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In 1965, the United States Department of Education enacted the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  The ESEA authorized funds 

for professional development, instructional technology, Title I, drug and violence 

prevention programs, and other educational support for students in the primary 

and secondary public schools.  Since the end of its first five-year term, the 

government then reauthorized the Act every five years thereafter.   

As President Bush began his office in 2002, he reauthorized the ESEA 

and renamed it as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).   Through bipartisan 

vote, the Act became law.  The NCLB proposes to provide all students with a fair, 

equal, and significant opportunity to access high-quality education through the 

following criteria: 

• Accountability: All students are expected to demonstrate grade-level 

proficiency. 

• Flexibility:  School districts have the freedom to choose how they use 

the federal education funds to improve student achievement. 

• Research-Based Education:  Educational programs and practices 

offered have been proven effective through scientific research. 

• Parent Options:  If a school fails to meet the Academic Yearly Progress 

targets in two or more years straight, the school must then give eligible 

students the chance to transfer to higher-performing local schools, 

receive free tutoring, or attend after-school programs.  

• Teacher Qualifications:  All teachers must be “highly qualified” for their 

teaching assignments.  The requirements include holding a valid state 
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teaching credential and at least a bachelor’s degree in the appropriate 

subject matter and demonstrating subject matter competency through 

a state standardized test or an evaluation process. 

There is an ongoing assessment.  Teachers are measured in their content 

expertise and instruction of the state-adopted curricula to the students. Schools 

hire and retain only those who are NCLB-compliant.  All others are turned away, 

veterans and novices alike.  “Life time” credentials are no longer issued. Post-

baccalaureate students applying to the teaching credential program must meet 

the Basic Skills Requirements.  Before the candidates are in the classroom 

student-teaching, they must fulfill all the other requirements.  Teaching does not 

give the strong job security it once did.  Good teachers will stay and bad teachers 

will leave. 

Students are tested.  In May of each year, students demonstrate their 

yearly growth in the California Standards Test.  Their scores go on their 

permanent records.  Based on their performance, the school then receives its 

report card and an Academic Performance Index.  The API is available to the 

public.  Parents have access to this information before they decide where to 

enroll or whether or not to transfer their children.   

In NCLB, everyone is held accountable for learning, and science 

education is no exception to this.  Followed by the rigorous testing in English 

Language Arts and mathematics, the NCLB piloted the 8th grade science testing 

in May 2006.  The first official 8th grade science California Standards Test 

debuted in May 2007.  So far, there have not been enough data collected to 
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conclusively assess whether or not the students in California are adequately 

mastering the physical science contents and to comparatively assess whether or 

not they are making a progress, but the concern arises to many schools that are 

already at risk.  

Since the state content standards have been mandated in 1993, there 

have been a wide spectrum of discussions on how to most effectively reach all 

students to meet the grade-level standards:  What are the needs of the students?  

How will the state and the nation address the needs so that all students are 

successful?  What are the available resources?  Where are the achievement 

gaps?  Why are they there?  What are the appropriate intervention strategies to 

close the gaps?  How are the students gaining from the standards and the 

standardized tests?  Are teachers positively impacting education in science 

through these state-adopted curricula?  Is the program a hit or a miss?  Who is 

responsible for learning--the students, the teachers, the parents, or the public?  

Should NCLB be reauthorized?  If so, how?  If not, what is next?   

At the moment, there are a lot more questions than there are answers.  No 

one seems to have all the answers.  Rather, no one seems to entirely agree on 

any one answer.  Before setting any other legislative measures or mobilizing the 

union against yet another reform, all parties involved in the process need to first 

review the latest research in this field and make an informed decision.  Instant 

results should not be expected either.  The only way to find out its result is to 

conduct a longitudinal study to investigate the long-term correlation between 
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standardized testing and student achievement.  Ultimately, the goal is to reach 

and bring success to every student of every teacher at every school. 

Is testing then truly raising the quality of education in the classroom?  Are 

students, teacher, and schools now more motivated and committed to academic 

performance?  Could the yearly quantitative data clearly demonstrate growth or 

decline in any meaningful way?  Aside from the obvious Blue Ribbon and 

California Distinguished labels awarded to the overachievers, what then are the 

consequences for the schools hanging at the other end of the academic 

performance index?  What support, if any, will these schools receive?  Should 

expectations be held high but resources be inadequate?  No one-size-fits-all 

solution can quickly resolve the deeply rooted issues in the Los Angeles Unified 

School District (or any other disproportionately underserved districts). 

In short, NCLB is a hotly debated topic in education.  From personal 

observations, there are a lot more teachers who are against than there are for 

this.  Although its implementation could be significantly improved, it is overall a 

success (in progress) and not a total failure as many have relentlessly testified.  

To witness its impact, it would need another few years to bring about the desired 

long-term changes.  At its least, the educators across the nation have come 

together (or apart) with much passion to share their expertise and voice their two 

cents.  These professional exchanges are priceless.   As much effort is needed 

to fight against a cause as it is needed to stand for it.  Unfortunately, a lot more is 

invested in its resistance than in its acceptance.  If the same amount of energy 

could instead be channeled to sharpening instructional strategies, strengthening 
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content knowledge, and supporting struggling students, the school community 

would soon experience the intended fruit of the overtly loathed reform.  At its 

best, no-excuse policy challenges everyone to rethink of each student for the 

potentials and not for the shortcomings.  No child should ever be left behind by 

default.  Teachers, schools, and parents will work together as a team to offer 

support services. 

A change is not comfortable period.  Discomfort is inconvenient and 

unpredictable.  Nonetheless, neither should ever be an end goal in education (or 

in any career for that matter).  Maintaining the status quo is (probably) not why 

recent college grads and other mid-career businessmen and women enter this 

profession.  For those who are strongly against this accountability, what truly are 

their objections?  Are they selfishly concerned about their own security?  Or, are 

they selflessly worried about their students’ future in this globalization?   

Through standardized instruction, students across the state receive the 

same contents at the same level.  This has not always been the case.  Now a 

classroom in the inner city at the low socioeconomic status has equal access to 

high-quality education as another classroom in the suburban upper middle class 

neighborhood.  There is a strong corporate commitment to improve public 

education, and everyone has quantifiable goals to reach.  Schools where the 

expectations have been low are now faced with the challenge of finding creative 

solutions to meet the needs of the students and bring them to success.  

Otherwise, the school fails its AYP goal and is in jeopardy of closing down and 

turning its administration to a third party.  However, no school has actually been 
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shut down as warned.  As turning around a bankrupt business is not so easy, 

breaking away the culture of poverty and high dropout rate is not so easy either. 

Standardized testing translates to data.  Students can quantitatively see 

their proficiency (or lack of) in each subject matter and their academic growth (or 

decline) each year.  This visual presentation guides the students to set goals for 

the following year and the teachers to identify areas of reinforcement.  Although 

every set of data represents an individual student whose unique makeup is far 

more complex, it at least provides a tangible baseline.  This end-of-the-year 

report is another piece in the big picture and a common language tool to 

communicate with each other. 

 According to the NCLB California Report Card, between 2003 and 2005: 

• Fourth-grade reading proficiency increased by eight percentage points  

• Fourth-grade mathematics proficiency increased by five percentage 

points  

As schools are held responsible for their students’ performance, they must 

streamline what they have to meet the standards.  In May 2005, the Los Angeles 

Times featured one of the four California middle schools honored by the National 

Forum for its student achievements.  At John F. Kennedy Middle School, located 

only a few miles north of the California-Mexico border, every student falls in the 

low family income category and receives free or discounted lunches.  Two-thirds 

of the student population are English Language Learners.  To accommodate the 

student needs, the school offers classes after-school and on Saturdays for those 

students who are not yet proficient in their grade-level.  In the evenings, 
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computer labs are available for students and parents to use.  There are parent 

workshops to be informed about the school academic expectations and the 

college application process.  By identifying the student population and its needs, 

the school strategically aligned its resources to produce the desired results as 

proven by its test scores. 

To raise the quality of education in the classroom, the priority is to support 

the teachers and the schools to provide services for all their students.  The 

punitive consequences can neither solve nor motivate.  At Monroe Elementary 

School, teachers work together in teams.  They meet regularly to analyze test 

data for their classes and for the entire grade level.  They invite parents to 

become involved through monthly newsletters and parent workshops.  Principal 

Rob Murphy lays the expectation that “everyone is responsible for all the kids at 

the school.”  The school received the 2004-05 Title I Academic Achievement 

Award for its progress of ranking on the statewide Academic Performance Index 

improved at twice the expected rate.  The state sets an API goal of 800 on a 

scale of 200 to 1,000 for each school.  The index is based on student 

performance on standardized tests and testing participation rates. Monroe 

started with a base 711 API score and was expected to grow to 715.  Instead, it 

reached to 735 in only two years.  The most significant growth was among the 

poor students.  The school receives federal Title I funds based on the high 

percentage of low-income students. The goal for the low-income students was 

684. Instead, they reached 712.  Given a goal, the students exceeded the 

expectations by far.  Having experienced the success, they will not be more 
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motivated to pursue higher and will be an inspiration to others who are still 

struggling to pull through.  Clearly, success is within reach. 

 A year before NCLB passed, North Tamarind Elementary School was 

recognized for its success.  However, when the federal law went into effect, the 

barometer to measure success changed.  North Tamarind then became a 

Program Improvement (PI) school.  North Tamarind is now in year four of PI 

because some of its Spanish-speaking subgroup are not meeting the grade-level 

proficiency in the state standardized English Language Arts test.  Fifty percent of 

the student population are native Spanish speakers.  To improve the test scores, 

the administrators and teachers had no options except to restructure how they 

teach.  Teachers began implementing new strategies by placing the students into 

groups based on their language abilities to work on listening, speaking, and 

reading.  The school has not yet reached its AYP goals, but it is slowly on its way 

to reach one student at a time. 

 Educating the next generation is a worthy pursuit.  As parents, teacher, 

and policy makers, the role we play has a lasting impact on the individual 

students and on the nation as a whole.  A lot of resources have been invested 

and much more will be, but every penny is making a difference, and the cost not 

to will be much higher.  No law or system can produce its intended results 

without the commitment and dedication of the teacher in each classroom.  NCLB 

offers the platform on which the teacher then can impart the expertise, exercise 

the autonomy, and create the opportunity for all students to access the possibility 

and experience the success they would not otherwise. 
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