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One Size Does Not Fit All: The Real Issues with No Child Left Behind 

 
We don’t need no education, we don’t need no thought control 

-Pink Floyd, “Another Brick In The Wall Part II” 

 Most Americans would agree that the American education system is wrought with issues, 

often being compared to supposed soaring educational advancements overseas.  While I am sure 

many children agree with Pink Floyd’s sentiment and would rather solve America’s problem by 

having “no education,” many adults would prefer formal legislative reform, though the rhetoric 

surrounding legislation is arguably a form of what Pink Floyd calls “thought control.”  Thus, 

when President George W. Bush proposed the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) in the 

name of bipartisanship and helping American children succeed in school, his presentation of the 

bill convinced Congress and the American people that NCLB was the answer to the nation’s 

education problem.  While President Bush promised many things in NCLB, his two biggest 

promises were to help bring English Language Learner students to English fluency, and to 

enforce his legislation through sanctioned federal funding.  However, when he spoke further 

about the act, he mixed the subject of education with other issues, such as bipartisanship and the 

war on terror, making it difficult to challenge the substance of NCLB.  When the bill was 

enacted the majority of the American people reported being too confused to make a normative 

opinion, while the media’s criticism of the legislation skyrocketed.  Over the next six years, the 

public interacted with NCLB, evolving into their perception that NCLB was not the answer and 

that the American school system was still problematic.  In my view, this evolving perception 
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misses the core issues of federal funding and English Language Learners, as evidenced by close 

analysis of a case study in Mountain View, California.   

Background 

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 was enacted in an effort to raise the lagging 

American education standards in relation to other countries (No Child Left Behind, Executive 

Summary).  Its main objective was to close the achievement gap by increasingly raising 

standards and holding schools accountable for their progress (No Child Left Behind, Executive 

Summary).  It promised to help English Language Learners become fluent in English, to work 

with parents to help their children with school, and increase the use of technology in the 

classroom (No Child Left Behind, Executive Summary).  Moreover, despite all these objectives, 

the local schools were promised that they would have more flexibility with their policies without 

jeopardizing their funding, while the federal government would take a less active role in 

education (No Child Left Behind, Executive Summary).   

The two keywords associated with the No Child Left Behind legislation are “standards” 

and “accountability.”  The increasingly rising standards would be measured by standardized 

written tests.  Each student would be labeled in one of three categories: basic, proficient, and 

advanced (Fact Sheet).  All public schools, school districts, and states must show adequate yearly 

progress (AYP), meaning that a higher percentage of students must reach the proficient level or 

higher each year.  By 2014, 100% of all American students must score proficient in all test areas 

(No Child Left Behind, The Policy).  Accountability is enforced by giving funding to schools 

that meet the AYP goals and decreasing funding for schools that do not meet the goals (No Child 

Left Behind, The Policy).  AYP goals are met only by improving in all components of the 
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standardized tests, and in the case of California require an improvement of 11% per year 

(Mesher, par. 10). 

I will focus on the issues of federal funding and English Language Learners, two closely 

linked concepts.  My research suggests that after the act had been in place for six years, while 

other students are still being left behind, English Language Learners are the farthest back.  It is 

important to note that it is not because they are not intelligent – their skills on objective 

assessments that transcend the language barrier, such as math and science, is increasing at the 

same rate as any other average student (Weiss, par. 3).  The strict rules regarding punitive 

funding and the teaching of English Language Learners, however, stifles the student’s ability to 

learn. 

Money is used as an incentive for public school participation in NCLB.  Schools that 

have a high percentage of low-income students are eligible for special ear marked federal 

funding, most prominently Title I funds (Weiss, par. 6).  These schools also often struggle to 

keep up their standards of education.  While these issues are due to many reasons, an important 

one to note is that many Title I fund schools also have a high percentage of English Language 

Learners (Weiss, par. 8).  Title I fund schools are required to participate in all of the NCLB 

program, and NCLB requires that after three years English Language Learners be taught entirely 

in English (No Child Left Behind, Title III).  For students where English is only spoken in the 

classroom and therefore is only spoken in the context of learning other complex subjects – 

science, math, and language arts, to name a few – three years is not a long time.  Failure to reach 

the NCLB AYP goals labels a school as a Program Improvement (PI) school, and being a PI 

school for three years or more results in government take-over of the school and the pulling of all 

federal funds (No Child Left Behind, Title I).  In the case of Mountain View, five of its schools 
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received Title I funding, and all five had a large English Language Learner student body, two of 

which had over 80% (“Another Demerit for ‘No Child’ act,” par. 2).  Three of those schools are 

labeled PI, the fourth missed it by 1% (Weiss, par. 8).  In a larger picture, in 2008 41% of the 

schools in Santa Clara County that received Title I funding were in some stage of PI, and 50% of 

the non-PI Title I funded schools were expected to be labeled PI by the end of 2009 (Weiss, par. 

14). 

Furthermore, NCLB legislation guarantees that any school with any size of struggling 

English Language Learners would be labeled a PI school eventually.  Even if the majority of the 

school meet the AYP goals but a subgroup within the school does not, the school is labeled PI 

(Weiss, par. 7).  This means that any school with a moderate number of English Language 

Learners will struggle to make the AYP goals, since a subgroup within the school is defined as 

25 or more students (Fact Sheet).  When a school is labeled PI, parents can easily request that 

their children transfer to another non-PI school (Weiss, par. 15).  In practice, this option is only 

available to families who understand the system and have the ability to drive their child to 

another school, meaning that lower socio-economic children are left behind in the PI school, 

making it even harder for the school to shed its PI status.  In conclusion, guaranteeing decreased 

funding to schools that need it the most, that is schools with a large percentage of English 

Language Learners, is the core problem of NCLB legislation. 

Political Rhetoric 

 When I talk to people about No Child Left Behind, they often remember how everyone 

thought it was a good idea at the time, but now they think it went horribly wrong.  How did 

political packaging originally portray the bill to be a good idea, and what did it promise to the 

American people? Interestingly, the political rhetoric surrounding NCLB did not focus on the 
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importance of education or the importance of children.  Instead, much of the political rhetoric 

surrounding the enactment of NCLB related to other doctrines of the Bush administration.  

President Bush was able to gain American support for the bill on all political fronts by talking 

about education in parallel with other doctrines such as bipartisanship and the war on terror, thus 

shifting the attention away from education to other issues that are more difficult to argue against. 

 The most prominent piece of rhetoric is the name and catch phrase of the act: “No Child 

Left Behind.”  The name of the act is particularly important for the public.  Most people will not 

necessarily know the details of the act or even how it is being carried out in their local public 

school district, but when referred to by media or simple oral communication they will base their 

knowledge and associations based on the name.  In an editorial article in Phi Delta Kappan, a 

national education journal, Thomas and Bainbridge claim that true education reform is hiding 

behind the name of the act, stating, “The simplicity and stupidity of this statement [No Child Left 

Behind] prevent us from doing what we ought to do…The complexity of providing for an 

adequate education…requires more than slogans” (781).  They go on to argue, “Slogans without 

adequate resources to back them up leave millions of our children behind” (Thomas and 

Bainbridge 782).  Thomas and Bainbridge do not see NCLB as the solution to the lagging 

education standards, and believe that the name of the act was duping the American public to 

believe otherwise.  The name “No Child Left Behind” seemed a promising idea, since no one 

wants to purposely deprive a child of an education, though it does not state how it will improve 

education.  The discussion about NCLB did not help clarify the name, since it mainly focused on 

other subjects. 

 The primary focus of the discussion surrounding No Child Left Behind was the bipartisan 

nature of the act.  This is especially present in the foreword by President W. Bush for a 
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preliminary copy of No Child Left Behind.  The first sentence of his foreword boldly states, 

“Bipartisan education reform will be the cornerstone of my Administration,” while later he 

implies that NCLB is a “Bipartisan solution” (No Child Left Behind, Foreword).  He later 

emphasizes again that NCLB is a collective effort when he claims, “we can all work together – 

Democrat, Republican, and Independent – to strengthen our elementary and secondary schools” 

(No Child Left Behind, Foreword).  He ends the letter professing his enthusiasm to working with 

Congress on the bill (No Child Left Behind, Foreword).  This tactic may have helped reassure 

the public that their respective Congress representatives were creating the bill with them, their 

constituents, in mind, and therefore it was unnecessary to thoroughly examine the bill. 

The speech President Bush gave while signing the act was similarly unfocused, which 

packaged No Child Left Behind with political doctrines that were difficult to challenge, making 

it difficult to question the ambiguities of the act itself.  For example, within the first few minutes 

of the speech, President W. Bush stated:  

The effort to defend freedom and to defend our people, the effort to rout out terror wherever it exists, is 

noble and just and right, and your great country will prevail in this effort.  I long for peace. But I also 

understand that if we do not lead the world against terror, that your children and your grandchildren will 

not grow up in a society that is as free as the society we have today (“Remarks,” par. 6-7).   

He then just as abruptly returns to thanking his collaborators for their help with the bill.  This 

abrupt sidetrack shifts the focus away from education to the issues of national security, 

patriotism, and freedom, and any potential connections to how education will contribute to these 

three issues are missing.  Because it is difficult to question any of these three issues, and the 

abrupt changes are disorientating, the fact that the rest of the speech is ambiguous as to what 

NCLB actually means could not be easily addressed.  The overall effect of these distracting 
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topics not related to education was to confuse the American people, so they initially believed that 

NCLB was either a positive change or that they had no opinion (Gallup Poll 2003). 

NCLB in 2008 

 Six years later, at the end of the Bush administration, it was generally agreed upon that 

there were still problems in the American education system.  Increasing numbers of schools in 

California were being placed on the PI list and more people speculated about the times when 

every school was no longer funded because of inadequate yearly progress.  This was clearly a 

change from the early years of NCLB, as the American public now agreed with the experts and 

the media that NCLB was flawed.  However, the primary questions regarding how NCLB was 

flawed and how to fix it were still highly controversial.  While much of the public blamed easy 

targets, such as teachers, school administration, or the now unpopular Bush administration, they 

missed a fundamental and underappreciated problem with the legislation.  As evidenced by my 

case study in Mountain View, California, although No Child Left Behind brought English 

Language Learners to the forefront of educational policy it did not give the financial support that 

they needed, leaving them even further behind than before. 

 Many Mountain View residents agreed that No Child Left Behind was not working in 

some sense, but had different arguments as to why it was not working.  In an effort to place 

concrete blame, most went for easy targets.  As one resident proclaimed in the online comment 

section of the Mountain View Voice, the local newspaper, “The solution is simple.  Turn of [sic] 

the TV, put away the video games and read a book! OK school administrators?  Also, students 

who are falling behind, quit watching television and go read a book” (Habersaat, Town Square 

Forum).  Another resident also blamed the school administration for the failing schools, saying, 

“No Child Left Behind did not create ever-increasing standards.  Rather, MV schools have 
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steadily…creat[ed] an ever-increasing gap that they will never be able to correct at the rate they 

are going under the current leadership” (Ned, Town Square Forum).  Other residents blamed the 

failure of NCLB on the Bush administration, such as one commenter that wrote, “It's funny how 

the administration that advocated NCLB failed to fund it! ...Shame on all US citizens for 

allowing the government to spend $10 billion dollars a MONTH on war but not invest a fraction 

of that in OUR children, the future of this great country” (NCLB is a Joke...on us!, Town Square 

Forum).  The third point of blame was teachers, where comments such as “I have had enough 

with lazy hippie teachers who have continue to fail our youth” and  “Who could forget the hippie 

teacher that would take off her shoes in class stink up the classroom, was always late to class cuz 

she was at 7-11 getting coffee. These kids would be waiting outside for her 15 minutes after class 

should have started. MVWSD needs a wake up call” scattered the forums (MVLA is garbage, 

Sam, Town Square Forum).  Most of these comments were not well founded, and seemed to be 

simply pointing fingers at easy targets.   

 A much more delicate and complicated reason that NCLB was failing was the legislation 

regarding English Language Learner students and the punitive funding cycle.  The public, as 

evidenced by the comments left on the Mountain View Voice forums, largely ignored this point.  

Only one comment addressed this issue, writing, “The achievement gap has a lot more to do with 

our English Language Learners and the difficulties they face in testing and far less to do with 

poor teaching….The State needs to be given more local control over this unique population. One 

size does not fit all, nor do we want it to” (reader, Town Square Forum).  Because English 

Language Learner students were a subgroup for the Mountain View system, their struggles 

affected the whole school, and eventually the whole district.  A benefit of this fact was “that 

schools c[ould] no longer overlook the need to provide high quality services for ELLs [English 
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Language Learners]” (Price and Peterson 68).  However, when there was a lack of funding for 

these services, these students were also front and center as points of failure, and easy points to 

blame.  Schools with a diverse student body inherently had a higher chance of failure since there 

were more subgroups to keep up with the AYP goals (Price and Peterson 70).  Because there 

were fewer students for each subgroup, this also meant that not only were English Language 

Learners at a disadvantage linguistically, but each student had to perform better on the tests since 

there were fewer students to compute into the average.  Despite this more prominent position, the 

public still failed to sees this glaring issue. 

 The punitive funding legislation lacked common sense and further hindered student 

learning in an already difficult learning situation.  A former teacher writes in his book No Child 

Left Behind that “it is unreasonable” to expect English Language Learners to take the NCLB 

tests at the same level as non English Language Learners after only three years of English.  

Furthermore, “to punish a school for” the struggles of English Language Learners under these 

conditions “is totally unfair” (Hayes 128).  Many English Language Learners “attend schools 

that are already lower resourced,” meaning that the federal funding is even more critical for the 

schools that the English Language Learners are attending (Hayes 127).  To take away the Title I 

funds from the schools that need it most will not help the English Language Learners learn 

English or improve their test scores.  To expect that these students have the resources to simply 

transfer to a private school or to another school or district was an unfeasible fantasy.  These 

expectations could have detrimental consequences, such as contributing to drop out statistics, 

which can be over 60% in high schools in lower income school districts (Hayes 125).  

Intensifying the conditions that cause students to drop out undermined NCLB’s primary goal of 
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creating a better and more educated American society, which called into question the logic of the 

entire act. 

Conclusion 

 Although Mountain View has a particularly high percentage of Hispanic English 

Language Learners in relation to the rest of the United States, English Language Learners are 

still a significant subgroup that deserves attention.  English Language Learners  “comprise 10 

percent of the population of our public schools,” and they cannot be ignored (Hayes 125).  At the 

rate we are progressing, by 2014, every school with a significant number of English Language 

Learners – meaning most schools in California – will most likely be labeled a PI school and have 

all federal funding pulled, making this problem a moot point (Weiss, par. 16).   

But the problem of leaving over 10% of children behind will not disappear.  Ideally, 

politicians will recognize the situation and change the legislation so it stops punishing English 

Language Learners students by denying them the education they deserve, but until 2014, that 

situation is unlikely. A good education is a necessity for a good democracy and a responsible 

society (Shaker and Heilman 3). For the interim, it is up to the local communities to help the 

struggling schools in whatever ways they can, such as volunteering to teach English at an after 

school program that can no longer afford to pay for extra teachers or teacher over time.  By 

abdicating the federal government’s responsibility, the Bush administration left American 

society with the burden of helping fellow residents of our cities.  Mountain View residents, and 

the American people, need to recognize the foolishness of the NCLB legislation and the effects it 

has on English Language Learners, and stop complaining about already underfunded schools and 

underpaid teachers.  They have the ability to make our schools better and not fall behind 

indefinitely by choosing a “size” that fits their community.  I agree with the sentiment by a 
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reader in the Mountain View Voice forum: Every child and every school is unique, so in the case 

of education, one side does not fit all, nor do I think we want it to. 
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