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Ground-breaking Pennsylvania Report Reveals Public Concern Regarding 

No Child Left Behind—

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

Public Information & Involvement in NCLB

Members of the Public  Speak to NCLB’s Impact on Accountability, 

Teacher Quality, and Building Community

PENNSYLVANIA, April 11, 2005 – Although No Child Left Behind (NCLB) addresses critical issues that concern parents, students and community leaders in Pennsylvania, the results of a new report called Open to the Public reveal a public perception that NCLB  adds burdens to the already-serious problems in the state.  

Open to the Public: Speaking Out on No Child Left Behind is the result of hearings held across Pennsylvania, culminating in a state hearing in Harrisburg.  The national sponsor of the hearing was Washington-based nonprofit Public Education Network (PEN).  The Pennsylvania Public Education Partnership, a three-year-old alliance of local education funds, sponsored the meetings.  Formed with the support of PEN and the Annenberg Foundation, the Partnership is composed of the Lancaster Foundation for Educational Enrichment, Mon Valley Education Consortium, Philadelphia Education Fund, and the Pittsburgh Council of Public Education.  

The Partnership held hearings in Pittsburgh, Uniontown, Erie, Belle Vernon, Altoona, Lancaster, and Philadelphia.  The hearings provided an important opportunity for Pennsylvania parents, students and community members to make their voices and opinions heard, while they seek to understand this critical legislation.

“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, there is a danger that implementation of the law is making more Americans mistrust them.”

In addition to Pennsylvania, PEN held NCLB public hearings in New York, Ohio, California, Massachusetts, Illinois, 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. 

The testimony at the hearings revealed that the public believes in the goals of NCLB and does not shy away from the idea of accountability in the schools.  However, testimony made it clear that parents, teachers and community members perceive inherent flaws in the law that seem unfair and that implementation problems could undermine trust between public education and the communities it serves.   

“I grieve that NCLB has turned our classrooms into pressured assembly lines that turn out rote robots who have learned what to do and how to do it to pass a test and save a school from being labeled as a failure,” said the Rev. Sallie Jo Snyder from Erie at the hearing.  “It saddens me to hear fifth graders no longer talking about a poem they wrote for their creative writing lesson or their amazement at learning a really cool fact about history….Instead of these things, which make a well-rounded, more civically engaged person, fifth graders in the current environment of today’s classrooms now talk about in what percentile they scored.”

Although there were many different opinions expressed at the Pennsylvania hearings, there was a strong consensus on certain aspects of the law’s implementation:

· Inadequately designed assessments, and a narrowing of the curriculum because of pressure to raise scores, even though those who testified endorsed accountability as a principle.

· Inadequacy of currently used definitions of teacher quality, including a lack of emphasis on skills for teaching diverse students.  

· Lack of communication with parents and communities about components of NCLB, as well as criticism of the use of information to “label” schools.

· Confusion about the source of inadequate funding to the schools.

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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