ESEA waiver improves, not removes, accountability

Last month we learned that Kansas' request for flexibility in meeting some of the provisions of
the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation had been granted. This was great news for
our agency, and for Kansas education. Unfortunately, some people misunderstood the purpose of
the waiver and the reason for our celebration once it had been granted.
Those individuals were under the impression that the waiver would excuse Kansas schools from
being held accountable for improving student achievement. Nothing could be further from the
truth. In fact, the waiver improves the state's accountability system by allowing for a more
meaningful measure of the success and progress of Kansas students and schools.
President Obama made the waivers available to states in September 2011, in the face of inaction
on the part of Congress to reauthorize the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA),
currently known as the No Child Left Behind Act. In Kansas, we decided to seek a waiver
because we wanted to move away from NCLB's narrowly defined accountability system that
gave a limited and often misleading view of a school or district's success in improving student
achievement.
Under NCLB, schools and districts were required to meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) each
year in reading and math. AYP was a single target for assessment performance that was the same
for everyone, regardless of where the school was starting from or of the challenges inherent in
the school's student population. Under that system, schools that had seen remarkable
improvements in student performance, but did not reach the designated target, were considered
failing. Those schools were doing all the right things to help students learn, but they were
receiving no credit for their efforts.
With the waiver in place, we can implement a new accountability system that relies on multiple
measures of achievement and that allows for performance goals that are unique to each school.
Performance measurements will be based on student achievement, student growth, decreasing

the achievement gap and reducing the percentage of students who are not proficient. Our new
accountability system maintains a focus on helping students achieve proficiency in both reading
and math, but it also gives credit for improving performance along the way. The system provides
a more accurate and fair view of the performance of students, schools and school districts.
The new system will be in place for the 2012-2013 school year. There is still a lot of work to be
done to help prepare schools for this new system, and efforts have already begun to communicate
about the changes and their impact. I am very excited about the accountability plan our state has
designed and I'm anxious to see it unfold.
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