No Child Left Behind and “Developmental Delay”

My daughter has a near genius IQ.  Part way through first grade, she was placed in the gifted program.  In second grade, she was reading at the seventh-grade level.  As a seventh-grader, she took the SAT; her score ranked with the top 10% of graduating seniors.  As an eighth-grader, she took college courses (simultaneously attending her regular school) and was competitive academically.  Today she is a successful graphic designer for a national corporation.  

I am writing to say that my daughter would not have passed the kindergarten entrance or exit examinations – required since the institution of No Child Left Behind.  She didn’t learn to read until the last week before first grade.  
Do the Math 

Bobby – tall, dark, far from handsome; his cystic acne warred with his razor’s attempt to conquer his wayward whiskers.  Fifty years ago in sixth grade, Bobby was the grown man in the seat next to me.  Five years’ seniority makes a big difference at age eleven – especially when he’s bigger than your dad.  Bobby scared me.

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) is creating a new epidemic of Bobby’s – long before sixth grade.  While the average age for puberty has declined, especially among African-American girls, the rate of grade retention is growing logarithmically – especially among African-Americans.  

Elementary schools will soon have to show the “facts-of-life” films in kindergarten because so many first graders will begin menstruating.  Do the math.  If a girl is held back in kindergarten or first grade – or twice, as many are, regardless of the rhetoric – she will be eight or nine before second grade – plenty old enough for puberty these days.  The numbers are startling.  Eleven-year-olds used to be just starting puberty and most made it at least to middle school before motherhood.  

Now what happens to the pregnant second and third graders – child abuse victims but pregnant nonetheless? These kids will surmount the NCLB fourth grade hurdle?  By what miracle of God?  

Maybe NCLB rules weren’t made for African-American girls.  

Bobby repeated sixth grade one more time and dropped out before junior high.  How many of today’s Latino young men stay in school to graduate at 21 or 22?  Or go on to further their education – or even just get a GED – once they lose hope and give up before graduation (or opt out as 17-year-old freshmen)?  No, these Latinos won’t be “left behind” – just failed by NCLB until they leave on their own.  Their struggle to support their families now morphs to a struggle to survive.  The rest of America just lost a lifetime of tax money they won’t pay because lack of education translates to poor pay in any language. 

I guess NCLB rules weren’t made for Spanish-surname American boys.  Or rural white hurricane survivors living with relatives, suffering from Post-traumatic Stress Disorder plus whatever conditions they already had before they clung to trees and watched their grandmother sucked into the River Styx.  One year of a child’s life equals five or ten of yours – a long time to be left behind.  

No Child Left Behind: Yesteryear 
Forty years ago, when I first taught kindergarten we weren’t allowed to introduce letters until after Christmas.  The first day of school my students (whose homes were dilapidated shacks with dirt floors and more dogs than children – or tiny motel rooms with no running water) could attend to one page of a story book I “read” for only one literal second; by the end of the year, they were either very ready to read or already reading – without ever using the first workbook or sitting at a table for anything but snack time and art.  

We raised rabbits and chickens, churned butter and baked bread, played with clay and sand, built with huge blocks and tiny cubes – and returned each block to its place, bathed anatomically correct dolls, sang, danced, marched, recited poetry, read favorite books until we all knew them by heart.  Everything in our room was labeled; every day I wrote what the children did and said – individually and collectively – and we read it all back.  Reading and writing weren’t subjects we “taught”; reading and writing were essential elements of our lives together.  When they got ready, the children joined in – as readers and writers.
In 1987, I became a physician and am now board-certified in Developmental-Behavioral Pediatrics – with a Ph.D. in Educational Psychology (plus teaching teachers to teach – reading, math, gifted students, children with physical, mental and emotional disorders.)   A few years ago, I took mornings off from my medical practice to teach half-day developmental kindergarten.  Children’s needs haven’t changed.  Through NCLB, we just declared them irrelevant to America’s educational goals – and switched from teaching to testing and from helping to holding children back as a way to improve achievement scores.

No Child Left Behind: It’s the Law

Your child will have to repeat his grade if he fails the official state reading test next month.
My child is dyslexic but he excels in all the other subjects for his grade.

Sorry.  We can’t excuse him without a full evaluation proving he qualifies as learning disabled.
Excellent!  Let’s evaluate him and get him the help he needs.

Sorry.  We don’t have enough time or money for that.
I thought it was a law.

Yes, but we just don’t have the resources to implement it.
So my boy fails his grade and repeats everything?

Sorry.  It’s the law.  
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How Children Learn to Read

Young children learn to read


Through their emotions



Through their senses




Through their experiences

They are programmed to learn


They have an inner drive to mastery

They learn in sequence


Building on early foundations



Every new skill leads to the next 
It’s not about school or A-B-C’s


It’s about real life – and you!

For nine months before they’re born

First, babies feel you cuddling them 

and bathe in your comforting voice

Then, they focus on your face 

and your welcoming smile re-connects you
First, babies cry

You meet their needs 



and they feel loved 

Then, they gurgle and babble 

You respond 



and they feel understood

First, you talk about their world and all the things they do


When they do enough and hear enough and their bodies say it’s time,



Then they learn to talk so they can share their world with you

First, you read ten thousand books about the old and new, 


And how other people think and feel
When they do the real-life stuff and hear enough from you 

And their bodies say it’s time



THEY LEARN TO READ BECAUSE THAT’S WHAT PEOPLE DO!
No Child Left Behind: Bad Premise, Broken Promise
My gifted dyslexic and dysgraphic patient, Tom, eventually won a protracted lawsuit regarding his right to a free and appropriate public education.  No one denied (except in court and “for the record”) that this little boy has special needs seriously interfering with his academic progress.  The argument from the school board was that if they had to meet his special educational needs, they would have to meet the special needs of others with similar disabilities and that would be too expensive.  Nearly a third of his lifetime and all the money his mother had or could borrow – to obtain what federal law has guaranteed for decades.  Talk about expensive!  

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) is a noble but misguided program - increasing risks to children without offering compensatory benefits.  I am board-certified in Developmental-Behavioral Pediatrics and hold a Ph.D. in Educational Psychology - with nearly forty years’ experience - kindergarten teacher to pediatrician. Under “No Child Left Behind”, I am seeing more crippling mental illness than ever before – bright 4-8 year olds tormented by unbelievable pressure to perform tasks not age-appropriate even for typically developing learners. (Many visual and auditory processing neural networks don’t mature until ages 6-10; NCLB places demands WELL BEYOND NORMAL sensory and cognitive development.)   Hurting, despairing middle-schoolers act up (boys) or give up (girls) – immersing themselves in drugs and sex instead of sports and studies because NCLB policy makes failure so public and so permanent.  It erases hope and sullies self-respect.

Parents have done everything parents can do to help their children – hired tutors, enrolled their children in private programs, paid for independent psychological and educational assessments, stressed out their whole family all evening every evening doing homework.  Kids are working as hard as they can – kindergarteners are having kiddie versions of nervous breakdowns from the pressure.   Parents and teachers of normal preschoolers are requesting (begging, demanding) psychostimulants for appropriately active youngsters to get them to concentrate on their “work” so they won’t fail state testing when they start Kindergarten.  

According to federal law, children with special needs have the right to a free and appropriate public education.   I care for young patients with significant learning disabilities, particularly dyslexia and other language-processing disorders.  It is virtually impossible to obtain federally-mandated educational provisions for most of my patients (from Medicaid to millionaires.)   Some school districts stopped recognizing dyslexia as a “special need”; others simply refuse to test for handicapping conditions – even after a child has already failed one or more grades.  Some school systems give lip service by making children who are repeating take extra reading classes – held during recess (or science or social studies if they teach them – many don’t anymore.)  Bright dyslexic children who can compensate (partially) through brute will-power can’t get assistance in learning to read or accommodations when taking the fateful test.   My letters to schools documenting children’s diagnoses and recommended interventions no longer make any difference; now nothing matters but the test score.  (I know what the law says; I’m telling what happens.)  

How exactly does NCLB help Tom?  
Rose Repeats - Again

“Rose” will repeat first grade for the second time – and her school system still hasn’t tested her (or provided accommodations) for her special learning needs.  NCLB penalizes Rose without providing safeguards for her protection.  All the law has done so far is to convince her she is stupid – and to dangerously deepen her depression.  She is a smart hard-working girl; her family does whatever they are asked; she needs educational support services for her learning and emotional handicaps.  With all the early abuse she suffered and then her adopted family losing literally everything in Hurricane Charley, I don’t know how another year in first grade will accomplish anything but leaving her further behind.  
An epidemic is flooding my clinic – ever since “No Child Left Behind” began.  The idea was great; the actual outcome condemns children to legislated failure.  Theoretically, testing tracks children’s progress to assure that they meet grade-level standards.  Testing may track their progress.  There are no other assurances.  Those suffering most are nice normal little boys with language problems.  They get left behind because failing The Test means failing the grade – automatically – no reprieves.  Since NCLB, I have seen more children fail (in every sense of the word) than in all the years combined of my 40-year career.

Research has documented observable structural changes in the brains of young dyslexics given proper instruction during their years of peak cognitive development.  Results from studies of long-term harmful effects of retention, unsupported use of (functionally) single criteria for promotion, powerful negative influence of stress on children’s learning – and new discoveries revealing ways children actually learn best – all are directly contrary to current practice under NCLB.  NCLB should mean exactly what it says – no child denied the help they need to succeed – no child forced into a legislated lose-lose struggle – no child condemned to failure by those whose sworn duty is to serve and protect them – truly no child left behind.  
An entire generation may never recover.  By the time you read this, it will already be too late for Rose.









