
ebate continues to rage
about the value of province-
wide testing in public edu-
cation. One article will
never settle the question of

“to test or not to test.” Instead, since there
are three important and basic evaluation
attributes for tests; validity, reliability 
and utility, I will consider the Education
Quality and Accountability Office
(EQAO) testing in Ontario schools in
terms of those attributes to try to address
the question, “Testing for what purpose,
at what cost, and to what end?”

Construct validity seeks to confirm
that the test logically, empirically, and

accurately measures what is being evalu-
ated. EQAO testing is used to measure
an individual student’s literacy or numer-
acy skills. In isolation, this may be a valid
test for a valid purpose. However, the
Ministry of Education makes school
scores publicly available, and they are
widely reported in the media. Orga-
nizations such as the Fraser Institute and
C.D. Howe, purporting to evaluate the
performances of schools and boards of
education, use the results to rank order
schools. As a result, test validity and reli-
ability are jeopardized by the sense of
competition and the pressures to suc-
ceed that result from these rankings and
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the consequent test practices.
The first rule used to be, “Never teach

to the test.” Tests should be an accurate
sample of a set of skills. The skills should
be taught, not the test. However, the
EQAO tests have taken on such perverse
status that schools that have core text
shortages, where students or classes
must share textbooks, spend already
scant resources on drill workbooks
which replicate the test. School libraries,
which research has shown are a key to
literacy, are understaffed and under-
resourced. Class time is borrowed from
Grade 9 and 10 courses to teach specific
test writing skills. Curriculum is modi-
fied in order to more directly teach the
specific types of questions found on
the test. Even EQAO endorses and
encourages this practice by putting
two practice versions of the test
online with sample questions from
previous tests. Scores have steadily
improved. But at least some of the
improved scores may be an artifact
of students now being taught more
explicitly how to write the test. 

By the same token, when the
EQAO scores are made public, it has
become a colossal “What did you
get?” game for schools and adminis-
trators. Principals are seldom judged
directly, however, the way in which par-
ents judge schools reflects on them. How
the community values the school similar-
ly reflects on them. The kind of positive
learning environment which is fostered
and perceived is important. But no other
single measure, with the possible excep-
tion of graduation rates, reflects so heav-
ily upon administrators and schools as
EQAO test scores and so the pressures
on administrators to ensure their schools
do well on these measures will continue. 

The result in many schools is that the
test takes on an enormous, looming pres-
ence. Too often the test score takes on
such an overwhelming importance that
within the rules, potential success is
maximized. There are more scribes, CD
readings and computer written tests each
year. To qualify for such test modifica-
tion, students must have an Individual
Education Plan (IEP) and so more stu-
dents are having an IEP completed in

Grades 9 and 10. Acknowledging differ-
entiated learners and therefore encourag-
ing differentiated instruction and testing
is a positive thing. Many schools have 25
per cent or more modified EQAO tests
written. Again, this improved and more
individualized test administration may
account in some part for the recent
provincial improvements in test scores.

Some schools have made the test a
monumental event. In order to have suffi-
cient scribes and test administrators,
other classes are cancelled. Senior stu-
dents are given supervised or unsuper-
vised independent study, educational
films are viewed and physical education
activities are done. One thing that meas-

urement and evaluation experts agree
upon is that tests should be as unobtru-
sive as possible. The emphasis we put on
the test, the way it dictates the school day,
and the way we administer it, may well
increase the degree of student pressure
and add to the obtrusive nature already
too inherent in these tests. The days of
the test in many schools are definitely like
no other on the school calendar.

The consequence of pressures to do
well on the test has led to several unfor-
tunate true and troubling anecdotes. One
school that succeeded in raising scores
dramatically was looked at more closely
in order to identify best practices. It
turned out that a superintendent, a prin-
cipal, a vice principal, and a teacher had
not followed instructions and had
improved test results after the fact. All
were punished with College of Teachers
suspensions and two retired as a result of
those suspensions. There is no justifica-
tion for such behaviour, but it is testimo-

ny to the pressures that many adminis-
trators and educators feel to improve test
scores and therefore enhance their
school’s public ranking.

At another school, a student died
tragically and suddenly just days before
the test. The principal, expressing com-
passion, allowed students who were
traumatized and grieving to choose a
deferral. However, students who do not
complete the test with their cohort are
deemed to have failed, and that resulted
in the school being identified as one of
the poorest in the region by a local
newspaper, and one of the poorest in
the province by the foundation that
does such extrapolated rankings. No

caring educator would have made
such a public pronouncement.
The public release of school
scores by the ministry and the
subsequent ranking of schools
allows such a cold calculation. 

All tests have a standard error
of measurement. Basically this
means that the test score is not a
hard or exact number. So, a stan-
dard error of +/- 3 means a score of
77 actually represents more accu-
rately a score of 74 to 80. To draw
conclusions and make rankings

from scores within this range, or marks
that have improved or fallen within this
range from one test year to the next, is
statistically invalid. With published rank-
ings however, such judgments are being
made routinely on minor variances.

Statistical reliability is also effected by
the size of the school. A smaller Grade 10
or Grade 9 cohort will have less reliable
statistical data than a larger cohort since it
might have, from year to year, wider vari-
ances in EQAO scores than a larger
school. Again, this may mean scores
improve or decline as a statistical variance
rather than as a measure of achievement.
Yet the public rankings continue.

In his book, The Mismeasure of Man,
Stephen J. Gould humourously coined
the phrase “physics envy” to describe
practitioners of “soft” sciences who long
for hard data to prove or disprove theo-
ries. Physics envy leads people to put far
too much emphasis on numerical data,
even when the numbers are not hard or
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exact. Clearly a test score of 75 does not
represent the same accuracy as a meas-
urement of .75 milligrams. Educational
psychometric scores are not exact meas-
ures, but rather educated approxima-
tions. To treat them otherwise, in the
absence of any other supporting meas-
ures or observations is a mug’s game. Yet
that is how our schools are being judged.

Gould also argued that intelligence is
a theoretical construct and that to take
such a construct and then to treat it as an
exact reality is reification. Literacy and
numeracy are exactly such abstract con-
structs, and so shouldn’t be given the
same concrete value as a chemical com-
pound. Personally, I celebrate the fact
that plumbers, mechanics, and electri-
cians can read specs and manuals that
would make me appear illiterate. Some of
them, however, might well fail to get the
required mark of 70 to pass this year’s
EQAO literacy test.  

One handy guide to reliability is
known as “Lyman’s Five Dimensions of
Reliability.” These dimensions are inter-
esting when applied to EQAO testing.

The first is “examinee incurred” and
includes student motivation, stress, men-
tal alertness, ability to follow instructions,
stamina, work habits, etc. It’s worth not-
ing that most students have never written
a three hour test prior to EQAO. They
also may be doing so in an institutional
atmosphere that may seem obsessed with
the test.

The second dimension Lyman calls,
“examiner/scorer influence.” This influ-
ence is minimized when the test is purely
a paper and pencil task. When scribes and
additional time are allowed, the potential
for examiner error is introduced and reli-
ability is diminished. EQAO strictly pre-
scribes that scribes need to be exact, but
they do allow the suggestion of reviewing
the response. However unintended or
well intentioned, scribe cuing may intro-
duce error. 

“Test content” is another dimension
and is simply the items chosen. These are
tested by EQAO to make sure they are
adequately discriminating. Indeed, each
EQAO test includes items that are being
field tested, which students complete. This
is done for item analysis but not for stu-
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dent evaluation. This accounts for at least
a portion of the three hours of the test.

The fourth dimension is “time influ-
ence.” This recognizes that improve-
ments happen over time. So the second
writing of the test the following year, as is
the case in EQAO literacy, will clearly
effect the results, usually positively.

“Situation induced” is the final dimen-
sion of reliability identified by Lyman.
This has a stronger influence on less expe-
rienced or less motivated examinees.
Environmental distractions such as
storms, flickering lights, noise, etc. influ-
ence reliability. Again it’s worth noting
that EQAO test takers indeed are inexpe-
rienced and the daily routine of their
school may well be drastically altered on
test day.

The original question was “Testing
for what purpose, at what cost, and to
what end?” 

Individual EQAO scores are not
shared in a timely way with educators.
The test is primarily used to identify the
student. The information shared is only
remotely diagnostic. In other words, the
information that is shared comes months

after the test and gives little insight into
the specific skills that are deficient. So it
names the unsuccessful student, but fails
to give informed insight into instruction.
There are far better diagnostic math,
reading and writing tests that could help
educators plan instruction. Such testing
for teaching would be far more benefi-
cial. EQAO fails as a test for teaching. 

The provincial cost of EQAO testing
is substantial, however, there are also
hidden costs to schools. Human re-
sources are expended in test preparation
and administration. School curriculum is
adjusted. Class time is spent in test
preparation. Resources specific to testing
are purchased. Yet, apart from naming
students who fail, there is arguably little
positive information that helps teachers
improve instruction.

The most damning question, howev-
er, is “to what end.” Despite the question-
able validity of EQAO in rating or rank-
ing schools, this is unfortunately for what
the test is best known. The unfortunate
outcome of such public rankings is the
“naming and shaming” of schools. Even
CBC News, a trusted and reputable news

source, announced the newest Howe
Institute rankings in a ten second sound
bite that merely named the two lowest
ranked schools provincially, with no con-
text or critical analysis. This will be repli-
cated across the province when local
news outlets name schools each time the
EQAO, Howe or Fraser Institute release
their reports.  

Clearly, we need to have an open and
frank discussion of the merits of provin-
cial testing in public education. Let’s
ensure that any test is a valid and reliable
measure of a student’s skills. These sco-
res, however, have no place in the public
ranking of schools. Tests should never be
used to make extrapolated and statistical-
ly invalid claims. Doing so may benefit
the agenda of the Howe or Fraser Insti-
tute (both of which favour public support
of private education), however, it does lit-
tle to improve student performance or to
enhance public education.

Jim Neill, a teacher librarian from OSSTF/
FEESO District 26, Upper Canada, is a
member of OSSTF/FEESO’s provincial Com-
munications Political Action Committee. 
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