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Ground-breaking California Report Reveals Flaws in No Child Left Behind--

Part of a National Call For Bush Administration, Congress to Strengthen 

Public Information & Involvement in NCLB

Members of the Public Concerned about NCLB’s Impact on Accountability, 

Teacher Quality, and Building Community

CALIFORNIA, April 11, 2005 – Although No Child Left Behind (NCLB) does address key issues that concern parents, students and community leaders in California, the results of a new report called Open to the Public reveal that the public perceives NCLB actually adds more burdens to the already-serious problems in the state than it resolves.  

Open to the Public: Speaking Out on No Child Left Behind is the result of two statewide hearings held in Summer 2004 sponsored by Washington-based nonprofit Public Education Network (PEN).  Linking Education and Economic Development (LEED) hosted a hearing in Sacramento, while a coalition of 14 organizations led by the Urban Education Partnership led a hearing in Los Angeles.  The James Irvine Foundation provided support.  The hearings provided a vital opportunity for the parents, students and community members who are grappling with the effects of the law to make their voices and opinions heard for the first time.

Several years before NCLB, California began implementing sweeping accountability strategies, but then had to radically modify a lynchpin strategy, the school quality index, when the federal law came into effect.  An overarching theme emerged from both California hearings: while NCLB could potentially assist in the struggle to improve local schools, some doubtful policies are also emerging—and those charged with implementing the Act are falling short of the mark.  

In addition to California, PEN held NCLB public hearings in Illinois, Massachusetts, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Tennessee and Texas. A national report, synthesizing the opinions of hundreds of Americans participating in nine hearings in eight states and over 12,000 Americans who took part in an online survey, vigorously called on federal officials to enforce key provisions of NCLB to avoid undermining public support for the law’s goals. Hearing officers were particularly listening for evidence in three areas that PEN determined to be central to NCLB: accountability, teacher quality, and building a committed community.  The national and state reports may be found at http://www.publiceducation.org. 

“Although the law mentions parent and community involvement more than 300 times, the most dramatic shift in federal education policy in half a century is shutting out many of the nation’s parents and the public from effective involvement with their schools,” said Wendy D. Puriefoy, president of PEN. “Rather than bringing Americans closer to their public schools, implementation of the law is making more Americans mistrust them.”

“LEED was pleased to host the Northern California Hearing,” said Deanna Hanson, CEO of LEED.  “The voices of parents, students, the community, and business regarding the impact of NCLB are rarely considered.  We hope these stakeholder group’s input is considered during deliberations on changes to NCLB.”

“Access to quality public education is this country’s greatest need for our youth, particularly those from at-risk communities,” said Johnny Darnell Griggs, Chairman and CEO of the Urban Education Partnership.  “Without academic skills, children from low-income families are destined for minimum-wage jobs that merely perpetuate the cycle of poverty.”

Although there were many different opinions expressed at the California meetings, there was a strong consensus on certain aspects of the law:

· California parents, students and community leaders support NCLB’s accountability and reporting requirements, but they demand a better system of assessments—one that includes better tests, inclusion of a broader range of skills that doesn’t narrow the curriculum, and an explanation of the purposes and consequences of the state assessments.

· “Proper” certification of a teacher under NCLB tends to create bureaucratic barriers and does not guarantee that children in California are being taught by competent educators.  Students want teachers who go the extra mile in caring about the kids and education.  In addition, parents are not being provided with adequate information about the quality of their children’s teachers.

· Despite NCLB’s firm emphasis on parent involvement, many schools and districts are only paying “lip service” to parent requirements and may often be violating the law.  Parents simply aren’t being involved enough in the decision-making process.

· Parents and community leaders want good schools in their own neighborhoods.  Choice is not viewed as a valid opportunity--even if they did want to exercise the choice to move to another school, that option is often moot because there are very few vacancies in higher-performing schools.

 “I don’t want No Child Left Behind to stay as a wonderful idea.  I want it to really become as it should be and have it really serve to improve our children’s education and that way, better our community as a whole,” stated parent Maria Leon (speaking in Spanish) at the Los Angeles hearing. 

Support for the Public Hearings came from The Wallace Alexander Gerbode Foundation, The George Gund Foundation, The James Irvine Foundation, Nellie Mae Education Foundation, New York Community Trust, and Open Society Institute.

Public Education Network is a national organization of local education funds (LEFs) and individuals working to improve public schools and build public support for quality public education for poor and disadvantaged children in low-income communities across the nation and through our international affiliate in the Philippines. PEN and its 89 LEF members work in 34 states and the District of Columbia on behalf of 12 million children in more than 1600 school districts, seeking to bring the community voice into the debate on quality public education in the firm belief that an active, vocal constituency will ensure every child, in every community, a quality public education.
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