AESA’S RESPONSE TO THE DISCUSSION DRAFT OF ESEA 
AS IT RELATES TO LEAS
The Association of Educational Service Agencies (AESA) is very appreciative and pleased regarding the way Educational Service Agencies (ESAs) are recognized in the Miller/McKean House of Representatives discussion draft of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  However, after working with our local school districts we have some specific concerns regarding the assumptions underlying No Child Left Behind as it relates to the local school districts (LEAs).  While the discussion draft addresses many areas of the law that need improvement we do not believe that some of the solutions proposed will work at the local school district level.  Following are the major concerns that negatively impact the local school districts that ESAs serve.
1. The discussion draft continues to rely on a single standardized test to estimate proficiency that cannot accurately measure student growth.  Tests built around grade level are most accurate for students near the middle of the population distribution, i.e., the cut score for proficiency. The unfortunate result of using tests that only measure students in the middle with any accuracy is that the scores of lower and high achieving students are much less precise. 

a. More accurate adaptive and formative assessments will provide more instructionally useful information to teachers and principals in a timely fashion.  Multiple sources of evidence also will shed light on the effectiveness and efficiency of individual schools and school districts in promoting improved student achievement.

b. The contradiction between IDEA’s focus on the individual student and the discussion draft’s continued focus on special education students as a group fails to measure students with disabilities accurately.  The discussion draft simply codifies the U.S. Department of Education regulations on limiting the number of students counted towards an alternative achievement standard to one percent and modified achievement standards to two percent.  Students with disabilities need to have assessments that measure their current level of achievement and growth from that point.  Due to the broad spectrum of achievement of students with disabilities, assessment decisions should be made on an individual basis and should not be subject to arbitrary percentage caps.

c. English language learners should not be forced to take tests in reading and math in English until they have the necessary working knowledge of the language.  Research is clear that it takes students five to seven years to master the type of English most often found on content assessments.  The spectrum of ELL students is so broad that decisions about when testing in English is appropriate should be made on an individual basis.

2. The accountability system in the discussion draft is designed to meet the information needs of top state and federal elected leaders and officials rather than the information needs of teachers in their work to improve instruction.  No one would suggest that accountability should not be a part of educational improvement. AESA believes that the only way to get close to the unattainable goal of 100 percent proficiency is to focus the accountability system on the information teachers, principals and school system leaders need to improve instruction for each child and to better organize instruction for all students, rather than provide a black and white measure of success for federal officials.
3. The discussion draft is an even greater federal erosion of state and local educational decisions than NCLB.  The discussion draft adds new prescriptive federal authority, including how to calculate graduation rates, teacher distribution and paraprofessional qualifications and more specification of measures that can be used to judge schools.  There are at least 46 new reports, plans and staffing requirements in the discussion draft for local school districts and a greater number of mandates for states that will surely translate to even more local paperwork.  Each new study, staffing or paperwork requirement takes money and staffing resources away from direct instruction.

4. Teachers, principals and superintendents have been telling Congress since NCLB was signed in 2002 that the law needs significant changes; but the discussion draft contains only minor changes to major issues, including the introduction of a growth measure and multiple measures.  The minor changes are aimed a threading the needle between people who work with children daily and the Washington based think tanks.  The result is a mismatched set of untested ideas with no base in research or practice and resulted in policy that will prevent a coherent approach to improving achievement among low-income students. The law needs a coherent set of principles and practices that make sense to teachers, principals and superintendents. This discussion draft is a long way from that goal.  

We urge Congress to continue to work with local school districts to make the changes necessary to make ESEA work for the students across this country.  AESA stands ready to assist in anyway we can to improve ESEA

