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Abstract: Since being signed into law by President Bush in early 2002, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) has been a source of controversy and debate. NCLB's strict testing standards are viewed by some as a refreshing step in the right direction. Others, however, view the standards and harsh penalties as too strict. In this paper we briefly outline the "four pillars" which make up NCLB. In addition, we look at common arguments made for and against NCLB.

A crisis in public education currently exists in America. In a recent worldwide study ranking the knowledge of fifteen year-olds, the USA finished 18th, behind such countries as Iceland, Hungary, and France [1]. In an effort to improve public education, school spending budgets have been greatly increased in recent years. Throwing money at the problem, however, has been a complete failure: Education spending in real dollars has nearly doubled since 1980, with no appreciable increase in test scores [2]. 

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 aims to change the public school system of America by reforming certain programs. At the heart of NCLB are its “four pillars” of demanding higher test scores, giving local schools more discretion in spending federal dollars, focusing on scientifically proven education methods, and giving parents a stronger voice in the education of their children [3].

NCLB sets lofty standards for schools. Annual tests for all public schools must be given in mathematics, science and reading. Adequate progress must be made each year, with a 100% pass rate goal by the year 2014. In addition, tougher educational requirements are placed on teachers. All elementary school teachers are required to hold a bachelor’s degree, and degreeless secondary school teachers are required to pass a rigorous test.

Penalties for not meeting NCLB standards are severe. After two consecutive years of inadequate progress, a school is required to allow its students to attend a nearby higher performing school in the same district, with the under-performing school paying all transportation expenses. After three years, a slew of “supplemental education services” including tutoring and remedial classes must be provided to students at the school. Upon missing progress standards for four years, school staff must be replaced and curriculum revamped. Should a school miss standards for five consecutive years, drastic actions are taken. Significant restructuring will occur, including a possible state takeover [4].

Like any sweeping government legislation, NCLB has caused much controversy. Proponents claim that NCLB is a step in the right direction with its strong school accountability. However, many opponents believe the school penalties for not meeting standards are unfair, especially on schools in lower income neighborhoods. In this paper we present arguments from both sides on the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.

Even though NCLB is still in its infancy, it is already having a tremendous effect on informing parents of school fitness. According to John Boehner, chairman of the House Committee on Education and the Workforce, “Two years ago only five states were complying with a law requiring schools to produce individual school report cards outlining vital statistics (test scores, teacher qualifications, dropout rates, etc.) about the school… Today, the NCLB is insisting that every state comply with those regulations, bringing a much-needed dose of accountability to our education system [9].” Armed with performance statistics about their child’s school, parents can make informed decisions about their child’s education. Giving parents hard data makes it easier for them to hold schools directly accountable for poor performance.

One common cry of anti-NCLB activists is that test scores do not necessarily correlate to true ability. They argue that students will be taught explicitly for standards tests rather than learning useful information. According to Philadelphia teacher Nancy Baker, “it (improved scores) doesn't mean they are better readers or better mathematicians. They are better at taking the test.” Standards tests are produced to quiz students on the most important information they should know. It is impossible to be better at “taking the test” without also becoming more educated; you cannot correctly answer the question “Who was the sixteenth President of the United States” without first learning that it was Abraham Lincoln. If the student knows the answer then the school has done its job regardless of the teaching methods used. Thus, Baker’s argument holds little validity. If critics have issues with the content of standards tests then they should work to get the content revised. The idea of standards testing, however, is a sound concept grounded in common sense.

Probably the most significant part of NCLB is its standards and penalties system. According to former Secretary of Education Rod Paige, “Our commitment… is to see every child in America – regardless of ethnicity, income, or background – achieve high standards.” Traditionally, schools in lower income neighborhoods do not perform as well as schools in higher income neighborhoods. Recently this has become an excuse for failure, as if it was okay to fail students just because they are not wealthy. NCLB aims to close this “achievement gap” by forcing all schools to make progress in educating their students. Since progress is clearly defined as improving student test scores from pervious years, NCLB removes income level as an excuse. Improvements must be made in both the richest and the poorest schools. 

Critics of NCLB often claim that the progress standards set are too difficult to achieve. According to the Baltimore Sun, “most educators think the NCLB has replaced what President Bush -- its leading proponent -- called the ‘bigotry of low expectations’ with the chaos of too-high expectations [5].” While expectations for NCLB may be a bit extreme, aiming to achieve greatness and then falling short is not necessarily a negative. Clearly, striving to dramatically improve the education of all children is a better idea than being complacent to the idea that failure is acceptable. In fact, student test scores are already improving under NCLB. In George W. Bush’s 2005 State of the Union Address he said, “Under the No Child Left Behind Act, standards are higher, test scores are on the rise and we are closing the achievement gap for minority students [6].” Indeed, test scores are improving under NCLB. For example, reading and math test scores in California have improved across the board [7].

One of the provisions of NCLB allows for poor performing schools to be transformed into charter schools after five consecutive years of unacceptable testing progress. Chartering allows schools to operate independent of the local school district with curriculum tailored to their students and community. According to the Manhattan Institute, charter schools frequently outperform their non-chartered neighbors. In a published evaluation report, they “found positive effects from charter schools serving general populations [8].” As of yet, no public schools have been transformed to charter schools since NCLB has only been in effect for approximately two years. However in several years once chronically failing schools are identified, many will be replaced. This will likely to an improvement in the education of attending students.

Another emphasis of NCLB is its requirement that schools implement tested and proven methods for teaching students. According to the Department of Education, “No Child Left Behind puts special emphasis on determining what educational programs and practices have been proven effective through rigorous scientific research. [11].” The NCLB act is clear – schools should not be playing dangerous games with the education of young children by subjecting them to radical, unproven education methods. When dealing with a subject as important as education, it makes sense to stick to what works with little variation. There is a proper forum for testing new educational methods in controlled scientific studies. Clearly, schools should not be turned into mad science experiments with new questionable teaching methods.


Although the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 was initially established to allow equal opportunity for all races and all social-economically challenged individuals, there are some problems that arise over the years. One of these particular challenges school districts face is in the rural areas of the United States.


One of the challenges rural parts of the country face is that school districts have always been challenged by financial support from the government. This tagged along with the fact that rural communities have many poor families that live in that area. In many rural districts, the population is small; therefore, economically the districts will be challenged. To implement the NCLB policy, it does require more funding which means this is going to increase the financial difficulty of many rural districts [12]. In many districts, the financial budget is not just for the implementation of NCLB, there are other aspects to consider. For example, the cost of new materials for the new curriculum, teaching materials etc. All these require more funding and therefore, it would be even more difficult for small districts in the rural areas of United States.


Another point to why NCLB is difficult to implement in rural areas is because some rural schools have a large population of poor families. Students from poor families traditionally do not perform well in the school. Therefore, when NCLB implements its testing for the “adequate yearly progress” (AYP), it is highly unfair to many of these students as compared to students who have a more advantageous family background [12]. With this in mind, more and more in the younger generation of people are looking to migrate out of rural areas, therefore, leaving a declining population to the elderly people. This then cycles back to having the next generation of students who will not be able to do well in the required standardized testing.


On the other hand, there are also some newly developing rural communities that are experiencing a vast increase of population growth. In situations like this, it is almost the opposite of what some declining communities are experiencing [12]. These communities have not been equipped to satisfy the demand of the new students. Also, with the influx of new students, it brings in a diversity of a diversified culture background. Some of the students may not be able to catch up with the English language. It is a challenge to begin teaching the students when their English proficiency is limited. It is also a challenge for the teachers who are not used to the influx of population growth in their community. Teachers will also face the problem of classroom size increase and not have sufficient in class assistance. Training for the current teachers to the new standard is also a challenge to teachers who are accustomed to their own ways. Introducing new approaches of education to the teachers will take time and therefore, will not able to meet the AYP in the upcoming years [12]. 


Other challenges rural communities face is that the population of some schools is small, and does not have a good sample size to draw stable conclusions [13]. In order to solve this issue, a minimum sample of N is required by each state to determine a fair AYP [12]. With this, it does help eliminate schools with a small population being identified as “need improvement”. This may assist small schools in rural areas to begin a slow change in their current system to eventually increase their standard.


To set up a good standing school, requires a highly qualified school teacher. This is a problem for a lot of schools because in reality, not everyone is perfect. Many states are establishing plans to help the current teachers learn new style, and the new teachers learn the new standard. But all these take time, and planning [12]. Budget planning is also involved when establishing this plan to train the teachers for higher standards. The teachers will probably require a higher pay raise as compared to the current pay rise. The hours of work will be increased and therefore, this requires a pay increase too. In general, the cost of hiring new teachers is too high and it is difficult to implement NCLB act in the rural areas.


Assuming the NCLB act offers hope for American education, it is not clear that it solves the larger issues pertaining to global education levels and progression of current American students on a world standard. The policies set forth by the act only offer at most an incremental solution for the immediate issue. United States stands high globally in many areas, such as trading with other countries of the world, world economy stability, peace negotiation etc. These are examples to how the United States is involved globally.  In order to be as competitive with the rest of the word, our future generations of students have to also be able to upkeep with the expectations from the rest of the world. NCLB act is a miniscule attempt to assist our future generation to continuously suffice to the expectations of the United States standing firm on top of the charts.


The establishment of NCLB act of 2001 had great honorable intentions to allow equal opportunity for all students of different economic background. Their idea behind it required time and extensive research to determine if this factor will encourage higher reading and mathematics scores. But from recent studies, it has shown that NCLB act is only targeted for larger cities, and suburban cities [12]. Clearly, NCLB act is a challenge, and it is taking longer to adhere to the policy than what the government had anticipated. The anticipation to meet proficiency by 2014 is difficult task and in reality, it will probably fail [13]. In order to make this policy happen, changes are necessary, especially in the rural parts of the country. More educators will be open to the concept of NCLB if there were more consideration for the rural communities. The outcry from these communities are loud but it is up to the people to take initiatives to not let the NCLB act annihilate the hopes and dreams of these children. Fortunately, after years of experimenting with several results, some governmental officials are taking initiatives to look into the rural communities’ implementation of the different changes to the NCLB act. Only time will tell if the NCLB act of 2001 is what United States needed to help our children meet the challenges of the future world. The United States can continue to look into establishing growth and higher standard of satisfaction to better educate our children.
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