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Fairfax Schools Plan Improvement For No Child Left Behind Testing
New Flexibility May be allowed for Non English Speaking Students 

By Joseph E. Hight 

More than half of all Fairfax County schools failed to meet annual progress targets under the No Child Left Behind Act last year-the first year of measuring progress under the federal law. The law requires school systems across the country to bring all children up to proficiency levels in English and mathematics for their grade level by the year 2014. New federal regulations issued by the U.S. Department of Education may bring new flexibility. 

The federal law also requires states to impose sanctions on schools failing to meet annual progress targets for two consecutive years. 

The 36 county schools that receive federal assistance under Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 face even more stringent sanctions if they fail to meet the annual progress targets. Parents of children at these schools could switch their children to other schools. Title I provides financial assistance to the lowest-achieving students in the nation's highest-poverty schools. The money is used to supplement regular classroom instruction for the individual students needing the most assistance. 

Federal standards, as applied in Virginia, require at least 61 percent of a school's students in each of five groups to pass the English proficiency level and 59 percent to pass the math proficiency. The federal rules require that a school's white, black, Hispanic, non-native English speakers, economically disadvantaged, and special education children meet the same standards of proficiency. And to prevent schools from gaming the system by testing only the best performing or easiest to teach students, schools must test at least 95 percent of all students in each group. 

For schools that did not meet the targets last year, the biggest problem was exempting too many Hispanic, non-native English speakers, or special education students from the tests. The schools were following state testing guidelines issued from Richmond, but the U.S. Department of Education ruled these guidelines wrong. 

Ray Diroll, Coordinator for the Office of Student Testing for Fairfax County Public Schools, said the county followed the directives from the state, which seemed reasonable, but the federal rules require testing students in English even when they come into the school with little or no English speaking ability. "We have to test them even when we know they haven't been here long enough to have the English skills. This serves little purpose and can frustrate the kids," he said. 

Schools with large populations of non-native English speakers can get extra help from the county's Instructional Services Department. The plan is that all schools will meet the targets this year. It's a big job, since there are over 20,000 students with limited English proficiency in the county, far more than any other county in the state. 

Last year Robinson Secondary School failed to test 27 percent of its non-native English speakers. At Lynbrook Elementary School, over 80 percent of tested students passed proficiency levels in math and English, but Lynnbrook failed to test more than half of all Hispanic students in English and nearly one-third of them in math. 

Key Middle School failed to test almost a third of the non-native English speaking students, and less than half of these scored at proficiency levels. Mark Twain Middle School tested just over 70 percent of its non-native English speakers and a little more than half scored at proficiency levels. 

Critics say that there is a danger that too much concentration on the tests will lead to teaching to the tests and ignoring other important areas. "To some extent I agree with the critics," Diroll said. "On the other hand, trying to measure the performance of the schools is a good thing." 

Under the current federal rules, the bar will be raised every two years so that by the year 2014, one hundred percent of all students will be at proficiency levels or better. On February 16, Diroll said that there might have to be some changes in the federal law before 2014, some kind of accommodation to avoid testing non-native English speakers before they have had time to develop English language skills. It appears the federal government agrees. On February 19, U.S. Secretary of Education Rod Paige announced new regulations permitting states to grant a one-year transition period for English-language learners in their first year in U.S. public schools. Virginia must study the specifics of the new federal regulations, but they appear to mean that these students can be temporarily excluded from their schools' test results.
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