore-Bush Presidential Debate). The idea of
accountability for money worked its way from the
California’s, and other State Boards of Education, to the

political playing field in Washington, D.C.. But how were
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the listening citizens going to take it? How was this
future president going to convince the people of the
.United States to buy into his idea?

On January 8, 2002, President George W. Bush, alréady
having convinced key Democrats and Republicans of the
validity of'his vision, signed into law the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001.- He began his speech by addressing the
different parties involved, praising them and then
challenging, wholeheartedly calling (sometimes
threatening) them to jump on the band wagon.

President Bush begins his speech with four main,
encompassing points of the No Child Left Behind Act:
“We’re bringing new resources and higher standards to
struggling schools. We’'re placing greater emphasis on the
basics of reading and math. And we’re giving parents
better information and more say in how their sons and
daughters are educated” (RNC, “Education Reform”). He
sums up the gist of the bill in three short and
understandable sentences that any average person could
understand. It is a simple language: uncomplicated and to
the point. Directly he links “standards” to “struggling”,
suggesting that it is the cure-all to the failing public

school system. He entices teachers with the idea of “new
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resources,’” (appealing to their desire to have well-
equipped classrooms) districts with getting back to the
“basics,” and parents with power in Having “more say'in
how their sons and'daughtersrare educated” (an indirect
attack on professional educators and teachers -- he wins
the favor of those who feel educators are not doing an
adequate job).r'By using simplé language, touching on kéy
points of interest for each group, he is able to gain and
retain the attention of his audience.

Next, he turns to explaining the inspiration for and
motivation behind the act: “Experts looked at public
education and saw a nation at risk” (RNC, “Education . .
Reform”). By terming the team behind this act as
“experts” he creates the illusion of a board that knows
what it is doing. “A nation described at risk is now a
nation on the road to reform” (RNC, “Education Reform”).
The repetition of the term “a nation at risk” creates the
sense of the need for immediate concern and ratification.
Bush then proposes that the signing of thié Act put the
nation “on the road to reform.” He sets the stage by
creating a sense of urgency, but then calms the audience
with the reassurance that the problem has already been

dealt with.

32



President Bush calls on Republicans and Democrats
alike to buy into this Act: “Wé have shown that if you put
the nation’s interests ahead of political party, you can
acﬁieve mighty, mighty reform” (RNC, “Education Reform”).
He goés on to give an example of a politician from each
party who had a 5and in signing it into law: Secretary Rod
Paige at the Department of Education (Republican) and
George Miller (Democrat). Of Rod Paige he says, “The guy
is down to earth, he’s got a lot of experience - - he fan
a huge school district” and George Miller; “(He) is a
proud liberal, but also he’s a proud author of this bill.
He cares deeply about a system that quits kids - - he
wants to change it” (RNC, “Education Reform”). Bush is
able to present the followers of this bill as regular,
“down to earth” people who have experience and care about
something that is perceived to:be failing and willing to
do something(apout it. _He does a good job creating
pathos, helpiné the audience (coming from a variety of
backgrounds) to connect and relate and feel the samelway:
they, too, are regﬁlar people, who see a problem, and wént
to take the necessary steps to fix it. As he moves
further along in his speech, President Bush continues to

bridge the division between Democrat and Republican,
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trying to show we all have the same concerns. In fact, he
uses the word “we” 8 times in the 8 sentences following

phrases include “we believe,” “we

W ”

this point; a few “we

W

éhare,” and “we mﬁét finish.” He concludes his
introduction by stating, “We have a great fask to
complete, and everyone has responsibilities to meet” (RNC,
gEducation Reform”) .

The first responsibility, according to President
Bush, is the teacher’s and principal’s. '“Those
responsibilities begin in the classroom” (RNC, “Education
Reform”). By using the word “begin,” he suggests that
this program is going to work only if the teachers and
principals take the ball and run with it. In his opening,
the President highlights the part of the bill that
teachers and principals would find most appealing: money.
“Because of our commitment to assist low-income students,
we will increase spending on Title 1 by 18%. Because
teachers are so important, we will increase spending on
~teacher training by 33%” (RNC, “Education Reform”). He
links the need for teacher and principal involvement with-
“increase spending” which is a sure way to get a positive
response from those who believe that this is a key idea in‘

picking the public school system up and getting it back on
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its feet. President Bush knows he is speaking to the
people who have gone to the empty supplylcabinets, browsed -
the short-handed textbook and resource sections of'thé
school libraries, and scraped the bottom of field trip
fund buckets. He is speaking directly to their
exberienée.

After he butters theée key players up with what they 
want to hear, he then makes a call for action: a tit for
tat: “In return for this commitment, my administration and
the American people expect results. We expect teachers
and principals to do their jobs well, to have a firm grasp
on their subject matter, and to welcome measﬁrement and
accountability” (RNC, “Education Reform”). The idea of
state and national assessment is no longer a suggestion
but an expectation. When you expect someone to do
something, there is no discussion involved. The “increase
in spending” is contingent on meeting expectations. He
paints a clear picture here by using the words “in retﬁrn”
and “expect results.” Results from what? Those state and
national assessments.

It would not be a wise mbve by Preéident Bush to end
this important section on teachers and principals, key

cogs in this assessment machine (since they give the
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test), on a bad note. President Bush then moves in to
pick them back up off the ground from this blow by dusting
them off and building them up: “All you who have choseh |
-the noble profession of teaching should know this: we are
counting on your energy and your imagination to make these
reforms real for America’s children. You have our
confidence and-you’ll have our support” (RNC, “Education
Reform”). “Noble profeésion” is used to give teachers
importance, “your energy and your imagination” to
highlight their strengths, and “reforms real for America’s
children” to remind them of their spirit; they went into
teaching for the children. He assures them that through
it all they will have “our (speaking for the country as a
whole) confidence and support” (RNC, “Education Reform”).
Bush suggests that teachers will gain esteem and respect
from the community by buying into the bill.

The next call is for the states to step up to the
plate. He uses words such as “trust,”'“unprecedentéd
flexibility,” “increasing support and funding for
research,” and financial support “to help states design
and administer tests.” These words and phrases are used
to catch the attention of those at the state level; these

are things they are most concerned with. They, like
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anyone else, want to know what they are going to get out
of state and national assessment and what it is going to
éosf them; President Bush assures them‘they Will gét more
freedom and money<fof-their own endeavors, and will not
have any out-of-pocket expenses for this bill.

Of course, just like for teachers and principals,
there 1s a catch: gIn return, we expect states to set
standards oﬁ basic knowledge and to make steady progress
toward meeting those standards. Every student in grades
three through eight will be tested in reading and math”
(RNC, “Education Reform”). Again, there is that word
“expect.” In return for more money and flexibility in how
states spend 1it, Presideﬁt Bush expects states to be open
to national accountability. He builds state officials up,.
telling them of the prizes, and then mentions the cost of
participation: they will need to create state standards
and report on student “proficiency” in relation to the
state’s assessment of those standards.

From here, President Bush breaks away from the call -
to participants in this bill and moves towards addressing
the overall concern of state and national assessment; a
little pep talk, if you will. He talks about the reaction

to testing being a “wince,” and directs this as being an
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aétion of “students” because “they don’t like to ﬁake
tests.” He downplays negative reaction towards testing.
6 a “Wiﬁce," rather than a rebellion or outcry (by the
media and general public). Then, in talking about those
who might oppose the idea of state and national testing,
he draws the attention away from the main players
(parents, teachers, principals, states, districts: thdse
wﬁo would be most likely to speak out against it) and puts
it on a minor player (students). In doing this, he
. undermines the defensive reaction of those who may have
reservations about exams (state and national assessments).
If he.did not prepare his audience in this manner,
they might have taken great offence with what he said
next: “My attitude 1is, foo bad. How can you correct
problems if you do not diagnose the problem in the first
place?” (RNC, “Education Reform”). He then goes on to
portray national assessment as medicine a child does not
want to take, even thoﬁgh it is good for her, by saying
that “we must determine what needs to be corrected early,
before if’s too late” (RNC, “Education Reform”); It is

for her (our} own good.
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Next, President Bush makes a call to higher powers:
.sqhool, district, and state administrators. I was
sufprised to find that, .in this call, he did not stick the
.bifter medicine between two layers of peanut butter and
jelly. He begins Qith the infamous word “expect” in
connection with the schools “ris[ing] to the challenge”
(RNC, “Education Reform”). If they do pot step up “they
must be held accountable.” As far as the audiénce is
concerned, these administrators are the power players;
they are the heads of our educational companies. In using
their positions, President Bush is able to indirectly
blame them for the failures of public education and call
them to step up and fix the problem they have created or
get axed. Bush entices his audience with the idea of |
money (they will have “resources” and “incentives to
improve‘as a result of this bill”), and then threatens

with unnamed consequences (“and if they still do not

improve, there are real consequences’”) (RNC, “Education
Reform”). Here is where I saw the President moving from a

whisper to a scream. The idea was that this is the way
things are going to be, and if they are not, there are
going to be some real consequences. Interestingly enough,

through all of this, President Bush still manages to bring
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them back to théir feet, into playing position. He ends
by.saying that school, district, and state administrators
“carry a great trust,” “are the rising generation of
reformers,”.and calls them into service by making a final
beckoning to them to “You can .serve your community and yoﬁ
‘can sérve your country” (RNC, “Education Reform”). The
idea of serving your country brings to mind that this is a
battle, énd “It’s you aﬁd me against them, baby.”

The last calling to arms is for parents. President
Bush calls them “your child’s first and most important
teacher” and asks them to do what they innately have a
desire to do...”what is best for their children” (RNC,‘
“Education Reform”). He tells them of the benefits they
will have as a fesult of this bill: “access to statewide

(4

results,” knowing the “qualifications of the teachers,”
and “more options” (RNC, “Education Reform”). He tells
them of the power they will have to control, what would
seem to them as, an out of control system.

As he tells them of their responsibility in this
bill, I was not surprised to see his call té them as more
~of a whisper; after all, he needs their motivation and

support in the area of education. He asked them to

“support the school,” “demand excellence,” “remember that

&.
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every child should come to school ready.to learn,” teach
“good manners and respect for teachers,” .and foster “goqd
study habits.” By being non-combative, suggesting things
that the average and above—average parents do anyway, the
call does not seem out of the ordinary, but more like
common sense. He presents the éssessments as a way to
keep schools_and teachers accountable, “expect(iﬁg)" good
résults. Instead of naming the parent’s action, or
failure to act, as essential parts in the outcome of these
assessments, he merely makes subtle suggestions.
Throughout’£his speech, President Bush highlights and
plays off the tension between parents and professionals of
the public school system. A common argument I have heard
from parents i1s that the public school system is not
effectively teaching students on an individual basis; it
has gotten caught up in the idea of educéting the masses.
As a result, individual student needs are not being
identified or addressed. A fear that results from this is
that each parent’s child is being cheated out of a good
education. Bush repeatedly highlights the idea that state
and national assessment can be used by the parents to make
sure their child is getting the education they deserve (a

way to hold the'public school system accountable). 1In
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contrast, the view of the professionals of the public
school system is‘that parents are not involved.enough in
their children’s education. Towards the end of the
sﬁeech, Bush suggests to parents that they become more
involved in their child}s education. Heﬂfalls woefully
short of cailing them to the same accountabilit? teache;s,
principals, and school districts have. This political
move could be advantageous (considering parents outnumber
professional educators) or counter-productive
(professional educators are the ones who administer the
tests). Whatever the outcome, he has momentarily
succeeded in promoting the bill; in playing these two
parties off of each other, President Bush lures the
parents and adds pressure to the professional educators.
In his closing, President Bush highlights the urgency
of getting the provisions of this bill underway
immediately. He highlights that “this nation has waited
many years for major reform in education,” bringing out
the idea that there should be no more waiting (all of
which.is “wasted time”). “Tonight, Secretary Paige will
meet with state education leaders on plans to put these
reforms to work” (RNC, “Education Reform”). The urgency

is brought out by the fact that a meeting was happening
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“tonight”; they are not wasting even one more night’s
rest. "“And now, together, let us see these changes
‘thréugh until every school succeeds and no child is left
behind” (RNC, “Education Reform”). With “together” and
;lét us,” he shows the unity and calling of the many
different facets of education to join‘together for the
good of the children, so that “no child is left behind.”
President Bush ends the speech in a fostering, rallying
tone with an emphasis on team.

The idea of state and national assessment has thus
evolved into a mandatory task for students, parents,
teachers, principals, dist:ict, and state officials alike.
What started out as a means of assessing and reporting
between teacher and parent with report cards has turned{
into a way of manipulating and directing funds, through a
motivational factor of fear, throughout the educatiénal |
system. Parents_are»promised positive results; teachers,
principals and districts an increase in funds; states,
financial support; and the citiiens of this country, a
cure to the disease of the failing public school system.
But does accountability in the form of multiple choice and
normed-reference state and national testing deliver what

it promises? In my next chapter I will take a look at the
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results of, and public reaction to, the implementation of
the No Child Left Behind Act of éOOl over the past two
years. The Act was created and signed in an effort to
improve the pubiic school system by providing feedback as
a means to addréss individual needs of students and
hqlding schools accountable for meeting those needs.

These steps dictated educational funds to creating,
administering, and reportihg‘on state-wide assessments.
The result of these steps was to be an increase in student
learning. Wﬁile the ideal was presented and planted, time
has given roots it, and the fruit of our labor is up for
inspection. After twohyéars of state and national
assessment, politicians boast of an increase in spending
and the results of such being and increase of student
learning and achievement. The problem with thesg pats—-on-
the-back is that they fail to note the fact that the
increase in spending is going towards funding,
administering, and reporting on state assessments, and the
assessments themselves (their proof for and increase in
student learning) are falling woefully short of the
promise of identifying and meeting each student’s

individual needs.
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CHAPTER THREE
NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND ACT OF

2001: HELP OR HINDERANCE?

When the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 was signed
into law, it carried promises of a revised and more sure-
fire way(of increasing student academic achievemént by
holding States accountable for making sure their districts
and schools were teaching and assessing State content -
‘standards. States bought into the idea, lured by the
prospects of increased funding; they needed money té
supply their district with administrators, their schools
with teachers, and their classrooms with educational
materials. Districts and schools bought in, excited about
‘the added flexibility in how they would be allowed to
spend Title 1 monies (the area of spending previously
dictated to.them) on programs they found most valuable.
Parents, too, followed suit, anticipating an increase of
individualized instruction and accountability. Now, two
years later, we have the advantage of looking at the
results and impact of increased national accountability.
While some praise the creation and implementation of state

standards and an overall increase in assessment scores,
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others question the validity of assessment resulté and
note a decrease of genuine }Qarning opportunities. ' The
questién we are‘left with'is whether the impiementation of
this law is bringing about the desired and expected
results.
By signing into law the Improving America’s Schools
Act of 1994, Preéident Clinton and his constituents made
an unspoken statement that the Eiementary and Secondary
Education Act of 1965 was providing successful results and
had to be further implemented: “The Congress further
declares it to be the policy of the United States to
expand the program authorized by this title over the
fiscal years 1996-1999 by iacreasing funding for this
title by at least $750,000,000..” (Sec. 1001, [a]l[2]). It
was 1in this Act that the creation of State standards was
first introduced and the assessment of them encouraged:
The purpose of this title is to enable schools
to provide opportunities for children served to
acquire knowledge and skills contained in the
challenging state content standards. This
.pﬁrpose shall by accomplished by—8)improving

accountability as well as teaching and learning,
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by using state assessment systems designed to
measure how well ;hildren served under this
title are achieving challenging state student
performance standards expected of all childrén.'
(Sec. 1001, [d]I[8])
States were to submit their own éontent standards and keep
record of and respond appropriately to assessment results—
all the while assuming that the assessments were providing
an accurate picture of each student’s mastery of the
State’s standards.

When President George W. Bush took office, he
-supported the idea of state standards and yearly
assessﬁent of student progress. Where the “Improving
America’s Schools Act” fell short, however, was in the-
reporting of student progress and growth to the national
governing boards of education. A way to improve upon this
flourishing system, he thought, would be to make Stafes
accountable for the reporting of their yearly progress in
the form of State plans. The purpose of reporting the
‘results was to make sure not only the schools and
districts were accountable to the State, but that the
State was accountable to the nation. The Act states tﬁat,

“Each State plans shall demonstrate..what constitutes
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adequate yearly progress of the State..toward enabling all
public (school) students to meet the State’s sﬁudent
‘academic achievement standards” (Sec. 11111 [b][2][B]).
In return, he gave the States more flexibility in how fhey
chose to spend fhe Title 1 money. Did this increase in
State accountability and flexibility furthef improve the

public school system? Some believe it did.

Teaching Standards

By requiring States to create standards and assess
student acquisition of them, the process of educating
students became more concrete. Teachers weré given a
biueprint of what.students were expected to learn at each
grade level. “In the 1996 Nation Education Summit, state
governors, education leaders, and business leaders came to
"a consensus that use of standards will focus the education
system on understandable, objective, measurable, and well-
defined goals to éenable schools to work smarter and more
productively” (Education 388A). I agree. . Having a
statewide timetable of what should be taught when has
advantagés. For one, teachers in a particular grade level
can see what needs to be taught that year, plan for the

teaching of those content standards, and check off
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Staﬁdards once they have been taught and mastered by
étudents; this provideé a clear picture of where each
student is academically and how their current and future
teachers can continue meeting the individual student’s

" needs. Also, students can know what they are to learn-
each year, and the reporting of mastery of content
standards to parents is clear and to the point. i have
seen the advantages of establishing clear standard
objectives in my own classroomn.

I had been hired to teach a second-grade classroom at
Brentwood Elementary School in the Victor Elementary
School District. Never having taught at this particﬁlar
grade level'I went straight to my school-issued State
content standards, thick, three-ring bound notebook. It
was there that I got a breakdown of what was to be taught
in each subject for second grade. I was very fortunate to
be working at a National Blue Ribbon (an award given by
California to acknowledge schools who perform well on the
SAT9) school this year, the experience of which was quite
different from my previous two years of teaching at
Greentree East, a school on the other end of the spectrum.
Not only did I have the sfandards notebook, but also a

timeline of when each objective would be taught according
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'to a long-range plan désigned by the other. second grade
teachers in previous years. By following this plén I was
sure to teach all of the standards, in a ciear'andt
'sucqessive way, during the school year (we even gathered
as a grade level to review and make changes to the plan
caccording to how the implementation of it last year had

E brodght about results on the SAT9). Having grade—level
standards made the objective of my job concrete and
understandable; the other teachers were on the same page
and we were able to collaborate on the means of effective
instruction of those standards.

When the State Board of Education had the opportunity
to review the progress of education in California, after
the creation, implementation, and assesément of standards,
- they were united in the fact that setting a bar of
achievement was effective, but questioned how high the bar
should be set for “proficient” mastery of them. .Susan
Hammer, a member of the Board, “commented that is was a
privilege to be a part of these momentous efforts. She
advised the.Board to be tough and relentless in support of
standards-based educétion” (Final Minutes, 2). On this
comment, everyone agréed. It was important to have

uniformity of expectation for education across the state. -
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When the Board began talking about the degree of mastery
of these standards students should be at to be considered>
“proficient,f the members’ opinions differed. Yog see,
the state set its level of “proficiency” high, .and
students were having a difficult time feaching thét bar.
So, when the Board actually started to discuss what
percentile would be considered proficient for the national
report, there was concern that the intended level of |
proficiency would not be met, and the funds withdrawn. To
the proposal that the bar of proficiency remain constant
for both state and national reporting purposes, Reed
Hastings, President of ‘the Board, added, “The questions
before thevBoard is whether using our state’s definition
of proficient for the:federal AYP (Annual Yearly Progress)
definition of proficient is setting too-high of a bar”
(Final Minutes, 12). 1In directly presenting the idea of
too high of a bar, Hastings was bringing up a concern
presented by the Liaison Team (a group compromised of
professionals directly .involved in public education).
Suzanne Tachney, a member, “commented that if the Board
follows the Liaison Team’s recommendation (to set the
national bar of proficiency lower, so as to be more

attainable by 95% of student in the state by 2013—a goal
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of the NCLB Act), it would be comparable to setting a goal
of what 1is basic-academic performance instead of a goal.of-
proficient performance, whiéh is the goal for all oflouf
students” (Final Minutes, 12). -Tachney spoke against the.
proposal of lowering the bar of proficiency by linkingv
that move to settling for “basic” rather than striving for
“proficient.” 1In saying this, Tachney appealed to the
Bbard’s duty to ensure sufficient student learning. The
Board ended up favoring Tachney’s position over the
Liaison Team’s, and the motion was approved by a vote of
6-1-1” (Final Minutes, 13). It was through the comments
of one politician that the concerns of a group of
educators were silenced and the bar of “proficiency” set.
No politician wants to be seen as one who settles rather
than strives.

An important question was raised during this meeting:
are the State’s goals of proficiency attainable by the
majority of California’s students? The first question we
have to ask is if the state standards are reasonable. We,-
as teachers, have a vast amount of standards we have to
teach in a given school year, and the students have just

as much to learn. W. James Popham, a professor at the
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University of California at Los Angeles and a former‘test

maker, has an interesting way of looking at the power that

generated this circumstance: |
Much of the problem stems from the enormous
number of content standards typically étaked out
by a state;s curriculum specialists. Remember,
these curriculum specialists are, in every sense
of the term, specialists. And most specialists
simply adore their fields of specialization.
Thus, for instance, when a state-convened panel
of 25 math teachers and math curriculum experts
is directed to determine what mathematics
content the state’s students should master, you
can safely predict that those specialists will
want students to learn everything. That is,
everything even remotely mathematical. And
that’s why many states have now approved
literaliy hundreds of content standards to be
mastered by students at given grade levels. As
a consequence, there are still way too many
curricular aims to teach in a given school year.

(Trouble with Testing)
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To top it all off, not only do we, as teachers, have the
incredible job of making sure all of our students master
'eaéh one of'thése objectives fof our grade level, but we
also have to assess'whether or not students have mastered
the objectives of the previous school year and, if not,
teach those as well. This proves to be both taxing and
discouraging, knowing that we had already accelerated the
curriculum to get the current grade level standards
taught.

I remember my second year teaching fourth grade at
Green Tree East Elementary. In terms of reading, my
students ranged from the first to third grade level. 1In .
math, they were just as diverse. When I looked at the
‘'standards, I wondered how I would ever get them to master
all that the state had mapped out. I questioned why their
previous teachers had not taught them all that was
expected. In talking with a few, I found their task the
previous years to be just as undaunting as mine. They
were, what I would term very successful, to have taught
and brought the students up to their current level of
academic proficiency. Not only were they teaching
students who had a tumultuous home life leading up to

their entry into the public school system, but their home
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lives continued to be not only unsupportive but also a
hindrance to their academic advancement. Students wé;e
entéring Kindergarten (if even they attended it at all)
with no prior knowledge of colors, let£ers (or their
sounds), and numbers. As the teachers madly scrambléd to
teach these basic skills, sendinglworksheets home for
extra practice, nothing was being reciprocated; homework
wés left at home or returned untouched the next day in the
child’s backpack (or makeshift folder), parents did not
attend conferences or return phone calls to discuss and
work out a plan to help their child be successful, and
teachers sat lonely during after school tutoring hours.
This process continued in each grade level and gave me a
good understanding of why my students were coming to me as
they were.

In talking about the teaching of standards, many do
not take the student’é home life into account; a teaéher’s
job is to teach, and if they teach effectively, students
will learn. What they fail to bring into perspective is
' tﬁat there are three players in each student’s game:
student, parent, and.teacher. A teacher cén know what
needs to be taught, map out the course appropriately, put

their heart into teaching the concepts, and still have
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some students not master the standards. The student is in
the classroom for about seven hours each day. _(Depending
~on their home lifé, they might only be their physicéily,
not mentally.) The teacher carefully introduces and
instructs students on the given standards for that day,
sending them home with practice worksheets to further
instill the concepts. After the student leaves her
classroom, the teacher has no control. I have had
students tell me they were out with their parents and did
not get back home until eleven o’clock atAnight and had to
go to bed instead of doing their homework (it seems
outlandish, but I have had parents consistently confirm
these reports). Not only do they not get the time to
practice the prgvious standards taught, but then they have
to learn a whole ﬁew bétch'of them while they sit only
half-awake (sometimes aéleep) in their chairs the next
day. Then there are the children who have to WOorry about
what, or if, they are going to eat, if Mom, Dad, brother,
or sister are going to jail today, or whether they are
going to have time to play and do homework or be stuck
babysitting younger siblings while their mom is out trying
to find a job. There are many factors a teacher deals

with; a student is not always a ready vessel to pour
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information into. This is a difficult situation for
teachers when, to begin with, they do not even have
adequate materials to teach the students when they are

physically present in their classrooms.

Assessing Standards

Aside from effectively teaching the standards, we
also need to ask ourselves if we are assessing the
students’ mastery of standards fairly and accurately.
Since the results of state assessment are a report card to
the nation, and the nation’s justification of a school
system on the road to reform, this seems like a reasonable
question. Are students mastery of state standards
adequately measured by our current state assessment?
Politicians argue fhat standardized tests are both
accurate and cost effective in reporting student
acquisition of State content standards. Oppositionists
tout the inaccuracy and educationally narrowing power of
such assessments. .So far, California, as well as many
other states, have chosen multiple-choice standardized

testing as a means to report progress—but why?
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The idea of assessment as a means to improve the
quality of education in the United States began with this
bill: “Each state plan shall demonstrate that the State |
has developed and is implementing a single( statewide
State accountability syétem that will be effective in
- ensuring that all local educational agencies, and public
(schools) make adequate yearly progress” (Sec. 1111,
[b]1[2]1[A]). The decree that states had to assess
students’ skills through the use of a “single, state-wide
accountability system” set the stage for multiple-choice
standardized tests. What better way to assure unbiased
consistency than through a single, company-created and
tried assessment? By signing this into law, President
George W. Bush and his constituents agreed that
assessments, and increased accountability for the results
of the assessments, would best bring about educatiocnal’
reform. Robert Linn has a few ideas why we, as a nation,
chose this road to travel:

1. Tests are relatively inexpensive - compared to

changes that involve increases in instructional»
time, reduced class size, training and attracting

better teachers, assessment is very low-cost..
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2. Testing changes can be implemented relatively
quickly - other school reforms may take years to
iﬁplement, and.it may take even longer to know if
they have improved schooling.

3. Test results are visible and draw media attention -
poor results in the first year of a new testing
program are usually followed by increasing scores
in subsequent years, giving the appearance that
schools are improving. (“Standards—Baéed
Accountability”)

Regardless of the perceived motivation behind making
assessment the measuring tool for educational succeés in
each state, the nation has made state assessment and
reporting the means by which a state must demonstrate its
students’ mastery of proposed standards. So, has it
worked?

Secretary of Education, Rod Paige, in a memo to
editorial writers on March 11, 2004, noted much
improvement in education since the implementation of this
law:

It is undeniable that in the two years since
enactment, NCLB is having what I consider a

transformative impact on our public education
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systém.' For the first time in history, every
- state has an approved accountability plan to
ensure academic-proficiency for every child.
Achievement gaps are being identified and
addressed. The success of schools is now being
measﬁred on the academic‘achievement<of all
students so that children who need help aren’t
hidden in averages. Under-performing schools
are getting the assistance needed to improve.
(1)
He spoke of an increase in the number of states complying
with the law, an investment of “more than $500 billion in
K-12 education (nearly doubling the previous national
expenditures on education),” and an assurance that schools
" will receive enough méney to cover the expenditures for
carrying it out (1). Paige uses words such as
“transformative” and “first time in history” to bring home
the idea that what has been happening is momentous and
worth our efforts and money. What he fails to address is
the fact that the increase in expenditures is going
towards funding the state assessments and the management
needed to ensure each state’s compliance: not into the

classroom where the funds are greatly needed, but into the
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pockets of testing companies and politicians stepping into
management positions. Another thing Secretary Paiée
leaves out is the results of state asseséments: the
" results demonstrating how mahy of the State’s students .are
ﬁeeting what they term‘“academic proficiency.” It seemed
like a good area for me to look into considering the
attempted demonstration of student’s success is what tﬁis
law is all about. After researching the results of
California’s state assessment, I could see why he avoided
this toéic altogether. Students in California alone are
falling significantly short of the “proficient” bar set by
the State Board of Education. ' Politicians decided to
discount the concerns of educators on California’s Sﬁate
Board of Education’s Liason Team who argued for an
attainable goal (labeled “basic” by Tachney) and rather
strived for something that has so far been proven to be
unattainable. Though the test results show students in
general making gains over the past two years, they are
continuing to perform far below grade level standards.
According to the California Department of Education’s
Fall Submission of assessment results of 2003 to the
' National Board, the majority of our students are failing

to meet the “proficient” bar of standards mastery.
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Table 1. Students Proficient and Advanced
Grade | Subject Percentage of All Students
| Proficient and
Advanced School Year 02-03

2nd Mathematics 52.4

Reading/Language 36.3

Arts
3% Mathematics 45

Reading/Language 33.1

Arts
4th Mathematics 45.5

Reading/Language 38.9

Arts
5te Mathematics 34.8

Reading/Language 35.5

Arts
6t Mathematics 34.1

Reading/Language 35.4

Arts
(4-8)
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Despite this data, State Superintendant of Public
Instruction, Jack O’Connell boasted, “Across the state of
California, we are seeing encouraging signs of revival in
our schools. Test scores are up, class sizes are smaller,
"more highly qualified téachers are in the classroom, and
additional classrooms are being Euilt” (“News Release”).
If our government is perceiving success in education since
the enactment of this law, then the state assessment
results can mean one of two, ifinot both, things: 1) our
“proficient” bar is too high and, for the majority of our
students, unattainable, or/and 2) our means of assessing
student’s mastery of state standards is inefficient.
Politicians and teachers alike agree that creating and
implementing the teaching of standards is essential to
education, but assessing the acquisition of them is where
it gets a little sticky.-

Acqording to the NCLB Act of 2001, the yearly
assessment hés to be a single plan implemented state-wide.
What easier way to meet tﬁis mandate than with a .
standardized test? It would easy to ensure that all
students were being assessed evenly and without bias

across the state, and the creation of such an assessment
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would certainly be the most cost-effective. But does the
implementation of it improve student learning and report

accurately the occurrence of such?

Imbroving Student Leaining

The fact that a standards-based assessment, with
state and national accountabiliﬁy attached to it, will be
given each year definitely motivates teachers to focus on
teaching the standards. Thé creation and implementation
of these standards, as discussed earlier in this chapter,
has a positive éffect on §tate uniformity and educating
our children. While it is apparent that ensuring state
standards are taught has its benefits, one has to question’
the pressure of state -assessment, and its effects on
education as a whole.

The weight of everything we planned as a grade level
was geared toward the ever-looming reality of the state
assessment.” We knew the timeline: when our students would
need to be ready for the assessment of their acquisition
of the hundreds of standards. The assessment of a year’s
worth of standards would be given two months before the
end of the school year, to allow for time of reporting

scores. What this stark reality called for was an
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accelerated and laser-focused teaching mentality. All of
the objectives had to be taught by winter .break so that
the?e was time to review and master them in January,
February, and begin test-prep in March. Wé concentrated
on teaching, more intensely, the language arts and math
standards, those that would be assessed in April, and kept
other “sﬁperfluous” activities for the last two months of
the school year. This skill was learned out of dire
straights; we needed to increase our scores to meet the
AYP goal set for our school. Our government has decided
that test results should be used to measure an increase or
decrease in student aéhievement and thus measure the
success or faiiure of a school. What they failed to
realize was that they were creating a volafile playing
field with players who had much at stake. Teacheré,~who
fear losing their job, or administrators eager to meet
State API requirements, can easily adjust learning
opéortunities to ensure growth. Amrein and Berliner point
out some of these opﬁortunities school sites have:

After a state implements high-stakes testing

policies, scores on the state’s assessments

often improve. Students can easily be trained

so that scores on the state tests go up. For
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example, scores can be made to rise by narrowing
the curriculum. Art, music,_creative writing,
physical education, recess, ROTC, and so fofth
.are all reduced in time or dropped from the
curriculﬁm when schools need to increase theif
scores on the state tests. (Amrein and Berliner,
37) |
Tést résﬁlts do ﬁot directly reflect genuine étudent
learning. The increase in scores can mean that more time
was spent. teaching how to take a multiple-choice test, how
to best guess answers,'or how to pick the correct answer
on paéer without really knowing how you got there. But,
as plaYérs on the field, we do what we have to do to meet
oﬁr growth goals, so the state can meet theirs, and_the
much needed federal dollars will come in to supply us with
what we will need to teach next year. It is a vicious
cycle. But are students learning in the midst of our
political games?

Sure (speaking from five years of teaching in the
midst of state and national assessment), they are
continuing to learn despite our shenanigans. They are
learning standards, but in an unbalanced and focused

environment. They are learning to get by and zone out

66



instead of being engaged learners. They are learning that
paper and pencil are good'substitutes for real-life
expérience. And, sadly, they are also learning about
féelings of insufficiency and failure, in cdnnection:to
education, at a very young ége.

Teachers are focused on what the state wants them.to
teach: academic standards. They are trying their best to
teach in a manner that is both interesting and stimulating
for their students, but have to narrow the central focus
to the important items, the standards that are given the
most weight of importance (in terms of the number of
questions) on the state assessﬁent. According to Dennis,
a teacher interviewed for the NCTE’s article concerning
the Impact of the MCAS (Texas’ standardized test), stated
- that “teachers’ curricula are now being guided by the
test, rather than the state frameworks: ‘We look at the
media standards, and we can immediately rule all that
stuff out..You look and you say, all right, there are
fifteen questions on similes [on the test], all right,
let’s concentrate on this kind of thing’” (gtd. in Luna
and Turner). This allows thé test companies, those not

- intimately involved in education, to dictate what is
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taught in schools. This also causes a lean towards
pressing these standards again and again, so that all
%tudents could master them, and results in higher students:
learning how to zone out, instead of being actively
engaged in their education.

In addition to the implementation of sténdardized
test having an influence on which standards get taught
with greater weight, it also affects how standards are
taught. Since students will be assessed on their
acquisition of skills with a pencil and paper, that is the
most effective (talking in terms of assessment result;)
way of teachiné them. If you want concrete results,
teachers must create concrete learning. Instead of having
students learn about area by physically working within our
three dimensional world, we must teach them to multiply
height by length by width of a figure displayed on the
sheet in front of them. Because we are so test-focused,
we often neglect the opportunity for genuine curiosity and
learning. “(Researcheré) have found that high-stakes
tests cause teachers to take greater control of the
learning experiences of their students, denying (them)
opportunities to direct their own learning. When the

stakes get high, teachers no longer encourage students to
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explore the concepts and subjects that interest them”
(Amrein and Berliner, 34). In teaching standards.this way
(dependent upon assessing‘standards this way), we are
creatingla generation of students that perform well on
paper but are lost in the real world.
Another problem with state and national assessment is
that studeﬂts are acquiring a fear of failure. By earning
low test scores, students are learning that they are
“dumb” (speaking in students’ terms).
The federal legislators who overwhelmingly
passed this act into law apparently assumed that
high-stakes tests would improve student
motivation and raise student achievement.
Because testing programs similar to those
required by NCLB already exist in many states,
we can put that assumption to the test.
Unfortunately, the evidence shows that such test
actually decrease student motivation and
increase the proportion of students who leave -
school early. (Amrein and Berliner, 32)

On a small scale, I see this frustration in my students’

eyes every year. They dread the idea that théy are going

to have to take that test again. The only thing I can
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offer ﬁhem as they look at me for answers to their pleas
of, “I don’t understand” in concerning qﬁestions on the
test,lis a reassuring, “Just try your best.” They aré
trying their beést, for the most part, and their best is
still not good enough. They are overwhelmed with fears of
failing, and some just give up as a result. Students are
looking at themselves through the mirror of state
assessment and we must question whether it is an accurate

reflective tool.

Examining Test Results

As we enter an era of state assessments, the results
of which determines who is meeting the educational needs
of all students in their state and gets federal funding in
subsequent school years, it is important that we
adequately measure our students’ mastery of the state’s
standards. It is important that they reflect the academic
proficiency of our students.

California has regularly changed its course in terms
of picking a state assessment. For grades 2-6, last year
our state triedlout the STAR and CATG6 assessments, both
under'the blanket title SATY9. The STAR was added to the

assessment barrel to better assess, directly, the
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Californio state standards. The CAT6 was a normed-
reference test; its purpose was to ﬁeasure and compare
California’s students with their counterparts nationwide.
Both were created by ETS (Educational Testing Services);
the same company that created the junior high and high.
school yearly assessment and high school exit exam; it was
a test-creating monopoly. After just one yéar of
administering the CAT6, it was cut. This year, the
students will be given only one main assessment: the STAR.
As politicians continue to try to find the best means of
assessment, students, teachers, schools, and district play
on the field that is under construction.

It was just. another school day. There were fwo )
diligent, hardworking secretaries busy at their jobs that
could easily be divided amohg ten average working
individuals, studentslfiling through on their way to their
home-room classes, and parents scheduling a change of
transportation for their children in the afternoon, or
picking them up early‘for a doctor’s appointment. But the
sounds of ringing phones, pencil taps, inguiring parents,
and excited children couldn’t drown out the anxious

feelings surrounding the school. It was apparent. Just

opening the aqua-blue office door could give you first
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hints to something being out of tHe ordinary. Parents and
secretaries were a little more on edge, highlighting the
urgency of the situation, students seem‘to bouﬁce off of
the wallé éé théy made theiflway through the crowded
corridor, and the principal anxiously addreséed the
questions of teachers and secretaries while his mind
apparently loomed elsewhere. This was not Jjust énotﬁer
school day; it was a school day in May.

Success on the assessment was measured by a school’s
API. This way of reporting was different from what the
studenfs, parents, and teachers were used to. The API was
shown in “percentile” points rather than “percentage.”
Instead of the students receiving a +89/100 score
(percentage), they were placed, with the number they got
right, on a linear scale. When all of the students in the
state were placed on a scale, they were divided into
groups and given a number representing their placement on
the line (percentile). The score then served to tell the
students where they stood on the line, compared to every
other student taking the test, rather than their actual

score on the test.
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When all of the percentile scores were computed for
each grade level, they are then sorted to the different
écﬁools and compiled together to represent the entire
school’s overall student performance on the test. From
this base score each year, the state makés API goals for
the next schodl.year, increasing the score, previously
attained, by a few points. So, each year the schools are
expécted to score better on the test than they did the
year before. Attaining the API goal means your school is
being successful, and teachers, schools, and districts are
rewarded with money; falling short means you’ve not done
your job. And now, under the No Child Left Behind Act of
2001, falling short means you suffer the consequences.

The consequences include, after the 3* year of not meeting
the API goal, having to pay for the transportation of
students who wish to go to another, better performing,
school. After the fifth year of failing to meet the API
goal, thé state will inter%ene, taking over some or all of
the school’s decision making (“Program Improvement”).

We are mékihg monumental decisions based on the
outcome of one stafe assessment and need to question
whether it is fair and accurate in its dealings. As a'

teacher, I cannot discuss the content of thé test, or my
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direct dealings with it under punishment of losing my job.

I can, however quote other’s printed views, -and sé wi;l

. take this opportunity to do so. Susan O’Haﬁian reported,
A teacher, frustrated by threats Qf losing his
job if he reveals what he knows about theA
inconsistencies and outrages of the SAT9;.posted
research findings on a test resistance website.
His work indicates wildly inappropriate reading
levels. He also points out thét students taking
the Graduate Record Examination or the Law
School Admissions Tést are’'given more time per
item than is given to a 6-year-old taking the
SAT9. (“Test Resistance Trail”)'

It makes one wonder whether this type of assessing is fair

or accurate. A student who is concerned about the time

she has to answer a question cannot fully devote her

mental energy to answering it. And what about the student

who has only five minutes to answer twenty-five more

problems and so bubbles in answers at high speed—does that

reflect her mastery of content standards?

The State chose to measure-student’s performance this
way because it was streamline and concrete, not

necessarily because it was efficient in assessing skills
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. and coming up with interventions to re-teach them. If you
want a true assessment of students’ skills, you must have.
several different means of assessing them: not just a one-
type, one-shot deal. I have had studenfs come to school
distracted by things happening at home, tired, and/or
hungry on tesfihg days. I knew before they even's£a;ted
taking the test that it was not going to be a true
assessment of what they had learned that year; one day to
assess what was taught over several months? The idea
itself seems outlandish. W. James Pbpham, a professor and
former test maker, commented, “To pretend that a few
tests, administered in an hour or two, can satisfactorily
measure a state’s myriad curricular aspirations is little
more than assessment hypocrisy” (“Trouble with Testing”).
Either one wants to know what students have learned and
one creates a testing environment conducive to assessing
them adequately, or one geté caught up in the politics of
assessment and fails to seek counsel in how to get more
accurate results. California is caught up in the
politics. As it is, the time allotted for testing is a
detriment to adequately assessing students’ skills. By
the time my students hif day four of the eight testing

days they are spent.: Thei: eyes start to glaze over and I

75



know, just as with physically exhausted athletes,
accidents are just waiting to happen. Some would have you
believe that all this effort is spent trying to éee where-
the students are academically and how we can best meet
their needs.

When the assessment results are returned to the.
districts, school sites, and teacheré, we Jlook at them to
decipher where we were strong, where we fell short, and
how we can better instruct our students in the upcoming
school year. It giveé-us a good overall picture of how we
are doing, but it falls short of giving us, and parents, a
detailed picture of where students are individually:
“Standards-based tests currently do not provide teachers,
"students, or students’ parents with the sort of standard-
by-standaxrd reéults from which appropriate instructional
decisions can be made” (Popham). I find this fascinating
since the whole motivation behind this educational reform
effort was to meet the needs of the individual student.

Maybe what California needs is a reform of state
assessment. It is interesting to me that “the law does
not specifically mandate standardized tests, so a few
states plan to use local assessments, including classroom-

based information, rather than state exams. This opens up
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the possibilities of strengthening teachers’ assessment
capabilities and ensuring far richer information than.can
be obtained through one-time tests” (Neill). The law does
specify, however,‘thaf the assessment needs to be uniform
state-wide. To come up with a plan for accurate and
precise measurement of'our students’ acquisition of state
standards would require a concentrated effort of teachers,
schools, districts, and politicians. This, of course,
would mean the cost of assessment would increase
dramatically, and then we would have to question whether
we had enough money to begin this type of massive reform.
Our concentrated efforts are needed, however, if we ever
expect to genuinely assess and meet the academic needs of
our schools and their students on an individual basis.

The NCLB Act calls for educational reform across the
nation. It requires each State to come up with reasonable
standards, determining what it éonsiders to be
“proficient” mastery of those standards, and assess
student individually to either commend them for meeting
the bar set, or provide additional assistaﬁce to help them
achieve success. California created its standards, raised
the bar, and assessed student’s progress in meeting the

set goals. The politicians have followed the law, setting
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overseers of each department to make sure we are in
complgte-compliance so that federal funds are not
withdrawn. 'According to the NCLB Act of 2001, this type
-0f compliance should produce a set of expected outcomes.
We have increased monies spent in education nation-wide to
‘meet the cost required to create, implement, and report on
' state assessment of cpntent standards. So, are we on the
right track? In chapter four I will explore whether the
game plan of reform is working, from both our politicians’
and teachers’ points of view. According to politicians,
funds directed to creating and assessing state content
standards has been money well spent. They support the
NCLB’s drive to get highly-qualified teachers into every
classrobm (believing that good instruction results in
substantial academic progress), to have 100% of students
master 100% of the standards (according to objective and
efficient tests) by 2013—14, and to assess each student in
order to identify and address areas in which they are
academically deficient. While agreeing to the importance
of ensuring student achievement and success, teachers
question how productive our current reform efforts are and
make suggestions as to where state and federal dollars

could be better spent.
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CHAPTER FOUR
EXPECTED OUTCOME, PERCEIVED
RESULTS, AND WHERE TO GO

FROM HERE

'Our nation, in passing the No Child Left Behind Act
of 2001, sang out in unison that our educational systéﬁ
Qas failing its students. In fact, we were ready to take
incredible steps in our efforts to save it. Iﬁ makes
sense that the government was willing to begin expecting
certain criteria from states and holding them accountable
for growth considering their voters supported drastic
measures. Shortly before the NCLB Act was passed, on a
“2001 Phi Delta Kappan Survey-Question: What the public
favors to do for schools not making progress to reach
state standards; 32% said they would withhold stéte or
federal funds, 54% favor not renewing the principal’s
contract, and 49% favor not renewing the contracts of
teachers” (Dietel 4).

In light of the need to reform, politicians, in
creating and signing the NCLB, made their recommendations,
and expected outcomes of such, to improve education across

the country. On its website, on the topic of NCLB, the
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U.S. Department of Education argues that teacher
certification makes better teacﬁers, good instructiqn
eénsures substantial academic progress, state tesfing and
natioﬁal accountability helps students achieve écademic
proficien;y, state tests are an objective means of showing.
student achievement and progress, tests adequately aséess
academic achievement gaps between disadvantaged and other
stuaents, and its goals of student mastery of state
standards are fair and achievable (100% master of
standards by 100% of the students - testing 95% of all
groups — by 2013-14). However, one gets a unique, but
limited point of view sitting in political chairs and
meetings to diséuss what steps can be taken to improve thé
quality of education; I do not think one can get an
accurate picture without stepping into the classroom.
Therefore, to balance the view, I have asked teachers to

speak on each of the issues as well.

Teacher Certification
One main goal of NCLB is to get highly-qualified
teachers into every classroom. States must fill a
teaching position with someone who has been state-

certified (that is, they have gone through the mandated
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training, classes, and tests that prepare them to teach in
a classroom). If districts f£ill them with ﬁon—certified
teachers, they must ensure those teachers will be
certified shortly after accepting the position. In
California, to be certified, one must take approximately
onevyear of schooling beyond their Bachelor of Arts
degree, which entails classes on standards, classroom
management, ethnic diversity, research, and lesson
planning. In addition to taking these classes, the
enrollee must also participate in student teaching: a time
when she chooses a master (certified) teacher to work in a
classroom with and learn under. During their tutored time
in the classroom, they are also assigned a supervisor who
observes and evaluates the'student—teacher’s performance
within the classroom. In addition to this year of classes
and practice, the enrollee must also take and pass the
CBEST (California Basic Educational Skills Test) and, if
she desires to teach in grades K-6 and her BA was not in
liberal arts, CSET (California Subject Examination for
Teachers) and RICA (Reading Instruction Competence

Assessment) .
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I remember finishing my Bachelor of Arts degree in
English and looking fprward to becoming a teacher. I
héard of people getting hired for a teaching position
having just graduated ffom college and passed the CBEST
and, 1f needed for teaching grades K-6, MSAT (now renamed'
CSET). I had passed theée'tests and, with the lure of
reéeiving a paycheck, jﬁmped into my owﬁ classroom with
both feet. I was issued an emergency credential and began
my journey as a teacher. Not only did I have the stress
of learning the ins and outs of this new career, but I
also had a full plate of requirements that led to my full
teacher certification. It was during this first.year
teaching that I also took all of the credential classes,
completed my student teaching (in another classroom), and
passed the RICA. Moving towards complete certification
this way provides a stressful situation, and I understand
why the federal government is steering the states away
from such madness.

Due to the overwhelming numbers of teachers entering
the field of education under similar circumstances, the
federal government, in the NCLB, has required that states
take steps to assuring full—éertification of all its

teachers by the end of the 2005-2006 school year:
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No Child Left Behind requires local school
districts to ensure that all teachers hired to
teach core aqademic subjects in Title I programs
after the first day of the 2002—2003'§chool year
aré'highly qualified. 1In general a “highly |
qualified teacher” is one with full
certification, a bachelor’s degree and
demonstrated competence in subject knowledge and
teaching. The act also calls for all teachers
of the core academic subjects to be highly
qualified by the end of school year 2005-2006.

(U.S. Dept. of Ed.)

With this goal in mind, Secretary Rod Paige spoke for the

assessment of teacher’s knowledge, but spoke against the

teacher’s workload of classes in teacher certification

programs.

To ralse academic standards, the (Meeting the
Highly Qualifiéd Teachers Challenge: the first
annual report to Congress of the state of
teécher quality nationwide) report “calls on
states to require prospective teachers to pass
rigorous exams in the subjects they plan to

teach” and “calls on states and institutions of
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higher education to revamp their teacher
.preparation programs and eliminate many of their
riéid certification requirements, such as the
massive number of methods courses. (“Report to
Congress”)

' As we take a more detailed look at each step of the
process of certification in California, the parficular
requirements of teacher certification will become clearer.
We, as a nation (and the state of California), have
elected government officials -that have mandated the
placement of highly-qualified teachers in every classroom.
These officials have determined what it takes to be termed
“highly-qualified” and set out guidelines for colleges to
follow. I think it is important that we, as a nation, are
aware oé.what is being expected of our teachers: the
reality of them being overworked and their personal monies
tapped before they even step foot into their classrooms.
Let us begin by loocking at teacher assessment.

In order to get or keep her job, an elementary
teacher must take two, 1f not three tests. (Since the
federal government is taking measures to encourage people
in otﬁer p:ofessions to become teachers, I will discﬁss

this subject in terms of three tests, considering those
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other professionals probably did not get a BA in liberal
arts.) Like me, many aspiring teachers will have to take
thé CBEST, RICA, and CSET. The CBEST is a “basic skills”
test comprised of math, reading, language arts, and
writing objectives. While some pass this test the first
time, th¢ majority have to retake certain sections until
théy get a passing score. The RICA assesses a teacher’s
ability to instruct her students in reading.‘ While I see
the need to ensure teachers have these “basic skills,” I
wonder if these assessments are any more efficient than
any other standardized test. Many intelligent and
successful (determined by their supervisors and/or their
students’ results on our state’s assessment) teachers have
feared losing their jobs because they could not pass one
or both of these assessments. The same principle goes for
the CSET, though the CSET is moét assuredly the mother of
all tests.

The weather was beautiful the morning I drove to the
college site I was assigned to take the MSAT. All I-knew
was that it was going to be a long test: two hours of
multiple-choice and three hours of essay covering all of
the standards I was to have learned during my sixteen

years of schooling. I could say at that point I was a
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little skittish, but my true fears didn’t materialize
until I reaéhed my destination one hour early, with enough
time to talk fo'fellow test takeré. They spoke of not
passing one of the sections by one poiﬁt and/or having to
take one,*if not both, sections several times béfore _
péssing, eagh time having to pay over $200. It did not
take long for me to realize I did not want to listen to
anymore stories, and was thankful when the doors opened
into the classroom where I was going to spend thelnext
five hdurs of my life. I cannot speak about the test in
detail, but if one could imagine how much information had
to be assessed to keep an educated person in a classroom,
completing a multiple-choice test, for two hours, one
might be able to get an idea; the test covered all
academic areas: reading, writing, math, science, social
studies, art, and physical education. After that, I was
given a ten-minute break only to return for the three-hour
short eséay section. When I handed in my test and walked
out of the classroom, I did not have the emotional energy -
to care whether I passed or not. I had a hard enough timé
concentrating on my driving so that I could get home

safely. My'intellect had been spent.
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While passing these tests did allow me bragging
rights for the rest of my life,‘did the process assure
that‘I.was going to be a great teacher? 1In fact, I kpow
of many who did not pass these tests who are just as good,
if not better, as the teachers who did. Then why are is
the government réquiring those who desire to become’
teachers to spend exorbitant amounts of money and time on
taking these tests? I exﬁect it i1s a direct result of
politicians trying to find an easy, concrete, and low-cost
way of assessing teacher’s academic “proficiency.” The
federal government made a mandate, and California found
the easiest way to meet it. The problem with this action:
is that it is costing both districts and teachers more
money. In implementing the NCLB we have created another
avenue of spending; this money is not being directed to
the classrooms short of supplies, but rathér into the
éocketbooks of managément. State educational funds are
being4directed to district officials whose time is spent
trying to ensure teacher certification. More teacher
money is being spent trying to take and pass state

assessments.
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Besides being assessed intensively by “basic skills”
tests,‘teachers must also attend classes and participate
in the studenf—teaching process. In order to have a
teacher credentialing program in California, a university
has to create ‘and submit a plan of instruction required.
for its students to obtain a credential. Since these
plans differ slightly from each other, I will use the
scﬁool I attended for my credential as the platform of
reference: Chapman University. To obtain a teaching
certificate, students must have/take four prerequisite
courses, a total of twelve credits, as well as take an
introductory block. (nine credits), content area block
(twelve units), capstone course (three units), and
directed field work (twelve units) for a total of forty-
six to forty—eight units (Chapman University College
Catalog). The NCLB boasts that the process of teacher
certification, all of the work and money paid for by
enrolleéé,.provides our schools with more qualified and
prepared individuals.

When I began my credential classes, I was looking
forward to becoming more “qualified.” I was forewarned by
fellow teachers not to expect too much; they told me that

the most useful information I gathered would be from my
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experiences in my own classroom. They told me that the
classes were just another hoop I had to jump through;
Sadly‘enough, this turned out to be true. I spent fouf
hours a night for each.class listening to student
presentations, watchiné videos, or discuséing the text
assigned.for homework. I gleaned bits and pieces of
applicable_information, but surely not enough to warrant’
the hours I put in. I had to resign myself to the fact
that my time, money, and desire to learn was being wasted
on “seat time” (required attendance) and bureaucracy.
Most of‘what I have learned about teaching has come from
my sink-or-swim experience of being thrown into the
classroom and collaborating with other teachers. We are
asking teachers to invest time;and money in certification
claéses and we need to gquestion whether the outccme is
worth our efforts.

When I asked féilow teachers whether they felt their.
“éértificatioﬁ” made them better teachers there was a
mixed reaction. While the majority (75%) of them felt
that it did not, 25% felt it did. Some who spoke in favor
of the process remarked on how it was an obportunity for
them to get their feet wet and give them a baseline of

knowledge and expectation for their students (teacher
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interviews). Those who spoke against it said the classes
were a waste of time and money, they did not take anything
away from it, and that the things they learned didn’t
apply to the classroom (teacher interviews). Both sidés
.spoke in favor of directed teaching (being a student-
téacher), saying hands-on learning was the most helpful in
preparing them for their own classrooms.

When I askedAthese teachers what suggestions they
might have to improve the process to certification in
Californié, they were not at a loss for answers. Some
remarked that the state should work towards getting
stﬁdents into successful classrooms and schools in their
difected teaching courses and having more control over who
could be titled a “Master Teacher” (a certified teacher
who opens her classroom for a student-teacher) (teacher
interviews). Another comment made is tﬁat we should give
student-teachers more opportunities to be in front of
students; they should.be at school for key points of the
school year, such as the first day of school and parent
conferences (teacher interviews). They also suggested
that classes be more curriculum-specific and related to
pertinent information, such as how to handle a classroom

or write long-term lesson plans (teacher interviews). All
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we would need to do is re-direct funds. Monies could be
~ funneled to school sites where the fostering of student
teachers woﬁld be taking place. Instruction to studeht—
teachers could be given on an individual basis within the
context of a classroom, students would benefit from having f
an aspiring educator in the classroom to aid in
instruction, and the money spent on teécher ceftification
would be given diréctly to the school site and filtered
into the classrooms.

One thing both government officials and teachers
agree on is, for tﬁe most part, good instruction results
in substantial academic progress. The NCLB cites this as
the reason to insist highly-qualified instructors are in

each classroom by the end of the 2005-2006 school year.

oe

Of the teacheré interviewed, 63 said that effective
instruction will ensure learning for every child while 37%
noted the outside facﬁors that impact a student’s ability
to learn. Either way, I think all would agree that
students benefit acadeﬁically from having qualified
teachers in the classroom. Instead of taking the
government’s and state institution’s individual view on

what makes a “qualified” teacher, we need to organize a

board of successful teachers, administrators, and
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gdvernment officials to determine what steps California
should take in making the certification process a
beneficial experience rather than a waste of time and

money.

- State Assessment

Due the perceived failure of the public schools to
meet the needs of individual students under the
accountability and direction of ‘the state, the federal
government has required that states, receiving federal
funds, be held accountable by the reporting of standard-
assessment results. On the topic of state assessment, the
U.S. Department of Education website, on the topic of
NCLB, makes some interesting points that inspire
reflection: state testing and national accountability
helps students achieve academic proficienéy, state tests
are an objective means of showing student achievement and
progress, tests adequately assess academic achievement
gaps between disadvantaged and othervstudents, and its
goals of student mastery of state standards are fair and
achievable (100% master of standards by 100% of the
students - testing 95% of all groups - by 2013-14) (U.S.

Dept. of Ed.}.
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It is implied by the NCLB Act of 2001 that national
reborting of the outcome of state assessments will'result_
in students becoming more . .academically proficient;
required state report cards will ensure that there are a
set of standards taught and assessed at each grade level
and.sﬁudents will benefit from the consistency and
reinforced concepts of the tests. Laura Bush comments,
“You are giving a test so you’ll know what you need to do.
You can’t solve the problem unless you can diagnose it”
("First lady defends”). While accountability and concrete
objectives create a clear and uniformed vision,
standardized tests, written by companies not familiar with
the classroom and balanced assessment, cfeate a shift of
educational practices. While you can argue that the
assessment “holds teachers accountable for teaching the
state standards,” you also have to ask how this type of
assessment affects the teaching of them (teacher
interviews).‘ gYou arelnot teaching proficiency, you are
teachiﬁg céncepts. Test focused is not student focused.
The test givés you a stérting point but it does not prove

-proficiency” (teachef interviews). In fact, 88% of the
teachers I interviewed do not believe the test itself

ensures academic progress, but they do cite certain
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benefits of it. TIf the results of the test are handled
correctly, it is “helpful for instructing students in_
small gréups;ﬁ as they are grouped by determined ability, -
“and “helps guide instruction” (teacher intérviews)..
However, they also speak of. detriments to educatiqn,‘Such
as having standards “crammed down your throat with sé much
hanging on it,” “cléssifying students and teachers by one

7 W

assessment, stress level and format skew(ing) results,”
and the pressure that federal funds are dependent on the
outcome of it (teacher interviews).

If so much is riding on the outcome of this assessment,
we have to ask ourselveé the test itself is “an objective
means of showing student achievement and progress” (NCLB,
U.S. Dept. of Ed.). This was a difficult gquestion for the
teachefslI_inferviéwedf'some would say no, but then give
reasons in support for its objectiveness, while others
would say yes,.and also cite ways in which it could be
more objective. A few liked that standardized tests “left
no room for teacher interpretation” and that this created
an “unbiased report of students’ abilities” (teacher
interviews). One argued that “it is anglo/caucasion

based” and the tests are “not written at grade-level

ability” (teacher interviews). Others spoke of how the
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“testing envifbnment is a different atmosphere and not
_conducive for kids to sth what they have learned,” and
that the tests.“do not actually show what the child is
'Capéble of. It is mostly to show how teachers are not
doingitheir work” (teacher interviews). Most agree that
“it should not be the only meéns to measure progress and
sucéess" (teacher interviews).

I then asked for suggestions they had to improve. the
objectiveness and efficiency of the tests. They suggested
that the test-creators “know the social demographics of-
the school they are sending the tests to” (teacher
interviews). If they want a true assessment of students’
skills, they should not make cultural differences another
hurdle for the students to jump. Others suggested
" assessing student application of skills through a more
“hands-on or open-ended questions” and having students
demonstrate their knowledge, showing their work and the
thinking process” (teacher interviews). They also
suggested having teachers create and grade the tests,
“making sure only the grade level standards are assessed,”
and giving the “tests at the end of the year instead of

three-fourths of the way through” (teacher interviews).
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The federal government created the NCLB because they
wanted to make sure each student’s academic needs were
being addressed, and that no child would be left behind.
They want each individual child to be taught, assessed,
land brought to grade level standards: most importantly,
the disadvantaged studénts. According to their website,
the state tests “assess academic achievement gaps between
disadvantaged students and other students” so that they
may be identified and rectified (U.S. Dept. of Ed.).
While the teachers agreed that the ocutcome of these tests
for disadvantaged students are relatively accurate in
showing the academic areas in which they were high or low,
they did not think it was a complete and accurate
assessment of their individual skills. “The test is juét a
piece of paper that shows at, above, or below standards.
It does not show thinking process. For ADD and ELL
students, tﬁey get overwhelmed and give up” (teacher
interviews). The overall thought was that RSP students
were not given enough time and allowances, and ELL
students had the disadvantages of their language
barrier/difficulties in completing the math sections. As

a result, we are spending tax dollars to inadequately
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assess the skills of disadvantaged students instead of
using the‘money to buy the time and resources we need to.
better instruct them.

| As we stand on this unstable and ever-changing ground
of state. assessment, the 2013-2014 school year quickly
approaches. By that time, the federal government expects
the state of Californié to have 100% of its students at
100% mastery of the standards - testing 95% of all groups
'(ﬁ.S. Dept. of Ed.). To the question as to whether this
goal is fair and achievable, the teachers answered with a
resounding, “No,” sometimes in the disguise of fabsolutely
not” and “hell no” (teacher interviews). “Oﬁr state’s
standards are too high for that sort of thing,” remarked
one teacher. “If they want that, there’s too much for a
teacher to teach in 180 days. Kids come in behind and
they’ re suppose to catch up? You have to build from where
they start” (teacher interviews). In the light of these
facts, it will Ee interesting to see how Californialisvl
going to attempt to jump the bar they have set. Other
states, already, are talking about making their goals of
gproficiency”Amore attainable. “Either you’re dumbing

(the test) down to make it achievable or some
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fail. Ydu’re not allowing people to be people.” “There'’s
not one business that performs at 100% with 100% of their
staff” (teacher interviews). If the goal is unattainable;
we are spending frivolously. Not only 1s our money being
- wasted paddling upstream, but we are not even supplying
the paddles. Districts, site officials, and teachers are
madly slapping. at the water with their bare hands,
thankful for the boat that is keeping them afloat, and we
as a nation are losing ground.

According to highly-qualified teachers in California,
this attempted reform, for the most part, is\not living up
to its own expected outcomes. If our desire is for our
éducational system to create a learning environment in
which every child can succeed, our government needs to

turn its ear to the professionals in the field of

education.

Proposed Avenues of Reform
The United State’s educational system needs reform
and we need to find an effective means of bringing it
about. While our federal and state government (s) have
generated ideas of how to revamp the system, they have.

neglected the opportunity to collaborate with current
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feachers, districts, and site officials. California needs
to begin by “put(ting) effective teachers in the

. legislature;. The people making the rules do not know what
is.going on in the schools,” what are attainable goals,
“or how to assess them to see if they éré making those
éoals” (teacher interview). If you wantéd a freshly baked
cake for your party, you would not go see the butcher.'
Our road to reform needs to begin by seeking the council
of those whose specialty is in the field of educafioﬁ, and
who put their hearts into it on a daily basis. If we
would turn an ear to these voices, we would hear them
speak of local, even schodi—site based accountability, and
the need for more resources, parental involvement,'and
smaller class sizes.

Who would better know the academic and social needs
of its students than each school district or site? It
would make sense, then, to give the power of creating the
assessments of both teacher and student performance to
local educational agencies. Teacher’s performance could
be assessed by the principals’ visits to classrooms.

“Make teachers accountable on school-site basis. Have
principals visit classrooms and give feedback, instead of

having people who are not even in the classroom or in the
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field of education telling teachers you’re not doing a
good Jjob” (teacher interviews). 1In addition, student’s
performance could be assessed by standards-based tests
created by the collaborative efforts of teachers in eéch
district. Monies would be direcfed to creating effective
assessments of students’ skills, those that are sensitive
to the cultural and social diversity of a given area,
while still concreﬁe in assuring state standards are
taught. District plans of assessment and their results
could be created and submitted to the state, who, in turn,
could submit it to the federal government. Money would no
longer be spent creating inefficient assessments and so
could be directed to classroom resources.

If we want state standards taught, we must be given
the means to teach them effectively. Teachers should not
have to wait until they have been teaching for five years
to get adequéte materials for their classrooms. Students
need to be'supplied with the basic materials and resources
.needed to learn each state standard. To accomplish this,
officials at the district level who make financial and
curricular decisions should be comprised of successful
teachers.who are rotated back into the classroom every two

years. This will assure the insider’s voice is preserved
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and decisions made on the basis of classroom efficiency,
not personal status or financial gain. To work towards

the academic success of each individual student, we must
- work céliaboratively and unselfishly.

We also need to look at the extent of parental
involvement in each student’s academic life. This topié
held points of frustration and desired resolve in each
teacher interview I participated in. Some spdke of the
need of parenting classes in learning how to deél most
effgctively with their kids on both a social and academic
level, “mak(ing) parents read with kids and help with
homework” (teacher interview). Districts could offer
early evening classes for parents to attend with their
children to foster tutoring with homework ;nd build up the
family as a social unit. Many times I have met parents
whé shy away ffom being involved in their child’s
education because they feel uncertain about their ability
to be successful in assisting them. Why not channel our
monies to provide an environment that fosters learningf
If the fear of failure were taken away, more parenté would

be involved. TIf there were a greater overall parental
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involvement, teachers would be less involved in discipline
problems and able to-direct their energies to the class as
a'whole.

One other area in dire need of adjustment is clasé;
size. I have had parents come into my room and ask, “Are’
these all yours?” and “Don’t you have an aide?” The
amount of students per teacher, especially in the lower
grades, 1s alarming. |

In 1996, California began a class size reduction
program. Then-governor Pete Wilson announced
that primary schools would receive $650 annually
for each student.(an améunt later increased to
$800) if they would agree to reduce class sizes
in the early grades from the statewide average
of more than 28 students to not more than 20
students in each class. (16)
This plan has since fallen to the wayside. There was a
significantly marked increase of academic achievement of
the students when there were twenty of them to one
teacher, so why have such successful efforts been
surrendered? Districts discovered there were not enough

funds given by the state to support this type of program.
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California followed the leading of Tennessee’s
project STAR and Wisconsin’s SAGE program. “STAR
.iﬁvestigators found that the students in small classes
were 0.5 months ahead of the otﬁer students by the end of.
Kindergarteh,-l.9 months ahead at the end of 1°° grade, 5.6

2™ grade, and 7.1 months ahead by the end

mbﬁths ahead in
of 3* grade” (16). The students in this program showed
additional academic achievéments as they progressed
through school, including better grades, less drop-outs
and retentions, an increased interest in foreign languaées
and college prep courses, and being included amoﬁg the top
25% of their class (16). In Wisconsin’s SAGE program,
“their achievement scores are roughly comparable to those
from Project STAR” and, as with the other study, “African
American students have made relatively larger gains” (16).
Where California fell short was in the amount of money it
dedicated to this reform: only $800 per student as
compared to the funding of SAGE’s program at $2000 per
student (16).

If we want true reform of our educational system, we
need to think proactively and invest our money in teaching
our students rather than spending it on large-scale, and

inefficient assessments and reform efforts. . Classrooms
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must be supplied with at least the basic materials needed
to instruct every student in the state’s content
standards. We should also direct our efforts and monies
to providing-thesé students with genuine learning
opportunities and not squelch the natural desire to learn
that is within eéch one of us. If we want to ensure
highly-qualified teachers in every classroom, we need to
invést our money in adequately training, retaining, and
duly compensating the teachers who are already in the
classrooms of the public school-system. In the area of
teacher certification, we need to direct teacher training,
and the money for such, to school sites. The federal
government’s steps in assuring accountability for teaching
the State’s standards and full teacher-certification is a
direct reflection of its citizens’ voices; we have lost
faith in the educational system. This loss calls for
increased community involvement in the educating of its
young citizens. We need to bring parents, teachers,
school districts, and state officials to the table for
discussion, because each is responsible and must be held
accountable for the current state of our educational
system. Let ﬁs stop wasting'our energies and finances in

trivial pursuit of who is to blame, and use them instead
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to help carry the load, create effective programs that
will fully diagnose and educate our students, and allow
each to discover what it means to live in the land of
opportunity, with all of its hopes and, if properly

funded, attainable dreams.
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