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Are K-12 Schools Engaged In Child Abuse?

And if they are, do we blame parents, school boards, teachers- who?
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While the focus of the following discussion is mostly on regular public school systems, these same kinds of dysfunctions also afflict public charter schools and nearly all private schools.

The abusive
 situation in urban public school systems

It is hardly a secret that many urban public school systems are not educating our children. If we couple the graduation rates, generally less than 50%, in major urban areas with the fact that only a small minority of those receiving 12th grade diplomas are actually proficient at the 12th grade level, then we find that typically less than 13% of these students who enter urban high schools actually have 12th grade skills four years later. If our children were widgets being produced by these education factories and were accordingly stamped “12th grade certified” it would be plain that the factory owners were engaged in false labeling. It is no wonder that a recent Harvard study
 of high school dropout rates has labeled many urban schools as “dropout factories.”

Recently, a well-known educator, Pedro Noguera
, made several comments pertinent to most urban schools. He said that they are “little more than custodial centers.” In these schools, “increasingly the preoccupation is security.” “Gangs are increasingly controlling what goes on inside these schools as well as outside them….” And to the question why parents tolerate this, he said that the “parents trusted the schools too much.”

So we not only have schools that harm our children academically, they are also dangerous places to be in. It appears that the schools have few remedies for providing a safer learning environment and they have not shown appreciable progress towards academic accountability. I use the word “accountability” rather than performance because these schools have been misrepresenting the academic achievements of their students. Every time a diploma is awarded to a 12th grader who is not proficient at the 12th grade they are falsifying or misrepresenting the student’s accomplishments. They are certifying a shoddy product to be something it is not.

We think these kinds of practices in our urban schools are abusive of their students. How so? In the endnotes we quote the dictionary definition of “abusive”1 that includes “wrongly used” and/or “wrongly treated.” 

· Wrongly used: In the sense that the system’s revenue depends only on their continuing attendance to the exclusion of actually mastering their subjects. Thus schools get fully paid for custodial care alone.

· Wrongly treated: In the sense that the schools are wasting the students’ time, causing them to need later remediation, and falsely certifying their completion of the academic program. 

Remediation has obvious and measurable real costs. Beyond that, these students’ inadequate preparation for the work force or for further studies also has costs harder to quantify but it surely reduces the long run economic potential of these children. Other costs, beyond the strictly financial, are also borne by society when it finds these maturing individuals less able to cope with the demands of adult life. In consequence of these several factors, the definition of “abuse” seems applicable. Given that public education’s pupils are children, applying the label “child abuse” also seems appropriate. These children and their parents are being defrauded by these systems. Furthermore, I don’t think “fraud” is too strong a word to apply to the awarding of fake diplomas to 12th grade children.

Do we have abuse in the best performing public school systems?

Oh, but I can hear many of you say, that luckily there are many public school systems that are healthy and do a good job educating our children. Certainly, many suburban public school systems tell us of their quality. Many children come home with top grades, become members of the Honor Society, and later some even get into good colleges. Surely, this suggests that these public schools are at the very least adequate?

Let’s look at two school districts with which I am familiar to see how well the children are learning.

First, let us look at the Piedmont, California school district. My own children attended their schools. Piedmont is a small upscale town surrounded by Oakland, California. According to the state administered achievement tests Piedmont is the best K-12 school district in the entire East Bay region east of San Francisco.
 As one reviews the scores published by the state, Piedmont looks fairly good with 88% and 85% proficient in the two areas of reading and math. But when we correct these percentages for California’s questionable practice of inflating these proficiency percentages we find that the results are quite discouraging. We use the published NAEP score levels for California and compare them with the statewide results of the California test to determine the inflation factors.
 With the corrected results, Piedmont now has been estimated as having only 41% and 44% of its high school graduates proficient at the 12th grade. 

Yes, Piedmont is far better than its neighbor Oakland where less than 20% of high school graduates are proficient. Still, the production of more “bogus” diplomas than valid ones is not what one should expect from a good school system. 

Closer to Providence, we have the Barrington School District that according to Rhode Island’s achievement tests has the highest scores in the state. In fact, the state claims 82% and 73% are proficient. Again the black magic of inflation is at work and when the statewide scores of Rhode Island’s tests are compared to the NAEP scores we find inflation factors of 1.90 and 1.61 in reading and math, respectively. When we take the inflation out of the overstated results, we find that 43% and 46% are proficient in the two subject areas. This brings the Barrington School District down from the level of respectability to a more humble status. And this is Rhode Island’s best district!

Like Piedmont, Barrington is producing more invalid diplomas than good ones. 

I’m not familiar with the safety issues in these “suburban” schools. Surely, they have fewer problems than their urban counterparts and I believe that gangs are only a minor problem. 

Abuse, obviously, is a relative concept and the abuse of children that we saw in the urban schools is worse than what we have here in the best suburban schools. Still, defrauding children and their families with fake diplomas is a form of abuse. Many of these “abused” children are the ones forced to take remedial courses when they enroll in college. Robbing them of their time in this manner is surely a form of abuse. (I’ve heard of parents successfully suing school districts over this kind of misrepresentation.) So instead of well over 80% of them being abused, as is the case in most urban districts, in these very best suburban districts the abused fraction is lower but still well over 50%. The vast majority of public school systems lie between these extremes and we estimate nationwide that phony diplomas constitute about 75% of those issued. 

Thus it appears that far more than one-half of high school graduates have suffered this scholastic form of “abuse” at the hands of our public education systems.

What about the best public school we’ve found so far? 

In our surveys of public school achievement results, the best one found, as of yet, is Conway Grammar School in Massachusetts. It may be the best or close to the best school in the nation. Yet, despite that ranking it only has approximately 80% of its children at or above grade level- that is, proficient in reading and mathematics. Thus 20% suffered social promotion.

Thus even the very best schools are hampered by an unacceptable level of social promotion. We think a marginally acceptable level of  proficiencies would be to have about 90% of the children proficient in their grade level. A properly run school should be able to move sub-proficient children into appropriate instructional environments through retention and other methods but should not keep them in grade levels where they are performing below minimum requirements. Nothing is perfect, so we allow that 10% of children would “fall through the cracks” and remain sub-proficient, but no more than that. That’s why we say that 90% proficient is our minimum criterion.

The sickness extends to our colleges too

We alluded to the fact that many of our high school graduates who have less than proficient skills nevertheless are accepted into good colleges. Many of them find themselves in remedial programs to catch up. Many others still gain admission, who are not required to take the remedial courses. They are surely not as well prepared for college work as their counterparts from earlier generations were. Yet they find college no more difficult than their forerunners. What is going on? Maybe college is easier than it once was? Maybe some college graduates don’t deserve their degrees either? There is evidence supporting these worries. A recent book by former Harvard President, Derek Bok
 elaborates on some of this.

Who’s to blame?

Let’s go out and “round up the usual suspects.” Who should be scrutinized? Let’s make a list:

· Parents, for sending their children into these abusive environments.

· Children, for not applying themselves in the schools.

· Teachers, for not doing a good job of educating the youngsters.

· Principals, for not running their schools properly.

· School district administrators, for not running their schools properly.

· School boards, for not running their schools properly.

· State education authorities, for allowing grade inflation and fake diplomas

· Teachers’ unions, for interfering with the proper administration of schools

· Teacher union members, for voting for the unions which then often disrupt the system

· Education reporters, for not understanding and reporting on the abuse.

· State governments, for not replacing public education with something that works better.

· Voters, for electing leaders who are unable or unwilling to solve these problems.

Unlike the usual detective story, here we are not searching for the one guilty party among all others who are innocent. Here we have a list where every mentioned group shares some of the blame. They are all guilty!

Some remedies

Each one of the responsible parties that we just identified can take actions to reduce or eliminate the “abuse” we identified. Let’s go down the list:

· Parents: They can transfer their children from poor schools to better performing schools.

· Children: They can learn what’s happening and then seek help from their parents and teachers.

· Teachers: They can fail children who are not proficient- even if it means losing their jobs.

· Principals: They can require the retention of children who are not proficient.

· School district administrators: They can require principals and teachers to use retention as needed.

· School boards: They can require appropriate retention policies and other remedies.

· State education authorities: They can mandate retention and they can abolish testing inflation.

· Teachers’ unions: They’d use their political power to encourage some of the preceding suggestions.

· Teacher union members: They could quit the union even if that means teaching elsewhere.

· Education reporters: They could educate themselves so they could “see” the problems of abuse.

· State governments: They can enact policies, including vouchers, to improve school operations.

· Voters: They can elect leaders who will carry out reforms including some of the foregoing ideas.

We at Stellar Schools have little control over these problems. But we hope to establish schools that are more affordable so that more parents can afford to exercise the first of these remedial options. While that is our principal effort there are others things we can do. We can work politically to encourage vouchers. That would not only enable more parents to exercise their choices, but it would put pressure on the public schools to improve. We are also eager to engage the news media to help them better understand the problems and issues in education so they can do a better job of communicating this information to the general public. 








































































































































� From the American Heritage Dictionary, New College Edition, “abusive” is defined as “1. Of, pertaining to, or characterized by abuse. 2. Wrongly or incorrectly used or treated.”


� Orfield, Gary, Ed., Dropouts in America: Confronting the Graduation Rate Crisis, Harvard Education Publishing Group, 2004. This Harvard study suggests that 33% has been a good estimate of the national drop out rate. In most urban areas it exceeds 50%.


� Pedro Noguera, in an interview on WGBH Boston, April 11, 2006. Dr. Noguera is a Professor of Education at New York University.


� District by district achievement scores are available from Standard & Poor’s special Website that is located at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.schoolmatters.com/" ��http://www.schoolmatters.com/� With regard to California’s testing regime, the Standard & Poor’s comparison of the state scores with the nationally administered NAEP examinations shows that California inflates the percentages of proficient students by 2.14 in reading and 1.92 in math. We have adjusted the California percentages to be aligned with the NAEP results obtained for California. Similar adjustments were made for Rhode Island and Massachusetts.


� NAEP test scores were found at � HYPERLINK "http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2004/section2/table.asp?tableID=42" ��http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2004/section2/table.asp?tableID=42� and at � HYPERLINK "http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2005/section2/table.asp?tableID=246" ��http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2005/section2/table.asp?tableID=246� for reading and mathematics proficiency, respectively.


� Derek Bok, Our Underachieving Colleges, Princeton University Press, 2006.
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