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At the end of a late July morning in a muggy, third-floor
classroom in the faded New Orleans, Bauduit Elementary School, I found Carl LaCoste for our scheduled appointment. LaCoste was handing out T-shirts to small
children and adolescents for the next day’s concert to
be held at Loyola University, packaging up sheet music, and directing children to carry fifty music stands to
a waiting car. He was wrapping up the summer elementary school instrumental music
camp he has traditionally led
for the Orleans Parish School
District. In 1992, instrumental
music was slashed due to budget cuts, and LaCoste works
constantly to rebuild it. As the
instrumental music director at
the noted Benjamin Franklin
High School, he realizes that a
high school band and orchestra cannot be created as stand
alone programs, even in what has long been identified
as New Orleans’ top high school. High school bands
and orchestras are fed by elementary and middle school
teachers who develop aspiring musicians.
LaCoste’s efforts since November have involved gutting and scrubbing his totally flooded classroom at Ben
Franklin High School and finding donated instruments
to replace the school’s collection along with the studentowned instruments left in school lockers by students
who were already in school on Friday, August 26, 2005,
as the hurricane approached. He also found the energy
this summer to locate a space for the scaled down elementary music camp he was so committed to keeping
alive for students in grades 4-8. Even though the enrollment was down to 50 children from the usual 150,
LaCoste believed it was more important than ever to run
the camp as the first anniversary of Hurricane Katrina
approaches.
But in 2006-2007 the Orleans Parish Schools will be very
different, and LaCoste wonders whether music will be
taught in enough elementary and middle schools to feed
his high school program. The old Bauduit Elementary
School, location of the music camp, will not be opening
as a neighborhood school this fall. Instead it will become
Mary Bethune, one of four remaining schools to be operated by the Orleans Parish School Board, now all selective admissions schools.
LaCoste’s home school, Benjamin Franklin High School,
in the past a selective admissions magnet high school, is
now one of 25 independently run charter schools, along
with eight more schools chartered by the Algiers Charter School Association. In 2006-2007, 59 percent of all
New Orleans Schools will be charter schools, a transformation jump-started after the hurricane by a $21 million
charter school grant from the United States Department
of Education.1
Some charters, including all Algiers charters and many
of the schools chartered by the Orleans Parish School
Board, will be selective. The schools chartered by the
state’s Recovery School District will maintain open
admissions, as mandated by
Louisiana Act 35, the state law
passed November 22, 2005, by
which the state took over 107 so
called “failing schools” of the
128 public schools in New Orleans. The state Recovery School
District will itself also operate
18 non-chartered, open-admissions schools, although enrolling
children in these schools requires
parents to visit one of four Recovery District sites. For many
parents, the number of choices
and the responsibility for making
separate choices for each child
may be an overwhelming task at a time when school access is no longer neighborhood based.
When asked his biggest concern about the public schools
for 2006-2007, LaCoste speaks as a music teacher:
“Don’t restart the schools without the arts as a vital presence here in a city that breathes the arts. You want to
learn history and culture? Learn the arts.” LaCoste realizes that each charter school has the freedom to shape its
curriculum by its chosen theme. How many will choose

to invest in instrumental music?
In late July 2006, I had the opportunity to visit New Orleans to talk with people about the rebirth of public education as schools are readying to open one year after the
devastation of Hurricane Katrina. This article is a snapshot of New Orleans schools one year later. As such, in a
fluid public policy environment, it will soon be dated.
However, the article is also intended to raise broader
concerns for reflection and discernment for us as Christians who are called to love our neighbors as ourselves
and to care for those Jesus called, “the least of these.”
In the United Church of Christ, in a “Resolution for
the Common Good,” passed by General Synod 25 only
two months before Hurricane Katrina struck, we are
further called to reflect on the meaning of these commandments in the context of our society’s policies and
the role of government institutions. The resolution proclaims: “While some may suggest that the sum total of
individual choices will automatically constitute the common good, there is no evidence that choices based on
self interest will protect the vulnerable or provide the
safeguards and services needed by the whole population. While as a matter of justice and morality we strive
always to expand the individual rights guaranteed by
our government for those who have lacked rights, we
also affirm our commitment to vibrant communities and
recognize the important role of government for providing public services on behalf of the community.”2 Who
could have predicted that the values proclaimed in this
July 2005 resolution would be so starkly tested as they
have been in the rebirth of New Orleans’ schools during
this year.
Orleans Parish Schools before Hurricane Katrina
Many descriptions of the pre-Katrina Orleans Parish
Schools are cast in the “failing schools” rhetoric popularized by the No Child Left Behind Act. The chance to rebuild
a “failing” school district is
viewed as an opportunity—the
silver lining in the cloud. Former administrators are castigated for poor management and
indebtedness, an acknowledged
situation which the New York
bankruptcy turn around firm
of Alvarez & Marsal had been
brought in to clean up. Others
blame bureaucracy, the teachers, and the teachers union.
The story of New Orleans’ most overwhelming challenges, however, is rarely heard. Even before the hurricane, the Annie Casey Foundation rated Louisiana 49
out of the 50 states in overall child well being.3 Hypersegregation, extreme segregation by race and poverty, is
known to correlate with low test scores. In 2001-2002,
the Orleans Parish School District was 93 percent African American and 3.8 percent white. Among America’s
big-city school districts, only in Birmingham, Alabama
(96.4 percent) and Jackson, Mississippi (95 percent)
were black students more racially isolated.4 Like other American cities, New Orleans was not always this
segregated. In 1967, the schools were 66 percent African American and 34 percent white.5 Contributing to
pre-Katrina public school segregation was high private
school enrollment by white students (63.8 percent) and
high African American enrollment in the public schools
(87.7 percent).6 Pre-Katrina, only four other city districts in the United States—Atlanta, Chicago, Jackson,
and Providence, Rhode Island—posted a higher percentage of students who qualified in 2001-2002 for free or
reduced price lunches.7 During that school year 77.3
percent of New Orleans’ students were identified as poor
by this national standard.
Despite the need for additional spending to enable the
schools to better serve children who present the challenges of overwhelming poverty, however, the expenditure per pupil in the Orleans Parish Schools was $5,587 in
2001-2002,8 well below the national average of $7,376
during that school year,9 and also below the 2001-2002
average expenditure per pupil in Louisiana of $5,804.10
Lance Hill, Executive Director of the Southern Institute for Education and Research at Tulane University
explains: “With a very large percentage of children in
private schools and a two-thirds super-majority required
to pass a property tax levy, it has been very difficult
for the school district to raise property taxes in the past

twenty-five years. Over time disinvestment in programs
has made the failure of the school district a self fulfilling
prophecy. For years there has been a shortage of books
– even toilet paper, and classes have often been over 30
children.”
Will students be left behind post-Katrina?
As Christians we are called by Jesus in the Great Commandment to love our neighbors as ourselves. Those of
us who live comfortably and can buy access to public
schools by deciding where we will move may assume
that we could best assist others by offering them our own
capacity for choice. Orleans Parish Schools are being reborn with parental choice in mind. At a July 14, 2006,
U.S. Senate hearing in New Orleans, Senator Lamar
Alexander, R-Tennessee, praised New Orleans’ school
experiment: “New Orleans will be the leading big city
in America creating new charter schools... The idea of
giving free market choice to families of New Orleans
primarily benefits low-income people because people
with money often have those choices.”11
Today New Orleans parents can apply to a range of charter schools, go to a registration center and list three top
choices among the Recovery District Schools, or choose
to have their children tested for any of the selective admissions Orleans Parish schools. From the point of view
of public ethics, however, we should consider whether,
for families coping with the aftermath of the flooding
and community collapse, school choice is the best way
to provide greater access to quality education or to enhance opportunity for children.
D.J. Markey, who with his wife Ursula has, since 1991,
directed the Pyramid Community Parent Resource Center to support parents of special needs children in New
Orleans, does not believe market-driven choice will be
the deciding factor as parents of special needs children
decide whether they will or even can return to New Orleans. Mr. Markey tells the story of sorting through papers as he cleaned out after the hurricane only to have
a diagram of “Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs” fall out
of the pile onto the floor. He says he has thought about
this 1943 paradigm, which outlines psychologist Abraham Maslow’s theory that people cannot pay attention to
some of their needs until more basic needs are met. In
Maslow’s diagram, physical survival is at the foundation
of the pyramid—food, water, sleep, shelter, health. Only
after these are secured can people focus on safety, then
social belonging, then self esteem, and finally self actualization. Markey says, “Most of New Orleans is still at
the bottom level.” People continue to worry about finding employment, locating habitable and affordable housing, getting utilities and the phone hooked up, working
out mail delivery, replacing flooded cars, finding a doctor, waiting for a FEMA trailer, and
fighting to get the insurance company or FEMA to pay even part of
rebuilding costs.
The Markeys describe the parents
served by the Pyramid Resource
Center as focused on finding jobs,
housing that is accessible for their
children, and basic medical care that
is especially important for fragile
children. Ursula Markey explains
that such parents need to be reassured that the public schools will
provide a teacher skilled in teaching a blind, deaf, autistic or developmentally disabled child, that the
class will be small as required by the
federal Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act, and that the child
will be included with other children
in the least restrictive environment
in which that child can thrive.
After repeated allegations throughout the spring of 2006
that 2,000 children with special needs were not attending
school because no school had accepted them, the Louisiana Board of Elementary and Secondary Education has
mandated that Recovery District Schools and independent charter schools must admit students with special
needs as 10 percent of their enrollment.12 However, Ms.
Markey was recently contacted by a parent whose blind
child had been admitted to a charter school. The principal informed the parent that although the child is welcome, the school does not have a teacher trained to work
with the child’s particular disability. C o n t i n u e s , p . 2 .
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Will choices guarantee access to quality schools?
It is not only mentally and physically disabled students
who will struggle to find a place in an excellent school.
In a system that has become fragmented among Orleans
Parish Schools, Recovery District Schools, and several
categories of charter schools, concerns about access to
education and educational equity loom. When 20 percent of the schools identify themselves as selective, and
when even the open admission schools require on-site
advanced registration, many wonder what will happen
to the children whose parents, for whatever reason, are
not active choosers.
Rev. Torin Sanders, pastor at Sixth Baptist Church and a
member (and frequent dissenter on charter school policies) of the Orleans Parish School Board, explains that
selective admissions schools were well entrenched even
before the storm, “Pre-Katrina, New Orleans already had
a dual system for privileged and poor children. We used
to call the selective schools our magnet program. Then
we used the term ‘city-wide access.’ These schools were
created for children of promise. After the hurricane, legislators said Act 35 created the charters to demonstrate
innovative ideas for at-risk students, but the highest performing schools, Lusher
and Ben Franklin, went
charter first. The law was
used to make these privileged schools unencumbered and autonomous.”
What happened as the
neighborhood
Fortier
High School was converted to Lusher Charter High
School epitomizes the way
decisions can be made
in a crisis, when expediency, and perhaps peoples’
agendas, can overshadow
a concern for equity. Within two months of the storm the
Orleans Parish School Board granted Tulane University
a charter to manage the already selective Lusher Elementary and Middle Schools and further to take over Fortier
High School, near Tulane’s campus, for conversion to
Lusher Charter High School. Tulane granted $1.5 million to clean and transform the old neighborhood high
school into its model charter. A Tulane spokesperson
justified the establishment of the selective charter high
school: “The University is retaining its 7,000 full-time
employees through the storm recovery, at an operational
loss of $42,000 a day, to make sure that New Orleans’
largest private employer stays in business. Ensuring that
those workers can send their children to a quality public
school goes hand in hand with that effort.”13
Although Fortier’s former neighborhood students can
now apply to Lusher High School through an admissions
test, the test has been waived for children of professional
staff at Tulane, Loyola, Xavier, and Dillard Universities.14 Scott Cowan, Tulane’s President, is reported to
have developed second thoughts about Tulane’s sponsorship of an exclusive admissions process at his university’s publicly financed charter school: “As you know, we
(work with) a charter school that is selective admissions
and I’m going to be pushing like hell to make it open
admissions.”15 But to date, Tulane continues to hold the
charter for the selective high school it was instrumental
in creating primarily for the children of its staff. The
Times-Picayune fall school registration guide lists Lusher Charter School as “already full” for fall 2006.16
Tracie Washington, a civil rights attorney with the
NAACP Gulf Coast Advisory Center, filed a class action
lawsuit in January 2006 on behalf of 200 parents who
were unable to find seats for their children upon their return to New Orleans. Washington credits the April 2006
opening of three additional Louisiana Recovery District
Schools to the lawsuit. At the time Washington filed the
lawsuit, she became aware that Audubon Charter School,
a selective admissions school chartered by the Orleans
Parish School Board, had enrolled only 250 children, despite the building’s capacity for 600 children. Audubon
School did not open its admissions process even in the
winter of 2006, when there was a shortage of seats for
children who had returned to the city.
Has New Orleans lost its best teachers?
Concerns about staffing may be the most immediate
challenge as school opens for 2006-2007. As part of the
state takeover and the conversion to charter schools, the
entire 7,500 member Orleans Parish School District staff
was permanently dismissed on March 24, 2006 or forced
to retire. A lawsuit to overturn Louisiana Act 35, passed
in November 2005 to enable the state takeover of 107
schools, has been filed on behalf of employees who were
working as tenured teachers and administrators on the
Friday before the hurricane struck. Act 35 mandates that
neither the charter schools nor the Louisiana Recovery
School District are required in the future to honor past
union contracts or to employ collective bargaining in the
future. In New Orleans, I spoke with several experienced
and energetic teachers who had been terminated or forced
to retire. They agree with Brenda Mitchell, President of
the United Teachers of New Orleans, that the opening of

charter schools that hire independently and the elimination of collective bargaining is part of a political agenda
that seeks to scapegoat the union. Presenting a long list
of UTNO accomplishments including smaller classes
and union-provided staff development, along with impassioned praise for former teachers, Mitchell says New
Orleans will come to regret “throwing away” a dedicated
staff.
Despite the loss of thousands of experienced teachers,
to date there are not enough teachers hired to fill needed
Recovery District teaching positions for the 2006-2007
school year. While many of the independent charter
schools and the Orleans Parish Schools have been hiring
since spring, the state run Recovery School District did
not begin initial screening of applicants until July 17,
when it posted the need for approximately 800 teachers.17
The Times-Picayune reports: “Hiring was delayed
because the state initially hoped to charter all of the
schools under its control, leaving the hiring up to those
charters... But it failed to receive enough strong charter
applications.”18 Katherine M. Whitney, Chief of Staff
of the Recovery School District, recently confessed that
by August 2006, the Recovery School District itself had
only ten central office staff to manage its own eighteen
schools and administer its seventeen charter schools :
“The Recovery School District is in the process of hiring staff to span the various areas of specialty that are
necessary to operate a public school system. It hopes to
have the majority of its staff in place before the start of
school in September. The Recovery School District understands the importance of special education services to
the children in need of such... and is hiring central office
staff to focus on these needs.”19
Whitney alludes to concerns that have been raised about
whether the Recovery District will have the capacity to
honor the requirements of the federal Individuals for
Disabilities Education Act, by which special education
children must be assigned to classes and served according to Individualized Education Plans. Today there is
speculation that for 2006-2007, the Recovery School
District will be forced to fill its schools with long-term
substitute teachers.
Some hopeful signs...
It would be wrong to paint an entirely negative picture of
school reform post-Katrina. Paulette and Larry Duplessis
are delighted to be able to enroll their gifted twin granddaughters in the selective, college-prep, McDonough 35
High School for their senior year. The Duplessis want
the girls to be prepared for college, despite the disruption of staying with several sets of relatives before they
were able to return to their home in New Orleans East.
A public school district must seek to serve students with
a range of gifts, and it is important for New Orleans to
do a better job of challenging students with academic
promise.
Across New Orleans there is real excitement as parents
learn about the themes of the new schools and as schools
seem to be offering stronger options for excellent students. Community and alumni groups partnering to clean
schools and recruit students are
adding to the buzz. People want to
be very hopeful when school directors describe exciting programs
for at least some of New Orleans’
children.
The Duplessis are a little more
guarded, however, in their hopes
for the education of the foster
child who has just entered their
care. Left behind by a mother who
evacuated the city, this seven-yearold knows how to roll a joint, says
Mrs. Duplessis, while he can neither read nor tell time. In late July, the Duplessis were
getting ready to visit registration sites to try to find a
school where this child will receive the special attention
he will need. School board member, Rev. Sanders characterizes the complexity: “I did have hope post Katrina
that it created a blank slate. We needed less bureaucracy,
new schools, a new level of dedication. But my fear is
that Katrina will be used to do that new thing only for a
few.”
Among many providers, can the public measure excellence?
Rev. Sanders, calls the 2006-2007 New Orleans schools,
“the great experiment.” “Will there be enough schools at
each grade level for the children who need to be served?”
“Will what is covered in one school at any grade level
will be comparable to course offerings at other schools?”
This is especially important, he says, in a community
where children are likely to change schools more frequently as their families try to move back to areas that
were severely damaged. Rev. Sanders voted against
expanding the number of charter schools because he
worries about ensuring quality: “The changes were underway before the Orleans Parish School Board could
create an instrument for collecting data and evaluating
the schools. That is going to be a major challenge for the
upcoming school year.”

Attorney Washington is less hopeful: “The schools
cannot be effectively compared and evaluated because
there are too many types, too many curricula, too many
tests, too many everything.”
Washington shares the concern
of Pamela Hunter, a retired
literacy specialist and reading teacher: “Selective schools
will show promise because they
are selecting students who will
show promise by testing well.”
School board member, Rev
Sanders, NAACP Attorney
Washington, and civil rights
advocate Hill all say that their
organizations will be launching initiatives to monitor the
schools and train parents to become better advocates for their children in an environment where parents must suddenly be more skilled in negotiating several different school registration processes
and when the siblings in any family may well be attending schools administered by any combination of the state
Recovery School District, the remaining Orleans Parish
Schools, or any of the 33 charter schools.
One faith-based community organizing group, All Congregations Together, is already well positioned to advocate for quality schools. ACT advocate TroyLynne Perrault explains that no matter who is running each school,
“ACT will be communicating with those leaders regularly. We have a lot of work before us this year.” Four
years ago, ACT revisited its public education platform
by conducting hundreds of one-to-one interviews across
New Orleans. Pastors were asked to distribute and collect open-ended surveys. ACT also studied standardized
test scores in all of New Orleans schools. The organization developed a “People’s Platform on School Reform”
that directs what Perrault calls a “laser focus” on the
classroom, particularly in the years from pre-Kindergarten through third grade.
Perrault stresses that ACT’s People’s Platform is as relevant today as it was before the hurricane, whether today’s
school is a charter school, a Recovery District school, or
an Orleans Parish school. Advocates from ACT will be
setting up meetings with administrators and teachers to
insist on four kinds of basic reform: massive investment
to catch up children in poverty by the time they reach
third grade; support for teachers through quality in-service, peer coaching and more aides in classrooms; a
school culture that supports discipline, safety, and parent
engagement; and leadership support for principals. Even
pre-Katrina, ACT’s platform emphasized the need for
excellence in non-selective, neighborhood schools, and
Perrault confirms that ACT will continue that focus to
ensure that all children, not merely those being creamed
into elite schools, will be educated in a nurturing and
structured environment.
The importance of the “public” in public education...
As nearly everyone in New Orleans will tell you, the
hurricane destroyed a school district with overwhelming problems. The cataclysm created a chance for the
community to expand educational opportunities for all
of New Orleans’ students. Today as changes are being
implemented, however, we are called to consider whether justice for all children is likely to be achieved through
4 Orleans Parish Schools, 18 Recovery District Schools
and a mass of 33 charter schools. Although the federal
government increasingly prescribes choice in an educational marketplace as the remedy for lack of opportunity, it is clear in New Orleans that choice in itself is not
an adequate regimen for nourishing the students whose
needs are greatest.
The UCC’s General Synod 25 proclaimed the following values: “that societies and nations are judged by the
way they care for their most vulnerable citizens; that
government policy and services are central to serving
the common good; (and) that the sum total of individual
choices in any private marketplace does not necessarily constitute the public good.”20 Without dampening the
enthusiasm of people inspired to create new programs
and new ways for children to learn in New Orleans, we
must speak for justice delivered through a public infrastructure with the capacity to guarantee a unified mission, coherent expectations, coordinated curricula, and
the provision of opportunity for all kinds of students.
Rev. Sanders has come to believe the “public” is necessary for justice in public education: “We need to keep
the public in public education. Bureaucracy has come to
connote ‘slow’ and ‘barrier.’ I am against that as well as
out-dated rules. But you can have a system without those
things. We have thrown out the system. The only people
who can make it when there is no system are those who
already have access to resources.”
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Churches Called to Witness for Justice as No Child Left Behind Act Is Reauthorized
If there is ever a time when you or a group in your
congregation would consider educating yourselves
about public education justice and getting involved
in advocacy at the federal level, this is the year. The
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) is scheduled for its
five-year reauthorization
by Congress in 2007. It is
certain that the debate about
NCLB will heat up during the
upcoming months.

What is NCLB intended
to accomplish?
NCLB is the name given to
the 2002 reauthorization
of the omnibus federal
education law. At the time
NCLB was signed into
law in January of 2002, its
stated goals were to close
achievement gaps by race and poverty. Its supporters
said it would force public schools to establish higher
expectations for student achievement by holding
schools “accountable” for quickly raising test scores for
all sub-groups of children on annual standardized tests.

Ten Moral Concerns in the Implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act
A Statement of the National Council of Churches Committee on Public Education and Literacy

Christian faith speaks to public morality and the ways our nation should bring justice and compassion into
its civic life. This call to justice is central to needed reform in public education, America’s largest civic
institution, where enormous achievement gaps alert us that some children have access to excellent education
while other children are left behind. The No Child Left Behind Act is a federal law passed in 2001 that
purports to address educational inequity. Now several years into No Child Left Behind’s implementation, as
its hundreds of sequential regulations have begun to be triggered, it is becoming clear that the law is leaving
behind more children than it is saving. The children being abandoned are our nation’s most vulnerable
children—children of color and poor children in America’s big cities and remote rural areas—the very
children the law claims it will rescue. We examine ten moral concerns in the law’s implementation.
1.

While it is a civic responsibility to insist
that schools do a better job of educating
every child, we must also recognize that
undermining support for public schooling
threatens our democracy. The No Child
Left Behind Act sets an impossibly high
bar—that every single student will be
proficient in reading and math by 2014.
We fear that this law will discredit public
education when it becomes clear that
schools cannot possibly realize such an
ideal.

2.

The No Child Left Behind Act has
Twentieth Century,” National Council of Churches Policy
Statement, November 11, 1999
neither acknowledged where children
start the school year nor celebrated their
individual accomplishments. A school where the mean eighth grade math score for any one subgroup
grows from a third to a sixth grade level has been labeled a “in need of improvement” (a label of failure)
even though the students have made significant progress. The law has not acknowledged that every
child is unique and that thresholds are merely benchmarks set by human beings. Now, four years into
implementation, the Department of Education has stated it will begin experimenting with permitting 10
states to measure student growth. Too many children will continue to be labeled failures even though
they are making strides.

3.

Because the No Child Left Behind Act ranks schools according to test score thresholds of children in
every demographic subgroup, a “failing group of children” will know when they are the ones who made
their school a “failing” school. They risk being shamed among their peers, by their teachers and by their
community. The No Child Left Behind Act has renamed this group of children the school’s “problem
group.” In some schools educators have felt pressured to counsel students who lag far behind into
alternative programs so they won’t be tested. This has increased the dropout rate.

4.

The No Child Left Behind Act requires children in special education to pass tests designed for children
without disabilities.
Our nation’s teachers are asked to change lives

What are the complex realities not addressed
by NCLB?
• While Jesus commands us to love our neighbors as
ourselves, we live in a society that educates poor
children in schools that most middle-class families
would not accept for their own children. These
schools tend to have larger classes, less experienced
teachers, older facilities, and less funding.
• In its 2005 final report, the United Church of Christ’s
Public Education Task Force concluded, “Speaking
about public school justice in America without
speaking about race, poverty, and segregation is a
matter of denial.”1
• While fifty-two years ago in the decision in Brown
v. Board of Education, the U.S. Supreme Court
declared that segregated education is unconstitutional
under the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment, today schools are more segregated
racially, ethnically and economically than at any time
since the 1980s. The Civil Rights Project at Harvard
University labels many big-city schools apartheid
schools because they have been largely abandoned
by the middle-class. These schools segregate
primarily African American and Hispanic children
in schools that are virtually all poor.2 Racial and
economic segregation has grown alarmingly since
1990.
• Although 76.2 percent of white students graduate
from high school on time, only 55.6 percent of
Hispanic students, 51.6 percent of African American
students, and 47.4 of American Indian students earn
a regular diploma after four years of high school.3
According to researchers from Johns Hopkins
University, “There are too many under-resourced,
economically and racially segregated high schools
that lack the tools and techniques to meet the
challenges they face. In such schools, it is not
uncommon for up to 80 percent of the 9th graders to
be overage, repeating the grade, in need of special
education services, or have math and reading skills
below a 7th grade level.”4
• Today across the United States more public money
is spent in suburbs on the education of middle class
and wealthy children than in cities and rural areas on
the education of children whose families have little
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“The Churches and the Public Schools at the Close of the

The No Child Left Behind Act requires English
language learners to take tests in English before
they learn English. It calls their school a failure
because they have not yet mastered academic
English.

and solve problems with resources nowhere
near commensurate with the task while facing
constant criticism by politicians, the public
and the press for their alleged failures and
inadequacies...

“The Churches and Public Schools,” National Council

6.

The No Child Left Behind Act blames schools
of Churches Resolution, November 5, 2003
and teachers for many challenges that are neither
of their making nor within their capacity to change. The test score focus obscures the importance of
the quality of the relationship between the child and teacher. Sincere, often heroic efforts of teachers
are made invisible. While the goals of the law are important—to proclaim that every child can learn, to
challenge every child to dream of a bright future, and to prepare all children to contribute to society—
educators also need financial and community support to accomplish these goals.

7.

The relentless focus on testing basic skills in the No Child Left Behind Act obscures the role of the
humanities, the arts, and child and adolescent development. While education should cover basic skills in
reading and math, the educational process should aspire to far more. We believe education should help
all children develop their gifts and realize their promise—intellectually physically, socially, and ethically.
The No Child Left Behind Act treats children as products to be tested, measured and made more uniform.

8.

Because the No Child Left Behind Act operates through sanctions, it takes federal Title I funding away
from educational programing in already overstressed schools and uses these funds to bus students to
other schools or to pay for private tutoring firms. A “failing” school district may not be permitted
to create its own public tutoring program, but it is expected to create the capacity to regulate private
firms that provide tutoring for its students. One of the sanctions provided is to close or reconstitute the
“failing” school or to make it into a charter school, but in many places charter schools are unregulated.

9.

The No Child Left Behind Act exacerbates racial and economic segregation in metropolitan areas by
rating homogeneous, wealthier school districts as excellent, while labeling urban districts with far
more subgroups and more complex
demands made by the law as “in need of
Most tellingly, the schools that offer the least to their
improvement.” Such labeling of schools
students are often schools serving poor children,
and districts encourages families with
among whom children of color figure disproportionately,
means to move to wealthy, homogeneous as they do in all the shortfalls of our common life.
Indeed, the coexistence of neglect of schools and
school districts.

Continues, p. 4.

Notes from p. 2.

Too often, criticism of the public schools fails to reflect
our present societal complexity. At a moment when
childhood poverty is shamefully widespread, when many
families are under constant stress, when schools are
often limited by lack of funds or resources, criticism
of the public schools often ignores an essential truth:
we cannot believe that we can improve public schools
by concentrating on the schools alone. They alone can
neither cause nor cure the problems we face. In this
context, we must address with prayerful determination
the issues of race and class, which threaten both public
education and democracy in America.

neglect of other aspects of the life of people who are

10. The late Senator Paul Wellstone wrote,
poor makes it clear that no effort to improve education
“It is simply negligent to force children
in the United States can ignore the realities of racial and
to pass a test and expect that the poorest
class discrimination in our society as a whole.
children, who face every disadvantage,
“The Churches and the Public Schools at the Close of the
will be able to do as well as those who
Twentieth Century,” National Council of Churches Policy
Statement, November 11, 1999
have every advantage. When we do this,
we hold children responsible for our own
inaction and unwillingness to live up to our own promises and our own obligations.” The No Child Left
Behind Act makes demands on states and school districts without fully funding reforms that would build
capacity to close achievement gaps. To enable schools to comply with the law’s regulations and to create
conditions that will raise achievement, society will need to increase federal funding for the schools that
serve our nation’s most vulnerable children and to keep Title I funds focused on instruction rather than on
transportation and school choice.
Christian faith demands, as a matter of justice and compassion, that we be concerned about public schools.
The No Child Left Behind Act approaches the education of America’s children through an inside-the-school
management strategy of increased productivity rather than providing resources and support for
the individuals who will shape children’s lives. As people of faith we do not view our children
as products to be tested and managed but instead as unique human beings to be nurtured and
educated. We call on our political leaders to invest in developing the capacity of all schools. Our
nation should be judged by the way we care for our children.
National Council of Churches Committee on Public Education and Literacy, http://www.ucc.org/justice/education/nclb-moral.pdf

From p. 3.

money. This is because, despite years of lawsuits
and much talk, public school funding continues to
be overly dependent on local property taxes, which
means that a child’s education is determined by the
kind of community where parents can afford to reside.
• To close achievement gaps, our society will need
to improve the way we fund public education.
Additionally it will be necessary to address family
poverty by raising the minimum wage, providing
enough affordable housing, diminishing family
mobility and homelessness, improving access to
healthcare for children and parents, and improving
access to quality child care and early education.

Does NCLB address these complex problems?
NCLB does not address these funding and civil
rights challenges that are often centered in big

cities. Instead NCLB assumes that regulation and
accountability for raising standardized test scores will
cause administrators to better manage and motivate
their staffs and will cause teachers to work harder.
Philosophically, NCLB reshapes public education policy
in the language of business, by which it demands that
public school teachers become increasingly efficient
at producing better and more uniform products, as
demonstrated in standardized test scores. The law
adopts performance accountability standards and
rapidly growing production targets for all students to
reach basic proficiency by 2014.

Why should people of faith advocate for reform
in NCLB this year?
Whether Congress merely tinkers around the edges
during the NCLB reauthorization or undertakes serious
reforms will depend on the public will. As people of
faith who can articulate a vision for institutional justice
and public morality, we have a special role to play
during the reauthorization. Our role is to insist that
NCLB not continue to impose burdensome sanctions
that undermine educational programming in the very
schools serving our nation’s poorest students. Our role
is to demand that NCLB be changed to build capacity

Questions about the No Child Left Behind Act for Senators, Congressional
Representatives and Candidates for those Offices
As Congress prepares to debate the reauthorization of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2007, here are suggested
questions about the law for Senators, Congressional Representatives, and candidates for those offices. We have
created one overall question and then one question for each of the “Ten Moral Concerns in the Implementation
of the No Child Left Behind Act,” (http://www.ncccusa.org/pdfs/LeftBehind.pdf) a statement of the National
Council of Churches Committee on Public Education and Literacy (see p. 3 of this resource).
Overall Question: As a person of faith I do not view children as products to be tested and managed but instead
as unique human beings to be nurtured and educated. What will you do as our (representative) (senator) to
help change the focus of federal policy to emphasize our civic obligation to enrich our children’s lives through
education?
1.

The No Child Left Behind Act requires schools to bring all students to a level of proficiency by 2014. Many
people believe this goal, while worthy, is unattainable. As more schools are rated “failing,” how can support
be maintained for the institution of public education?

2.

The No Child Left Behind Act measures the average achievement of each subgroup of children against set
score thresholds. How can the law be reformed to give children credit for their progress even if they have
not yet reached the law’s bar for proficiency?

3.

The No Child Left Behind Act blames demographic groups of children who have failed to make “adequate
yearly progress,” blames their schools, and punishes their schools through sanctions. The law has increased
incentives for schools to focus on children whose scores are very near the test score thresholds and to “push
out” adolescents who are unlikely to pass tests. How can “blaming” be reduced and incentives be developed
for schools to support learning among very vulnerable children?

4.

What changes can be made in testing special education students so that testing requirements are consistent
with their Individual Education Plans (IEPs)?

5.

Currently the No Child Left Behind Act requires testing in English before students have had the opportunity
to learn English. What would be a more reasonable strategy?

6.

Many people agree on the stated goals of the No Child Left Behind Act—to proclaim that every child
can learn, to challenge every child to dream of a bright future, and to prepare all children to contribute to
society. But many of us also realize that public school teachers and schools alone cannot overcome all
of the challenges posed by poverty and by racial and class discrimination. What do you think should be
changed in the law to strengthen the capacity of schools to support students and teachers?

7.

Studies demonstrate that the pressure of standardized testing under the No Child Left Behind Act has
narrowed the curriculum in many places. What should a school curriculum cover? Which skills are
important for schools to develop— academic, physical, social or ethical? Why?

8.

Under the No Child Left Behind Act, Title I funds, formerly earmarked for academic support for children
in poverty, must now be set aside for transportation to move children to another school, for supplementary
tutoring, and for major interventions like converting schools into charter schools. First, how do you think
Title I funds should be used? Second, when private tutoring firms, charter schools, and private management
companies are receiving federal dollars, should the school itself, the school district, the state, or the federal
government be required to regulate these outside services?

9.

In many places, the rankings assigned by the No Child Left Behind Act to schools and school districts are
published in the press, supposedly to help the public compare the quality of services. First, do you believe
standardized test score rankings are an accurate indicator of school district quality? Second, do you worry
that publishing such rankings exacerbates racial and economic segregation across city and suburban districts
in metropolitan areas?

10. How can federal education funding be reformed to improve achievement in public schools? Do you believe
the federal government is responsible for funding the mandates of the No Child Left Behind Act, and do
you think the U.S. Department of Education should undertake a costing-out study to learn what resources
are needed to realize the goals of the No Child Left Behind Act?

National Council of Churches Committee on Public Education and Literacy http://www.ucc.org/justice/education/sen-house-no-child.pdf

A Faithful Citizen’s
Prayer for Discernment

and support educators so that they can do a better job
of nurturing children. Our role is to speak out against
the law’s mechanisms that try to motivate through fear,
and to speak for programs that build trust within school
communities. Our role is to demand that the law be less
dependent on standardized tests and more oriented to
student growth. Our role is to call for full funding and
to demand that NCLB address the mass of realities of
poverty, racism and segregation.

How can you and your congregation do justice
during the NCLB reauthorization? What
resources are available to help you?
• Pray. A faithful citizen’s prayer for discernment
appears below.
• Study and discuss the “Ten Moral Concerns in the
Implementation of NCLB,” a short National Council
of Churches statement reprinted on page 3 of this
resource. It is also available on-line at: http://www.ucc.
org/justice/education/nclb-moral.pdf .
• Study and discuss how NCLB works and how its
philosophy differs from previous federal education
law. See the Justice and Witness Ministries Message
on Public Education 2005. This resource can be
accessed on-line at http://www.ucc.org/justice/education/
mpe2005.pdf. Printed copies remain available for
group study; contact Jan Resseger, ressegerj@ucc.org.
• Study and discuss how NCLB blames public school
teachers. See the Justice and Witness Ministries
Message on Public Education 2006. This resource
can be accessed on-line at http://www.ucc.org/justice/
education/mpe2006.pdf. Printed copies remain available
for group study; contact Jan Resseger, ressegerj@ucc.
org.

• Study and discuss the 2005 report of the UCC’s
Public Education Task Force. Printed copies of
this booklet, Whose Child Left Behind? Why? are
available for group study; contact Jan Resseger,
ressegerj@ucc.org. The resource is also posted

on-line at http://www.ucc.org/justice/education/
whosechildleftbehind.pdf.
• Act by telling the story of how NCLB is affecting
your community’s schools to your Congressional
Representative and Senators. The one-size-fitsall NCLB has different consequences in each
community. Although as a citizen you are not
expected to be able to tell Congress how to re-write
the law, you can tell your own truth. Send letters
to your elected representatives and talk personally
with them. Make sure candidates for Congress are
aware of the importance of the NCLB reauthorization.
Sponsor a forum to discuss NCLB with your
Congressional representatives or candidates, and
use the questions printed above, and available in an
easily downloadable format at http://www.ucc.org/justice/
education/sen-house-no-child.pdf . These questions will
help you tell your elected officials that you believe the
reauthorization must address urgent justice concerns.
Endnotes
1. United Church of Christ Justice and Witness Ministries, Whose Child Left Behind? Why?: Final
Report of the UCC Public Education Task Force, 2005, p. 8.
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God of grace and God of glory, on your
people pour your power.
Give me eyes to see, ears to hear, a heart
to feel and wisdom to grasp today’s
injustices.
Help me name the truth. Help me
discern the reality beneath the rhetoric.
Give me strength to recognize my
obligations to all people in your
neighborhood and to your creation.
Give me courage to speak and to find
others who will join their voices with
mine.
Give me the widow’s persistence.
Guide me to act on my convictions.
Let me not be tired or discouraged. Let
me not feel alone.
Grant us wisdom, grant us courage for the
facing of this hour.1
1 Henry Emerson Fosdick, “God of Grace and God of Glory,” The
New Century Hymnal, (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 1995) 436.

For more information or additional copies, please contact Jan Resseger (216-736-3711)
<ressegerj@ucc.org>.
This resource was produced with funding from Neighbors in Need.

