Draft Response from Secretary Paige

to 

Associations on No Child Left Behind—Blue Ribbon Schools Letter

Suggested:  Individual letters with identical text to each association.
Thank you for your letter concerning the No Child Left Behind—Blue Ribbon Schools Program (NCLB-BRS).  I appreciate your taking the time to make your view known.  I also appreciate the cooperation between the Department and your association over the years and want to insure that we continue in that same spirit.  Even if we do not always agree on everything, we have the same goals of helping every child in our nation have a real opportunity to learn to high standards.  As you know, President Bush has called upon this nation to improve its education system.  He thinks, as do most Americans, that ours is a great nation; but he knows also that we cannot sustain greatness unless we significantly improve our public education system. 

One very important event that will help us improve education was the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, a remarkable consensus by both parties in both houses of Congress that now is the time for fundamental change, a time to break with the past and educate all of our children, no matter the color of their skin or the accent of their speech.  As I said recently at the National Press Club, our new education reforms require a whole new focus. And programs like the Blue Ribbon schools award will now reflect the goals of No Child Left Behind by rewarding progress, not process.

My major purpose in establishing the new program is to honor those schools that make significant progress in closing the achievement gap between advantaged and disadvantaged students.  I want to identify and hold up as models some of the best schools in our nation that show by State and nationally-normed assessments that their students can learn at very high levels or have dramatically improved their learning over several years.  The schools I am most anxious to honor are those whose disadvantaged students score in the top ten percent of the State.

For schools to achieve success, they do need to undertake an internal process for school improvement.  The former Blue Ribbon Schools Program focused schools’ efforts on specific areas of school reform, some of which were based in solid research and some which were not.  In my experience as a Superintendent, no school ever achieved outstanding results without strong leadership, parent and community involvement, focused professional development and other factors contained in the previous application  We are aware that these factors are important.  We are simply changing the emphasis of the award to look at results first, and then identifying and sharing the outstanding practices that helped the school achieve those results.  

The new NCLB-BRS program will reward results.  If schools wish to engage in school reform, there are many programs already in place that can help.  The National Clearinghouse for Comprehensive School Reform, sponsored by the Department, contains a comprehensive list.  Schools could also apply for the Baldrige National Quality Program.

Your letter highlighted a concern about high school assessment, an ongoing problem.  For most States, there are no State or commercial assessments for high school beyond the ACT and SAT.  It is difficult for high schools to prove that their students actually succeed academically.  It is possible that high schools in many States will need to wait until State tests are in place before they can apply.

Your letter also mentioned possible inequities based on the rigor of individual State tests.  Based on the No Child Left Behind Act, my hope is that all States will have rigorous standards and assessments that let parents and the community know how well their children and young people are achieving.  We need to encourage States to set the bar high for students and give them the means to achieve to the standards.

Thank you again for your letter and for your commitment to excellence in education.  I look forward to continuing to work with you on behalf of our nation’s youth.

