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Background 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was signed into law in 1965 by 

President Lyndon Baines Johnson, who believed that "full educational opportunity" should be "our 

first national goal." From its inception, ESEA was a civil rights law. 

ESEA offered new grants to districts serving low-income students, federal grants for 

textbooks and library books, funding for special education centers, and scholarships for low-income 

college students. Additionally, the law provided federal grants to state educational agencies to 

improve the quality of elementary and secondary education. 

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, was enacted in 2002. NCLB represented a significant 

step forward for our nation’s children in many respects, particularly as it shined a light on where 

students were making progress and where they needed additional support, regardless of race, income, 

zip code, disability, home language, or background. Over time, NCLB’s prescriptive requirements 

became increasingly unworkable for schools and educators. 

Recognizing this fact, in 2010, the Obama administration joined a call from educators and 

families to create a better law that focused on the clear goal of fully preparing all students for success 

in college and careers.  

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed by President Obama on December 10, 

2015: 

● Advances equity by upholding critical protections for America's disadvantaged and high-

need students. 

● Requires—for the first time—that all students in America be taught to high academic 

standards that will prepare them to succeed in college and careers. 
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● Ensures that vital information is provided to educators, families, students, and communities 

through annual statewide assessments that measure students' progress toward those high 

standards. 

● Helps to support and grow local innovations—including evidence-based and place-based 

interventions developed by local leaders and educators—consistent with our Investing in 

Innovation and Promise Neighborhoods. 

● Sustains and expands this administration's historic investments in increasing access to 

high-quality preschool. 

● Maintains an expectation that there will be accountability and action to effect positive 

change in our lowest-performing schools, where groups of students are not making 

progress, and where graduation rates are low over extended periods of time. 

ESSA’s passage generated changes to the federal requirements for accountability. States 

now have more autonomy in developing their accountability system within a specified 

framework under the law. Public schools are now to report data beyond test results, such as 

attendance and graduation rate. ESSA indicators include the following: test scores, achievement 

growth scores, and school quality measures such as graduation rates, progress towards English 

language proficiency, and attendance. The requirements for ESSA began during the 2017-2018 

school year (Dalton, 2017). You can find a complete summary of the ESSA implementation 

models in every state at - RTI Press: The Landscape of School Rating Systems - 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED582356.pdf. 

As states implement new accountability systems, there is increasing concern that 

attention to achievement gaps and the performance of marginalized students has faded. Several 

accountability systems implemented by states no longer report achievement by student 
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subgroups or even include them in accountability indicators (Adams, Forsyth, Ware, & Mwavita, 

2016). The omission of critical components affecting test performance provides an illusion that 

all schools operate on equal ground (Deshotels, 2018). The most common school rating system is 

assigning an A-F letter grade.  This system is familiar to parents and educational stakeholders. 

However, this type of rating system may not always provide a concise account of a school’s 

progress or achievement (Dalton, 2017). Adams, et al. (2016) suggests a composite letter grade, 

intended to reflect school performance, does not provide adequate data. Therefore, this rating 

system does not provide the entire picture, nor does it take into account demographics and the 

income level of schools or district populations. In fact, many states continue to struggle mightily 

with a myriad of challenges to their responses to ESSA. An informed source for following those 

discussions can be found at - Fair Test: The National Center for Fair and Open Testing - 

https://www.fairtest.org. 

The Arkansas Plan 

Despite significant research surrounding the concerns of such, the Arkansas 

accountability system does assign a letter grade to schools. Arkansas schools are given a 

numerical value and then assigned a grade based on the following rating scale:   

A- 79.26+; B- 72.17-79.25; C- 64.98-72.16; D- 58.09-64.97; F- 0.0-58.08  

These scores are determined by indicators weighted as follows:  

● 35%-Standardized test scores in English and Math 

● 50%- Growth in English, Math, and English Language Proficiency 

● 15%- Attendance, Science scores, On-time credits, ACT scores, graduation rates, 

high school GPA, and community service hours 
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  Sarah McKenzie, who is the executive director of the Office for Education Policy at the 

University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, states that the state's current accountability system and 

resulting letter grades are much improved but has not turned out exactly as it was intended 

(Howell, 2018). 

McKenzie further states that the rating could be adjusted to better reflect achievement 

growth made by students at a school over the course of a year. Academic growth is what a 

student learns from one year to another; however, academic achievement can be an extension of 

what students come to school with in terms of readiness and home experiences (Howell, 2018), 

and certainly represents a huge variable that must be accounted for when properly assigning 

value to school efforts.  

 Mills (2018) states that the poverty and race school demographics and performance data 

paint a clear picture among Arkansas schools. The average minority population of all A-rated 

schools in Arkansas is 19%, while the white population of these schools is 77%. The average 

minority population of F-rated schools is 87%, with a 12% white population. In addition, there is 

a direct correlation between letter grades and the percentage of low-income students in the 

population. Arkansas schools receiving an A-rating had, on average, a 42.35% low-income 

population, while F-rated schools had low-income populations, on average, of 87.10%. Mills 

provides the following data for the 2017-2018 school ratings. 
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 There are no A or B-rated high schools in the state with a majority low-income and 

majority black population, and only four (4) in the entire state of Arkansas received a C rating. 

All others received a D or F rating (Mills, 2018).  

Clearly, children raised in generational poverty can lack intellectual stimulation, 

emotional support, a literate environment, and physical safety. (Lacour & Tissington, 2011). 

Research also concludes that children from single-parent homes have lower graduation rates and 

lower grade point averages; however, some do go on to have academic success. When 

controlling for economic and racial differences of the family, students from two-parent homes 

outperform students from single parent homes across various measures (Barajas, 2011). As a 

point of reference, in Crittenden County, a county not unlike many others in Arkansas - 54% of 

children live in single-parent households (County Health Rankings, 2018). When considered 
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holistically, these factors compound exponentially the already difficult job of educating students 

from low-income areas.  

The Arkansas Department of Education first distributed their ESSA grading system in 

2015. At that time, schools were assured that letter grades would not carry rewards or penalties, 

but that the goal was to help parents and the public better understand how well a school was 

performing (Arkansas News, 2015). However, beginning in the 2018-2019 academic year, ADE 

changed course and connected school ratings in Arkansas to substantial financial rewards. See 

below: 

 

 

In fact, contrary to the ESSA premise of advancing equity by upholding critical 

protections for America's disadvantaged and high-need students, of the $6,999,963.62 recently 
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distributed in reward money across the state, the delta region of Arkansas only received a total of 

$391,479.06 - a mere 5.6% of the total reward money distributed. 

 An interesting comparison to our current performance/growth award model, which allots 

so little to regions with extraordinarily high levels of need, can be found in the health care 

industry. The predominant practice with health insurance providers stipulates a significantly 

higher rate of compensation for physicians who choose to work with populations predisposed to 

elevated levels of health risks. The comparison does beg the question of what our state might 

accomplish if we simply chose to follow a similar funding strategy as that modeled by our health 

care industry. 

In the Marion School District (MSD), located in Crittenden County, as in many other 

districts in Arkansas, students entering kindergarten are assessed using Acadience Learning, 

formerly known as DIBELS. Acadience provides a universal screening and progress monitoring 

assessment tool used to measure the growth of early literacy skills from kindergarten through 

sixth grade. The assessment is comprised of six indicators that measure the fundamental skills 

imperative for every child to become a proficient reader. These measures are used to monitor the 

development of early literacy skills in order to provide timely instructional support in order to 

prevent future difficulties in reading. 

The following chart shows the percentage of students entering kindergarten in the Marion 

School District who test below kindergarten readiness on the Acadience Reading test. 
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The data clearly show that for past 3 years over 50% of students entering kindergarten in 

MSD are not prepared for achieving success within our state’s current educational model. 

 Fielding, Kerr, and Rosier (2007) describe the principles of achievement and growth 

which relate to students entering school who are not ready for kindergarten: 

● 100% of the achievement gap in reading and 67% of the gap in math originates in the 

home before a student’s first day in kindergarten. 

● The primary burden of catching up the student shifts from the parent to the public 

school system when the student enters kindergarten. 

● When students leave kindergarten three years behind in reading, they must make two 

full years’ growth plus annual growth in the first, second, and third grades to be at 

grade level by the end of third grade. 

● Catch-up growth is easiest to make early. It is easiest from birth to kindergarten. It is 

more difficult from kindergarten to third grade. It is more challenging still in middle 

school. It is hardest of all in high school. 
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 “Research continues to link lower socioeconomic status to lower academic achievement 

and slower rates of academic progress as compared with higher socioeconomic communities,” 

write researchers at the American Psychological Association. Children from low-income families 

have been shown to go into high school with literacy skills that average five years behind high-

income students (Cough, 2018). 

Without question, many school districts in Arkansas with kindergarten entry data similar 

to MSD are operating at a distinct disadvantage when held accountable for either K-12 student 

growth or achievement when compared to schools that do not serve communities with similar 

demographics. Any school rating system that does not account for such differences in student 

population must be categorized as clearly and indefensibly flawed. 

In addition to academic achievement disadvantages, students growing up in poverty face 

other hurdles from the ADE letter grading system: 

● Graduation Rates and On-Time Credits- Since careful degree planning requires 

relationships with counselors, the “Graduation Rates” and “On-Time Credits” 

current requirements penalize schools with a highly mobile population. For 

students living in poverty, higher rates of mobility are a way of life. The 

regulations of the four and five-year cohorts attach student transcripts to schools 

in which that child did not graduate or, in some cases, did not complete a school 

year. To add insult to injury, schools are docked in two separate categories for 

these students not receiving credits in a timely fashion. 

● Student Engagement- Although “Student Engagement” sounds profound, the 

only data pulled for this category is student attendance. This creates a system in 

which schools whose students do not have access to reliable transportation or 
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healthcare are statistically predisposed to have significantly lower scores than 

their more affluent, mobile and healthy counterparts.  

●  Community Service Learning- Schools are rewarded according to the number 

of volunteer hours that students earn from 9th to 12th grade. Many students living 

in poverty must work after school to supplement family income and cannot 

commit those hours to volunteer work. Moreover, schools in poorer communities 

may well not have sufficient appropriate placement opportunities for their 

students and/or the resources to meet the new unfunded staffing requirements of 

the program. 

 

Lake View 

The present Arkansas school funding formula was created in response to the long-running 

Lake View lawsuit against the state. That case began in 1992 when the Lake View school district 

in Phillips County sued the state. It claimed that Arkansas’ public school funding system violated 

the 1874 Arkansas Constitution and the United States Constitution because it was inadequate and 

inequitable. The Arkansas Constitution requires the state to “ever maintain a general, suitable and 

efficient” education system (Arkansas Constitution, Article 14 §1). But now that the Arkansas 

Supreme Court has ruled in favor of the state’s “sovereign immunity” from actions in its own 

courts, there is a looming question of the life expectancy of the current Lake View driven 

philosophy. (S. Brawner, personal communication, March 4, 2018). 

In the past, the Lake View ruling provided a litmus test for any proposed method of 

distributing funds to Arkansas School Districts. Without question, the recent $7 million 

distribution by ADE would have in the past met with great consternation from a gaggle of lawyers, 
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politicians, and educators alike. Regrettably, over the last decade, term limits have helped to 

remove most institutional memory from the Arkansas General Assembly regarding the long and 

contentious process that produced the Lake View standard. Unfortunately, time has also thinned 

the ranks of educators and others who, at one time, lived and died on the altar of the adequacy 

gods. 

    For many, the Lake View case was simply a legal exercise that ultimately substantiated the 

more pressing moral obligation to provide all students with educational opportunities sufficient 

that they can maximize their God-given potential and pursue fully their own personal version of 

the American Dream. In fact, over the last 20 years, Secondary Workforce Centers, Career 

Coaches, Pre-K, Career Pathways and University Centers have all proven to be great tools in 

breaking the cycle of poverty. However, consistent funding support for these programs has ranged 

from sparse to non-existent. Clearly, sustaining a political consensus regarding the validity of 

requiring or meeting such legal or even moral programming mandates has always proven to be a 

significant challenge - that now appears to have potentially gotten much more complicated. 

Conclusion 

With any new Federal Legislation, there are always different interpretations of the 

appropriate methods for implementation at the state level. ESSA is no different. Ironically, under 

the auspices of ESSA - again charged with promoting equity by upholding critical protections for 

America's disadvantaged and high-need students -- we have manufactured a strategy to create a 

testing and grading model that appears to be intentional in efforts to reward schools based 

primarily on the affluence of their parents and students.  

To be clear, I am confident that the vast majority of educators in our state support the 

premise that data-driven, science-based assessment models should be the standard for evaluating 
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any/all state funded educational efforts. I am also equally confident that nothing in ESSA has 

changed our constitutional and moral mandate to “ever maintain a general, suitable, and 

efficient” education system as was clarified in the Lake View case (Dupree v. Alma Sch. Dist. 

No. 30, 1983). However, I am also certain that the current ADE ESSA - driven model clearly 

falls short of both standards.             

My father, Guy Fenter, a 60-year veteran of Arkansas education was very fond of many 

of his Depression era south Arkansas adages that were a part of his Pike County upbringing. He 

loved to sprinkle them in early and often when conjuring up images that were important in 

making a point in his colorful stories. One of his favorites was, “There is a lot of fairness in the 

world - it is just not always equally distributed.” Unfortunately, in our present circumstances 

these words provide a far too accurate image for the many teachers, students, and their 

communities in our state who work valiantly to overcome the daunting challenges brought by 

decades of poverty, only to be judged and rewarded by a system that appears to have little or no 

regard or appreciation for the difficulty or importance of their task. 

All should take note of the significance of this apparent change of direction in our state- 

moving from the days of Lake View and adequacy standards - back to a “rich get richer” 

mentality that can only lead to a further divide between the haves and have-nots -- eerily 

replicating conditions very similar to the circumstances that ultimately produced the Lake View 

movement in the first place. 

           If my father were still here with us you would no doubt hear him quote yet another of his 

favorite philosophers, Yogi Berra: “It’s like deja vu all over again!” 
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