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Research Question 
How can we minimize unintended negative consequences when making education policy? 
 
Rationale 
From No Child Left Behind to IDEA B, policy and law have major influences in the realm of 
education.  Every year, governing bodies influence education through the policies and laws they 
enact. These influences directly affect the education children in America receive. Some of these 
effects are deemed necessary and can help education grow, while others are seen as detrimental 
and hinder the learning of children. How can we tell which are which? How can we ensure that 
only positive and necessary policies and laws are put in place? 
  
One of the most influential and discussed laws enacted in the 21st century was No Child Left 
Behind. The theory behind this law was to close the gap between the US and the world in math 
and reading. The law itself punished the education system as a whole. Districts began to lose 
funding, teachers were required to teach to the test and not to the individual, and education began 
to buckle under all the stress and pressure. The overall law of No Child Left Behind was 
detrimental to education and had to be eliminated.  
 
Another influential law is The Individuals with Disabilities Act. The theory behind this law is to 
protect students with disabilities and ensure they receive an education equal to their peers 
without disabilities. The law itself, though it still has gaps and deficiencies, is overall regarded as 
positive. It gave teachers the power to defend their students and ensure they had access to 
curriculum, specialists, and their peers. It assisted in stopping segregation of students with 
disabilities.  
 
Literature Review 
When policy and law are enacted at any level, it is important for the policymakers to think 
deeply about what they are doing and how it will truly affect the lives of those they seek to 
impact. The Handbook of Education Policy Research says, “policy researchers and policy 
makers should think more deeply about the theory embedded in a policy or intervention and use 
the theory to try to understand how, when, and where the policy might be effectively used, 
before they propose the policy and while they implement it.” (Sykes, Schneider, Plank, & Ford). 
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Study Design 
When I started my leadership program project, I knew I wanted to research something that I 
could directly affect. Being a Human Resource Specialist, my work directly affects the staff and 
indirectly affects students. When a policy was introduced to the school board that in my opinion 
would hinder a teacher’s first amendment rights and their ability to teach openly to students, I 
worked hard to stop the policy from being enacted. After that, I realized that many policies, 
though good in theory, could actually hinder students’ education. The basis of my research was 
to identify how much classroom staff recognize policy and if they could identify what policies 
and laws supported and hindered education.  
 
I wanted my research to be broad so I cast a wide net. I started by creating a survey that first 
identified what state teachers taught in. I then identified how familiar they were with local, state, 
and federal policies with a 0-5 rating scale. I asked what policies they were familiar with using 
the same 0-5 rating scale. The policy topics ranged from student conduct, discipline, LGBTQ+, 
SPED, staff, ATD, minorities, and nondiscrimination. I asked them to identify 3 policies that 
supported education and 3 that hindered education.  
 
Data Analysis 
From the data, we can see most staff are pretty informed regarding policies that they interact 
with routinely. It shows that their day-to-day duties do have correlation to the policies and laws 
that are set forth by governing bodies. When looking at supportive policy and law, it vastly is 
geared to those who are considered underprivileged or minority groups. Hindering policy is 
vastly geared towards staffing, testing and instruction, and discipline.  
 
Interpretation was something that also caused for policies with good intent to become hindering. 
Implementation of policy varied from school to school even though the language in it was 
consistent.  

 
Recommendations 
What can be done to help create more positive and supportive policy and laws? First, 
policymakers must understand the theory or goal behind the law or policy. Every goal for every 
policy should help children grow and make staff feel supported and protected.  
 
Second, to remember who that law or policy is designed to service and at what cost. A lot of 
supportive and influential laws have supported the underprivileged but at the expense of the staff 
who are there to teach them. Educators cannot be expected to teach students while also having 
more duties put on their plates just as students cannot succeed without a positive and supportive 
educator.  
 
Third, we must ask: how many interpretations of the policy or law can be made? Every person 
has the opportunity to interpret things differently. This can lead to positive change but too much 
interpretation can cause others to take advantage and use the policy for their personal agendas.  
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Policy and law affect every aspect of the education world. From discipline, to first 

amendment rights, to day-to-day operations. Governing bodies need to look at all points of how 
the law or 
 
 
policy is shaped, the theory behind it, and the cost of it before they implement them. Examining 
not only the data but all the feedback, gathering voices, and bringing in the experts will be the 
difference between a successful policy and a failing one.  
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