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and staff qualifications (34 percent) and teacher to student ratio (32 per-
cent). Fortunately, nearly all states, 88 percent, did include a provider tele-
phone number that would enable parents, or their advocates, to discuss
these items. Still, it is surprising that provider phone numbers did not
appear on all state lists.

Finally, most states offered little information regarding accountability.
Only 24 percent of provider lists included explicit information on providers’
effectiveness in improving student academic outcomes. Anecdotally, some
providers did incorporate that, along with other information, in their open-
ended narratives, which 48 percent of states allow a provider to include. Still,
because the main point of supplemental educational services is to improve
student achievement, it is unfortunate that more states do not explicitly sin-
gle out information on effectiveness. As noted above, only a fraction indicated
the method and frequency with which providers reported student academic
progress; those items each appeared only 16 percent of the time.

The minimal information on accountability is perhaps not surprising,
given that states themselves have had trouble developing methods for
ensuring that providers improve academic performance. A recent study
from the GAO considered this issue for the 2005-6 school year by exam-
ining several different methods states have used to hold providers account-
able for increasing student achievement. Even though larger percentages of
states said they planned to use these methods eventually, the actual num-
ber monitoring achievement during GAOS5 survey, conducted between
January and March 2006, was quite small. Only 15 percent, for example,
required the provider to document evidence of increased student achieve-
ment on statewide assessments. Other work has reported parallel findings,
and some state officials have admitted that these monitoring issues have
been rather challenging.?0

One state official from North Carolina explained to me why monitoring
provider performance is not easy. In this person’s words, “It is really difficult
to separate out the effect of one intervention when simultaneously the regu-
lar classroom teacher is providing instruction on a daily basis. Who gets the
credit for the growth in academic performance that might be demonstrated?”
Monitoring the quality of communication between providers, districts, and
parents, this official continued, can also be challenging when providers
reside outside the districts they serve.
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Corrective Action and Restructuring

. Unlike NCLB school choice or supplemental educational services, which

rely heavily on parental decisions, the laws corrective-action and restruc-
turing provisions take shape primarily when state and local officials act.
Importantly, NCLB offers many options at these stages of improvement.

| How corrective action and restructuring actually unfold can vary tremen-

| dously across states and within them. Figure 1-1 has already illustrated that

- variability for districts, with part A documenting that most states have very
low percentages of districts in improvement status.

Figure 1-3 provides additional information about Title I schools that
have consistently missed AYP. Specifically, the figure shows the percentage

. of those schools, by number of states, that reached various stages of
| improvement status during 2004-5. For example, the bar furthest to the

right in part A shows that seventeen states had at least 90 percent of their
Title I schools in improvement at the year 1 or year 2 stage. In contrast, the

. leftmost bar in part B says that twenty-nine states had fewer than 10 per-
| cent of their Title I schools in improvement at the corrective-action stage.

Finally, part C shows thirty-six states having fewer than 10 percent of Title
I schools in improvement facing restructuring,

Two key conclusions emerge from figure 1-3 and provide an overall
backdrop for this section. First, only a few states possess much experience
working with Title T schools at the corrective-action and restructuring
stages. Looking at the actual numbers that generated part B reveals that
eight states had no Title I schools in improvement that had reached correc-
tive action; for part C there were twenty-one states with no Title I schools
in improvement at the restructuring stage. Those results were due in part to
real differences in school performance, but also, and perhaps most signifi-
cantly, to how states calculate AYP

The second conclusion emerges when one compares part A of figure 1-3
with parts B and C. Even though many states have had limited experience
with school corrective action and restructuring, many will likely face larger
numbers of Title I schools reaching these stages in the future. The distribu-
tion in part A indicates that most Title I schools in improvement in 20045
were at the year 1 or year 2 stage. If those schools continue to struggle,
states will start seeing more enter corrective action and restructuring. That
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FiGure 1-3
TITLE I SCHOOLS IN IMPROVEMENT STAGES BY NUMBER OF STATES,
2004-5
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NOTE: Percentages apply to Title [ schools subject to NCLB cascade of remedies. For example, the tallest
bar in part B reads that twenty-nine states have less than 10 percent of Title I schools that are in improve-
ment and have reached corrective action.
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will place new demands on state officials as they attempt to implement
these remedies.

State Oversight of Corrective Action and Restructuring. To understand
the states’ role in corrective action and restructuring, one should remember
that NCLB defines local school districts as the primary change agents for
schools in these stages of improvement. The law outlines support roles for
state education agencies at all levels of improvement status, but in general,
as federal guidance indicates, a local school district has “primary respon-
sibility for assisting its schools that do not make adequate progress toward
meeting established student academic achievement targets.”2! Comments
from Patti Hammel, a local school official in South Carolina’s Georgetown
County Schools, suggest as much. “Corrective action does not mean state
intervention,” she said. Rather, “Its a district-wide look at programs and
how to allocate resources.”?? Even during restructuring, theoretically the
most demanding NCLB remedy, federal guidance says that NCLB “does not
require the LEA [local education agency] or a school to submit to the SEA
[state education agency| a restructuring plan or a report describing the
alternative governance arrangements the LEA is implementing in a school
identified for restructuring.”23

But given the states’ overall responsibility for public education, NCLB
does stipulate that states can become more deeply involved in the improve-
ment process. According to federal guidance, at the restructuring stage of
improvement the state “may choose to have more significant involvement
in district decision-making, such as by collecting and reviewing plans or
participating in plan development, modification, and monitoring.” Some
states monitor more aggressively than others.24

In contrast, NCLB does outline very specific responsibilities for state
education agencies dealing with local school districts that reach corrective
action. Beyond providing technical assistance, the required corrective
actions can be quite dramatic. At this stage of district improvement, state
education agencies must do at least one of the following: defer program or
administrative funds; require the district to adopt a mew curriculum;
replace key district personnel who are preventing the district from making
AYP; remove specific schools from the district’s jurisdiction; strip the local
school board and superintendent of their power and appoint a receiver or
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trustee to administer the district; or abolish or restructure the district.
Importantly, state education agencies must act in ways “consistent with
State law.”%5

Versions of Corrective Action and Restructuring. High-stakes accounta-
bility and NCLB’s cascade of remedies imply that schools and districts
repeatedly missing AYP should experience the most dramatic conse-
quences. By that logic, schools entering corrective action or restructuring
should feel greater pressure than those at earlier stages of improvement. But
that might not always occur in practice. Schools in restructuring might
close and reopen as charter schools—a very radical change—while others
might opt for a lesser consequence that is nevertheless consistent with the
law’s restructuring options. Hoping to avoid disagreements with district
officials, and believing that support rather than coercion will improve
schools, many states have used NCLBS5 corrective-action and restructuring
remedies in ways that avoid more radical reform measures.

In some instances, state personnel appear to oppose drastic action on
philosophical grounds. In Illinois, for example, Becky Watts, chief of staff
for the state Board of Education, has argued against state takeovers of
schools because “Illinois is a local control state, and schools are best run by
local school districts and local communities.”26 Dana Tofig, spokesman for
the Georgia Department of Education, appeared to agree. Despite having
eighty-five schools slated for restructuring, Tofig noted that the department
would not take over any because “Our focus is on helping schools.”?7 Ore-
gon’s state school superintendent, Susan Castillo, said that she would not
take over a school even if state law allowed it because “As long as we have
schools that are trying, that are making progress, then we need to support
them. If all you use is the stick, you are not going to get anywhere.”28

Those philosophical arguments are sometimes rooted in disagreements
over the appropriate way to hold schools accountable for results. Comments
from John Winn, education commissioner of Florida, illustrate that line of
thinking. In comparing Florida’s approach to accountability to that of NCLB,
Winn said, “We have schools that are doing very well that are closing the
achievement gap and achieving at high levels and still not making AYP . . .
I'm going to be hard-pressed to put the federal sanctions ahead of our state
accountability system.”29
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When states do intervene during corrective action or restructuring, typ-
ically they offer added support to schools and districts. Although Towa has
not had many schools enter corrective action, a state official there told me
that the “most appropriate action” for schools at that point “seems to be the
curriculum review and redesign.” Another state official in North Carolina
told me that the state approaches corrective action by providing “direct assis-
tance to the schools that miss the greatest percentage of their AYP targets.”
Consistent with the remarks of education commissioner Winn, Florida,
which shows schools making strong progress on its own metrics but has
increasing numbers of schools missing AYP, has been quite lax with those
reaching the restructuring phase..Even though several Florida schools
should have been well into that phase of improvement status as the fall 2006
school year began, the state was giving districts until January 2007 to devise
school restructuring plans and until August 2007 to implement them. 30
A popular approach has been for states to send “turnaround specialists”
into schools and districts needing corrective action. These individuals might
be state agency employees, private consultants, or former expert teachers or
principals. Such supportive measures foster direct state involvement that is
less coercive than other NCLB options. Some states dispatch these advisors
with much deference to local prerogatives. In Pennsylvania, for example, the
state division chief for district and school development, Sally Chamberlain,
explained that even this sort of measure “is a cooperative thing” because a
school district “has to agree to allow the team to come in.”3!

One thing facilitating more supportive or suggestive measures, rather
than high-stakes ones, is a major loophole in the NCLB school restructur-
ing requirement. Section 1116(b)(8)(B) of NCLB allows schools in restruc-
turing to employ “any other major restructuring of the school’s governance
arrangement that makes fundamental reforms” to help the school make
AYP What these other major reforms are is open to interpretation. A study
in California found that this was the most popular option by far. During
2005-6 it was chosen by 76 percent of schools reaching the restructuring
stage and involved measures including “hiring coaches who will help teach-
ers work together in new ways” and “appointing a leadership team to over-
see school operations.” Those moves fall short of what lay observers might

consider “restructuring,” but technically they could still be consistent with
the letter of the law32
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Despite generally favoring more supportive approaches to corrective
action and restructuring, some states have gotten tough by directly inter-
vening or withholding funds. An Alaska official told me that for school dis-
tricts entering corrective action, the state has required specific elements in
a districtwide improvement plan, and that NCLB funds are “prorated and
released upon completion of key milestones.” At the start of the 2006-7
school year, at least four Pennsylvania school districts, including Philadel-
phia, were under some form of state control for failing to make AYP33 And
in California, despite the somewhat lenient measures described above, the
existence of that state’s charter school law helped enable the California
Charter Schools Association in October 2006 to win a multimillion-dollar
federal grant to open fifty-two new charter schools, ten of which were tra-
ditional public schools slated for restructuring under NCLB.3*

Perhaps the most aggressive attempted use of NCLB5 remedies by a state
official occurred in Maryland. During the spring of 2006, the state Depart-
ment of Education, led by superintendent Nancy Grasmick, tried to take
over eleven Baltimore schools that had failed to make scheduled progress.
The state legislature blocked that move and gave these schools another year
before the state agency could assert its power in this way. The result was a
district corrective-action plan that, among other things, required curricular
changes, training, and a study to determine if academic leaders in the school
district should be replaced, changes that fell short of more radical measures
that might have ensued under more direct state control.33

Explaining Choices for Corrective Action and Restructuring. States
have tended to favor less dramatic reforms at the corrective-action and
restructuring stages for several reasons. A lack of political will to make
tough choices is likely one, but at least three others are relevant, too.

First, state policies often do not support the more demanding remedies
that NCLB suggests. Recall that NCLB and its accompanying guidance say
that the remedies states choose must be consistent with state law. That can
prevent several measures from gaining traction. Not all states allow state edu-
cation departments to take over struggling local districts or schools, for exam-
ple.36 Additionally, even though many states have charter school laws, some
make it rather difficult for charters to form, or they even cap the number of
charter schools that can operate.37 State policy can also limit the introduction
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of private management companies into struggling public schools. Such com-
panies cannot participate in major restructuring efforts in Kentucky, for exam-
ple, because the state has not developed regulations to govern how they
would be paid for their efforts.38

State policies governing teachers present a related obstacle that can limit
corrective-action or restructuring measures. Laws that guarantee teachers a
right to collectively bargain, and in turn produce binding teacher contracts,
can make radical changes to school personnel difficult. Further, state poli-
cies governing teacher licensing can narrow local options. Certification
requirements sometimes discourage individuals from becoming teachers,
creating major problems in communities that already have a limited teacher
pool from which to choose. As it may be extremely difficult for those com-
munities to restructure schools by replacing entire school staffs, local leaders
may consider the other, less radical remedies that NCLB allows.39

Second, state education agencies possess varying capacities to intervene
aggressively in low-performing schools and districts. In part, these capacity

t challenges persist because the capabilities of state education agencies have

not kept pace with their evolving roles. % Many state officials told me that
the increasing numbers of schools and districts entering corrective action or
restructuring have significantly stretched their limited capabilities. One lowa
official explained to me that “Looking at the overall curriculum, instruction,
and assessment for a district,” which state support teams do in troubled dis-
tricts, “is a demanding task that doesn' fit well in the timeframe dictated in
the federal legislation [NCLB].” These difficulties exist, the official noted,
even though the state already has a relatively well-established network of
support units, called area education agencies, to serve local districts.

A North Carolina official explained to me that the “capacity to provide
assistance” is a major challenge because “There are not enough staff mem-
bers at the state level to address the needs in all the districts/schools in
improvement.” The official expected those challenges to intensify, given
“the exponential increase in the number of districts entering improvement.
Last year, there were forty-four districts, this year there are sixty-two.” Iron-
ically, one related issue, further straining state capacity, has been the incre-
mental {lexibility that federal officials have offered to states as they
implement NCLB. As the North Carolina official noted, “In our state alone,
there have been twenty-nine changes in how the AYP rules have been
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applied in our accountability workbook.” Those changes, while designed to
ease burdens on states, can actually create more work, as state officials must
communicate these adjustments to local districts and then help districts
and schools incorporate them into their improvement plans.

Even when states provide support to help districts and schools analyze
their weaknesses, local leaders sometimes get little guidance about what to
do next. In Massachusetts, for example, one researcher has found that “The
state has done a good job . . . at the identification phase. They're less clear
what you actually do about it . . . The reality is that the state doesn't have
enormous capacity right now to engineer significant interventions for turn-
around schools.”! State officials in Alaska and Delaware expressed similar
sentiments about capacity in exchanges with me.

A third reason limiting the use of more radical options is that correc-
tive action and restructuring depend not only on state capabilities but on
local ones, too. Federal policymakers rely heavily on states for NCLB%s
success, and the law’s delegation chain means that states in turn lean
heavily on local ideas and leadership.#2 A state official in Connecticut
explained to me why this is often difficult. Typically, school principals
“were trained to be managers and not instructional leaders,” this person
noted. “It is difficult to assist with systemic change in school districts when
the leaders in the district do not have the technical skills to lead large-scale
organizational change.” Connecticut has tried to ameliorate these prob-
lems by recruiting retired, successful urban principals to advise current
officials managing the corrective-action and restructuring processes. In
West Virginia, a state official relayed a similar story to me, saying how
“developing {local] leadership for change and school improvement [and]
training schools and districts to make data-based decisions” are two of the
major challenges the state has faced in trying to implement NCLB5 cascade
of remedies.

These comments suggest that local districts and schools are experienc-
ing some of the same administrative growing pains as states themselves.
Moving from a compliance- to a performance-oriented mindset within
schools and districts, especially where student achievement has suffered for
several years, is a steep challenge. North Carolinas strategy, noted earlier, of
targeting the most robust state assistance to the districts performing the
most poorly seems to recognize this fact. The state’s approach appears
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premised on the belief that low district capacity, which targeted state assis-
tance can ameliorate, is a major barrier to improving student success.

NCLB in a Fragmented Intergovernmental System

Despite Washingtons growing role in education, NCLBS cascade of reme-
dies will succeed or fail in large part based on how well state officials strate-
gically apply the high-stakes and supportive measures that the law allows.
Reasonable people can disagree on how to strike that balance. But without
a major revolution in educational governance in this country, federal and
local officials will continue relying heavily upon state policy and leadership
to improve the educational fortunes of thousands of American children
who attend struggling public schools. Put another way, the persistence of
state power in education means that NCLB’s ambitions and federal officials’
promises to enforce the law strictly will continue to collide head-on with
the primary institutions that control American schools. NCLB has provided
Washington with a stronger lever to press for change. But given the law’
lengthy delegation chain and the reluctance of federal officials to assert real
control through a national curriculum and national exams, federal officials’
options remain limited.

If it is difficult for Washington to guarantee real high-stakes accounta-
bility and consequences for low educational performance, there are several
ways that national policymakers can use the logic of suggestive accounta-
bility to improve state implementation of NCLB%s remedies. Even though
NCLB is now more than five years old, it is still quite difficult for even expe-
rienced researchers, let along casual observers, to determine at any given
moment how many schools and districts in each state are at each level of
improvement status. Simply knowing those totals and being able to com-
pare them across state lines would provide lay observers and policymakers
with important information about where and how NCLB5 remedies are tak-
ing hold across the country. Without clear data on how states are shep-
herding implementation of NCLB, it will be impossible for policymakers at
any level of government to judge the effectiveness of the law’s remedies.

Overall, NCLB5 ambitious approach to accountability has created new
challenges and opportunities for education reformers across the United
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States. Despite the high-stakes logic that motivates the law’s remedies, the
evidence reveals that state implementation has varied tremendously. The
states’ internal political climates, their own policy choices, and their
capabilities have had a tremendous impact on how the law’s .RBm%mm are
taking shape. That is not surprising, given NCLB’s many moving parts and
the challenging position that states occupy in the nation’s intergovern-

mental system.

2

America’s Great City Schools:
Moving in the Right Direction

Michael Casserly

No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the nation’ boldest reform of federal educa-
tion policy, is over five years old. And it is becoming increasingly evident
that this landmark legislation is both living up to many of the promises its
strongest proponents hoped for and encountering many of the pitfalls its
harshest critics warned against.

The promise of NCLB, of course, rests in its pledge to attain academic
proficiency for all students by 2013-14. The law sets bold goals, mandates
extensive testing, requires greater transparency in public reporting, offers
parental choice, and holds school officials accountable for results. At the
same time, it has attracted widespread opposition, has spurred what some
see as an overemphasis on test preparation, has narrowed curricula, and has
encouraged new ways of gaming the system.

So far, test scores in reading and mathematics have increased—at least in
some places. Reading scores in large central cities show significant increases
on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), but scores
nationally remain flat. Math scores, for their part, are going up everywhere.
More importantly, the country’s largest central city school systems are nar-
rowing gaps between themselves and the nation in both reading and math.!
It is not clear that the new federal law drove those gains, but it may have
helped to sustain them.

Five years after the law’s enactment, it is clear that a school and school
district may be in full compliance with NCLB and still not be raising student
achievement. Conversely, it is quite possible to raise student achievement
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