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President Barack Obama has signed into law a major education law setting U.S. public
schools on a new course of accountability. During the signing, Obama praised the law's
bipartisan support in Congress. (Dec. 10) AP

WASHINGTON — President Obama signed the Every Student Succeeds Act into law Thursday, largely
replacing the No Child Left Behind Act that was a hallmark of his predecessor's domestic agenda.
Lawmakers have touted the new law as a more flexible approach to student testing and school accountability,
once again making states responsible for fixing under-performing schools.
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Here's what's changed in the two laws:

The Problem
No Child Left Behind:
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, signed by President Lyndon Johnson, was a civil rights law that provided education funding to
states and attempted to ensure that every student had access to an education. The law would expire every three to five years, requiring Congress to
reauthorize it. In 2001, Democrats and Republicans in Congress became increasingly concerned by the growing achievement gaps that left poor and
minority students in failing schools, and devised a system of testing and accountability to fix it. "The fundamental principle of this bill is that every child
can learn, we expect every child to learn, and you must show us whether or not every child is learning," President George W. Bush said in the Jan. 8,
2002, signing ceremony.
Every Student Succeeds Act: The new law tries to preserve the spirit of No Child Left Behind, while fixing what were widely perceived as its one-sizefits-all approach. "The goals of No Child Left Behind, the predecessor of this law, were the right ones: High standards. Accountability. Closing the
achievement gap," Obama said Thursday. "But in practice, it often fell short. It didn't always consider the specific needs of each community. It led to too
much testing during classroom time. It often forced schools and school districts into cookie-cutter reforms that didn't always produce the kinds of results
that we wanted to see."

Testing
No Child Left Behind: The law required states to test students on math and English every year in the third through eighth grades, and then again once
in high school. It also required at least one science test in elementary, middle and high school.

Every Student Succeeds Act: States must still test students in the same grades but will now have flexibility in how and when they administer those
tests. For example, a single annual assessment can be broken down into a series of smaller tests. There's also an emphasis on finding different kinds of
tests that more accurately measure what students are learning.

Common Core
No Child Left Behind: The 2002 law did not address the Common Core standards specifically, since they didn't emerge until later that decade. And they
emerged not from the federal government, but from a state-led effort to define what the states should be teaching and how it should be taught. But the
Obama administration did play a role in expanding Common Core through waivers to No Child Left Behind requirements that encouraged states to adopt
the standards.
Every Student Succeeds Act: The new law allows states to adopt Common Core but does not require it. In fact, it requires the Education Department to
remain neutral: "The Secretary shall not attempt to influence, incentivize, or coerce State adoption of the Common Core State Standards developed
under the Common Core State Standards Initiative or any other academic standards common to a significant number of States, or assessments tied to
such standard."

Accountability
No Child Left Behind: One of the fundamental principles of the 2002 law — indeed, the principle that gave the law its name — was that schools had to
improve the performance of all students. To do that, it required school districts to break out test scores and other measures for minority subgroups to
make sure they were making progress each year. In practice, many states found that goal to be unrealistic and got around them by either creating "super
subgroups" that lumped all disadvantaged students together, or changing to more subjective measures like parent/teacher involvement.
Every Student Succeeds Act: The new law leaves accountability goals almost entirely up to the states. States must submit their accountability plans to
the Department of Education, which still has a limited oversight role. And there are "guardrails" defining broadly what the accountability goals need to
include, and test scores and graduation rates must be given "much greater weight" than the more subjective measures.

Remedies
No Child Left Behind: States that wanted their fair share of federal funding were required to fix schools that failed to improve test scores adequately.
Those "interventions" started out with softer measures, but after five years the school had a limited number of dire choices: fire the principal and most of
the staff, convert to a charter school, lengthen the school day or year, or close down the school entirely.
Every Student Succeeds Act: The new law is much more specific about which schools need intervention but much less specific on what those
interventions should be. Schools at the bottom 5% of assessment scores (as defined by the state), high schools that graduate less than 67% of students,
or schools where subgroups are consistently underperforming would be considered failing and could be subject to state takeover — although the law
doesn't say what the state needs to do.

Spending
No Child Left Behind: The education law sets policy, and does not spend money directly — that's done through annual spending bills. The original law
authorized up to $32 billion in spending in 2002 dollars, but Congress never spent anywhere close to that, appropriating just $23 billion in 2015.
Every Student Succeeds Act: The law authorizes the spending of $24.9 billion in 2016, again subject to the spending bill now being finalized by
Congress. According to the Congressional Budget Office (https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/costestimate/s11770.pdf),
that cost would grow to $25.8 billion in 2020.

Bipartisanship
No Child Left Behind: The architects of the 2002 law were on opposite sides of the Capitol and on opposite ends of the political spectrum: Rep. John
Boehner, R-Ohio (later the House speaker), and Sen. Ted Kennedy, D-Mass. The vote on final passage was 381-41 in the House and 87-10 in the
Senate. Bush signed the bill into law at a high school in Boehner's congressional district.
Every Student Succeeds Act: The lead sponsors in the Senate were Sens. Lamar Alexander, R-Tenn., and Patty Murray, D-Wash, and in the House
were Reps. John Kline, R-Minn., and Bobby Scott, D-Va. It passed the House 359-64 and the Senate 85-12. Obama signed it into law Thursday at the
Eisenhower Executive Office Building.
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