
What Does ESEA Flexibility Mean FOR YOU? 

ESEA flexibility provides a voluntary opportunity for states to be released from certain re-
quirements of NCLB. In exchange, states will lead efforts to raise standards so they focus on 
college and careers, help teachers and principals focus on teaching and learning, and improve 
all schools, especially the lowest-performing schools and schools with the largest achievement 
gaps. Further, schools now labeled as “in need of improvement” under NCLB will be more 
fairly judged through a focus on student and school progress.

The benefits of ESEA flexibility include:

For Parents: Accurate and descriptive information about their children’s progress and 
honest accountability that recognizes and rewards success and – where schools fall short – tar-
geted and focused strategies for the students most at risk.

For Students: A system that measures student growth and critical thinking to inspire 
better teaching and greater student engagement across a well-rounded curriculum.

For Teachers: A collaborative learning culture where teachers can target instruction towards 
the needs of students and offer a well-rounded curriculum. Fair and responsible evaluations that 
are based on multiple measures including peer review, principal observation, and classroom work.

For Principals: Greater flexibility to tailor solutions to the unique educational chal-
lenges of their students and recognition for progress and performance.

What Can You Do?

Become familiar with your school’s current performance status under NCLB, and how 
that might change under ESEA flexibility.

Find out how your state will seek input and collaboration at the local level on its plan, and 
familiarize yourself with your state’s current accountability system.

Attend a local school board meeting or a local PTA meeting to discuss plans for the future 
and how you can get involved.

Work with your school and district on implementing effective learning plans to serve strug-
gling students and help them get back on track.
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AUGUST 2007 
U.S. House Education and Labor 

Committee releases a draft bill that is 
never formally introduced to Congress.

January 2007 
President Bush 

calls on Congress to 
reauthorize ESEA/NCLB.

April 1965
President Lyndon Johnson signs the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) into law.

ESEA: A Look Back

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) provided our country’s first 
broad assurance of equal access to public education for all children. ESEA has been reautho-
rized—revised and renewed by Congress—seven times, most recently at the end of 2001 by 
the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). ESEA reauthorization usually occurs every five years; 
however, NCLB has governed elementary and secondary education for nearly a decade, and 
Congress has yet to act to fix some of the law’s flaws.

NCLB maintained the original overarching goal of ESEA—providing a level playing field for 
schools serving disadvantaged students. It challenged states to set education standards and in-
crease school accountability. It also exposed achievement gaps between poor and minority stu-
dents, students with disabilities, English learners, and their peers. However, the unintended re-
sults of NCLB’s strictest requirements are now hindering further school reforms and innovations.

States Are Already Raising the Bar

Over the past few years, states and districts have initiated groundbreaking reforms and innova-
tions to accelerate the achievement of their students. Across the country, states are adopting 
college- and career-ready standards, developing new assessments aligned to those standards, 
and creating next-generation accountability and support systems. Many states are also moving 
forward with reforms in such areas as teacher and principal evaluation and support, turning 
around low-performing schools, and expanding access to high-quality schools.

Many of these innovations and reforms, however, were not anticipated when NCLB was enact-
ed nearly a decade ago. NCLB for the first time helped shine a bright light on low-performing 
schools and achievement gaps, yet it inadvertently encouraged some states to set low standards, 
failed to recognize or reward growth in student learning, and did little to elevate the teaching 

January 2002
President George W. Bush signs
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) into law.

MARCH 2010 
President Obama issues his 

vision for ESEA reauthorization, 
A Blueprint for Reform.
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profession or recognize effective teachers. States, districts, and schools have been pleading in 
various ways for relief from NCLB. They have asked repeatedly for changes that would more 
clearly show where schools need drastic help, and where they need support in only one or a few 
areas, while holding tightly to the commitment of school and student accountability.

While waiting on Congress to reauthorize ESEA, the U.S. Department of Education, under 
the leadership of Secretary Arne Duncan, is responding to state and local requests for flexibility 
from certain parts of the current law. This flexibility will enable states and school districts to 
move forward with significant reforms that are designed to increase the quality of instruction 
and improve academic achievement of all students. States that choose not to request flexibility 
under ESEA, or that don’t have a solid plan for improvement, will still be bound by current 
law.

MARCH 2010 
President Obama issues his 

vision for ESEA reauthorization, 
A Blueprint for Reform.

January 2011
President Obama repeats 

call for Congress to 
reauthorize ESEA/NCLB.

September 2011
Without a law from Congress for the 
new school year, President Obama 
announces voluntary ESEA flexibility.
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2014 
Under NCLB, 100 percent of students must 

be proficient in reading and math, a looming 
deadline that many schools are unlikely to meet.
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