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Technology in the Age of NCLB
I have been active in public law and policy in the education arena for the 
last twenty or so years at the local, state, and federal levels, culminating 
in the work done in 1999, 2000, and 2001 on the reauthorization of 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)—No Child Left 
Behind. It was quite an experience in terms of bringing the likes of 
Senator Kennedy and George W. Bush together, but one that made an 
impression on me. It’s always worth reflecting on the simple idea of 
what it takes to bring people from different sides together. How do 
we find ways to do more “and” as opposed to “either/or,” “my way,” 
or “your way”? This is a very important issue generally and in terms 
of the current challenges facing us with regard to technology. All the 
issues that will be raised—How do we get the funding? What is the 
technology to be used for? How do we know we’re successful?—need 
to be resolved in a win-win manner. A win-win environment is the best 
time to get increases in spending to pay for the kinds of changes that 
we need to make. We need to keep that in mind as we look forward 
to the next round of changes in law and policy in Washington and in 
the states as well. 

Analyzing Where Our Students Are
There’s currently a real interest in putting substantial additional resources 
into better data. What do I mean by “better data”? One important 
component would be to break down assessments and understand what 
they mean—for the school as well as for the student. One of the great 
flaws in education today is that we don’t have—at least at all the levels 
where it would be useful—a sophisticated analysis of the strengths and 
weaknesses of each student. Individual students are all over the map in 
terms of strengths, weaknesses, learning styles, deficiencies. Doctors can 
examine us, taking into consideration literally thousands of factors in our 
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body, and make a determination, and yet we seem to be unable to have 
a discussion with the relevant players—the teacher, the administrator, the 
school system, the parents—about exactly where Johnny is. There’s been 
a lot of talk recently about attributing the high dropout rate to student 
boredom, but I believe the true culprit is the years of accumulated 
neglect toward the problems of our young people and a failure to address 
them adequately. Through the surveying that I have done, I found that 
boredom is largely a function of the real problem—or at least the real 
surface problem—which is that some ninth and tenth graders are actually 
two, three, and even four years behind in terms of the level of work 
they can do. Now boredom may have contributed to them being behind 
in the first place, but the inadequacies to which there’s been a lack of 
attention given have caused an accumulative deficiency, leading to an 
inability to perform altogether. However jazzy the teacher’s presentation, 
however much technology is available, it’s very hard to perform tenth 
grade work when you’re reading at a sixth grade level. Therefore, for 
the future of our young people, it is very important that we understand 
exactly where students are year to year, and we can use new technology 
and data systems to gather that kind of knowledge. 

There have been some exciting applications entering the field since 
2000, including handheld devices that not only allow a teacher to do 
an assessment almost instantaneously but also record that assessment. 
That data can then be used both for accountability purposes and—more 
importantly—for getting an understanding of where a student is and in 
what areas that student needs help, which is vital in terms of structuring 
appropriate interventions. Data can also be helpful in terms of bringing 
about an understanding of the differentiation of treatments that are needed 
not only for the school but for the student. We’ve got to bring our data 
capabilities in education up to the standards of the twenty-first century, 
just as has been done in other industries and endeavors.

Aligning Learning to the Standards
The second area in which technology poses a plethora of opportunities 
is in its ability to both deliver education in a way that is interesting, 
exciting, and accessible to students, and to align that education more 
effectively with the standards that have been developed in both the state 
and the district. Sure, technology can be fun—my children use it in 
all kinds of ways, many of which enhance their knowledge base—but 
when technology can be used to better deliver to the standards that the 
state expects, then it serves not only local and state purposes but the 
purposes called for in No Child Left Behind. Many of the computer-
based programs being developed today are amazingly compact, yet they 
provide students’ access to a variety of resources—particularly video, 
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faculty presentations, opportunities for interaction, news clips—which 
gives them different ways of seeing the data and the history behind what 
they’re learning. This kind of efficient learning reminds me of when 
I was studying for the bar. During law school, the knowledge seemed 
extremely wide ranging—I could barely get my arms around it. But 
when I was studying for the bar, somehow all of the critical knowledge 
came. Now this is not to say that I shouldn’t have gone through the 
process of the Socratic method, but in terms of understanding the key 
content—the way it related to each other, some of the important lessons 
of it—I ended up learning at the end of the process how compact it all 
was. The amazing thing about technology is that it allows us in very 
exciting ways to compress the core learning that is actually called for 
in the standards. 

Now why is that important? One, it’s important because it allows 
young people to get the knowledge and skills that are required by the 
standards in a way that works, in a way they like, and in a timely 
fashion. By doing so, it means we’ve met the obligations of No Child 
Left Behind and state accountability laws and the need to get young 
people to master the knowledge and skills that the adults in the state 
have said are important. But guess what else? It also frees up the teacher 
and the students to spend time on other things—to round out their 
education, to go deeper into subjects, to study all of those things that 
the anti-accountability people say are being crowded out of education; 
in essence, it affords us the opportunity to get to “and.” This business 
today of “either/or” is devastating. Either we’re going to study grammar 
or we’re going to study poetry; either we’re going to be punitive or 
we’re going to be loving and caring and supportive; either we’re going 
to have accountability or we’re not. One of the wonderful things about 
technology is its power to get us to “and.”

It’s a fact that students need to learn to the standards. That may seem 
schoolmarmish of me to say, but I have been working for some time 
with a college readiness commission in Texas, and make no mistake 
about it—colleges expect students to master the fundamentals in the four 
core areas. So again it’s not a matter of “either/or.” They’re going to 
be expected both to do the rock climbing and to walk up the steps. As 
part of our work, we did focus groups among people in business and 
higher education all across the state of Texas, and it amazed me how it 
was always “and.” No one ever said—the businesspeople included—that 
the traditional kinds of knowledge taught in schools were unimportant 
in the twenty-first century. They are important, but students also need 
critical-thinking, analytical, and problem-solving skills. The focus-group 
participants never said “when push comes to shove”; they never said 
“either/or.” Technology allows us the ability to think “and.” 
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Offering Differentiated Learning
The third important thing about technology in this standards-based 
environment is that it allows us to offer more differentiated learning, 
with a focus on educating students who are in different places—and 
most of them are these days. There are many students who are behind 
and who need the very best kind of intervention, and for those students, 
technology can help. There are many students who are gifted, who aren’t 
going to do well with some purely standard or common-denominator 
type of presentation; technology is helpful for them, as well. I’ve seen 
programs developed in the last ten years—approved by the What Works 
Clearinghouse—that are remarkable at getting young people up to algebra 
proficiency, people who are behind and are able to use the technology 
to move ahead. I’ve seen a program created by a technology company in 
Richardson, Texas, that found a way to use technology for professional 
development as well as to accelerate learning. Technology is a very clear 
solution to some of the issues and challenges of No Child Left Behind 
in the standards-based movement. 

The Future of NCLB
It’s very hard to say what direction we’re going to take in terms of No 
Child Left Behind. There’s currently a lot of reaction and counterreaction, 
different sides overplaying their hands. We’re in a murky place, and 
the common view seems to be that we ought to wait till the election 
of a new president to decide. Unfortunately, however, there’s been far 
less discussion of education in this campaign than there was in 2000. 
Perhaps this is because the issue’s become so hot—meaning we’re at a 
stage where things are so controversial and have been made so political 
that politicians would rather talk about anything else. This is not a good 
thing for the long term and for the kind of support and clear policy we 
need. If this is the case, I hope that Secretary Spellings will spend the 
next year working to achieve a better implementation of No Child Left 
Behind so that the tools it was intended to generate are more apparent, 
and the obstacles, problems, and labels that I think have morphed from 
the law will be less significant. This would create a better environment 
for policymakers and for us moving into the next step. 

Make no mistake about it, the standards-based reform movement has 
worked. In 1990, results of the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP) showed that 85 percent of African American fourth 
graders were below basic in math. This was right at the beginning of the 
standards-based reform movement, following the first President Bush’s 
domestic summit on education in Charlottesville in 1989, attended by the 
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nation’s governors. This was about the time the states started looking 
at standards, testing, and consequences in a fairly crude way. Texas, 
North Carolina, and Massachusetts came on board in 1993, followed 
by other states, but in 1990, the movement was just starting. As of 
the 2007 test, the percentage—while still too high—was reduced to 35 
percent. That means that more than half of the African American fourth 
graders who were below basic in 1990 are now at or above basic. The 
numbers at proficiency or above are still way too low, but they’ve gone 
from virtually zero up to the double digits on a test administered on a 
level playing field. (There is no teaching to this test; it’s a national test 
administered through a survey.) This is the same for Hispanics. White 
students and Asian students have shown a steady increase at the same 
time. The problem with all this happy data is that it’s improvement from 
a very low place—nowhere near college readiness—and the gains don’t 
continue into the high schools. This leads me to the idea that there needs 
to be emphasis in the reauthorization on the “S” of ESEA—on secondary 
education and spending time on goals directed toward college and job 
readiness, which I think will also be part of the debate in Washington. 
There’s a tremendous resistance that has settled in, largely through 
opposition from the National Education Association (NEA) and other 
groups. The Democrats are torn. Many civil rights groups are rallying 
to the law. Newspaper editorialists are watching all of this, turning 
surprisingly pro-NCLB. Yet some Republicans are moving back to their 
old stance of no funding, no federal involvement. It’s very complicated 
and convoluted, and it’s going to affect all of us as we move forward. 

Conclusion
We cannot just look at technology as a good thing to do—on its own, 
separate from the world of education law and policy in which we live. 
If we continue to use it because it’s fun or because it’s new or because 
it tends to work a little bit better than something else, rather than tie 
it into meeting these other key objectives, it will never play out, and 
we will not benefit from the power of these tools as much as we can 
and should. 

As leaders in education, we must do what we can—whether it’s in the 
classroom, in the school, or through policy—to drive elected officials and 
policymakers toward the notion of “and” as opposed to “either/or.” We 
need to begin to see the world in the same way as does the principal 
of UT Elementary School—a charter school in East Austin, supported by 
the University of Texas—in whose school all poor African American and 
Hispanic students were rated exemplary by the state. Principal Ramona 
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Treviño proudly stated that her school met the efficiency, results, and 
objectives of No Child Left Behind, while creating a loving and caring 
environment for both teachers and students that meets their social and 
other needs as well. If we can use technology to help us shift to 
“and,” we will be doing better by our young people in helping them be 
successful.
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