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―National testing has emerged as the closest thing to a cure-all for those who are 

concerned about the performance of Canada‘s public school system. It is widely assumed 

that national tests, based on an agreed-upon set of national education goals or standards, 

can serve as a one-step reference point for student achievement and for the ability of our 

schools to meet the needs of a complex modern society. The reality is that there are no 

magic bullets or easy answers to complex questions. It is important, however, to 

understand what tests can actually do, and the misleading and damaging use of data 

which can result‖ (Bacon, 1995, pg 86).  

As schools have shifted from privileged to public, so too has the role of assessment. For the most 

part, the role of assessment has been left in the hands of the teachers because most believed that 

they were most effective form of assessment. As a teacher I aim to ensure that my student‘s 

learning experiences are meaningful and well supported. I know that each of my students 

requires exposure to different teaching strategies in order to grasp a variety of concepts. I am 

aware of my student‘s strengths and weaknesses and for these reasons ―it is recognized that the 

most effective form of evaluation is the application of the teacher‘s professional judgment to a 

wide range of information gathered through observation and assessment‖ (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 1988, pg 35). Learning is driven by what teachers and students do in their classrooms, 

not by external measures that are imposed by persons outside the classroom. Recently the role of 

assessment has moved from a means of product control to the forefront of the accountability 

agenda. Instead of ―students receiving multiple attempts to practice and to demonstrate 

understanding of content and to develop skills by receiving specific and timely feedback by the 

teacher in order to improve achievement‖ (Retrieved December 2009 from 

http://www.thomasarmstrong.com/multiple_intelligences.htm), students are being assessed 

through the use of standardized assessments. ―Standardized tests are tests on which all students 

answer the same questions. They reward the ability to quickly answer superficial questions that 

do not require real thought. They do not measure the ability to think or create in any field‖ 

(Retrieved on December 2010 from, http://www.fairtest.org/accountability). ―Standardized 

http://www.thomasarmstrong.com/multiple_intelligences.htm
http://www.fairtest.org/accountability
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assessments cause teachers and students to lose control of their learning process and as a result, 

their thinking becomes simplified because the education system is becoming more concerned 

with the technical skills then they are with understanding and applying concepts‖ (Volante, 2004, 

pages unknown). As a result, standardized assessments can alter or influence the manner in 

which a teacher teaches. ―Testing not only shapes important educational values, such as 

conceptions of educational quality, and student- and teacher-reward systems, but also the content 

and method of what should be taught and learned‖ (Froese-Germain, 2001, pg 117 ).  

I can vividly remember the pressure I felt when I realized that teaching Grade Six 

students meant preparing them for two different types of standardized assessments; the 

Education Quality and Accountability (EQAO) and Comprehension Attitude Strategies Interests 

(CASI) in addition to teaching them the Grade Six curriculum. When I reflect back on this year, I 

remember always feeling like the students were not getting a real or valuable learning 

experience, that somehow they were cheated. I became what Louis Volante refers to as an 

―efficiency expert instead of participating in negotiating the content and means of their 

education‖ (Volante, 2004, pages unknown).  Most of my time was spent on training my students 

for these assessments instead of educating them. Instead of taking the time to explain and 

practice writing essays, I was using the time to demonstrate how to write short summaries of 

stories. As a result, my student‘s writing abilities were not as strong as they could have been. It 

was almost like the snap shot of a literacy piece became more important than the whole literacy 

process. Time was altered so that I could spend more time on subjects that were going to be on 

the assessment. There was always too much to cover and never enough time to cover it. As most 

educators know, ―time in schools is well used when students are engaged with their learning, 

using their knowledge and interests and actively thinking about the issues at hand‖ (Earl, 2001, 
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pg 32). Subjects that have I have known to have a positive effect on student learning, such as 

Music, Visual Art, Physical Education and Drama & Dance activities took a back seat to 

Language and Math activities. When regular programs are postponed or altered, occasionally, 

families are able to make up the differences at home. Economically disadvantaged students lose 

the most because their families are unable to make these differences due to financial constraints. 

When I taught these students, I felt like I was ‗surface‘ teaching: not teaching for an in-depth 

understanding or application, but just enough learning so that we could move on.  By not 

providing my students with the appropriate time to discuss, critically think, question, research, or 

construct, I was denying them the opportunities to learn, develop and strengthen skills that they 

will need for their learning experience and the future.  

Some might even argue that I engaged in the unethical practice of ‗teaching to the test‘. 

Teaching to the test means that a teacher has ―organized their instruction strategies around the 

actual items found on a test or around a set of look-alike items‖ (Popham, 2001, pg 16). By 

altering their instruction strategies, important curricular content is being replaced with 

continuous practice activities and relentless drilling activities. As a result, tasks such as oral 

presentations, revising and editing pieces of written work, portfolios, and discussion are left out 

of our students‘ learning experience. These authentic assessment strategies are replaced with a 

standard assessment. I still frequently wonder, if I altered my teaching practices too much, that 

important and valuable concepts were missed. I have also often wondered if I had to do it again, 

how I would do it differently so that students are receiving both a valuable learning experience 

and skills that would prepare them for any type of assessment, including a standardized 

assessment. In addition to altering your teaching practices;  
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―teaching to the test also has a ‗dumbing‘ effect on teaching and learning as worksheets, 

drills, practice tests and similar rote practices consume greater amounts of classroom 

time. Research suggests that while students‘ scores will rise, when teachers teach closely 

to the test, learning often does not change‖ (Volante, 2004, pages unknown).  

Instead students need teachers to provide them with opportunities that enable them to apply and 

reapply the knowledge and skills that they have learned. Learning needs to change, students need 

to be challenged and students‘ learning experiences need to be meaningful and productive. 

The objective of my research paper is to investigate and explore the issues that arise from 

the implementation of evaluation and accountability practices; more specifically, standardized 

assessments. I want to draw attention to some critical issues and challenges that teachers face. I 

intend to discuss and question the ways in which standardized assessments have an impact on a 

student‘s learning experience and how these assessments might alter the manner in which a 

classroom teacher teaches. It is my intent to provide information that allows teachers to think 

about, reconsider and even modify their teaching practices and their existing positions in regards 

to the use of standardized assessments. I choose to write about this particular topic because I 

strongly feel that teachers, especially those who teach or have taught Grades Three, Six, Nine 

and Ten, need to think about how their teaching strategies may be or have been affected by 

situations or factors other then the curriculum. For example, ―poverty and closely associated 

social problems may limit many students‘ preparedness for school and undermine their capacity 

to fully engage in the learning process‖ (Kraft, 2009, pg., 37). I am passionate about providing 

my students with a variety of learning strategies and opportunities that will enable them to 

understand and apply the skills and knowledge I have taught them. I believe that teachers play a 

very important role in a student‘s learning experiences that extends well beyond the scope of the 

school. For example, a teacher‘s actions, beliefs and influence can affect a student‘s motivation 
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to learn, their sense of personal accomplishment and their feelings of self-worth. For these 

reasons it is extremely important for teachers to make sure that they are addressing the needs of 

their students and not the needs of an external standardized assessment. 

Past and present research has clearly established and argued that students learn through a 

variety of contexts. As Gardner‘s Multiple Intelligence theory illustrates ―the traditional notion 

of intelligence, based on I.Q. testing, is far too limited‖ (Retrieved December 2009, from 

http://www.thomasarmstrong.com/multiple_intelligences.htm). As educators, we know that the 

students we are going to encounter in our classrooms are more likely to fall into one of Gardner‘s 

eight intelligences. For example, some students may have the capacity to analyze problems 

logically (logical-mathematical intelligence) and/or some may have the ability to use language to 

accomplish certain goals (linguistic intelligence). Since our students fall into many different 

learning categories, our assessment strategies should be reflective of this. Observations, multiple-

choice questions, anecdotal notes, short answer questions, projects, reflections and oral 

presentations are just some of the different assessment tools teachers‘ use on a regular basis 

when testing students on a specific expectation, or on a concept that was covered in class. 

Deciding which assessment strategy to use generally depends on two factors: which student is 

being assessed, and what is the assessment being used for? It is essential for teachers to be able 

to use a variety of assessment strategies that evaluate a student‘s knowledge and assesses a 

student‘s approach to learning. Assessment tools are often difficult to develop because teachers 

need to make sure that they are addressing the expectation, assessing the student‘s progress, and 

meeting the student‘s individual needs.  



9 

 

If assessments are to be used to open up as many opportunities as possible to as many 

students as possible, it must address a wide range of talents, a variety of life experiences, and 

multiple ways of knowing. ―Diverse and wide-ranging tasks that use many different performance 

modes and that involve students in choosing ways to demonstrate their competence become 

important for this goal‖ (Darling-Hammond, 1994, pg., 17). Many educators feel that 

standardized assessments are very limited and narrowly focused because they do not offer 

students a variety of ways to express themselves. ―The narrowing of the curriculum, stripping all 

that is interesting and focusing on test preparation, makes school uninteresting for students and 

teachers‖ (Brand, 2010, pg., 8). Standardized assessments confine student‘s responses to 

multiple-choice, short answer and essay format. For these reasons, many educators believe that 

an individual student‘s needs can be better met by using authentic assessment strategies. 

―Authentic assessments engage students in ‗real-world‘ tasks and evaluate them based on 

the criteria that are important for actual performance in a field of work (e.g., oral 

presentations, exhibitions, collection of the student‘s work, experiments, models, etc…) 

teacher observations, inventories of student‘s work and behaviour, as well as cooperative 

group work are also included‖ (Darling-Hammond, 1994, pg 5).  

The student‘s interests, strengths, background and past educational experience is taken into 

account, so that teaching strategies and learning activities are adjusted to better meet the needs of 

the students.  It is critical to a student‘s learning experience that teachers are able to provide them 

with many opportunities to learn and apply concepts.  

Currently, ―the Ontario government has decided to focus on the efficiency and cost 

controls through the implementation of evaluation and accountability practices. Such 

notions of bureaucratic accountability are intent on removing control, skill and judgement 

from teachers; they are in contrast with concepts of professional accountability‖ (Casas & 

Meaghan, 2001, pg., 166).  

Initially, the government used assessments in what Nagy calls a ―gatekeeping‖ role that 

focused on product control and fairness. The government believed that by having the students 
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write a standardized assessment, in which all students answer the same questions, ―they could 

ensure a common standard and provide a sense of fairness‖ (Nagy, 2000, pages unknown). It is 

important to note that fairness means different things to different people. For example, if two 

students with different socioeconomic backgrounds and differently qualified teachers write the 

same standardized assessment then the result is that of a common standard (assessment) but it 

neglects the broader fairness of equal opportunity. Let me illustrate this in another way: if one 

teacher assesses a student‘s written work hard and another teacher assesses a student‘s written 

work generously, both teachers are appealing to different meanings of fairness. One teacher is 

attempting to instil a sense of standard and the other one is attempting to maximize a student‘s 

opportunities of making something of their lives. By having a norm-referenced focus, the 

government could use the results of one student‘s performance on a standardized assessment to 

compare it to another student‘s performance on a standardized assessment. ―Originally these 

results enable the government to decide who was going to be admitted to or graduate from 

certain academic programs‖ (Nagy, 2000, pages unknown). As our education system progressed, 

enrolment increased and populations diversified, schools began to take on roles that were 

traditionally a function of the family, church or community. ―This period of changing school 

mandates, increasing student numbers, changing student types, and consequent increasing costs 

raised concerns about quality and expenditures, and ushered in an era of accountability‖ (Nagy, 

2000, pages unknown). As a result, assessments began taking on the role of accountability by 

making sure that schools were working well and students were receiving a quality education. 

Throughout the years I have noticed that schools appear to now be under intense pressure to 

justify their actions and have their students score high on the government‘s standardized 

assessments. Some of the noted risks involved in accountability can range from publication of 
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school results, punishing low-achieving schools financially, or teachers shifting their 

instructional strategies to meet the needs of the standardized assessment. In addition to the 

gatekeeping and accountability roles, ―assessment is also used to find out what students do and 

do not know and what to do about it (Nagy 2000, pages unknown).  This type of assessment is 

referred to as instructional diagnosis which is ―driven by the need to improve education and to 

provide educational, not political justification‖ (Nagy, 2000, pages unknown). Ironically, as I 

have seen through my years of teaching, teachers already engage in diagnosis by collecting 

information through informal observations and creating and administrating tests within their 

classrooms that have a specific purpose.  

Standardized assessments were imposed by the Ontario government as a means of 

justifying who was going to be educated. At this time, education was still something of a 

privilege and the elite resented paying for the poor to attend school. Greater spending on 

education and tolerance of who attended school did not begin to develop until the mid-1950s. 

Interestingly, ―as the standards rose and became more uniform, external exams actually became 

less popular‖ (Nagy, 2000, pages unknown).  Education drastically shifted in the mid-1960s, due 

to an increase in demand and enrolment, the addition of vocational training and the extension of 

the college system. Due to an influx of immigrants and an increase in population, schools began 

to assume roles that were usually fulfilled by the student‘s family or community. The public was 

ready to embrace the costs of publicly funded schools. Standards were different, but they were 

tolerated because the public was willing to invest in the education system. ―When education 

became public, it shifted from a means of preserving the social structure to a means of changing 

it‖ (Nagy, 2000, pages unknown). In the 1970s and 1980s the government believed that the 

development and administration of assessments were better off in the hands of the teacher. As a 
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way to create some common standard and determine what students should be learning about, the 

government created a set of provincial guidelines that was designed to guide teachers when 

creating and developing their lesson, activities and assessment tools. These guidelines would 

provide teachers with overall expectations that needed to be addressed and met throughout the 

school year.  

In the 1990s, the Royal Commission on Learning ―concluded that province-wide 

assessments would help respond to public demands for greater quality and accountability‖ 

(Retrieved January 2010, from http://www.eqao.com/AboutEQAO/). As a result, students in 

Grades Three, Six, and Nine were mandated to write a series of large-scale standardized tests 

that would measure their overall performance in reading, writing and mathematics. Students in 

Grade Ten were mandated to write and pass the Grade 10 Literacy Test in order to graduate. In 

addition to these large-scale assessments, students at the elementary level are also subjected to 

school wide standardized assessments. Students in Grades One to Three are required to write the 

Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA), which provides teachers with ―diagnostic 

information on reading comprehension, fluency, accuracy, phrasing, expression and attention to 

punctuation‖ (Retrieved February 2010, from http://www.tdsb.on.ca ). Students through Grades 

Four to Eight are required to write the Comprehension Attitude Strategies Interests (CASI) 

Reading Assessment, which provides teachers with important information that ―enables them to 

improve the reading skills and strategies for all learners (Retrieved February 2010, from 

http://www.tdsb.on.ca).   

The move toward high-stakes testing programs is based on several assumptions. First, 

tests are seen as a legitimate means of making distinctions among people on the basis of who 
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passes and who fails. Secondly, test scores are assumed to be accurate predictors about people 

and their futures. If the test scores rise, it is perceived to be an indication that students must be 

learning more and therefore moving closer to excellence, and that schools are doing a better job 

of educating the students because test scores are seen as an accurate reflection of education. 

Another assumption is that schools, governments, and test-makers know what high standards are 

and how to use them in tests. Based on these theories, the high-stakes testing movement across 

North America has become the norm across many jurisdictions generally attempting to 

accomplish ―three main objectives for the provincial assessments: 1) report on results of the 

test(s); 2) report of the quality and effectiveness of education; and 3) report to accountability 

boards. Not surprisingly, these three functions closely parallel the purpose and scope of other 

provincial and territorial assessment systems within Canada‖ (Volante, 2007, pages unknown).   

Review of Literature 

Accountability appears to be a universal movement in Canada, yet the forces maintaining 

it appear to be quite different. Is it based on a need to restore public confidence, a yearning to 

improve the education system, or an effort at cost containment? Without any agreement students, 

teachers, schools and even parents are left wondering what schools should be responsible for?  

―Everyone in education acknowledges that there has to be accountability, and that the public has 

the right to accountability for education. The issue, however, are what is to be measured and 

which tools of measurement should be used‖ (Bacon, 1995, pg 86). As mentioned previously, as 

our education system progressed, enrolment increased and populations diversified, schools began 

to take on roles that were traditionally a function of the family, church or community. ―This 

period of changing school mandates, increasing student numbers, changing student types, and 
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consequent increasing costs raised concerns about quality and expenditures, and ushered in an 

era of accountability‖ (Nagy, 2000, pages unknown). As a result, assessments began taking on 

the role of accountability by making sure that schools were working well and students were 

receiving a quality education. The demands for accountability through the use of standardized 

assessments demonstrates the fact that another group of people in education do not know what is, 

or has been happening in our classrooms.  

  Many educators believe that standardized assessments should be used primarily for 

diagnostic purposes and as a means of ensuring reliability of standards. When teachers use 

assessments for diagnostic purposes they are utilizing assessment in an effective manner, 

keeping in mind the purposes of and the principals behind it. ―The purpose of diagnostic 

assessment is to ascertain, prior to instruction, each student‘s strengths, weaknesses, knowledge, 

and skills. Establishing these permits the instructor to remediate students and adjust the 

curriculum to meet each pupil‘s unique needs‖ (Retrieved February 2010, from 

http://slackernet.org/assessment.htm). Diagnostic assessment ensures reliability of standards by 

ensuring that students have acquired the appropriate knowledge, through their individual learning 

strategies, and consequently are all on the same playing page prior to the standardized 

assessment: it should not be used to make inappropriate comparisons between students, teachers, 

and schools. ―Comparative results alone, though they offer motivation, and ammunition for 

debate, do not actually provide much help per se‖ (Nagy, 2000, pages unknown). The results 

from many of these standardized tests are intended to be used as an accountability measurement 

to the public stakeholders. The results are suppose to demonstrate to the public that learning is 

taking place with their schools, but what often happens is the results are used as a comparison 

tool, pitting one school against another. ―Even when standards of proficiency are set, such as 



15 

 

with programs in Alberta and Ontario, the major interpretive tool is comparison – whether X had 

more students meet the standard than did Y, or whether X had more students meet the standard 

this year the last‖ (Nagy, 2000, pages unknown). According to the Education Quality and 

Accountability Office ―their assessments and assessment processes are designed to build 

teacher‘s skills and confidence in quality assessment as well as their understanding of the 

requirements set out in the Provincial curriculum‖(Green, 1998, pg., 12): they never intended for 

the data to be used as a comparative indicator. I remember a friend of mine asking me to find out 

the EQAO scores for a couple of schools in and around her neighbourhood. Her daughter was 

going to be attending Kindergarten in the Fall, and they were deciding on which school to send 

her to. I remember cautioning her that she shouldn‘t just be looking at EQAO scores, and that 

there were other important aspects to consider when selecting a school. For example, schools 

have different types of programs and services that they offer. I remember telling her that the 

schools with the highest EQAO scores may not necessarily be the suitable choice for her 

daughter.  

Most, if not all, of the research documents I looked at agreed that students‘ abilities were 

not accurately reflected in the scores of standardized assessments because the focus is too 

narrow. Standardized assessments only focus on Reading, Writing and Mathematics. Other 

important interests (such as Science or Art) and skills are left out. A student who may be better 

able to express themselves through the use of art is denied this opportunity because the 

standardized assessment do does not provide that option.  

―I went to a (professional learning session) where the teacher was sharing ―best 

practices‖ after her class did well on the EQAO test. I was wondering how a person could 

do all that in the time we have for language arts. I asked her if she happened to have a 

weekly schedule and I noticed that she was teaching language arts for 120 minutes a day! 
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She taught gym for two 30-minute periods/week, science for 30 minutes/week and art or 

music for 30 minutes. This kind of schedule is not addressing the needs of the whole 

person‖ (Brand, 2010, pg., 11)  

Many authors agreed that in addition to the narrow focus, standardized tests need to make 

allowances for demographics of the school and the community. Every indicator system described 

leaves out the most important factor of all, the socioeconomic, making it appear as though the 

teacher alone is responsible for the results achieved. ―It is ethically indefensible, for example, to 

hold teachers solely accountable for such impossible-for-teachers-to-do-alone things as ensuring 

that all students learn to the same high standards, or improving the average reading scores of 

students in schools with highly transient student populations‖ (Leithwood, 2001, pg., 3).  

Occasionally, family background factors alone can account for a large portion of the variation in 

student achievement and the success of a student‘s achievement is a function of many important 

factors.‖Research clearly shows us that socioeconomic factors exercise a very strong (if not the 

strongest) influence on pupil performance‖ (Bacon, 1995, pg., 88). For example, a student‘s 

achievement can be influenced by whether or not they have had breakfast, the motivation to 

learn, the physical condition of the school, the class size and the resources available.   

―Schools must move from a selective mode characterized by minimal variation in 

the conditions for learning in which a narrow range of instructional options and a 

limited of paths to success are available, to an adaptive mode in which 

conceptions of learning and modes of teaching are adjusted to individuals – their 

backgrounds, talents, interests, and the nature of their past performances and 

experiences‖ (Darling-Hammond, 1994, pg., 22) 

 ―The research reminds us that primary responsibility for academic success does not 

reside with teachers, principals, superintendents, parents, or any other adult involved in the 

education system. It rests with the learners‖ (Stiggins, 1999, pg., 196). If we continue to restrict 

the manner in which our students can express themselves, then we are setting our students up for 
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failure by causing them to lose confidence in their educational experience and the school system. 

In order for students to be able to display and develop their true abilities, they need to be able to 

engage, discuss, construct, analyse, problem solve and apply new concepts. In order for students 

to be able to explore these stages they need to be exposed to authentic assessment. FairTest 

describes authentic or performance assessment as a; 

―general term for an assessment activity in which students construct responses, create 

products, or perform demonstrations to provide evidence of their knowledge and skills – 

it covers a wide range of initiatives including: oral presentations, debates, exhibitions, 

collections of students‘ written work, videotapes of performances and other learning 

experiences, teacher observations and inventories of individual students‘ work and 

behaviour, and cooperative group work, etc… ―(Froese-Germain, 2001, pg., 124).   

This type of assessment enables students to choose a form of expression, and it taps into the 

student‘s skills and knowledge, resulting in a learning experience that is meaningful and unique. 

Most teachers, including myself, feel that a significant appeal, and possibly one of the 

most rewarding features, of teaching is its autonomy: the freedom inside the classroom to teach 

students using methods and approaches that reflect the individuality of the teacher, and her way 

of relating to the students living in the particular neighbourhood of the school. The effect of the 

government‘s accountability practices is two-fold: teachers‘ professional judgment is 

undermined and student learning suffers. Standardized tests ignore significant dimensions of the 

complex and messy task of educating real children and youth. Accountability practices are in 

danger of derailing the grand project of public education by forgetting that there is a crucial 

difference between workers producing widgets and teachers producing creative, critical and 

productive citizens for a democratic society. Many other authors agree that in the long run the 

most effective way to combat mechanical accountability practices in education is for teachers 



18 

 

and their organizations to persist in offering better alternatives. ―Marilyn A. Laframboise Chair 

of the OCT says:  

Ask what more can be done to improve learning and teachers have ready answers. More 

help for at-risk, immigrant and special students. More phys ed, music and art programs. 

Mentoring programs for new teachers. More specially trained literacy and numeracy 

teachers. And get rid of standardized testing – please! (Ricci & Whittington, 2007, pg., 

64) 

 Creating a professional learning community is a better approach for teachers to take when it 

comes to improving learning in the classrooms and the best advocates for this are the 

organizations created for teachers. 

Methodology 

As stated earlier, the purpose of this research paper is to investigate and explore the 

issues that arise from the implementation of evaluation and accountability practices, more 

specifically, standardized assessments.  

―Standardized assessments cause teachers and students to lose control of their learning 

process and as a result their thinking becomes simplified because the education system is 

becoming more concerned with the technical skills then they are with understanding and 

applying concepts‖(Volante, 2004, pages unknown).  

Ideally, when a student is able to grasp and thoroughly understand a concept they have been 

taught, they should be able to apply this knowledge to other situations where the same skills and 

knowledge is warranted.  

When I began this research paper, I read through a variety of print materials (e.g., journal 

articles, surveys, case studies, etc…) because ―in these publications, people converse, announce 

positions, argue with a range of eloquence, and describe events or scenes in ways entirely 

comparable to what is seen or heard during fieldwork‖ (Merriam, 1998, pg., 120). By looking at 
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a variety of print materials I was hoping to easily gain insight into a diverse group of teachers‘ 

opinions. I thought that if I read a variety of print materials I would also be better able to discuss 

the effects of standardized assessments in a more neutral manner because as a teacher, I have a 

very negative viewpoint in regards to the use of standardized assessments. I strongly believe that 

it is truly impossible to assess what a student has learned through the use of one standardized 

assessment. ―One of the greatest advantages in using documentary materials is its stability. 

Unlike interviewing and observation, the presence of the investigator does not alter what is being 

studied‖ (Merriam, 1998, pg., 126). Hopefully by using this variety of print materials, I have not 

altered what is being studied.  

These journals were chosen based on the following criteria: journals were about teacher 

perspectives on standardized assessments, that focused on current issues surrounding the use of 

standardized assessments, that focused on the positive and negative effects of using a 

standardized assessment, and surveys that had recently be completed that captures  teacher‘s 

feelings about standardized assessments. Ultimately, I was specifically looking for teachers‘ 

opinions about standardized assessments and accountability and what, if any, effect they had on 

the manner in which a teacher teaches for an in-depth understanding. As I read through these 

journals and surveys I was continuously asking myself some of the following questions: does 

‗teaching to the test‘ impact a student‘s learning experience? Do teachers alter how they teach 

when their students are faced with a standardized assessment? Do standardized assessments 

capture a student‘s true abilities?  Do teachers realize that they are altering their teaching 

strategies? What do our students need? These questions helped me to organize my thoughts and 

all the information I was collecting. 
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After reading these articles and surveys, I began to see major themes developing. For 

example many articles argued for the use of authentic assessment strategies instead of 

standardized assessments, for professional autonomy instead of accountability, and for more 

opportunities for professional development. In addition to these developing themes, I was 

surprised by how many articles discussed a variety of equity issues that have developed since the 

implementation of the standardized assessment.  It surprised my so much that I decided to add a 

section to my paper that was devoted to discussing these issues. Two very important questions 

that appeared and reappeared in all of the print materials I had read was ‗what are schools for‘ 

and ‗to whom are we accountable to‖? Many of the authors felt that this question needed to be 

addressed before any changes to the education system could take place. Interestingly, none of the 

authors could provide a reasonable answer to these important question. After dividing these print 

materials into themes, I began to organize the information into the following sub titles; 

introduction, review of literature, methodology, accountability, positive and negative effects of 

standardized assessments, equity issues, teacher‘s opinions, and alternatives. These sub titles 

helped me to narrow down and focus on the points that I want to make throughout my research 

paper. Once I had completed this process, I was ready to write. 

Through a qualitative approach, my research paper intended to provide information that 

allowed teachers to think about, reconsider and even modify their existing positions in regards to 

the use of standardized assessments. ―Qualitative research is an umbrella concept covering 

several forms of inquiry that will help us understand and explain the meaning of social 

phenomena with as little disruption of the natural setting as possible‖ (Merriam, 1998, pg., 5).  I 

was interested in understanding how teachers were making sense of their worlds and their 

experiences under the pressure of accountability. 
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Accountability 

―Accountability of the public school system has become a critical issue in the current 

debate on education in Canada. It is often suggested, that our schools, are not accountable to the 

right authorities and they are not measuring their success against the right benchmarks‖ (Bacon, 

1995, pg., 86).  The underlying assumption is that we can fix our broken education system by 

having the teachers become accountable for what they are do teaching in their classrooms and by 

having schools become accountable for how effective they are. Within this belief, there is also 

the assumption that a standardized assessment is the best and only assessment tool that can be 

used to measure the effectiveness of what the teacher is teaching and that only the subjects that 

are measurable with this standardized assessment are important to a students‘ learning process 

and their future. One of the side effects of these assumptions is that accountability initiatives 

have now moved from the classroom to the public sphere.  

―Legislators everywhere have taken control of education and seem to have a solid belief 

that education‘s problems can be resolved if only the people responsible for and working 

inside schools were more accountable. They have capitalized on the concerns of a 

nervous public who want reassurance that their schools are of high quality and that 

children will succeed in an uncertain future‖ (Earl, L., 2001, 27). 

Control is being taken away from the teachers and schools and given to a variety of external 

people that now have a vested interest in our education system. For example, in 1995, the 

government felt that it could control, influence and regulate the quality of education students 

were receiving by developing the Education Quality and Assessment Office (EQAO). The 

Education Quality and Assessment Office is responsible for creating large-scale assessment in 

writing, reading and mathematics for students in Grades Three, Six, Nine, and Ten. These 

assessments were in response to the public‘s demand for accountability and improved learning. 
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―EQAO will ensure greater accountability and contribute to the enhancement of the quality of 

education in Ontario. This will be done through assessments and reviews based on objective, 

reliable and relevant information, and the timely public release of that information along with 

recommendations for system improvement‖ (Retrieved March 2010 from 

http://www.eqao.com/AboutEQAO).  

  What is accountability? To whom are we accountable? What are we accountable for? Part 

of the problem is that accountability means different things to the different groups of people who 

are directly and indirectly involved in the education system. Teachers are demanding that they 

need better information to describe the quality of education and identify areas of concern, the 

community are demanding that our schools provide them with information about what they are 

doing inside the classrooms, and how well their efforts are working and, still, politicians 

demanding schools relinquish control so that they can monitor reform efforts and influence the 

manner in which students are being taught.  

―Teaching is, first and foremost, a moral enterprise and the moral purpose of teaching is 

to enrich the lives of students. Teachers have always been motivated by concern for their 

students and by their desire to do the right thing .This moral purpose gives teachers a 

very special accountability role – although teachers also have responsibility to their 

school districts and their professional organizations, to legislatures and to the society in 

general, the most important accountability relationships are the ones that they have with 

students and parents‖ (Earl, L., 2001, pg., 28). 

Teachers are primarily, responsible to their students. They are responsible for creating and using 

differentiated instruction so that they are able to provide their students with the appropriate 

teaching strategies that meet their individual needs. Students want and need to know how well 

they are doing and where they stand, as well as, what they have to do in order to improve. 

http://www.eqao.com/AboutEQAO
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Teachers are motivated by their desire to assist students in their pursuit of knowledge. Teachers 

need informed and timely feedback on how their students are doing and on what teaching 

practices are working well so they can continuously adapt and modify their lessons so that they 

better meet the needs of their students. ―The teaching profession is prepared to be accountable as 

one of the partners in education. Appropriate, adequate methods with which to account to the 

public for the quality of education need to be developed‖ (Bacon, 1995, pg., 85). Holding 

teachers solely accountable for whether or not all students learn the same high standards or 

improving the average reading scores of students with highly transient student populations is 

comparable to holding doctors solely responsible for a medical treatment not working. Teachers 

believe that they need to be held accountable for things that they do have control over.   

―The British Columbia Teachers‘ Federation believes that teachers should be specifically 

accountable for the educational program they design, for the instructional strategies and 

learning resources they choose, and for the assessment strategies they use. 

Accountability, in this sense, turns on the professional decisions of teachers and the 

degree to which these decisions meet the individual needs of the students‖ (Froese-

Germain, 2005, pg., 57). 

 Teachers are accountable to the students they teach.  

―Ask any parent what their hope is for the education of their child and they will tell you 

"a good education is one that provides my child with a broad range of opportunities and 

experiences to gain the knowledge and skills to be successful in life." They want specific 

information to measure their child's and their school's performance and they want to be 

engaged in meaningful ways to support their child's education‖ (Brooks, 2005, pages 

unknown). 

They want to make sure that their children are receiving an education of highest quality. They 

need evidence that education of a consistently high quality is available in all schools, and that 

resources are being used effectively to maximize student learning. A solid education system is 

the foundation on which a community, city and even province is built. The benefits of a well-
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educated society can include enhanced income levels and lower rates of poverty and crime. 

According to the Ministry of Education ―schools are the hubs of their communities and offer an 

effective use of taxpayers' investment in providing citizens with a place to come together, 

volunteer, build skills, access community programs, become physically active and build strong 

and healthy communities‖(Retrieved February 2010, from 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/whoweare.html). Parents send their children to school to 

develop and strengthen their learning and provide them with as many opportunities as possible so 

that they can succeed in life. Parents need to be aware of the content taught and standards 

expected in our schools, and they need specific information about their children‘s performance 

and progress. Because of a teacher‘s professional expertise and knowledge parents entrust their 

children to teachers to teach and guide them in their years of infancy to adulthood. With this 

trust, parents expect that there are policies in place that will monitor their child‘s progress and 

the quality of education that is being imposed. Parents are accountable to their children.  

Politicians on the other hand, define accountability as being responsible for being 

efficient and removing control, skill and judgement from teachers. The government has 

implemented a ―new surveillance technique and system that is able to provide oversight of the 

classroom, without a supervisor needing to be physically present to watch the teacher and students‖ 

(Kuehen, 2005, pg., 45). It is a means of externally controlling what is happening within the 

schools and classrooms. Through the development of the EQAO and the implementation of a 

standardized assessment, the government is able to ―ensure greater accountability and better 

quality in Ontario‘s publicly funded school system by providing parents, teachers, and the public 

with accurate and reliable information and making recommendations for improved learning and 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/whoweare.html
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teaching‖ (Retrieved March, 2010 from http:www.EQAO.com/about EQAO). Politicians are 

accountable to implementing educational reforms through the use of standardized assessments. 

The Potential Positive Effects of Standardized Assessments  

  Prior to the use of standardized assessments, there was no way to hold teachers and 

principals accountable for their children‘s success. Educators didn‘t have strong enough 

incentives to assist those who might be falling through the cracks.  

(1)  Standardized assessments permit students‘ performance to be measured against clear 

objective standards. ―Standardized testing gives teachers guidance to help them 

determine what to teach students and when to teach it‖ (Retrieved January, 2010 from 

http://www.brighthub.com/education/k-12/articles/16137.aspx).    

(2) Standardized tests can help to focus both students and teachers on the achievement of 

clear objectives. “Students are tasked with learning specific skills and being able to apply 

them on a formal assessment. This accountability also allows teachers to readjust 

instruction based on individual scores. If any student needs work in a particular area, the 

teacher can address these inadequacies appropriately‖ (Retrieved January 2010, from 

http://www.ehow.com/facts_5157095_pros-cons-standardized-tests.html).  

(3) Standardized assessments enable the public to see what is going on within the schools by 

providing statistical evidence of learning that can be used to compare a student‘s learning 

progression from year to year, and from school to school. ―Parents are given a snapshot 

of their child‘s achievement in relation to the provincial standard. Students meeting or 

exceeding the standard (Levels 3 and 4) have demonstrated most or all of the required 
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reading, writing and mathematics knowledge and skills expected at this stage in their 

education‖ (Retrieved February 2010 from http://www.eqao.com).   

(4) Standardized assessments can promote teamwork amid teachers. ―If faculty members 

trust each other, and work collaboratively with a focus on students, learning and 

achievement will increase among their students‖ (Edwards, 2006, pg., 14). It provides 

teachers with the opportunities to work with colleagues to improve their professional 

practice and expand their understanding of teaching. Collaborative environments promote 

discussions and questions about effective teaching. Teachers are also given the 

opportunity to share their ideas and knowledge about teaching practices and learning 

practices.  

(5) The Education Quality and Accountability Office assessments and assessment processes 

are designed to build teachers‘ skills and confidence in quality assessment as well as their 

understanding of the requirements set out in the provincial curriculum. (Green, 1998, pg 

12). 

(6) Another advantage is cost, ―standardized tests are the fastest and most efficient means to 

evaluate large groups of students at colleges and universities‖ (Edwards, 2006, pg., 14). 

The Potential Negative Effects of Standardized Assessments 

(1) Standardized assessments can influence and even alter the manner in which a teacher 

teaches. This is referred to as ‗teaching to the test‘. ―This practice includes, teaching test 

taking skills, practicing with old EQAO tests, and reviewing heavily in the months before 

testing takes place‖ (Brand, 2010, pg., 10) 
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(2) The government believed that they had the potential to bring about constructive change 

and improvement when they introduced standardized assessments, but what they appears 

to have brought about is a feeling of isolation. ―Combined with a lack of focused 

opportunities to learn, students can stop caring and stop trying‖ (Stiggins, 1999, pg 193). 

When students stop caring, they consciously remove themselves from their educational 

experience and are unable to reach their maximum potential and eventually lose 

confidence in their abilities. 

(3) Standardized assessment has the potential to silence our students by not giving them ―the 

opportunity to talk about what they know, to read books, to write, or to construct and 

solve problems in mathematics, science, or other subjects. In short, they have been denied 

the opportunity to develop the capacities they will need for the future, in large part 

because commonly used tests are so firmly pointed at educational goals of the past‖ 

(Darling-Hammond, 1994, pg., 12). By disconnecting the students from the skills they 

need in the future, we are creating passive and reactive learners instead of enthusiastic 

lifelong learners. 

(4) One of the most harmful potential negative effects of standardized assessments is the idea 

that a teacher or school administrators have the power to suggest that certain students 

should not write the assessment due to their lack of ability to score high on standardized 

assessments.  

―Where high-stakes testing has become common practice, there is evidence of 

low-achieving students being dismissed on test days, students with low test scores 

being placed in special education programs to avoid having their scores reflected 

in school reports, students being refused admission on the basis of low scores and 
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students with low test scores even being encouraged to drop out of school‖ 

(Froese-Germain, 2001, pg 118).  

(5) Standardized assessments become the focus of the student‘s learning experience: they 

become consumed with preparation and with the idea that educational equals 

standardized assessment. 

(6) The media traditionally reports the results of standardized assessments, it does so in the 

form of lists ranking and comparing school‘s achievement levels. This leads the public to 

believe that the lower end schools are not reaching satisfactory performance levels and 

that the teachers and/or the school are to blame. found that improper use of the results of 

province-wide assessment programs in Canada included ―inadequate representation of 

test results by politicians and the media and inadequate explanation of test results by the 

public (for example, no background information or comparison of samples with differing 

characteristics)‖ (Froese-Germain, 2001, pg., 117). 

Equity Issues 

 Standardized tests came about in the 1980s because the public began to lose confidence 

in our education system and there was ―an increased concern about ―equity‖: young people who 

were already disadvantaged from being further disadvantaged by their schooling and denied 

opportunity to learn‖ (Earl, 1995, pg 47). As mentioned at the beginning of this research paper, 

the government used assessments in what Nagy calls a ―gatekeeping‖ role that focused on 

product control and fairness. The government believed that by having the students write a 

standardized assessment, in which all students answer the same questions, ―they could ensure a 

common standard and provide a sense of fairness‖ (Nagy, 2000, pages unknown). 
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 The problem is that standardized assessments ―perpetuates and intensifies education 

inequities in two ways: through the misuse of test scores; and because test biases works against 

the interests of students from low-income groups, racial and ethical minorities, girls and young 

women, and students with disabilities‖ (Froese-Germain, 1999, pg., 13). Test score misuse 

includes using test scores to compare individual schools through the inadequate representation, 

using test scores to make important decisions about student placement, using test scores to 

determine whether a student should be promoted, retained or graduate, and particularly in the 

US, test scores are used to determine government funding.   

―Bias in test items can occur within content, format, and the skill or knowledge 

area being tested; for example, in the area of math, girls tend to score higher on 

computation tasks, algebra and logic, whereas boys tend to score higher on 

problem-solving and geometry –tests which give more weight to one cluster over 

another will produce gender differences‖ (Froese-Germain, 1999, pg., 25).  

Other biases include, an underestimation of the students‘ skills and knowledge, a reduction in 

opportunities to attend the desired post secondary institution due to the students‘ scores, 

occupations that might not be their first choice, and the content of the questions on a 

standardized can lack relevance, especially to students whose first language is not English. As 

mentioned earlier, standardized assessments ―not only shapes important education values, such 

as conceptions of education quality, and student-and teacher-reward systems, but also the content 

and method of what should be taught and learned‖ (Froese-Germain, 2001, pg., 117)    

 When standardized assessments are being used to externally control schools, they are 

unlikely to be successful and ―the assessments are unlikely to be equitable because they stem 

from a distrust of teachers and fail to involve teachers in the reform process‖ (Darling-

Hammond, 1994, pg., 5). If these assessments are failing to take into account teachers‘ opinions 



30 

 

and experience then they are definitely not taking into account systemic and individual biases 

such as race, family status, age, culture, linguistic origin or socio-economic class, then schools 

are limiting a student‘s future success and preventing them from making valuable contributions 

to their learning experience. If a child has not had a proper eight hours night sleep and skipped 

breakfast, then he or she is unlikely to perform well on any type of assessment including a 

standardized assessment. It is interesting to note that an adult would probably not fair well on a 

test if they had not had a good night sleep and skipped breakfast. ―The effects of socioeconomic 

disparities can be discerned in studies which find that disadvantaged students are more likely to 

have meaningful instruction in science, art, and thinking skills are replaced by worksheets that 

drill students in trivial exercises in a standardized test format‖ (Casas, 2001, pg 152). If 

standardized assessments are only looking at a section of the curriculum, then a student‘s true 

abilities, skills and understandings are not being accurately reflected.   

  ―There is a pervasive belief in North America that inequality in education is 

largely a function of students‘ innate abilities rather than the quality of schools 

and teaching – at the same time, there is a great deal of evidence that more 

affluent and privileged children get access to more skilled teachers, more 

challenging curriculum, and have more opportunities to think, write, create, 

explore, and develop their ideas‖ (Earl, 2001, pg 31). 

Teacher’s Opinion  

 Prior to the implementation of standardized tests, teachers generally had more control 

over the means through which they delivered and assessed their programs. Teachers would create 

activities, lessons, events and assessments that would capture actual situations in which those 

abilities would be used. We had the flexibility to create and develop a variety of 

accommodations and modifications that would accompany my lessons so that all of my students 

were able to complete the assigned tasks. As a teacher, I know that we play a very important role 
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in the assessment aspect of the educational system because we are able to capture the complexity 

of cognition and learning through the development of authentic assessment strategies. Students 

are not merely recalling facts, definitions, and formulas: they are actually applying concepts to a 

variety of old and new tasks. Students would be expected to participate in learning activities and 

assessments that encouraged them ― to read real texts, to write for authentic purposes about 

meaningful topics, and to participate in authentic literacy tasks such as discussing books, keeping 

journals, writing letters and revising a piece of writing until it works for the reader‖ (DeCastro-

Ambrosetti & Cho, 2005, pg., 59 ). I can remember my previous Grade Six students enjoying the 

time they were permitted to write in their journals or read and discuss texts that were of interest 

to them. These instances provide both the students and me with the opportunities to get to know 

each other, to learn about their personal experiences, to challenge and listen to other people‘s 

opinions or, really, just have a conversation. These types of conversations might be referred to as 

a ‗teachable moments‘ because they are unplanned and usually spontaneous. Teachers value and 

cherish these moments immensely because they do not occur frequently and the actually learning 

that takes place within these moments in unattainable within the curriculum.  

Generally, teachers find the curriculum is ―too large and too demanding, requiring the 

students in most situations to absorb an unreasonable amount of information‖ (Kraft, 2009 pg., 

23) and since the implementation of standardized assessments, teachers have found it very 

difficult to teach both the curriculum and the skills that are required to write a standardized 

assessment. Teachers are attempting to juggle expectations such as teaching the students how to 

find their voice within their writing pieces or teaching the students to edit and converse other 

students‘ written pieces, critically. Teachers are also attempting to teach students how to find the 

best answer within a series of answers or teaching the students how to independently write 
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responses within a limited space and time period. These expectations and skills do not 

complement one another and as one teacher put it, ―what is frustrating is it‘s the opposite what 

we‘re supposed to be teaching this kids-to be collaborative learners, doing things in groups and 

working together to solve problems…And then we give them a test that tests their individual 

knowledge, which there is a place for, but whether it has to be so standardized… (Kraft, 2009, 

pg., 24)‖. 

 ―Traditionally, external tests have been only marginally successful at capturing student 

intent but quite successful, unfortunately, at producing anxiety among students and teachers 

(Green, 1998, pg 10)‖. For the most part, research has shown that standardized tests do not 

produce true reflections of our student‘s abilities because the assessments fail to focus on, take in 

to consideration or value any part of the learning process. Students are not assessed on how well 

they work in a group, the thinking process behind designing a class project, or how clearly they 

speak when they are discussing their assignment. Essentially, they are assessed on how well they 

conform to a predetermined set of achievement levels. They are simply concerned with finding 

out whether or not they answered the question correctly. It is actually ironic because most people 

involved in education know that the composition of a classroom is made up of many different 

learners. Students are at many different stages in their learning process, some are stronger 

readers then others, some are learning English for the first time and some are even working at 

different grade levels within one classroom. ―I had one kid at Grade (Level) 4.6 I had nine kids at 

Grade 3 level and the curriculum asks me to teach Grade 4 expectations… I am trying to teach 

them multiplication, and I go through it step by step, and they‘re adding it up on their fingers.‖ 

(Kraft, 2009, pg., 25). Yet the government believes that one standardized assessment strategy is 
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the best way to capture whether or not students are learning and how effectively their school is 

providing that learning. It does not make sense! I think that W. James Popham said it best when 

he compared standardized assessments to French fries; 

―standardized tests have much in common with French fries. Both of them differ in 

composition as well as quality. French fries are available in numerous incarnations, 

including straight, curly, skins-on, skins-off, and, in recent years, with sweet potatoes. 

Regarding quality, of course, the taste of French fries can range substantially — from 

sublime to soggy. It‘s really the same with standardized tests.‖ (Retrieved February, 2010 

from http://freakonomics.blogs.nytimes.com/2007/12/20/what-should-be-done-about-

standardized-tests-a-freakonomics-quorum/).   

―External assessments can influence the manner in which teachers educate their students. 

Schools and districts skew their teaching strategies to reflect this value imbalance by narrowly 

focusing instruction on simulated test activities and content, particularly in cases were the results 

are made public‖ (Volante, 2007, pages unknown). By narrowing the curriculum content we as 

teachers are robbing our students a well-balanced educational experience that promotes a diverse 

range of knowledge and skills. We participate in what James Popham refers to as ‗teaching to the 

test‘ by providing our students with old EQAO assessments, teaching items that are similar to the 

assessment or repeatedly drilling our students with practice activities. Teachers are finding it 

difficult to balance teaching the required curriculum, preparing students for standardized 

assessments and time. For example, ―the first couple of years of testing we would prepare 

students for the test a couple weeks in advance. Now that there is pressure from all levels to get 

the test scores up, we begin practising for the test in March and put a push on in April and May 

(Brand, 2010, pg., 10).  

One of the most important aspects of teaching is having the ability to naturally 

demonstrate accountability through the use of professional autonomy. ―Professional autonomy is 
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fundamental to both the quality of our working lives as teachers and our ability to be effective 

teachers. The heart of professional autonomy is a teacher‘s right to make decisions that enable 

them to meet diverse and changing student‘s needs and abilities‖ (Froese-Germain, 2005, pg., 

58). I think that it is essential that teachers continue to have autonomy within their classrooms so 

that they can teach their students using methods, strategies and approaches that reflect the 

individuality of the students. All throughout teacher‘s college, I can remember many professors 

say ―make sure to remember to develop lessons plans, activities, and assessment tools that meet 

the needs of all of your students‖. ―Learning theorists argue that learning is a result of personal, 

individual act of thought and feelings (DeCastro-Ambrosetti & Cho, 2005, pg., 60). Teachers 

know that learning is interactive and that students‘ needs are unpredictable and vary from student 

to student.  On a regular basis, I am consistently altering, adjusting, modifying and adapting my 

lessons to better suit the needs of my students. I want to make sure that the materials I am 

covering are relevant and meaningful to the students. When I take a closer look at the students I 

am currently teaching, I can honestly say that there are more differences then there are 

similarities. Some of my students need instructions read to them, while others need hands on 

materials in order to understand the concepts being taught. Students come to us with different 

sets of skills and abilities, which play a vital role in their individual learning process.  

In addition to maintaining professional autonomy within the classroom, it is also essential 

that teachers are provided with opportunities to enhance and develop their own teaching skills 

and strategies. A ―rich professional setting has many key features: it is centered around critical 

activities of teaching and learning (planning lessons, evaluating student work, developing 

curriculum) rather than in abstractions and generalities, it grows from investigations of practice 

through cases, questions, analysis and criticism ― (Darling-Hammond, 1998, pg 9). Professional 
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development opportunities can improve teaching by exposing teachers to situations that are 

collaborative, engaging, supportive and relevant. These opportunities are linked to and directly 

drawn from teachers‘ work with their current students. As a result, teachers would be better able 

to engage student interest, connect with student‘s lives and thus cater to an increasingly diverse 

student body.       

Alternatives  

The Toronto District School Board ―serves about 280,000 day students in one of the most 

diverse and multicultural education systems in the world (Retrieved May, 2009 from 

www.http://tdsb.on.ca), yet it only offers these standardized tests in English. It seems ironic that 

in many other ways our school system welcomes, embraces, and acknowledges diversity, yet 

when it is time to put our best foot forward and represent ourselves and our schools, we are 

limited in the ways we can do so.There is a lack of consideration for extraneous variables. Take 

for example, our ESL students: these students are no longer eligible for language support after 

three years, yet we expect them to write reading and writing assessments that will probably not 

reflect these students‘ true abilities because generally they are still struggling with applying new 

language skills. ―EQAO markers have the option of failing students for being noncompliant‖ 

(Ricci, 2004, pg., 352). If ESL students aren‘t able to produce enough writing that ―uses up all 

the space provided‖ (Ricci, 2004, pg., 352) they can actually fail. Their short response may be 

limited due to their developing English vocabulary. If we are using aspects of the provincial 

reading and writing test to assess comprehension, then what harm would there be if we offered 

the standardized test in a variety of languages. For example, students who are relatively new to 

the country, who are generally not exempted from this assessment, would have a better 
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opportunity to exhibit their acquired knowledge, skills, and understanding because the language 

would be relevant and meaningful. If we are asking a student a universal question about literature 

(e.g., what is the story about?) it should not matter what language the question is asked in. The 

meaning of the story does not generally change when the story is translated into another 

language. These assessments strategies would engage student interest, connect with student‘s 

lives and catered to an increasingly diverse student body. 

They many also not be familiar with the dominant culture and therefore they tend to do 

poorly on the assessment tests because they are unable to relate to the ideas or topics that are 

covered on the assessments. These topics or ideas do not necessarily mean anything to the 

students because they do not illicit prior knowledge. ―Minority students and students for whom 

English is a second language will suffer from academic weakness for being exposed to test 

preparation activities and materials in lieu of the regular curriculum‖ (Ricci, 2004, pg., 355). 

These students need to be exposed to meaningful and relevant curriculum that would benefit 

their all round learning experience. Standardized assessments leave out the important diverse 

cultural backgrounds that minority students bring to the classroom. We end up creating ―an 

appearance of sameness by masking the persistent inequalities‖ (Ricci, 2004, pg., 355). Just 

recently, our Grade Three and Six students completed their EQAO assessments. I remember 

wondering how well my students would do if they could take the EQAO test in their own 

language or if they were given reading materials that were relevant to their interest: would their 

response be a better reflection of their abilities? Fifteen of the twenty nine students that I teach 

do not speak English at home. I asked a couple of my Grade Five students to see how they would 

feel about completing the reading and/or writing assessment in their native tongue. One student 

who speaks fluent English but prefers speaking Tamil at home among her family and friends, felt 
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that it could possibly have both a positive and negative effect on a student‘s overall performance. 

It depended on whether or not the student was able to write in their native tongue as well as 

fluently speak the language, and whether or not the student was new to the country. She further 

said that it was common for her to fluently speak Tamil but not be able to write it. As a result, 

she would still prefer to be assessed in English but could understand how it would be beneficial 

to new immigrants. Language becomes an important extraneous variable that continues to be 

ignored when standardized tests are imposed.  

If we truly want to exhibit accountability and show progress, a random selection might 

better demonstrate to the public that the EQAO assessments are ―providing accurate, objective 

and clear information about student achievement‖ (Retrieved May 2009 from http://www. 

EQAO.com). If we took a smaller sample of students from a variety of grades, then teachers 

might not be as inclined to teach to the test because the selection would be random, and it would 

occur throughout the year. Teachers might also be able to better use the results because they 

would be more meaningful because teachers would have more flexibility to teach relevant 

content materials and the assessments would be shorter in length and more content focused. 

Instead of testing the students on a number of passages in the reading section, assessments could 

be used to demonstrate a more thoroughly understanding of each of the passages.  

Instead of writing the standardized tests over a compressed three-day period, teachers 

could be given the power to assess the students over a longer period of time. Teachers would be 

able to integrate the EQAO concepts into their daily program throughout the year. If these 

assessments were spread out throughout the school year, then the students would be assessed on 

the concepts at the time they were being taught, and teachers would have the freedom to adapt 

http://www/
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and adjust the lessons and activities so that each of their students would have equal opportunities 

to demonstrate their understandings. By spreading out the assessment tests over the year, we 

could also be reducing the amount of fear and anxiety that is associated with large-scale 

assessments. Students would not realize that they are being assessed because it would become a 

part of their authentic learning process. Their results would be more representative of individual 

progress instead of school-wide progress because the students would be demonstrating their 

improvement over a period time. As educators, we know that the learning process is continuous 

and it occurs anywhere. The worst part about the whole EQAO experience is not being able to 

assist my students during and throughout the test. Many times students would try asking 

questions anyway and I remember thinking that if I could just say one word, this one word would 

lead to a domino effect, and the student would gain access to already learned information.  

Conclusion 

―If assessment becomes a mechanism for controlling schools, it‘s likely that Ontario 

educators will react in much the same ways as educators have elsewhere, they will find ways to 

improve the scores, not necessarily the learning‖ (Earl, 1995, pg., 54). Teachers need to be able 

to build a balance between large-scale assessments and authentic classroom assessment so that 

we can produce a true reflection of our student‘s skills and understandings. I strongly believe that 

we need to modify our delivery of standardized tests so that each student gets a fair and equal 

opportunity to exhibit their knowledge and abilities.  

―Teachers argue for an accountability system that fits the public education system. 

Such an accountability system would recognize the complexities of teaching and 

learning, encourage internal accountability, maximize students‘ opportunities to 

learn in a equitable way, and hold all levels accountable for the aspects of 
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education for which they have authority and responsibility‖ (Retrieved April 

2009, from http://bctf.ca/IssuesInEducation.aspx?id=5724. 
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