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Personal Perspective on No Child Left Behind from a  Former 
Student of Special Education
Introduction

The criticism of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) is overwhelming. Is it warranted? As a former student of special education and now an educator myself, I will offer my personal experiences and perspective, a positive spin on a law that is attacked so vigorously. I think everyone can agree that NCLB is a law that places high expectations and accountability at its core. Although the legislation is far from perfect, I believe these two principles, along with improved assessment practices have the potential to dramatically improve the experience and increase the success of students receiving special education services. 
My Placement in Special Education
 
I was born with Cerebral Palsy (CP), at a young age I had significant speech and language difficulties and mobility issues primarily affecting my legs.  I have a mild case of spastic CP. It does not affect me greatly. A good friend of mine once summed up what she believed walking was like for me.  She said, “It’s like you have rollerblades on all the time.” It was a unique observation. Ironically, I cannot rollerblade, but the comparison makes sense.   I have little difficulty walking until I come across uneven terrain. Stairs require a little more motor planning, and the occasional tiny stone can trip me up. If you have spent any time on rollerblades you know exactly what I mean.  Having Cerebral Palsy never made me feel limited- my experiences in special education did. 

I entered the special education “system” at the age of about 3 1/2 in 1972. According to state law, guided by the passage of the Education of the Handicapped Act of 1970, now the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA), I was eligible for services through the public school system.  I received speech and language services during the 1972-73 school year and preschool services the year after. 


I was included in regular classes throughout elementary school with pull-out services for reading and occupational therapy. My school also provided an Adapted Physical Education class for me and my fellow uncoordinated peers.  I understood even then, that the class was intended to provide an environment where I could be successful, but the minute I was segregated from the general population I felt different. It was P.E., could I really fail?

In forth grade I was actually placed in a “special” Art class. I remember thinking, “Wow I can’t even “make it” in Art!”  It was not until sixth grade that I began to be segregated into special education classes for English, Math and History due to a learning disability.  

Special Education Today


Although my experiences in special education took place several years ago when the laws were different than they are today, my experience as a special education teacher between the years of 1992-1995 gave me insight into how special education is implemented today.  I also spent several years as an assistive technology consult who regularly visited special education classrooms.  In my experience, the special education system has not changed significantly.  It is still, in large part, viewed as a place and not a service.  It is still segregating and labeling students, and seems to subconsciously expect less from students receiving special education than other children.  The principles of high expectations and accountability in No Child Left Behind have the ability to make significant improvements in the experiences and success of students with disabilities if implemented properly.
Expectations & Curriculum

No Child Left Behind requires all schools to demonstrate academic gains for all students, including those with disabilities.  This expectation makes it difficult to continue to expect less from students in special education. One of the most vivid memories I have of being marginalized as a student came at the end of eighth grade.  It was the time of year when teachers to make their recommendations for High School placements.  I had been in a “low” math class in middle school but had earned solid A’s for four quarters.  I was looking forward to the opportunity to be in class with the average students.  Surely I had earned my ticket out of special education, at least in math.  Even after earning superior grades, my math teacher recommended that I stay in the low level class in high school.  Her rational was that the low placement would allow me to continue to succeed. I argued the point with my Mother, desperate to prove that I could perform in the general education classroom.  My Mother agreed to insist that I be placed in Algebra in High School, if I was willing to accept the consequences.  I agreed.  I earned a B in the class for the first two quarters and brought it up to an A in the third and forth.  I happily moved on to Geometry my sophomore year and earned C’s. I was more proud of the C in Geometry than I ever was with the A I earned in “Sped” classes as they were often called.  I learned that there is little value to an easy A. The hard C in the general education classroom will take students much further in both knowledge and self-esteem. It is not a small thing to be separated from the general student population and it does not go unnoticed. 

Students with disabilities should be given opportunities to work through difficult coursework.  It forces us to develop strategies.  Some students may not succeed at first, but dealing with failure is a part of life and students with or without disabilities should not be protected from it. There is nothing more powerful than succeeding at something that you once viewed impossible. Special education teachers should be available to aid struggling students in the regular education environment, not only in special classrooms. They can offer assistance by providing supplemental materials and helping all students develop strategies for success.

In addition to lowered expectations, the curriculum offered to special education students, is often a watered –down version of the general curriculum. This is troublesome.  How can students in special education be expected to perform as well on standardized tests if they have not been given access to all of the material? I had great success in my low-level English classes throughout Middle and High School, but I have never read Shakespeare, I never caught the Catcher in the Rye, and I do not know the Tale of Two Cities.  However, I was required to take the same SAT exam to get into college.  Are we setting students up for failure?  Is it really impossible for students in special education to grasp the material in these books? 


No Child Left Behind focuses attention on this issue.  All students are being assessed using the same standards. A watered-down curriculum will no longer suffice. If schools are going to show an increase in the performance of special education students on assessments, they will have to ensure access to the same curriculum as non-disabled students. How is it possible to do this and at the same time address the needs of students with disabilities?  Re-define special education as a service rather than a place, as the laws intend. Open the doors to the general education classroom to special education students and special education teachers. Provide special education students with learning strategies to succeed in the general education curriculum. 
Threats to the Effectiveness of NCLB.

The principles of accountability and high expectations are what I believe makes NCLB a good idea for students with disabilities, but already fear of failure is beginning to weaken these principles for students with disabilities. The Department of Education has approved state plans that allow them to set high minimum subgroup sizes for students with disabilities, essentially eliminating them from being counted in calculations to determine Annual Yearly Progress (AYP).  The rational for setting a minimum subgroup size is to ensure that enough students included in the calculation to provide a valid measure of progress.  What is troubling is that many states have larger subgroup size minimums for students with disabilities than they do for other subgroups.  How is this justified?  It appears to be loophole in the law used to avoid reporting the results of students with disabilities. In fact one study showed that 80 percent of schools that made AYP for the 2003-2004 school year, did so without including students in special education (Olsen, 2005). Many schools argue that they are failing to meet AYP solely due to this subgroup.  Perhaps this is the case for some, but the answer is not to exclude them from reporting.  The answer should be to find out why and address the problem.  

I feel strongly that many students in this subgroup and in the general education category are not meeting standards, not because they are not learning, but because they are not given the appropriate means to demonstrate their knowledge. This issue can be addressed through accommodations and universally designed assessments.
Assessments

States are required to use standardized assessments to measure student progress.  Unfortunately, these are the same assessments we have always dreaded, characterized by lengthy paper test booklets, number two pencils and bubble sheets, oh and of course the test proctor with a timer. It should be disturbing to educators that assessment procedures have not changed since they were students themselves. Some students are masters at demonstrating their knowledge in this way, others, like me, find it impossible under the best of circumstances.  In fact, if entering college depended solely on standardized test results, I would not have been accepted.  I currently maintain a 4.0 grade point average in my Ph.D. program.  With this in mind, should educators base assessment of student learning solely on a standardized test score?  The reality is that it is difficult to or impossible to effect change in the American education system without shaking things up considerably.  No Child Left Behind has accomplished this by demanding accountability through test scores, and inflicting consequences on schools who do not meet standards. Is this the right thing to do? No one really knows, but it has been the catalyst for change in a highly ritualized institution.  
The Promise of Universally Designed Assessments


If we are going to use test scores to judge student learning, it is essential that assessments are designed universally to accurately measure student performance.  Students should be provided with assessments that allow them to use their strengths and minimize their weaknesses.  There are seven principles of universal design identified in a study completed by Johnstone (2003).  In the study, Johnstone found that after adapting an assessment to include the seven principles of universal design, the vast majority of students performed better on the assessment. Of the 231 students who were tested, 155 scored higher on the universally designed assessment.  Other promising research has shown that simply administering assessments using a computer, one aspect of universal design, renders significant improvement in scores on essay and short answer test items.  In one study 30 percent of students passed a paper and pencil test while 67 percent of the same group of students passed the identical test administered using a computer (Russell & Haney, 1997).  This is not surprising considering that most students use the computer to compose essays in classes. Universally designed assessments also minimize the need for accommodations for students with disabilities. For example, if all students, with and without disabilities, were given the option of completing a test of reading comprehension using computer-aided speech to read the test item aloud, it would no longer be considered an accommodation for students with reading difficulties. This approach to test administration could effectively eliminate the debate over the validity of testing accommodations.  
Conclusion


Lowered expectations characterized many of my experiences as a student in special education which began in 1972.  It has been the norm through the year 2000.  The strict standards required under No Child Left Behind Act has provided a catalyst for positive change in special education today.  Through increased expectations and accountability students receiving special education services are expected to perform at the same level as their non-disabled peers. This has great potential to change the experience for students with special needs and better prepare them for the future.  As NCLB is implemented continued efforts should be made to improve instruction by encouraging team teaching utilizing special education teachers in the regular education classroom.  Also, with increased emphasis on test scores efforts should be directed towards finding more appropriate ways for students to demonstrate their knowledge.  American education is required to teach all students.  The passage of the No Child Left Behind Act sets an expectation that all students, even those with disabilities will succeed.  It is not perfect, but it is a step in the right direction for students with disabilities.  
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