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Abstract

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 is a federal law designed to improve the performance of primary and secondary schools in America. However, due to some of the provisions set forth in the NCLB Act, many students and educators are experiencing emotional ramifications. Students are becoming emotionally distraught and consequently their learning is suffering. In addition, the incongruence of the NCLB Act is also making teachers emotionally distressed, which is affecting their teaching.  

The Emotional Effects of NCLB: Review of Literature

Introduction

General Statement of the Problem

There is strong evidence that emotions greatly affect learning. Many prominent scholars such as Greenspan, Damasio, Luria, and Vygotsky (to name a few) have all done research in cognitive psychology and neuropsychology and have, like Lyons (2003), found that “emotions are integral to thinking, reasoning, and problem solving and cannot be divorced from learning” (as cited in Damasio, 1994, p. 2). This led us to think about the kinds of emotional experiences students and teachers are having in today’s classroom with the kinds of restrictions and regulations set forth by the NCLB law.  We begin by examining scholarly literature to support the paradigm that NCLB directly correlates with the negative emotional affects experienced by educators as well as students.

  Teachers are experiencing increased levels of anxiety due to the added restrictions and regulations set forth by the NCLB Act. In an article written by educator, G. Bracy (2008), he references a study completed by Linda Valli of the University of Maryland and Daria Buese of McDaniel College that explores how high stake accountability effects teachers’ roles. The study concluded how teachers’ lives (as a result of NCLB) became more demanding with less autonomy. For example, many responsibilities were added to the teachers’ daily work agenda. Some of these adjustments include: curriculum pacing, curriculum alignment, data related tasks, ESOL instruction and tutoring. This is illustrated by the following situation: According to Valli and Buese, “The stress was so palpable, that one of us felt compelled to step out of her researcher role to reassure a first-year teacher who, leaving a planning meeting in tears, said she did not know if she could keep doing this for another year. Linked as they are to accountability policies, these increased levels of stress and anxiety are clearly the result of workplace cultures, not psychological characteristics of teachers” (Bracey, 2009, p.782). Teachers are also facing stomach-turning pressures from the administrators who (of course are just trying to do their job) continue to demand better test scores. How can emotionally disheartened, saddened, and stressed teachers help students who are emotionally distressed themselves? Is there a way to find a balance between what is required of teachers and students through NCLB and “the emotional origins of intellectual development, thinking, and reasoning” (Lyons, 2003, p.1)?

Studies have shown that students are directly affected by the regulations and restrictions set forth by NCLB. At one time schools provided a warm, welcoming, positive environment that instilled a love for learning and higher-level thinking.  Now (because of NCLB) schools have become regimented and institutionalized into high stakes assembly lines. Teachers drill students on test taking strategies in order to produce proficient test scores in the most efficient and effective way. Are we producing students who are highly productive, critical thinkers or robots that only have the capacity to think what they are trained to think? What kind of school environment are we creating for our young citizens? What kinds of emotions are running through students’ minds as they are asked to do tasks that they are not ready for yet? Can this affect their progress in school? Will these emotions have a lasting impact on the lives of our students?

Definitions of Terms

For this study, the following definitions apply:

1.  No Child Left Behind (NCLB)

Overwhelmingly passed by both houses of Congress in 2001, NCLB, a significant federal education statute, originally supported by a bipartisan coalition, was signed into law in 2002. This landmark, groundbreaking law contends to have the answer for improving bad schools and public school teachers in an effort to ‘leave no child left behind’, by enforcing a system of standards and accountability through high stakes testing (ED.gov/nclb/overview/,2005). Popham (2004) explains that, “now according to federal law, the dominant determiner of whether a school is performing satisfactorily will be whether the school fails to meet annual required improvement levels in students’ test scores” (p.5). While this new law “to improve the performance of U.S. primary and secondary schools” sounds like a great idea, it has proven to be the cause for much of the incongruence in our school system.  Popham adds, “…of the many schools that will be labeled “failing” some simply are not. Just as seriously, of the many schools that escape the “failing” label, some are doing an unsatisfactory instructional job” (p.5). 

2. Emotion


Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary (2009) defines emotion as “a conscious mental reaction (as anger or fear) subjectively experienced as strong feeling usually directed toward a specific object and typically accompanied by physiological and behavioral changes in the body” (para. 1). Lyons (2003) explains that there are two parts of emotions:

1) Inner emotions such as feelings of joy, fear, love, anger, and anxiety, which are entirely within an individual; and 2) the outward expressions and displays of emotion such as laughing, crying, sweating, blushing, or tone of voice, which provide an outward sign that an inward emotion has occurred (p.59).

According to Lyons (2003), body language and/or expressions are great indicators of how one is feeling.  She also “believes that, for the rest of our lives, the seemingly trivial gestures of emotion first understood in late infancy serve both to anchor our human processes and learning”(as cited in Greenspan, 1997, p.59). In addition, it is imperative that we not only know what emotion is, but that we know how to identify individuals’ emotions as well. Lyon (2003) argues, “Understanding the impact of emotion on learning is necessary if parents and teachers are to help all children to reach their full potential” (p.59).

3. Title 1

Title 1 of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 is amended to read as follows: Title 1- Improving the academic achievement of the disadvantaged. The purpose of this title is to ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic assessments (http://www.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/esea02/pg1.html).

Significance of the Proposed Study

There are several provisions set forth in the NCLB Act that do not provide an accurate measure for schools to show their strengths and weaknesses, therefore they are unjustly mislabeled. Here are a few examples to illustrate our point: Example 1) Each state gets to decide how and what should be taught in their schools, and “because different states’ curricular targets often vary to some extent this means that there might well be substantial differences in NCLB” (p.16). Example 2) “NCLB tests chosen by many states are altogether instructionally insensitive, built using test construction models that are completely inappropriate for evaluating a school’s quality” (p. 63). Example 3) According to the new NCLB federal regulations, students who suffer from severe mental disabilities are to be tested with alternate state assessments. “Yet a state is allowed to give such alternate assessment to no more than 1 percent of its total students, which, of course, is a mighty small number” (p.18). These are just a few of the incongruences students and teachers are faced with under our NCLB Act.  How do teachers and students emotionally adapt to these unjust rules and regulations? Is it even possible to adapt?

How Can NCLB Effect Student Emotion?


As discussed earlier, in many schools across the nation, the provisions set forth in the NCLB Act can make it extremely difficult for students to succeed in American schools. Valdez (2001) states, “American classrooms are experiencing the largest influx of immigrant students since the beginning of the 20th century” (p. ix).  A large majority of the population in American schools is comprised of immigrants. DiCerbo (2006) explains:

More than one-half (53.9%) of the English language learners in U.S. schools are immigrants, including students who have recently arrived in the U.S. (17.4%) and students who are long-term U.S. residents (14.7%) (Zehler, Fleischman, Hopstock, Stephenson, Pendzick, & Sapru, 2003). Changes in immigration settlement patterns over a ten-year period (1990 to 2000) have resulted in a shift in the school-age immigrant population for certain areas of the U.S. During that time period, primary and secondary schools in Arkansas, Alabama, Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee have seen an increase from 18,000 to 64,000 Spanish-speaking students with limited English proficiency (as cited in Kochar et al., 2005, para 14). 

What can a newly arrived (non-English speaking) student expect when they go to school in America? Most of the time they are required to take the same state-mandated standardized tests as their English speaking peers who have already had instruction on the test material.  Taking a test in a language, which has not yet been mastered, would be frightening, as well as frustrating. In Valdez’s (2001) study of immigrant children, she witnessed the same emotional frustrations in a newly arrived student who had very little idea of what her teaching was saying: “When Mrs. Gordon gave directions to the whole class, Lilian-pretending indifference or boredom-would look to see what others were doing” (p.64). Many experiences like this one followed Lilian throughout Junior High School. The more negative exposure to tasks she was not yet capable of completing, the more she emotionally withdrew and the less she was able to learn. Lyons explains: “when we are emotionally upset, we experience difficulty thinking straight and continued emotional upset can create deficits in a child’s intellectual abilities, crippling the capacity to learn” (p 68). 


Another sobering, yet very reflective issue of the emotional ramifications brought on by NCLB is the vast numbers of high school dropouts. A headline from the Los Angeles Times states, “1 in 4 California High School Students Drop Out State Says,” (http://www.latimes.com/news/local/la-me-dropout17-2008jul17,0,1269326.story). An alarming note from the article stated:

The statistics highlight a problem that is getting worse in California, said Russell Rumberger, a professor of education at UC Santa Barbara who directs the California Dropout Research Project. Even using the old system of measurement, he said, the number of dropouts has grown by 83% over five years while the number of high school graduates has gone up only 9%.

It is no secret that students nationwide are required by law to take several tests throughout each and every school year. Our nation spends more money on testing materials than on books for our schools.  It is no wonder that our students want to withdraw from our schools. Shor (1997) argues, “With vital interest disconnected from our classroom discourse, the students lose touch with the purpose of human communication. When they lose touch with purpose in speaking or writing, they struggle to mobilize their inherent language competencies. They lose their articulateness along with their motivation” (as cited from The School and Society, p. 56, para. 27)… Students are not robots waiting to consume information so that they can turn around and regurgitate it. They have minds and emotions that they wish (and should) use to express their intellect.  McDaniel (2006) believes “literature should be personally experienced because it ‘may result in increased social sensitivity’ (cited from Rosenblatt, 1995, p.175), encouraging individuals to become more empathetic toward others and to develop a greater sense of responsibility for their own behaviors” (p.32).  Perhaps if teachers were given more of the opportunity to use this way of teaching students would be less inclined to emotionally withdraw and dropout. 

How Can NCLB Effect Teacher Emotion?

There is evidence that a teacher’s emotional state can affect student learning. Lyons (2003) illustrates:

Studies of preschool children reveal that the inner emotions of teachers or parents may have a detrimental impact on learning. When parents or caregivers do not pay attention to children-by gazing off or staring without reacting to what the children are doing or saying, as if they were not in the room-preschool children’s speech becomes disorganized, and their attempts to learn gradually decrease (p.59)

Teachers have responsibility towards their students’ well being as well as themselves. Many teachers choose to give up their profession because they get emotionally “burned-out”. They are reminded of the NCLB incongruence on a daily basis.  Teachers want to create an atmosphere where children can critically think and “…feel acknowledged (“my voice is being heard”), empowered (“I am capable”), and valued (“I am important”)” (McDaniel, 2006, p. 154). However, much of the time we think “how can we possibly act on such a philosophy when faced with daunting restrictions such as No Child Left Behind, influences of the powerful publishing industry, and the prevalence of a ‘one size fits all’ standards approach”(McDaniel, 2006, pgs.155-156)? We are told by administration that if we’re not following the scripted teacher’s edition manual (TE) as is, than we are not being “true” to the program. In other words, if we are not regurgitating the scripted text from the TE, then we are not effectively teaching our students. This creates quite a bit of emotional distress for us because there is strong evidence that supports that “good” teaching “is not a one-way development, not “something done for students or to them” for their own good (as cited in Freire, 1989, p. 34). It’s not a paternal campaign of clever teachers against defenseless students. Rather, a critical process is driven and justified by mutuality” (Shor, 1997, para. 34). Other examples of educators with emotional agony over NCLB can be observed. For instance, a Seattle teacher, Carl Chew refused to administer the Washington Assessment of Student Learning. He argued, “he has seen kids struggle through the test with few positive results to show for the time and effort expended over two weeks each spring”(as cited in Norton, 2008, para. 1). This disobedience (if you will) reflects the frustrations he’s experiencing regarding the stringent testing mandated by his state. Like him, teachers across the nation are feeling the emotional burden of NCLB. 
Design and Methodology

Subjects 

This study was conducted in two different socioeconomically diverse school districts. 

School A is located in an economically disadvantaged area. The school is designated as a Title 1 school. The teacher demographics include 4 males (1 Hispanic or Latino and 3 White non-Hispanic) and 27 females (7 Hispanic or Latino and 20 White non-Hispanic). Totaled together 25.8% are Hispanic or Latino and 74.2% are White non-Hispanic. See Figure 1.0 for a teacher demographic table. The student demographics include .5% Asian, 87.3% Hispanic or Latino, 5.8% African American, 4.3% White non-Hispanic and 2% of Multiple or No Response. 

[Insert Figure 1 Here]

School B is located in neighboring district that is significantly more economically advantaged.  It is not considered a Title 1 school. The teacher demographics include 2 males (White non-Hispanic) and 54 females (2 Hispanic or Latino, 51 White non-Hispanic, and 1 Multiple or No Response) Totaled together 3.6% are Hispanic or Latino, 94.6% are White non-Hispanic and 1.8% of Multiple or No Response. The student demographics include .3% American Indian or Alaska Native, 5.9% Asian, 1.1% Pacific Islander, 8.9% Filipino, 32.7% is Hispanic or Latino, 7.7% is African American, 35.2% is White non-Hispanic, and 8.1% of Multiple or No Response. 

[Insert Figure’s 2 and 3 Here]


NCLB mandates that each state issue a standardized test. This test is only given in English and it is also biased towards ethnicities other than White non-Hispanic and those that are socioeconomically disadvantaged. It is important to evaluate these demographics due to the evidence that supports a strong correlation between low-test scores and the socioeconomically disadvantaged. A major difficulty faced by our state and others with a high influx of English language learners is that students who have not yet acquired proficiency in English are required to take the same test given to a native English speaking students. In Popham’s book, the author states: 

… a provision in the nation’s new school evaluation law requires that all minority groups earn sufficiently high test scores. So, even though the school’s small group of Vietnamese children arrived a little more than a year ago, their low test scores mean that the school must be designated as a failing school despite the staff’s otherwise marvelous efforts. (Popham, 2005, p.4)


Comparing both districts illustrates the different emotional impacts NCLB has had on teachers and students. NCLB effects schools seen as failing and non-failing differently. Teachers and students from School A experience more emotional distress due to pressures caused by high stakes testing set forth by NCLB. Based upon of this observation, we developed a survey to investigate this assumption. Based on the literature we have reviewed and the survey we’ve conducted, the evidence supports the paradigm of educator’s beliefs on NCLB.

Instrumentation/Data Collection / Data Treatment Procedures 


The survey addresses the central issue, are the provisions set forth by NCLB worth the negative emotional impact on students and teachers? The survey was distributed to all the educators at Schools A and B. Surveys were placed into educators’ mailboxes in the teacher workroom. An advantage of this type of data collection is that it was anonymous therefore educators felt the freedom to express their concerns in an honest forthright manner. Another advantage to this type of survey was that questions were created in a multiple-choice format with the option to comment on each question. This was a time friendly format to respect the time restraints faced by educators today. A disadvantage was that we were unable to mandate that all educators comment on all questions. This was due to the anonymous nature of the survey. Therefore, we were unable to give an incentive encouraging participants to comment on each question. Educators were then encouraged to return surveys to a labeled box located in the staff room within a five-day period. Data results from Schools A and B were tallied individually and compared. Comments were evaluated based on the literature to address how they support or negate the paradigm. 

[Insert Figure 5 Here]

Presentations of Findings


After tallying our survey, results showed that in question one 22% answered that NCLB guides their instruction, while 78% believe that NCLB takes away from their grade level instruction. In question two 81% believe that yes, high stakes testing takes away from their instructional time focusing on critical thinking activities, while 0% answered that they do not feel that high stakes testing takes away from their critical thinking instruction and 19% were unsure if either high stakes testing does or does not take away from their critical thinking lessons. Results show in question three that 97% feel that NCLB regulations and restrictions are stressful and frustrating to the teacher and 92% feel that they are stressful and frustrating to their students. In opposition, 3% feel that NCLB restrictions and regulations are not stressful or frustrating to teachers and 8% feel that they are not stressful or frustrating to their students. Finally, in question four 2% believe that students’ standardized test scores are a valuable measurement of their students’ knowledge and ability, while 98% do not believe that students’ standardized test scores provide a valuable measurement of their students’ knowledge and ability. 


Each question had an area for comments. Only a few teachers commented in select areas. Teachers at School A expressed anxiety over teacher accountability being dependent upon high stakes testing results. One teacher from School A expressed his/her concern when they said, “I feel like pulling my hair out every time I have to give a standardized test knowing that it is biased toward the students in my class.” Although the data indicated that there were less feelings of stress and frustrations from teachers at School B, some teachers did express their frustrations with NCLB’s regulations and restrictions. One teacher stated, “Some students crack under pressure; therefore testing alone doesn’t show ability or knowledge of a student!” Figure 6 illustrates the difference between the beliefs of teachers at Schools A and B.  It also depicts the varying levels of stress teachers experience the different school sites.

[Insert Figure 6 Here]

Figure 6
	Questions:
	School A:
	School B:
	Combined Results:

	Question 1:

A

B

Question 2:

Yes

No

Not Sure

Question 3:

Teachers:

Yes

No

Students:

Yes

No

Question 4:

Yes

No
	25%

75%

80%

0%

20%

100%

0%

100%

0%

15%

85%
	18%

82%

82%

0%

18%

94%

6%

82%

18%

24%

76%
	22%

78%

81%

0%

19%

97%

3%

92%

8%

2%

98%


Limitations of the Design


Due to time constraints and limited resources, we were only able to survey a small sample consisting of the staff at two school sites in neighboring districts. The time constraints include the time frame in which the study needed to be completed and the educators’ limited time for completing the survey.  The limited resources include the small number of researchers.  More researchers would have allowed us to collect a larger sample size in the time allotted for the study.   In addition, because of the anonymous nature of the survey, we were limited by the responses to the multiple choice questions as most of the educators surveyed did not choose to comment on each question. 

Conclusion

It is evident that emotions greatly affect learning. Throughout our research, both in scholarly review and the survey of educators, our hypothesis supported the paradigm that NCLB directly correlates with the negative emotional affects experienced by educators as well as students. Studies have shown that teachers and students are directly affected by the boundaries set by NCLB.  Our teacher and student emotions are at stake. Many people are calling for revisions to law as they see it as detrimental to children as well as the educational system. They also believe that the law is achieving the opposite of its original intent and is making it more difficult to help those children most at risk because it is taking time away from regular instruction to prepare for a single high stakes test. 

Our research results found that educators and students are under emotional distress. Based on survey results we found that most teachers believe that NCLB takes away from their instruction of important grade level concepts. We also found that most teachers feel that high stakes testing takes away from instructional time in which they would normally incorporate critical thinking activities. In addition, we found that most teachers believe that NCLB regulations and restrictions have been stressful and frustrating for both them and their students. Most importantly, we found that most teachers do not believe that their students’ standardized test scores are a valuable measurement of their student’s knowledge and ability. As long as NCLB is in effect, there cannot be a balance of what is required of teachers and students through NCLB and “the emotional origins of intellectual development, thinking, and reasoning” (Lyons, 2003, p.1).

NCLB is the cause for much of education’s incongruence, and creates emotional distress in students and teachers. Even though incongruence exists in our educational system there are ways in which we can make the school environment productive for teachers and students.  We have realized that in order for students to be successful we need to understand that emotion impacts student learning. It is through understanding a child’s expressions that we can be most effective in meeting their needs. When we are conscious of their internal emotions we are not only creating a better learning environment, but we are giving them access to learning.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

     Further research on this study should be conducted on a larger scale with a larger sample size.  The more researchers and study participants, the greater effect that this study would have in both validity and reliability.  According to McMillan and Schumacher (2001), “If the researcher expects to find small differences or slight relationships, it is desirable to have as large a sample as possible” (p. 179). The implementation in multiple school districts with a larger sampling of educators may draw attention to the concerns expressed by the educators affected by the No Child Left Behind Act’s provisions and limitations.  This study could then be replicated on an even larger scale statewide or even nationally.  It could be extended to survey students as to their feelings about test preparation and to find out if they are expressing stress because of the testing environment.  Ultimately, publishing the results and educating the politicians and public on the effect that the NCLB is having on the educational environment could bring about much needed revisions to this law.

Possible Steps to Consider for Further Research 

1. Consider applying for grants to aid you in funding a larger scale research study. Funds from a grant could offer incentives to survey participants and could be used to hire on additional researchers to access a larger sample of educators in the study.  

2. Offer incentives to survey participants. Due to the small number of returned surveys, it may beneficial to offer an incentive to those who complete the survey with comments in a timely manner. The type of incentive would depend upon the amount of funding available. 

3. Pre-establish an appropriate time frame for this study on a larger scale. In order to evaluate multiple comments on each survey a larger time frame would be needed. 

4. Refine questionnaire. It would beneficial to the study to re-word questions on the survey to clarify terms for participants. 

5. Consider replicating this study at various times throughout the year and / or for multiple years if possible. It would be interesting to see the change in views reported before and after standardized testing. 

6. Pursue publication of results in order to draw attention to the need of revisions to the mandate.  
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Appendices 

Figure 1

	School 
	Gender 
	American Indian or Alaska Native 
	Asian 
	Pacific Islander 
	Filipino 
	Hispanic or Latino 
	African American 
	White (not Hispanic) 
	Multiple or No Response 
	Total 

	School A 
	Female 
	0 
	0 
	0 
	0 
	7 
	0 
	20 
	0 
	27 (87.1%) 

	
	Male 
	0 
	0 
	0 
	0 
	1 
	0 
	3 
	0 
	4 (12.9%) 

	Total: 
	  
	0 (0.0%) 
	0 (0.0%) 
	0 (0.0%) 
	0 (0.0%) 
	8 (25.8%) 
	0 (0.0%) 
	23 (74.2%) 
	0 (0.0%) 
	31 


Figure 2

	School 
	American Indian or Alaska Native 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Asian 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Pacific Islander 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Filipino 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Hispanic or Latino 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	African American 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	White (not Hispanic) 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Multiple or No Response 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Total Enroll. 

	School A 
	0 
	0.0 
	3 
	0.5 
	0 
	0.0 
	0 
	0.0 
	524 
	87.3 
	35 
	5.8 
	26 
	4.3 
	12 
	2.0 
	600 


Figure 3

	School 
	Gender 
	American Indian or Alaska Native 
	Asian 
	Pacific Islander 
	Filipino 
	Hispanic or Latino 
	African American 
	White (not Hispanic) 
	Multiple or No Response 
	Total 

	School B 
	Female 
	0 
	0 
	0 
	0 
	2 
	0 
	51 
	1 
	54 (96.4%) 

	
	Male 
	0 
	0 
	0 
	0 
	0 
	0 
	2 
	0 
	2 (3.6%) 

	Total: 
	  
	0 (0.0%) 
	0 (0.0%) 
	0 (0.0%) 
	0 (0.0%) 
	2 (3.6%) 
	0 (0.0%) 
	53 (94.6%) 
	1 (1.8%) 
	56 


	School 
	American Indian or Alaska Native 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Asian 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Pacific Islander 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Filipino 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Hispanic or Latino 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	African American 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	White (not Hispanic) 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Multiple or No Response 
	% of Total Enroll. 
	Total Enroll. 

	School B 
	3 
	0.3 
	62 
	5.9 
	12 
	1.1 
	93 
	8.9 
	341 
	32.7 
	80 
	7.7 
	368 
	35.2 
	85 
	8.1 
	1,044


Figure 4

Figure 5

Questionnaire

1. Do you believe that No Child Left Behind:

a. Guides your teaching

b. Takes away from your instruction of important grade level concepts

Comments: ______________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

2. Do you believe that high stakes testing takes away from instructional time in which you would normally incorporate critical thinking activities?

a. Yes

b. No

c. I’m not sure

Comments: ______________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

3. Have the No Child Left Behind regulations and restrictions been stressful or frustrating for you?

a. Yes

b. No

Comments: ______________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Your students?

a. Yes

b. No

Comments: ______________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

4. Do you believe that your students standardized test scores are a valuable measurement of your student’s knowledge and ability?

a. Yes

b. No

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Grade level you teach: _______________

Thank you so much for taking the time to take this survey. It is very much appreciated.

