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■■ No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
is a continuation of nearly five 
decades of growing federal inter-
vention in education.
■■ NCLB has created a tremendous 
bureaucratic compliance burden 
for states and has rendered some 
states less transparent about 
student outcomes.
■■ Neither a wholesale reauthori-
zation of the massive NCLB nor 
strings-attached waivers from its 
regulations is the way to reduce 
federal intervention and restore 
excellence in education. Schools 
need genuine flexibility from 
Washington mandates.
■■ The A-PLUS Act would allow 
states to completely opt out of 
the programs that fall under 
NCLB, and direct dollars to their 
state’s most pressing education 
needs.
■■ Such an approach would help 
downsize federal intervention 
in education, place decisions 
about education spending and 
programs in the hands of state 
and local leaders, reduce the 
bureaucratic compliance burden, 
and begin to restore federalism in 
education.

Abstract
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) is a continuation of nearly five decades 
of growing federal intervention in education. Signed into law in 2001 
and intended to improve students’ academic performance, NCLB has 
chiefly resulted in burdening schools and states with costly and time-
intensive bureaucratic compliance, while mandating unattainable 
universal proficiency requirements. NCLB suffers from bipartisan dis-
pleasure, and the Obama Administration has granted waivers to over 
40 states, releasing them from the law’s most onerous provisions—on 
the condition that these states implement the Administration’s vision 
of education policy. This pact is a ruse: Any short-term relief that 
states gain comes at the price of ceding unprecedented authority over 
education decisions to the U.S. Department of Education. Instead of 
continuing to pay for dozens of ineffective and duplicative federal pro-
grams, states should be allowed to opt out of NCLB.

No Child Left Behind (NCLB), a reauthorization of the Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, has been slated for 

its own reauthorization since 2007. Since that time, Congress has 
considered various proposals to rewrite the 600-page education law, 
without reaching a consensus, leaving NCLB to continue to operate 
as it has since 2002. While policymakers agree No Child Left Behind 
is broken, there is less agreement about how to move forward.

During this time of deliberation over the future of NCLB, the 
Obama Administration began offering conditions-based waivers to 
states, “freeing” them from the law’s most onerous provisions. The 
Administration has seized on bipartisan displeasure with NCLB 
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and provided waivers to over 40 states, along with 
eight school districts in California, that agreed to 
implement the Administration’s vision of education 
policy. The relief offered through this waiver pact 
between states and Washington is a ruse; any short-
term relief that states gain comes at the price of ced-
ing unprecedented authority over education deci-
sions to the U.S. Department of Education.

Neither a wholesale reauthorization of the mas-
sive NCLB nor strings-attached waivers from its 
regulations is the way to reduce federal intervention 
and restore excellence in education. Members of 
Congress, superintendents, parents, and taxpayers 
recognize that schools need genuine flexibility from 
Washington mandates.

The Academic Partnerships Lead Us to Success 
(A-PLUS) Act would allow states to completely opt 
out of the programs that fall under No Child Left 
Behind and direct dollars to their state’s most press-
ing education needs. Such an approach would help 
downsize federal intervention in education, place 
decisions about education spending and programs 
in the hands of state and local leaders, reduce the 
bureaucratic compliance burden, and begin to 
restore federalism in education.

A Half-Century of Growing Federal Inter-
vention. No Child Left Behind is a continuation of 
nearly five decades of growing federal intervention 
in education. NCLB is the seventh reauthorization 
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA), which was signed into law in 1965 by Presi-
dent Lyndon Johnson. The ESEA was the education 
component of Johnson’s “Great Society” initiative, 
and began the practice of compensatory education. 
In the wake of ESEA’s enactment, the federal gov-
ernment began compensating low-income school 
districts, primarily through Title I of the law, in an 
effort to narrow achievement gaps between disad-
vantaged students and their more advantaged peers.

The original ESEA included five titles, 32 pages, 
and roughly $1 billion in federal funding.  Programs 
and spending under the ESEA grew throughout the 
1970s and 1980s, marking a shift from the compen-
satory model toward attempts at systemic education 

reform from Washington. That shift became par-
ticularly acute in the 1990s when the focus became 
standards-based reform. President Bill Clinton 
signed his ESEA reauthorization—the Improving 
America’s Schools Act (IASA) of 1994—into law, after 
having ushered in companion legislation known as 
Goals 2000.1

Prior to 1994, education funding targeted cate-
gorical programs with specific purposes. The coor-
dination of the Improving America’s Schools Act 
and Goals 2000 funded “school restructuring that 
influence[d] the entire school curriculum and cul-
ture. Goals 2000 [was] essentially a portrait of the 
Clinton administration’s model public school, com-
plete with social services.”2 Moreover, the IASA for 
the first time required states to establish “perfor-
mance-based accountability systems,” marking a 
shift toward outcomes-based reform and further 
federal intervention.3

In 1999, in the face of growing federal inter-
ference in local school policy, conservatives in 
Congress introduced an alternative: the Academic 
Achievement for All Act (Straight A’s). Straight A’s 
proposed allowing states to consolidate funding 
under ESEA programs in order to drastically reduce 
the bureaucratic red tape that had accumulated 
under the ESEA, and became the foundation of the 
Academic Partnerships Lead Us to Success (A-PLUS) 
Act.

American students, principals, teachers, and tax-
payers never had the opportunity to benefit from the 
flexibility that Straight A’s offered, which only pro-
gressed through the House. Two years later, as the 
seventh reauthorization of ESEA, the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 was signed into law by President 
George W. Bush.

From ESEA to No Child Left Behind: 
Shifting Policy Goals

No Child Left Behind included major policy 
changes, signaling a departure from the policies cod-
ified in previous reauthorizations of ESEA. Among 
the major changes were “Adequate Yearly Progress” 
requirements for all students to be proficient in math 

1.	 H.R. 6, Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, U.S. Department of Education, Archived Information, 
http://www2.ed.gov/legislation/ESEA/index.html (accessed October 24, 2013).

2.	 Jennifer A. Marshall, “National Standards and Tests: An Un-American Proposal,” in Bill Clinton, Superintendent: Micro-Managing Local Schools 
from Washington (Washington, DC: Family Research Council, 1997).

3.	 Frederick M. Hess and Michael J. Petrilli, No Child Left Behind (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2006).
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and reading, the “highly qualified teacher” provision 
mandating additional certification requirements, 
and a host of new programs and spending.

Adequate Yearly Progress. The cornerstone 
of No Child Left Behind is a provision known as 
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). For the first time 
over the course of the various reauthorizations, 
the law required states to test children annually in 
grades three through eight, and once again in high 
school in math and reading. NCLB also required 
states to make information about student perfor-
mance on those assessments public via school report 
cards, and further required states to disaggregate 
student performance data according to popula-
tion subgroups: students from low-income families, 
minority students, and English-language learners. 
NCLB stipulates that by 2014, all children are to be 
proficient in math and reading.

No Child Left Behind included sanctions for 
states that failed to achieve universal student pro-
ficiency by 2014. Among other things, states faced 
a requirement to allow students to transfer out of 
underperforming public schools, and had to provide 
tutoring for children in schools that failed to make 
AYP. One of the unintended consequences of NCLB 
emerged when states began reworking their K–12 
systems—not in order to infuse more rigor or trans-
parency—but to avoid the new federal sanctions 
imposed by the law.

While NCLB mandated universal proficiency, the 
law permitted states to define what it meant for a stu-
dent to be proficient, and for states to set their own 
cut scores on state tests. Some states reconfigured 
the way they scored state assessments to increase 
the number of students who passed state tests, while 
becoming less transparent about students’ academ-
ic performance.4

In what many researchers have deemed a “race to 
the bottom,” No Child Left Behind’s AYP sanction 

was perhaps its greatest overreach—and most sig-
nificant policy flaw.5

Highly Qualified Teacher. Another major poli-
cy shift under NCLB came in the form of new federal 
mandates on teacher qualifications. NCLB mandat-
ed that states require all teachers of core academic 
subjects—math, English, social studies, reading, sci-
ence, foreign language, art, economics, and geogra-
phy—to hold a bachelor’s degree, demonstrate sub-
ject-matter competence, and to be state-certified 
(generally completing a teacher preparation pro-
gram or graduating from a college of education).6 
This combination of credentials and state certifica-
tion is how No Child Left Behind defines a “highly 
qualified teacher.”

Yet, as researchers Frederick M. Hess and Michael 
J. Petrilli note, “while everyone agrees that teacher 
quality is the most important school-based factor 
in affecting student achievement, there is sharp dis-
agreement about what makes for a highly qualified 
teacher and how we can hire more of them.”7 Hess 
and Petrilli point out that the debate is framed by the 
fact that, in the words of researcher Dan Goldhaber, 
there “does not appear to be a strong link between 
many readily quantifiable teacher attributes…and 
teacher quality.”8 “In other words,” they conclude 
that “though there is widespread agreement that 
good teachers matter, there is less agreement about 
the training, credentials, or qualities that make a 
good teacher.”9

In fact, there is evidence that teacher certifica-
tion has little, if any, impact on student achievement. 
The Brookings Institution found that

certification of teachers bears little relationship 
to teacher effectiveness (measured by impacts on 
student achievement).… To put it simply, teach-
ers vary considerably in the extent to which they 
promote student learning, but whether a teacher 

4.	 Eugene Hickock and Matthew Ladner, “Reauthorization of No Child Left Behind: Federal Management of Citizen Ownership of K–12 Education,” 
Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2047, June 27, 2007, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2007/06/reauthorization-of-no-child-
left-behind-federal-management-or-citizen-ownership-of-k-12-education.

5.	 Ibid.

6.	 Hess and Petrilli, No Child Left Behind.

7.	 Ibid.

8.	 Dan Goldhaber, “Why Do We License Teachers?” in Frederick M. Hess, Andrew J. Rotherham, and Kate Walsh, eds., A Qualified Teacher in 
Every Classroom: Appraising Old Answers and New Ideas (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), p. 91.

9.	 Ibid.
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is certified or not is largely irrelevant to predict-
ing his or her effectiveness.10

Whether a teacher was certified, alternatively 
certified, or uncertified had no impact on her stu-
dents’ math performance.11 The NCLB authors mere-
ly assumed that paper credentials were the way to 
improve the teaching workforce. The evidence sug-
gests the opposite: that removing the barriers to entry 
into the classroom holds far more promise for attract-
ing promising teachers into the nation’s schools.

New Spending and Programs. In addition to 
the new mandates imposed on states and local school 
districts, NCLB continued a trend by national policy-
makers to have a “program for every problem,” result-
ing in growth in federal intervention.12

In fiscal year (FY) 2012, the federal government 
spent nearly $25 billion on the dozens of programs 
that are authorized under No Child Left Behind.13 
This wide range of programs that falls under NCLB 
strains school-level management. States and school 
districts must spend time completing applications 
for competitive grant programs, monitoring federal 
program notices, and complying with federal report-
ing requirements.14 According to Representative John 
Kline (R–MN), Chairman of the House Education and 
the Workforce Committee, “States and school districts 
work 7.8 million hours each year collecting and dis-
seminating information required under Title I of fed-
eral education law. Those hours cost more than $235 
million. The burden is tremendous, and this is just one 
of many federal laws weighing down our schools.”15

The number of employees working in state edu-
cation agencies provides some additional evidence 
of the bureaucratic compliance burden imposed 
by NCLB and decades of growth in federal edu-
cation programs and spending. The U.S. Census 
Bureau reports that more than 16 million people 
are employed by state and local governments, the 
majority of whom (8.9 million) work in education.16 
While the bulk of the nearly 9 million education 
workers are teachers and school staff, a percentage 
are employed by state education agencies for largely 
administrative purposes. Across the country, 540 
people on average are employed in each state educa-
tion agency.

NCLB: More Bad than Good
No Child Left Behind’s requirement for school dis-

tricts to disaggregate student achievement data was 
intended to ensure that underrepresented groups were 
not hidden among school averages. Although NCLB’s 
architects attempted to increase transparency about 
student outcomes, the law’s perverse incentives ulti-
mately caused states to water down assessments and 
become less transparent about student results. The 
well-intentioned but misguided universal-proficien-
cy mandate incentivized states to rework their state 
assessments to increase the number of students who 
passed state tests—not to infuse more rigor or trans-
parency. While the law’s highly qualified teacher man-
date led to more teachers obtaining paper credentials, 
it is unclear whether NCLB resulted in more effective 
teachers making their way into the nation’s classrooms.

10.	 Robert Gordon, Thomas J. Kane, and Douglas O. Staiger, “Identifying Effective Teachers Using Performance on the Job,” Brookings Institution, 
The Hamilton Project, White Paper No. 2006-01, April 2006, 
http://www.oest.oas.org/iten/documentos/Investigacion/Teacher%20effectiveness%202006.pdf (accessed October 24, 2013).

11.	 Ibid.

12.	 Dan Lips, “Reforming No Child Left Behind by Allowing States to Opt Out: An A-PLUS for Federalism,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 
2044, June 19, 2007,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2007/06/reforming-no-child-left-behind-by-allowing-states-to-opt-out-an-a-plus-for-federalism#_ftn6.

13.	 U.S. Department of Education, “Education Department Budget History Table: FY 1980–FY 2012 President’s Budget,” Budget History Tables, 
August 5, 2011, http://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/history/edhistory.pdf (accessed October 24, 2013).

14.	 Jennifer A. Marshall, “Freeing Schools from Washington’s Education Overreach,” Heritage Foundation WebMemo No. 3214, April 6, 2011, 
http://www.heritage.org/Research/Reports/2011/04/Freeing-Schools-from-Washingtons-Education-Overreach.

15.	 News release, “Kline Statement: Hearing on ‘Education Regulations: Weighing the Burden on Schools and Students,’” Committee on Education 
and the Workforce, U.S. House of Representatives, March 1, 2011,  
http://edworkforce.house.gov/News/DocumentSingle.aspx?DocumentID=226697 (accessed October 24, 2013).

16.	 News release, “State and Local Governments Employ 16.4 Million Full-Time Equivalent Employees in 2011, Census Bureau Reports,” U.S. Census 
Bureau, August 23, 2012, http://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/governments/cb12-156.html (accessed October 24, 2013).
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Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California
Colorado
Connecticut
Delaware
District of Columbia
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii
Idaho
Illinois
Indiana
Iowa
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine
Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan
Minnesota
Mississippi
Missouri
Montana
Nebraska
Nevada
New Hampshire
New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
North Dakota
Ohio
Oklahoma
Oregon
Pennsylvania
Rhode Island
South Carolina
South Dakota
Tennessee
Texas
Utah
Vermont
Virginia
Washington
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming

424
234
529
382

2,187
277
325
273
472

1,128
567
215
142
440
210
232
187

1,128
575
162

1,400
922
515
444
425
956
446
488
158
378
841
412

2,200
815

95
1,034

864
260
473
169
423
130
430
780
301
185
339
400
288
645

89

4,822,023
731,449

6,553,255
2,949,131

38,041,430
5,187,582
3,590,347

917,092
632,323

19,317,568
9,919,945
1,392,313
1,595,728

12,875,255
6,537,334
3,074,186
2,885,905
4,380,415
4,601,893
1,329,192
5,884,563
6,646,144
9,883,360
5,379,139
2,984,926
6,021,988
1,005,141
1,855,525
2,758,931
1,320,718
8,864,590
2,085,538

19,570,261
9,752,073

699,628
11,544,225

3,814,820
3,899,353

12,763,536
1,050,292
4,723,723

833,354
6,456,243

26,059,203
2,855,287

626,011
8,185,867
6,897,012
1,855,413
5,726,398

576,412

88
320

81
130

57
53
91

298
746

58
57

154
89
34
32
75
65

258
125
122
238
139

52
83

142
159
444
263

57
286

95
198
112

84
136

90
226

67
37

161
90

156
67
30

105
296

41
58

155
113
154

CHART 1

Notes: Figures for California include sta� at three state schools: California School for the Deaf, Fremont; California School for the Deaf, Riverside; and 
the California School for the Blind, Fremont. Figures for Missouri do not include employees at state-operated schools.
Source: Heritage Foundation research based on state website data and correspondence with state government representatives. Figures for 
Connecticut, Florida, and Hawaii from Center for American Progress, “State Education Agencies as Agents of Change,” July 2011, 
http://www.activate-ed.org/sites/default/files/resources/StateEducationAgenciesasAgentsofChangepdf.pdf (accessed October 29, 2013). Population 
estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau, 2012, http://www.census.gov/popest/data/state/totals/2012/index.html (accessed October 29, 2013).

States’ Departments of Education Employees

heritage.orgB 2858

Employees
2012 

Population Department of Education Employees per 1 Million Population

Average: 142
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In a prescient critique of NCLB, former U.S. 
Department of Education staff member Lawrence 
Uzzell criticized the law for

virtually guarantee[ing] massive evasion of its 
own intent, ordering state education agencies 
to do things that they mostly don’t want to do. 
Washington will be forced either to allow states 
great leeway in how they implement NCLB or 
to make NCLB more detailed, prescriptive, and 
top-heavy. If Washington chooses the former, 
the statute might as well not exist; if the latter, 
federal policymakers will increasingly resemble 
Soviet central planners trying to improve eco-
nomic performance by micromanaging decisions 
from Moscow.17

In offering strings-attached waivers from the 
onerous provisions of NCLB to states willing to 
implement the Administration’s preferred educa-
tion policies, President Obama has chosen the lat-
ter under the guise of the former. States are being 
offered “flexibility” within the law, but only on the 
condition that they cede unprecedented control over 
their standards and assessments to Washington, 
and agree to other Administration priorities, such as 
school turnaround efforts and common standards 
and tests (all which should be state-level policies).

When President Johnson signed the original 
ESEA into law, he sought to “bridge the gap between 
helplessness and hope.”18 President George W. Bush’s 
2001 reauthorization included policies intended 
to eliminate what he called the “soft bigotry of low 
expectations.”19 Yet 48 years after the ESEA’s first 
enactment, and more than a decade after No Child 
Left Behind was signed into law, significant achieve-
ment gaps remain.

While the Bush Administration’s original vision 
for No Child Left Behind included a reduction in 

bureaucracy along with state flexibility, “those valu-
able reform ideas were either watered down or elimi-
nated during the legislative process on Capitol Hill 
in 2001.”20 The bill that ultimately became law sig-
nificantly expanded federal intervention into educa-
tion at the expense of state and local control.

Crafting an Alternative to 
No Child Left Behind

For nearly half a century, federal intervention 
in education has grown without commensurate 
gains in academic achievement, or an elimination 
of the achievement gap. Instead of continuing to fil-
ter billions of dollars through dozens of programs 
authorized by No Child Left Behind, and instead of 
perpetuating the bureaucratic compliance burden 
associated with those programs, Congress should 
allow states to opt out of NCLB, and direct dollars 
and decision making to their most pressing educa-
tion needs.

State and local leaders are in a better position 
than federal lawmakers to understand the needs of 
students in their communities, and are better posi-
tioned to direct education spending in an effective 
way. University of Arkansas professor Patrick Wolf 
writes about this principle of subsidiarity, the con-
cept that

people in localized areas like states, communi-
ties, schools, and families have contextual knowl-
edge that helps inform their decisions—knowl-
edge that centralized administrators in far-away 
places (like, say, Washington, DC) lack.… [S]mall 
communities more directly reap the benefits 
when things go well for their members and suffer 
the consequences when things go poorly, mean-
ing community decision-makers have strong 
incentives to get things right.21

17.	 Lawrence A. Uzzell, “No Child Left Behind: The Dangers of Centralized Education Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis No. 544, May 31, 2005, p. 1, 
http://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/no-child-left-behind-dangers-centralized-education-policy (accessed October 24, 2013).

18.	 President Lyndon B. Johnson, remarks in Johnson City, Texas, upon signing the Elementary and Secondary Education Bill, April 11, 1965, Public 
Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1965, Vol. 1, entry 181 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1966),  
pp. 412–414, http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hom/speeches.hom/650411.asp (accessed October 24, 2013).

19.	 “Education: Excerpts from Bush’s Speech on Improving Education,” The New York Times, September 3, 1999,  
http://www.nytimes.com/1999/09/03/us/excerpts-from-bush-s-speech-on-improving-education.html (accessed October 24, 2013).

20.	 Lips, “Reforming No Child Left Behind and Allowing States to Opt Out.”

21.	 Patrick J. Wolf, “Tough to Swallow,” Jay P. Greene’s blog, July 16, 2013, http://jaypgreene.com/2013/07/16/tough-to-swallow/  
(accessed October 24, 2013).
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Not only would opting out of NCLB enable local 
policymakers to better direct funding, it would bring 
federal intervention into education more in line 
with Washington’s 10 percent share in its financing.

The A-PLUS Approach. The A-PLUS Act has 
been introduced in various iterations by conserva-
tives in Congress over the past decade. Most recently, 
the proposal—which would allow states to opt out of 
the programs that fall under No Child Left Behind 
and direct dollars to state and local education pri-
orities—was introduced by Representative Rob 
Bishop (R–UT) and Senator John Cornyn (R–TX). 
A-PLUS would maintain a focus on state-level stu-
dent achievement data and transparency, and would 
restore state and local control over education. The 
purpose of A-PLUS is:

1.	“To give States and local communities maximum 
flexibility to determine how to improve academic 
achievement and implement education reforms.”

2.	“To reduce the administrative costs and compli-
ance burden of Federal education programs in 
order to focus Federal resources on improving 
academic achievement.”

3.	“To ensure that States and communities are 
accountable to the public for advancing the aca-
demic achievement of all students, especially dis-
advantaged children.”22

In both the House and Senate versions, A-PLUS 
would allow states to issue a “declaration of intent” 
to the U.S. Department of Education, signaling a 
state’s desire to exit NCLB. In order to send such a 
declaration to the Department of Education, a state 
must either obtain the approval of its “state autho-
rizing officials,” or pass a voter referendum. A-PLUS 
defines state authorizing officials as a state’s gover-
nor, highest elected education official (such as a state 
superintendent or commissioner), and members of 
the state legislature. If two of three state authoriz-
ing officials agree to the terms of the declaration of 
intent, the request to opt out of the programs under 
NCLB is sent to the U.S. Department of Education, 

where the Secretary of Education then has 60 days 
to approve it. The Secretary must approve the decla-
ration of intent as long as it:

■■ Lists programs under NCLB that a state wishes to 
combine,

■■ Includes an assurance that the declaration has 
been approved by the state authorizing officials,

■■ States that the declaration is good for five years,

■■ Provides assurance that the state will use fiscal 
control,

■■ Adheres to all civil rights laws,

■■ Advances educational opportunities for disad-
vantaged children, and

■■ Includes a plan for accountability to parents and 
taxpayers.

The U.S. Secretary of Education would then be 
required to recognize a state’s request to opt out of 
NCLB unless the declaration fails to include any of 
the assurances stated above. A-PLUS would send 
funding under NCLB back to a state, allowing the 
state to then direct funding to any education pur-
pose under state law. A-PLUS enables a state “to 
assume full management responsibility for the 
expenditure of Federal funds for certain eligible 
programs for the purpose of advancing, on a more 
comprehensive and effective basis, the educational 
policy of such State.”23

Like No Child Left Behind, A-PLUS requires 
annual reports about student outcomes, disaggre-
gated by subgroup, disseminated by states to parents 
on a regular basis. States must also agree to abide by 
all federal civil rights laws and demonstrate how 
they are improving academic achievement, increas-
ing education outcomes for disadvantaged students, 
and narrowing achievement gaps.

Representative Bishop, who introduced the pro-
posal in the House, stated:

22.	 H.R. 2456, The Academic Partnerships Lead Us to Success Act, 113th Congress (2013–2014),  
http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/z?c113:H.R.2456: (accessed October 24, 2013).

23.	 Ibid.
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As a former teacher I can attest to the fact that 
No Child Left Behind is the wrong approach to 
improving education standards in this coun-
try. It’s overly prescriptive and limits teachers’ 
ability to address the unique needs of their stu-
dents. This nation is simply too…diverse for one 
set of ideas to rule from coast to coast. California 
is not Kansas. Alabama is not Alaska, and 
Massachusetts is not Utah. Yet, through the eyes 
of No Child Left Behind, each state is the same 
and the educational needs of the students are 
addressed the same way.”24

Senator Cornyn, who introduced A-PLUS in the 
Senate, declared, “Ensuring that students have access 
to the best possible educational opportunities that 
meet their needs should be the cornerstone of educa-
tion policy.”25

The A-PLUS Approach: A Better Way
By allowing states to opt out of the many pro-

grams that fall under No Child Left Behind in order 
to consolidate funding and direct spending to their 
state’s most pressing education needs, the A-PLUS 
approach would:

■■ Restore educational decision making to state 
and local leaders, who are better positioned 
to make informed decisions about the needs 
of their school communities. Instead of con-
centrating decisions about how to best manage 
programs for low-income children in Washington, 
and in lieu of filtering funding through dozens of 
competitive grant programs ranging from Ready 
To Learn Television and federal reading programs 
to Investing in Innovation (i3) grants and pro-
grams for Alaskan natives, A-PLUS would empow-
er states to reclaim responsibility for how taxpay-
er dollars are spent, moving the decision-making 
process close to local school leaders and parents. It 
would also place the responsibility for educational 
improvement with states and schools, which have 
the strongest incentive to get policymaking right.

■■ Allow states to consolidate funding for pro-
grams that they consider ineffective or 
wasteful. A-PLUS would empower state and 
local leaders to identify federal education pro-
grams that are ineffective, and allow them to con-
solidate program funds and use them to address 
local education priorities.

■■ Reduce bureaucracy and increase transpar-
ency of student outcomes. By allowing states to 
consolidate funding for the numerous education 
programs that are authorized under No Child 
Left Behind, A-PLUS would dramatically reduce 
the bureaucratic compliance burden associated 
with applying for, monitoring, and reporting on 
dozens of formula and competitive grant pro-
grams. Allowing states to opt out of NCLB would 
significantly reduce the administrative bur-
den borne by state education agencies and local 
school districts, freeing them from much of the 
paperwork currently draining school resources. 
At the same time, A-PLUS would redirect report-
ing on student outcomes from Washington back 
to parents and taxpayers.

■■ Reduce federal intervention in education 
to be more consistent with Washington’s 
10 percent share in its financing and with 
the tenets of federalism. States and locali-
ties finance roughly 90 percent of all education 
spending. By allowing states to opt out of NCLB, 
governors, state legislatures, and local policy-
makers would be in a better position to direct 
education programs and spending, bringing fed-
eral intervention into education more in line with 
Washington’s 10 percent share in its financing. 
Moreover, such flexibility could help foster the 
robust education reform movement underway in 
the states, which would have more opportunity 
to direct education spending toward the poli-
cies and innovations that they believe best reflect 
state priorities.

24.	 News release, “Rep. Bishop Proposes Alternative to No Child Left Behind,” Office of Representative Rob Bishop, June 20, 2013,  
http://robbishop.house.gov/news/documentsingle.aspx?DocumentID=339936 (accessed October 24, 2013).

25.	 News release, “New Cornyn Education Bill Aims to Bring Schools to ‘A-PLUS’ Standards,” Office of Senator John Cornyn, June 20, 2013,  
http://www.cornyn.senate.gov/public/index.cfm?p=NewsReleases&ContentRecord_id=94b30144-f6aa-415d-af2c-f7761bbec80a  
(accessed October 24, 2013).
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Conclusion
Affording states the opportunity to opt out of No 

Child Left Behind could reverse decades of grow-
ing, inefficient federal intervention in education. 
Such flexibility would give states the opportunity 
to prioritize how the taxpayer dollars that are fun-
neled through federal education programs are spent, 
allowing them to target spending to their com-
munities’ most pressing education needs. It would 
reduce the bureaucratic compliance burden, begin 
to reduce federal intervention, and move toward 
restoring federalism in education.

State and local leaders, informed by the needs 
of parents, students, and taxpayers, will be better 
stewards of the nearly $25 billion spent annually on 
the programs that fall under No Child Left Behind. 
Instead of continuing to spend that money on doz-
ens of ineffective and duplicative federal programs, 
states should be given the option to decline partici-
pation in NCLB, and focus that spending on the edu-
cation initiatives that work for their communities. It 
is, after all, their taxpayers’ money.

—Lindsey M. Burke is the Will Skillman Fellow in 
Education Policy at The Heritage Foundation.


