
 

'Roundtable' recommendations on ESEA emphasize keeping students 
engaged 

In the 1988 movie Stand and Deliver, an actor playing the part of real-life teacher Jaime Escalante takes 
a class of disconnected, tuned-out students from East Los Angeles and teaches them calculus, 
generating scores so good a testing company thinks they were faked. 

"I want the original scores reinstated," Escalante tells the company when the students are retested and 
again make the grade. 

Today, representatives of 18 civil rights, juvenile justice, and disability groups are going door to door on 
Capitol Hill hoping to influence the outcome of ESEA reauthorization. They are armed with a list 
of recommendations for improving school climate, especially on the issue of "significant 
disproportionality." 

That's an IDEA term referring to patterns of racial or ethnic bias in the way students with disabilities are 
identified, placed, or disciplined. For example, the groups say, Congress should require states and 
districts to publicly report disaggregated suspension and expulsion data from IDEA Indicators 4A and 4B 
and disaggregated LRE data from Indicator 5. 

These recommendations likely will have to wait until Congress takes up the IDEA, a task this Congress 
might not tackle even if it succeeds in amending the ESEA. 

But the larger message of the Civil Rights Roundtable, as the groups call themselves, is this: School 
climate, including not just discipline issues but the availability of rigorous coursework and the distribution 
of truly qualified teachers, is what truly underlies student performance. That was the message of Stand 
and Deliver, and that's what the roundtable hopes to convey as the ESEA process moves forward. 

Resisting a push from the House 

The roundtable's emphasis on collecting data, and especially disaggregated data, is part of a movement 
called intersectionality, which is the study of people who fall into more than one subgroup. 

Black males, for example, were only 19 percent of the approximately 6 million students with IEPs in 2011-
12, but they accounted for 36 percent of the approximately 4,000 students with IEPs who were subjected 
to mechanical restraint that year, according to OCR's Civil Rights Data Collection. 

What the roundtable wants Congress to do is require districts not just to collect such data but to act on 
that data. For example, it says, Congress should require schools with "significant disparities among 
protected groups ... to identify and implement evidence-based, schoolwide discipline policies and 
practices to reduce and prevent discipline issues." 

That's a heavy lift, now that Republicans control both chambers; neither John Kline, head of the House 
education panel, nor Lamar Alexander, his counterpart in the Senate, are about to give Education 



Secretary Arne Duncan any more leverage over states than he already has. On the contrary, Duncan will 
be lucky to emerge from the ESEA fight with his existing levers intact, and he is already fighting back, 
with help from his boss. 

Legislation passed Feb. 11 by Kline's committee would end up "eliminating accountability for taxpayer 
dollars rather than working to use them in ways that improve student learning and ensuring that all 
students succeed," the White House said Feb. 13. 

Going beyond test scores 

What's interesting about the roundtable recommendations is that they almost didn't happen, at least in 
this way. 

It was September of 2013 when people like Diane Smith Howard of the National Disability Rights 
Network and Jessica Cardichon of the Alliance for Excellent Education started talking about finding 
common ground on the issue of discipline in general and disproportionality in particular. 

In February 2014 and again in November, they and others gathered at NDRN offices, splitting into three 
workgroups: one on legislation, one on action by the executive branch, and one on steps the groups 
could take themselves. 

Meanwhile, there was an election, putting ESEA on a fast track after years of delay. And so roundtable 
participants, including staff from the Center for Civil Rights Remedies at UCLA and the Juvenile and 
Special Education Law Clinic at the University of the District of Columbia, realized that if they were going 
to propose statutory changes of any kind, the time to do it was now. 

Mostly, the groups want to expand the conversation around the ESEA, which until now has been focused 
mostly on testing, according to Howard. 

"The impact of school climate on these youth -- and also the youth with whom they share their classroom 
and [on] the capacity of all these kids to learn -- needs to be considered as part of the overall 
reauthorization," she said. "Test scores are not the only consideration." 

Mark W. Sherman, a Washington bureau correspondent, covers special education issues for LRP 
Publications.  
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