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Abstract 

While much has been written concerning the impact of NCLB on students, teachers, parents, administrators, and 
policies makers in general, little has been documented about the impact of NCLB on urban early childhood educators’ 
literacy practices in particular. The purpose of this paper is to present the preliminary findings from a research study 
that examines urban early childhood educators’ perceptions of NCLB on their literacy practices. An on-line survey 
was administered to 47 urban early childhood educators in grades P-3 in an urban school district in the Midwest part 
of the United States of America. While a significant percentage of the teachers surveyed perceive that NCLB has had 
a largely negative impact on curriculum, literacy instruction and student achievement overall, it has, nonetheless, led 
to a more rigorous curriculum in their classrooms. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

Arguably, The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) act is the most significant educational policy ever enacted by the 
United States federal government. Since it was signed into law in 2002, a preponderance of scholarship has been 
written related to its impact among schools in general and students, teachers, parents, administrators, and policy 
makers in particular (e.g., Abernathy, 2007; Cawelti, 2006; Essex, 2006; Fletcher, 2006 Gensler, 2006; Karp, 2004; 
Meijer & Wood, 2004; Popham, 2004; Sunderman, James & Orfield 2005). NCLB evaluates a school’s effectiveness 
based on its progress toward meeting adequate yearly progress (AYP) goals for student achievement on state 
established assessment measures. As a result, much of the scholarship on NCLB has examined its impact on teachers 
and students in grades 3 and beyond, where students in most states begin taking the standardized measures linked to 
AYP scores. Few studies examine the impact of NCLB on early childhood teachers in grades P-3. To this end, an 
even smaller number of studies examine how NCLB impacts the literacy practices of urban early childhood 
educators in particular. Given the fact that large numbers of urban schools have significant numbers of students who 
are not performing at proficient levels in reading, it is plausible that NCLB has had an impact on urban early 
childhood educators that warrants examination. 

The purpose of this study is to examine urban early childhood educators’ perceptions of NCLB on their literacy 
practices. The overarching research question that drives this study is: What are urban early childhood educators’ 
perceptions of the impact of NCLB on their literacy practices? Other questions include: 

1. What are urban early childhood educators’ perceptions of the impact of NCLB on the literacy curriculum in 

their classrooms? 

2. What are urban early childhood educators’ perceptions of the impact of NCLB on the literacy instruction in 

their classrooms? 
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3. What are urban early childhood educators’ perceptions of the impact of NCLB on student achievement in 

their classrooms? 
1.2 Significance  

This study is significant because it provides insight into how NCLB is impacting teachers in early childhood contexts. 
To date, the majority of scholarship into NCLB centers on teachers in grade 3 and beyond. Relatively little has been 
documented related to how NCLB impacts teachers in earlier grades. Findings from this study contribute to this gap 
within the scholarship. Moreover, given the recent 10 year anniversary of the NCLB legislature, it is important to 
begin to examine how NCLB impacts specific groups of teachers in specific contexts within the K-12 educational 
continuum as a means of making recommendations for future revisions to this law.   

1.3 Relevant Scholarship 

This study draws from three streams of scholarship within the NCLB literature. First, this study draws from 
perspectives related to NCLB and its impact on teachers’ curriculum and pedagogical experiences broadly (e.g., 
Abernathy, 2007; Cawelti, 2006; Essex, 2006; Fletcher, 2006 Gensler, 2006; Karp, 2004; Meijer & Wood, 2004; 
Popham, 2004; Sunderman, James & Orfield 2005). Essentially, these perspectives argue that NCLB applies a 
universal approach to school reform that fails to account for the diversity and complexities embedded in varying 
classroom contexts. As a result, it (NCLB) has a negative consequence on teachers’ pedagogical practices. For 
example, Cawelti (2006) argues that NCLB demoralizes teachers, diverts attention from non-tested subjects, and 
pressures teachers to manipulate testing data to meet their needs. The present study builds on and extends this body 
of scholarship as it examines the impact of NCLB on urban early childhood educators’ instructional experiences. 

In addition, this study draws from critical perspectives on NCLB and its impact on urban teachers in particular (e.g., 
Crocco & Costigan, 2007; Karp, 2004; Sadovnik, O’Day, Bohrnstedt & Borman, 2007; Shealey, 2006; Wood, 2004). 
These perspectives suggest that urban teachers are more adversely impacted by NCLB than teachers in other 
contexts—due primarily to the large numbers of below “proficient” students who typically comprise urban 
classrooms. For example, in a survey administered to teachers in 49 predominantly low-income and minority schools 
in Richmond, Virginia, Sunderman, Tracey, Kim and Orfield (2004) found that disproportionate numbers of teachers 
(over 50%) de-emphasized or neglected untested topics in the curriculum due to the adequate yearly progress (AYP) 
requirements in NCLB. In keeping with these perspectives, the present study seeks to examine the relationship 
between NCLB and the literacy practices of urban early childhood educators. 

Finally, this study draws from critical perspectives on NCLB and its negative impact on early childhood teachers’ 
curriculum and pedagogical experiences (e.g., Eunsook, 2003; Gammage, 2006; Fuller, 2007; Goldstein, 2008; 
Stipeck, 2006). In short, these perspectives highlight two recurrent consequences of NCLB on early childhood 
teaching practices. First, in an effort to better prepare students for NCLB based standardized testing at the end of the 
primary grades, large numbers of early childhood educators report being forced to teach curriculum that was 
traditionally withheld until later grades. Moreover, these perspectives assert that NCLB pressures early childhood 
teachers to teach in ways that are considered to be “developmentally inapproriate”. For example, Cooper (2005) 
points out that storytelling and drama based reading programs are being replaced with skills-based reading programs 
to fulfill the requirements of NCLB in many early childhood classrooms. Further, the present study draws from this 
body of research, as it examines the impact of NCLB on early childhood educators’ literacy practices. 

 

2. Method 

2.1 Setting 

Data for this study was collected by administering an on-line survey to urban early childhood educators in grades P-3 
in one large urban school district in the Midwest part of the United States of America. Based on most recent 
enrollment data, the school district has approximately 9,179 students. The racial/ethnic student demographics are as 
follows: 

(a) 42.2% of the students are White 

(b) 35.6% of the students are Black 

(c) 8.0% of the students are Hispanic 

(d) 9.4% of the students are Asian 
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(e) 0.1% of the students are Native Hawaiian 

(f) 0.4% of the students are American Indian 

(g) 4.3% of the students are Biracial 

Moreover, 52.8% of the students qualify for free or reduced lunch. Approximately 13.8% of the students in the 
district have an Individual Education Plan (IEP) on file and or are eligible to receive special education services. 
Finally, 5.5% of the students are eligible for transitional bilingual programs. 

2.2 Participants/Sampling 

Participants (n=205) were invited to participate in the study based on convenience sampling (Fink, 1995) criteria: 
The following criteria were used to solicit participation in the study:  

1) Teachers with three or more years of teaching experience in that district or another urban school district 

2) Teach in grades P-3  

3) Teachers who are responsible for teaching reading and writing on a consistent basis 

Based on the convenience sampling criteria, 205 teachers were invited to participate in the study through a formal 
letter sent via email. A total of 47 out 205 teachers in grades P-3 responded to the survey invitation. This number 
represents a response rate of 23%. The largest percentage of respondents identified themselves exclusively as first 
grade teachers (Figure 1). Approximately 21% (n=10) of the respondents identified themselves exclusively as 
preschool teachers. Approximately 21% (n=10) of the respondents identified themselves exclusively as kindergarten 
teachers. Approximately 23% (n=11) of the respondents identified themselves exclusively as first grade teachers. 
Approximately 9% (n=4) of the respondents identified themselves exclusively as second grade teachers. 
Approximately 15% (n=7) of the respondents identified themselves exclusively as third grade teachers. 
Approximately 11% (n=5) of the respondents indentified themselves as teachers of multiple grades P-3 (Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1. Percentage of Respondents at Each Grade Level 
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2.3 Instrument 

An electronic survey was constructed by the researcher and used to examine urban early childhood educators’ 
perceptions of the impact of NCLB on their literacy practices. The researcher constructed the survey based on two 
previously conducted surveys (Sunderman, Kim, & Orfield, 2004; IRA, 2005) in the NCLB literature. The survey 
consists of a Likert Scale with 15 statements for respondents to check the degree to which they agree/disagree with 
the statements presented. Two of the items on the survey pose questions related to how long the teachers have been 
teaching and the grade level they currently teach.  

 

3. Results 

3.1 Data Analysis 

The researcher used a descriptive statistical technique to calculate the frequencies, means and standard deviations of 
the collected data. Data was analyzed in relation to the three sections of items presented on the survey: impact on 
curriculum, impact on literacy instruction, and impact on student achievement. 

3.2 Impact on Curriculum 

The descriptive results for the 15 items appearing on the survey, including the percentages of response for each point 
on the scale, means, and standard deviations are presented in Table 1. With respect to the teachers’ perceptions of the 
impact of NCLB on the literacy curriculum, nearly 49% of the teachers agree that NCLB has narrowed the literacy in 
their classrooms. Nearly 47% of the teachers agree that NCLB has led to a more rigorous literacy curriculum in their 
classrooms. Only 21% of the teachers agree that NCLB has expanded the literacy curriculum in their classrooms. 
Conversely, 49% of the teachers disagreed that NCLB has expanded the literacy curriculum in their classrooms. Only 
28% of the teachers agreed that NCLB has had an overall positive impact on the literacy curriculum in their 
classroom. On the other hand, 38% of the teachers disagreed that NCLB has had an overall positive impact on the 
literacy curriculum in their classrooms.  

3.3 Impact on Literacy Instruction 

With respect to teachers’ perceptions of the impact of NCLB on their literacy instructional practices, only 17% of the 
teachers agreed that NCLB has led to higher levels of literacy instruction in their classrooms. Conversely, 
approximately 45% of the teachers disagreed that NCLB has led to higher levels of literacy instruction in their 
classrooms. Nearly 34% of the teachers agreed that NCLB has lead to increased instances of differentiated literacy 
instruction in their classrooms. Approximately 32% of the teachers agreed that NCLB has lead to increased instances 
of small-group literacy instruction in their classrooms. Concerning whole-group instruction, only 10% of the teachers 
agreed that NCLB has increased instances of whole-group literacy instruction in their classrooms. Conversely, 
approximately 47% of the teachers disagreed that NCLB has increased instances of whole-group literacy instruction 
in their classrooms. Only 14% of the teachers agreed that NCLB has had a positive impact on literacy instruction in 
their classrooms overall. 

3.4 Impact on Student Achievement 

With respect to teachers’ perceptions of the impact of NCLB on student achievement, only 17% of the teachers 
agreed that NCLB has lead to increases in student achievement in reading and writing in their classrooms. Nearly 41% 
of the teachers disagreed that NCLB has lead to increases in student achievement in reading and writing in their 
classrooms. Only 6% of the teachers agreed that NCLB has decreased the achievement gap in reading and writing 
between minority and non-minority students in their classrooms. Approximately 51% of the teachers disagreed that 
NCLB has decreased the achievement gap in reading and writing between minority and non-minority students in 
their classrooms. Only 19% of the teachers agreed that NCLB has increased reading and writing achievement among 
low achieving student groups in their classrooms. Specifically concerning high achieving students, only 15% of the 
teachers agreed that NCLB has increased student achievement among high achieving students in their classrooms. 
Conversely, approximately 40% of the teachers disagreed that NCLB has increased student achievement among high 
achieving students in their classrooms. Finally, only 13% of the teachers agreed that NCLB has had a positive impact 
on student achievement in their classroom overall. Interestingly, 49% of the teachers disagreed that NCLB has had a 
positive impact on student achievement in their classroom overall (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Overall Description of Survey Results 

 SD 
% 

D 
% 

N 
% 

A 
% 

SA 
% 

Mean 
 

Standard 
Deviation 

No Child Left Behind has narrowed the literacy 
curriculum in my classroom 
 

2 13 36 28 21 3.532 1.039 

No Child Left Behind has led to a more rigorous 
literacy curriculum in my classroom 
 

11 23 19 26 21 3.234 1.322 

No Child Left Behind has expanded the literacy 
curriculum in my classroom 
 

11 38 30 15 6 2.681 1.065 

No Child Left Behind has led to a more relevant 
literacy curriculum in my classroom 
 

15 32 34 15 4 2.617 1.054 

Overall, No Child Left Behind has had a positive 
impact on the literacy curriculum in my classroom 
 

21 17 34 28 0 2.681 0.319 

No Child Left Behind has led to higher levels of 
literacy instruction in my classroom 
 

15 30 38 15 2 2.596 0.993 

No Child Left Behind has led to increased instances 
of differentiated literacy instruction in my classroom 
 

8 26 32 30 4 2.957 1.042 

No Child Left Behind has lead to increased instances 
of small-group literacy instruction in my classroom 
 

2 19 47 23 9 3.170 0.916 

No Child Left Behind has increased instances of 
whole-group literacy instruction in my classroom 
 

9 38 43 6 4 2.596 0.901 

Overall, No Child Left Behind has had a positive 
impact on literacy instruction in my classroom 
 

15 26 45 12 2 2.617 0.968 

No Child Left Behind has lead to increases in student 
achievement in reading and writing in my classroom 
 

15 26 42 17 0 2.617 0.945 

No Child Left Behind has decreased the achievement 
gap in reading and writing between minority and 
non-minority students in my classroom 
 

21 30 43 4 2 2.362 0.942 

No Child Left Behind has increased reading and 
writing achievement among low achieving student 
groups in my classroom. 
 

8 28 45 11 8 2.830 1.028 

No Child Left Behind has increased student 
achievement among high achieving students in my 
classroom 

14 26 45 13 2 2.617 0.968 

Overall, No Child Left Behind has had a positive 
impact on student achievement in my classroom 

19 30 38 13 0 2.447 0.951 

 

SD= Strongly Disagree D=Disagree  N=No Opinion  A=Agree  

SA=Strongly Agree 
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4. Discussion 

Much like the extant literature on NCLB and its impact on teachers in general, the urban early childhood teachers in 
this study perceived that NCLB has had a largely negative impact on the curriculum, instruction and student 
achievement (with respect to literacy) in their classrooms. Nonetheless, there are three important findings from this 
study that warrant further discussion. First, nearly 49% of the teachers who participated in the study agreed that 
NCLB has narrowed the literacy curriculum in their classroom. This suggests that early childhood teachers in grades 
P-3 are being impacted by NCLB in much of the same ways as teachers who teach in grades 4 and beyond. Although 
teachers in grades P-3 typically do not give assessments that are directly associated with a school’s AYP score, they 
are still being impacted by the mandates of NCLB in their literacy classrooms. One possible explanation for this 
impact, according to Eunsook (2003), is that NCLB forces administrators to place pressure on early childhood 
teachers in grades P-3 to to introduce tested content earlier as a means of increasing testing outcomes. 

Next, nearly half (47%) of the teachers perceived that NCLB has led to a more rigorous literacy curriculum in their 
classroom. This finding directly contrasts much of the previous scholarship on NCLB that suggests that NCLB 
actually places an overemphasis on student mastery of lower level basic skills. What is unclear relative to this 
particular finding is how teachers define and perceive the notion of rigor as it relates to NCLB and their literacy 
practices. Perhaps, teachers are defining the notion of rigor as being commensurate with structure or formality. It is 
difficult to conclude based on the data from this study exactly how teachers define this notion or rigor and how this 
definition relates to their perceptions of NCLB. Follow-up qualitative interviews with these teachers might provide 
insight into how rigor is being defined and used in their classrooms as it relates to NCLB. 

Third, a relatively small percentage of teachers in this study (10%) attributed NCLB to an increase in whole-group 
instruction. This finding differs drastically from previous scholarship in this area that suggests that NCLB forces 
teachers to implement whole-group instructional strategies more often than not. Data from this study suggest that 
NCLB has more impact over the content early childhood teachers teach than over the manner they choose to teach 
this content. 

The present study was quantitative in nature. As such, little is known about early childhood teachers’ daily 
instructional experiences while adhering to the mandates of NCLB. I recommend three subsequent studies in three 
areas to add more insight into the findings presented in this study. First, future case studies into this topic might 
examine the daily experiences of urban early childhood educators who believe that NCLB has lead to more rigorous 
curriculum opportuniites in their classrooms. Findings from these studies will provide valuable insight into the 
positive aspects of NCLB, which is largely absent from the present scholarship on this topic. 

A second line of future research on this topic might examine the impact of NCLB on urban early childhood educators’ 
literacy practices over an extended period of time. The findings from this study reveal teachers’ perceptions at one 
moment in time. Little is known about how these perceptions change or remain consistent over an extended period of 
time. Hence, subsequent longitudinal research into this topic might compare how urban early childhood educators’ 
perceptions remain consistent or change from year to year. 

A third line of future research on this topic might consist of focus group interviews with urban early childhood 
educators. While the present study provided clear and concise data related to urban early childhood educators’ 
perceptions of NCLB, little is know about how urban early childhood teachers make sense of the impact of NCLB on 
their literacy practices in qualitative terms. Hence, subsequent focus group interviews with urban early childhood 
educators will provide opportunities for teachers to discuss their experiences with NCLB in greater detail and depth. 

One potential limitation of the present study is the sample size. Two hundred and five urban early childhood 
educators were solicited for participation in the study. I received a response rate of 23%, which represents a relatively 
small sample size. Future studies on this topic might solicit a larger sample size in order to increase the 
generalizability of the study. 

A second potential limitation of the present study is the fact that the survey involved teachers in only one school 
district. Hence the findings from this study can only be generalized to other urban school districts and schools with 
similar student demographics. Future studies on this topic might involve multiple urban school districts with varying 
student demographics to increase the potential for generalizability. 
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