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The Case Against Standardized
Testing and the Call for
a Revitalization of Democracy

Carlo Ricci

All great changes have begun to manifest themselves in a few people at first,
but these were only the “seeds” as It were of something much greater to come.
(Bohm and Peat, 2000: 271)

In Chomsky on MisEducation, in the chapter titled “Market
Democracy in a Neo-Liberal Order: Doctrines and Reality”
Chomsky warns: “Neither the United States nor any other power
has been guided by ‘global meliorism.” Democracy is under attack
worldwide, including the leading industrial countries—at least,
democracy in a meaningful sense of the term, involving opportu-
nities for people to manage their own collective and individual
affairs” (Chomsky, 2000: 136).

My objective in this essay is lo encourage others to join the
campaign in the struggle to revifalize participatory democracy.
We must join the scores of people that are delermined to fight
for meaningful democracy. We musl continue {o erease the
pressure and the momentum already started by those peaple
who are struggling for democracy in, for example, (he st
meeting of 1997 in Vancouver, of 1999 in Scatlle, of 2001 in
Quebec City, and of 2001 in Genoa, Haly. We must understand
that we the citizens are empowered, and that we can make a
difference. We must rally and fight the enemies of democracy.
The battle is not easy, but the need is vital. We must rally around
those who have fought valiantly and even lost their lives fighting
for democracy, and by doing our part, honor and coniinue their
laudable efforts.

I will never forget the shock, disgust, inspiration, and the
urgent need I felt to participate in revitalizing democracy when
I read the newspaper headline on the front page of the Globe
and Mail on Saturday, July 21, 2001 about the G8 summit and

339
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the by now familiar story of violent clashes between activists and
police. The headline read “Killing shocks G8 summil,” and (he
image was of a gruesome scene in which a twenty-four-year-old
activist from Rome lay dead from a gun shot wound to the heud,
his body left under the wheels of an Italian Carabiniere’s vehicle:
He died fighting for democracy. The caption read, “Protestor Carlo
Giuliani of Rome lies dead on a Genoa street yesterday [Friday,
July 20, 2001} after being shot by police and run over by a securlly
vehicle during violent demonstrations at G8 summit. An llalian
cabinet minister said Mr. Giuliani was killed by an injured parami-
litary officer” (Killing Shocks G8 Summit, 2001: Al).

Accordingly, in memory of Carlo and all those who have dicd
and continue to die for democracy, for those working and living
in impoverished conditions, and for those who continue lo be
oppressed, it is our duty to continue the fight for a meaningiul
democracy. Transforming the world is not easy, but necessary il
we want to realize a participatory democracy. As Freire tells us,
“Those who always see events as fait accompli, as things that hap-
pen because they had to happen, live history as determinism and
not as possibility” (Freire, 1998: 102). We must strive to live his-
tory as possibility, in part, by striving to eliminate discrimination
of class, sex, sexual orientation, race and so on. We must continu-
ously strive toward the melioration of society by participating in
the democratic process, and not allow profits to take precedence
over human, nonhuman, and environmental concerns. I am nof
advocating and condoning violence, but I am calling for citizens
lo choose a baltle and begin the urgent need to revitalize
democracy.,

‘This cssay is my battle cry for help in revitalizing democracy. [t
ceals with the institutions in which our future citizens are being
educaled. It deals with the undemocratic way in which our schools
are run. In Democratic Schools, James Beane and Michael Apple
remind us of Dewey's insistence that in order for students to learn
how to live in a democracy they need the opportuntties to learn
what that way of life means by being immersed in democralic
school environments (Apple & Beane, 1995: 7). Students cannol
adequately learn about democracy merely by being exposed to
democratic principles in reading texts. Instead, students learn
about democracy by participating in the democratic process;
therefore students need to experience what it means to live in a
democracy within schools. Chomsky writes, “Because they don't
teach the truth about the world, schools have to rely on bealing

students over the head with propaganda about democracy. If

schools were, in reality, democratic, there would be no ueed {o
bombard students with platitudes abaul democcaey”™ (Chiomsky,
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2000: 16). Far from being democratic, Chomsky tells us that
schools are

institutions for indoctrination and for imposing obedience. Far {rom creating
independent thinkers, schools have always throughout history, played an
institutional role in a system of control and coercton. And once you are well
educated, you have already been socialized in ways that support the power
structure, which, in turn, rewards you immensely. (16)

He goes on to criticize how teachers become commissars, “the
intellectuals who work primarily to reproduce, legitimate, and
maintain the dominant social order from which they reap benefits”
{26). He concludes with the statement that real intellectuals have
the obligation to seek and tell the truth about things that matter
and are important. This is similar to Giroux’s (2000) call in
Impure Acts for oppositional intellectuals to challenge and trans-
form society.

Beane and Apple offer the following conditions as being central
concerns of democratic schools:

1. The open flow of ideas, regardless of their popularity. that enables people
to be as fully informed as possibie.

2. Faith in the individual and collcctive capacity of people to create possibili-
ties for resolving problems.

3. The use of critieal reflection and analysis (o evaluate ideas, probiems, and
policies.

4. Concern for the welfare of olhers anet “the comnion goold,”

5. Concern for the dignity and rights of individuils ind mitnorities,

6. An understanding that democracy s nob 5o mneh i deal” 1o be puarsied
as an "idealized” set of values Ut we st live aned thal st gaide our Bie
as a people.

7. The organization of social institutions to promote i extend the deme
cratic way of life. (Apple & Beane, 19961 G-7)

Unfortunately, schools in Ontario are undemocratic hecatise they
do not meet many of these conditions.

Given the time and space, I would like to narrow the focus of
my battle even further and argue for a revitalization of democracy
by making a case against standardized testing; specifically, the
Ontario Grade 10 Literacy Test is undemocratic, and we need to
stop this damaging, undemocratic practice immediately. Through-
out this paper, among the sources to which I am going to appeal
are 1) Linda McNeil's book Contradictions of School Reform: Edu-
cational Costs of Standardized Testing: 2) a case study I conduc-
ted in an Ontario school and the impact that standardized testing
has had on the curriculum, students, and teachers at the school:
as well as 3) EQAO documents; and 4) Peel District School Board
documents,
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improving the learning that is taking place. Rather, we need {o
make the case that adding external control does not lcad (o school
improvement. In fact, the more control that is exercised from the
outside, the less flexibility teachers and students have Lo creatively
manipulate and therefore better their learning. In Voltaire's Bas-
tards: The Dictatorship of Reason in the West, John Ralston Saul
describes what happens when the hierarchical power structure
rules and those in the field are not allowed to react appropriately,
using their professional judgment. The foliowing analogy is reveal-
ing, even though the situation is different. Saul writes,

That World War I was a strategic disaster is now commonly accepted. Blame,
however, has not been clearly assigned. It was the staflf who made all the decl-
stons. These were arrived abstraetly, on paper, and were communicated in
writing to the field commanders. Field officers, who dared to warn head-
quarters that these orders would result in disaster, were religiously ignored.
Headquarters felt it more important to preserve what they saw as the essen-
tial chain of command—the common language, common method, common
panic-suppressing chain of command. If. however, the results of the baitle
proved that the field officer's warnings had been right, then that officer—pro-
viding he had survived the carnage—~was usually fired. (1992: 201)

This is the lype of obstacle faced by teachers. They are asked not to
take charge and make decisions locally (a strategy Saul explains
works best in battle), but they are asked to follow a structure
regardless of the lack of success it may have locally. Teachers are
asked to follow the pre-established hierarchically defined plan
and make it work, If it fails, it is the fault of the individuals
involved, not the impracticality of implementing the standardized
centrally directed plan at the local level.

DEMOCRATIC SCHOOLS

Clearly. a system that ignores difference and local needs is one that
is working from undemocratic principles. Freire critiques edu-
cational systems that call for a “how-to recipe” for teaching
(Freire & Macedo, 1987: 134) in favor of one that is more fluid.
McNeil echoes this sentiment and suggests that the success of
the magnet schools is not a result of any single pedagogy.

The approaches to teaching varied widely. depending on the subject, the tea-
chers’ personalities and philosophies, the teachers’ perception of their stu-
denis’ interesis and capabilities, the role of a particular course in the
overall school program, and many other factors. The curriculum in the
magnel schools was in a constant state of flux, as teachers updated and
reworked their courses from year to year and from class to class within a
given year. The curriculum iiself, then. was not an “independent vartable”
that could account for the sehools’ accomplshuments, The curtleula grow

sippden iy od dostting aned Deoeracty EON]

as (eachers’ kuowledge aud stedenis” aecomplislitnents. The curvienla prew
as teachers’ knowledge and students’ experiences grew and shaped the pos
sibititics of topics and uctivities. (MeNeil, 2000: 193)

Unfortunately, as will be made clear, schools in Ontario, unlike the
magnet schools, treat curriculum as an independent variablc.

It is often argued that standardized tests and standzm’llxzu.im|
in general allows for “sameness” which in turn translaies into falr-
ness. As McNeil points out, although “sameness” may be a syni-
bolic proxy for equity, it is not an investment in equily (198). We
cannot, as standardized tests do, ignore differences in historical,
cultural, fiscal, organizational, and other “context” factors (McNell,
2000: 199).

THE ONTARIO SECONDARY SCHOOL LITERACY TEST

The first time students in Ontario were expected to write the Grivle
10 Literacy Test was in the 1999-2000 school year. Since it Is such
a high-stakes test that students need o pass in order to receive
their high school diploma, and since this was the first tine Hut
the literacy test was to be writlen. the decision was madde {o have
students write the test, bul lo reduce (he stakes hy not haviag,
the test “count” this one time. The political ntotivation was clear:
just in case anything would go wrong, lhis would be o safe and pol
itically wise thing to do. Even though the 1999 2000 diteviey test
“did not count” a huge deal was tmiade of {he results, Resulls were
posted in newspapers and websites, and the schaol hoied
principals met to discuss ways of Lraluhig, teaehwers Lo respotd 1o
the public, as well as ways of dissetnbanting the iarmalion (o
the public with the least amnount of resistinee. )

In the school I exantined, ihe priveipisd held ap emrgiessy stall
meeting and coached teachers o how (o best respond o gquestions
about the test. The official policy was ihal leachors were pat o
criticize the implementation of standardized festing, ey o ;
tiques of standardized testing as a whole, hut were ¢
the public that now that they are armed with the (it A
how the students did on the test they are now goteg to i wive 1o
help the students increase their performance on (he (esl, As will;
teachers were to remind the public that this lest did ot mean
much, but was merely another ool used lo assess studests;
ever, we all knew that despite our better judgment these lest seores
would be misused. In ““No-one Has Ever Grown Taller as a resull
of Being Measured’ Revisited,” Sharon Murphy olfers six lessons
for Canadians to keep in mind when thinking aboul standardized
testing:
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Lesson 1. Neither standards nor standardized testing mean cxcellence or are
a guarantee of excellence.

Lesson 2. Test resuits that are reported numerically. despite cautions of the
test developers. take on a life of their own.

Lesson 3. Invariably. the media will misuse information from standardized
testing to manufacture news and. in doing so, contribute to making the
consequences of such testing much weightier than they should be.

Lesson 4. In a time of globalization. business interests and business ways of
thinking have infused public policy and contributed to the move toward
standardized testing,

Lesson 5. The consequences of standardized testing can have a negative
impact on the quality of education students are receiving and the effects
can be particularly detrimental to children whose race, culture, or first
language is not that of the majority. .

Lesson 6. The Inappropriate implementation and interpretation of standar-
dized testing has allowed politicians to misguide the public. a consequence
of which is the destabilization of the education system. (Murphy, 2001:
146-157)

As we will see, all of these warnings have indeed negatively contrib-
uted to schooling in the specific case that [ am examining, despite
the suggestion that the test is merely another tool.

STATISTICAL COMPARISONS MADE DESPITE THE CLAIMS
THAT THIS WOULD NOT HAPPEN

One aspect of this emergency staff meeting that remains vivid is the
secrecy that surrounded the statistical chart that analyzed and
number-crunched how the school fared in comparison to other
schools in the area and across the province. This information
was so confidential that only the principal had access to it. I now
know that the results of the District School Board EQAO Results
for Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test put out by the Ontario
Secondary School Literacy Test Research and Evaluation Deparl-
ment—Program Services (Peel District School Board, 2001), con-
sisted of not only a chart for Grade 10 test, but also one for
Grade 6 and one for the Grade 3 feeder school results for both
1997-1998 and 1999-2000 (see Figures 1 and 2). The resulis
for the Grade 10 Literacy test include scores for the school, the
board, and the province. As well, it included information on the
number of grade 10 students, the percentage of students that
deferred, the percentage of students that were absent, the number
of students exempt, the percentage of students that passed the
reading and writing component, the percentage of students that
failed the reading and writing component, the percentage of stu-
dents that passed the reading but failed the writing component,
and the perceniage of stidents that passed the writing and failed
the reading componendi.

Stetpdardized Testing and Demaocraeyy by

I'eel District Sehool Board
Grade 10 EQAG - Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test
School Profiles
Humberview S.8.

The QOniaric Ministry of Educarion has mandated that the Ontario Secondary School e
Literacy Test be given province-wide to determine whether studeats have reached a
proficient level of literacy. The test was developed by the Education Quality and
Accountability Office (EQAQ).

Administration of the test rook place in October, 2000. All students who bad started
secandary school (Grade 9) were required to wiite the test. Exemptions weee allowed
under speeific conditions.

Results for students pasticipating in the first inistration of the lest (October, 2000)
did not count in sny way toward a student's scademic progress or graduation
requirement. However, for students iaking the test in the Fali of 2001, receiving 3
high schoo! diploma will depend on passing the test.

EQAQ reports resulis ondy fn terms of whether or noi the studeate gassedinge
suceessful on the test. Students are considered to have complsted the sl suus exsfully
ouly if they have passed both the reading and writing compuncuts Students wiho il
ot complete the test successfulty will be provided witl remedial help

Humberview $.8.: Principal: Patricia Macdonald
Superintendent: Tony Pontes

School Demographics: Enrolment of Studzats: 801 # Teaching fieddt. 51 'sl
% Students whose most frequent language in the home is Buylishr #1 ! ‘gf

% Students born outside of Canada: 3%
9 Students who read outsidz of school 3 or mare hous i week: 31%%

\% Students who write outside of school 3 or mote limes 3 week 7194 /
Overall Resulls . Method 1
{insludes defersed and alisent studenls)
o 2 o | “
#of Passhag | Fabling Tasuhug Faesiing
Grade 10 Ya %o H Reading | Reading | Headhg & W5lhe &
Students | Deferred | Absent [ Exempt & & Fatting Fooifing
Writing Writhng Witluy Hanatisiyg
Humberview 5.8. 172 0 o | A [ ! oo :
¢e] Board 7,716 6 i3 62 ot : \ ! :
Province 141,292 7 1,118 [ by i |
Overall Results - Method 2
(excludes delerred and abscot students}
100% et i
80% FE i
oo & e et !

40%

[RTE

0%

W ParrkgRerdaek % FaisgBowd Rerdng pshgRerdhgd G Py Bikgd
Wrkie, L¥rs Fadsg Wiy [y S

FIGURE 1. Peel District School Board Grade 10 EQAO Ontario Secondary Se bl
Literacy Test School Profiles Humberview 8.5,

Another chart was provided thal f{urther subdivided the
results of the test. One chart outlines the ‘Delatled Reading
Results’ which included the following calegories: Fiest, winder
reading skills the following items arc included: undersiangds
directly stated ideas and information. understands indirectly st
ted ideas and information, makes connections belween personil
knowledge and experiences and the ideas and Information {r the
reading sclections. Second. under reading stralegies the follow:
g Utems are included: ability to nse knowledge or context (o
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Peel District School Board
EQAO Results For Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test
Grade 3 and Gradeé 6 Feeder Schools
Method 1

Humberview S.S.

Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test Results: 2000-2001

% Y Y %
#of Ye % # Passing Fatling Passing Passing
Grade 10 Grade 18 | Deferred | Absent | Exempt | Reading | Readlng | Reading & | Writing &

Students & & Failling Faiting
Writing Writin Writin, Reading l
[ Bumberview 8., 172 [} 0 0 70 13 10 i |
| Pecl Board 7,716 3 6 73 62 14 1 4 1
{ Province 141,392 3 7 [ 18 61 13 11 5

Grade 6 EQAO Results For Feeder Schools: 1998-1999 To 1999-2000

- Reading Writing * Math
Grade 6 % Lavels 3,4 % Levels 3,4 % Levels 3,4
School 1999, 2000 | 199871999 | 1999/2000 | 1998/1999 | 19992060 | 199871995
Caledon East 70 67 57 53 36 75
Ellwood Memorial 41 58 47 33 47 35
Tarties Bolioa 59 60 70 71 ] 73
Macwille 53 58 39 K3 53 61
Palgrave 92 83 85 81 o3 95
Peel Doard | 58 P52 ] 53 ] 52 I s i 49
Provigce { 51 [T 43 I 48 1 §1 ] 46

* The writing scores can not be dicectly compared from year to year

Grade 3 EQAQO Results For Feeder Schools: 41997-1998 To 1999-2000

- HReading Writing * Math
Grade 3 % Levels 3,4 % Levels 3,4 % Levels 3,4
T T ees T IS0 T w999 | 9997 T TIG9s T 199y | 1999 | 1994/ | 1597

School 2000 1999 | 1998 2000 19991 19937 1 2000 | 1999 1998
Caledon East 50 2] 15 71 83 43 ES 3 5
Ellwoad Memonis] 53 G5 42 5% ) 53 [:id 70 5
James Bolon 73 56 48 72 69 51 88 [ix} 39
Macvitle [ ) 7} 65 53 5 [ 47 2
Palgrave E 78 €3 73 5] 56 1 5§ 73
Peel Board T 58 | 55 1 54 571 60 | s6 1 e | 68 | 55
Province | 39 ] a8 | a6 52 | 56 | 49 | 58 | 60 | 43

* The writing scores can not be disectly compared from yzar to year

Moier Method 1 includes st ho were deferred or absent for all ar part of ts test.

FIGURE 2. Peel District School Board EQAO Results for Ontario Secondary Schoot
Literacy Test Grade 3 and Grade 6 Feeder Schools Humberview S.S.

understand vocabulary, ability to use grammar and syniactic
structures to aid understanding, ability to use structure and
organizational elements to aid understanding, and ability (o
use graphic features to aid understanding. And third. under
types of reading selections the following ilems are included:
information (e.g., explanations instructions): graphie {c.g., sche-
dules, graphs, tables}; literary {c.g.. siovy, deseription, dialopue).
Students were graded as cither very weak, weali, or aceepiable in
each of the calegories.

saaradardived testing and Democracy REH

Yet another chart outlines the detailed writing results. The stu-
dents were asked lo write a summary paragraph. a paragraph
expressing an opinion, a news report and an information para-
graph. For each of the students, the work was judged as being
blank or illegible, off topic, instructions not followed, category 1
(included written work that failed to successfully address the
assigned task or has spelling or grammatical errors that prevented
clear communication) or category 2, 3, or 4. Each category's
descriptors progressed with the qualities lauded by the test
designers ultimately being represented in category 4.

A final chart that offers a summary of the students’ work on
different characteristics of writing is divided as [ollows: nadn idea,
supporting details, organization, tone, grammar and punctuation,

Detailed Reading Results

in totat, 25 studants wrole but lailed (he reading compenead of e test OF these, O shodelifa atlempled lew, Uinn
hall of the reading questions. The ioliawing table provides percentage bicakdown ea the remaining 26 stadeaty

The categories In the table below show how students perfermed is rach distingt reading skill and slrategy and thai
ability to understand different types of reading sefections.

undersidands dicectty staled ideas end informalion 27 % 60 %% 23 %
ungerstands indirectly staled ideas and information 48 % 42% 2%
makes connaclions belween personal knowledge and

49 % 21 % &Y

experiences and the ideas and information in the

ability to use knowledge or context lo understand 15 % 73% 12%

%
vocabulary
ability to use grammar and syntactic struclures to aid e 73% 23%

understanding

aF)nh(y to use s!@clura and arganizational elements o 199 58 % 239
3id understanding

ability to use graphic fealures o aid undersianding

) 48 % 54 % 0%

graphic (e.g., schedules, graphs, tables) 4% 85 % 12%

iterary (e.g., story, descriplion, dialogue) 12% 69 % 18 %
“Acteptable® per p scores in a range typical of thase vho passed the reading companant of the

fest.

“Very Weak" performance regresents scores al the low end of the passible scores: generally well below hall of (he
ruestions correcs. Less than 1% of students whose performance on reading skills and raading siralegies was “very
weax” passed the reading companent of the test.

“Waeak® prdormance 65 belween the above descripfions

FIGURE 3. Detailed Reading Results.,
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spelling. For each of these characteristics results were divided as
being either the percentage of students who did weak work in mosl
or all pieces of writing, work varied across pieces of writing, work
met requirements in some or all pieces of writing, insufficient work
to mark this characteristic.

NEGATIVE IMPACT OF STANDARDIZED TESTING

Letl's now look in depth at how standardized testing has negatively
impacted one Ontario school. In preparation for the Ontario Liter-
acy Test significant changes were made at the Board, school, and
classroom level. For example, at the classroom level changes were
made in the course profiles (resource materials teachers are
expected to use and follow when teaching a course) by narrowing
the curriculum to reflect what teachers, administration, and the
school board knew would be included on the test. To begin, the

petailed Writing Results

The following tables include data on the 31 students who wrote but failed the writing component of the test,

pPedormance on Four Types of Writing Tasks

O Tople includes sduations such as a student submiting a passage on “Dangerous Driving” in respanse
fo an assigned ‘ope of “Teen Fitness ”

Instructions Mol Followes inchudes such ihings as submithing a single pasageaph in response (o o task
inat requested "a series of paragraphs {a minimum of three). " or submitting a parsonal epinion when the
assigned task was io wrile a summary of given intasmalicn,

Categery 1 includes wetlen work that failed 1o successhuty address the 2ssigned 1ask o had spetiing or
grammalical errors 1hat prevented ¢lear communicalion.

Category 2 includes wiitien work that was on task bl had significant shortcomings., such as insufficient
information, errors that interfered with ¢lear communication, or faully structure.

Category 3 includes wrillan work that successiully addressed th
i s Breas ay arga

igned Bk vath rrinar shartcomings

a0 srammar

Category 4 represents well dovraned ann clestar wart wid

R T (R ST 15 2

FIGURE 4. Uretathed Woring Hesuli:

Stendendizod Toesting and Democreaey RHY

Detailed Weiting Recutts ¢ aminung

The feliowing fabkic summanz tejents on ftereni chncactenstics al wiiling The colegorization is based

on Ihe Analylic macks foc thal tennst acrass the four difecent types of wiling sssignments

d 0% 134 3% s
nahidad fad
R tamimar and
b 0% 16 % an
£3 i = .
; Wb ,i 3% 16 % i %

Weak Work In Most or All Pleces of Wrlting relors 1o work that consisightly felf below an expected
tavel, For example weak performante in Spefling would include inslances of spalling erors intudering wilh
communication in aii or most of the pieces of wriling.

Work Varied Across Ploces of Writing applies 1o students who performed reasonably veell an 1his
characterislic in some pieces of writing, but poorly on others,

Work Mot Requitemants In Some or Al Pieces of Wriling refers to situations where at least somn of
the work me! Ihs expecied tavel of performance. For example, in Organization, (his eategory would
include one or some piaces of work (hat ware organized in a simple o mechanical Wy #0t Ona oF serinu
pieces of work in which the oeganizalion created a smooth flow of wlormation and ideas

Insuftictant Work to Mark this Characterlstic applies to students who subimilted twa of more plecss of
wiiling thal could not be assessed on this characleristic because the tosponses wara blank, illeqitie, off
fople, or because instiuctions were not followed.

FIGURE 5. Detailed Wrilting Resalls (continued),

EQAOQO (Education Quality and Accountahility Otfice) posted indon

mation on its web site identifying sample and practice guestivins
for students, parents, teachers. in shorl all those who e o
vested interest and would benelit from (he information. Followlig
the insight posted by the EQAQ. the schoaol haard cpuickly s

lized and put out numerous actions and plans of thede aw, et

ing School Success: A Focus on Literacy jor Studend Lériiiig
(Peel District School Board, 2001)--this document is lndveds
of pages in length, a Paclcage of Malterials_ for Teachers (o Supypor
Preparation for the EQAO Grade 10 Test of Reading and Weiting
Skills (Galen et al., 2000)—and is also hundreds of pages fong, Fhe
reason mention the length of these resources is that the e,
i power aed money spent on pudting these packiges fagether,
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unfortunately, takes away [rom other more important endeavors
setting up democratic schools, for instance.

To backirack slightly, in sum, the Ministry of Onlario’s Depart-
ment of Education created policy documents {The Ontario Cur-
riculum) that specified specific outcome based objectives thal
“students will” meet, then, EQAO, an independent branch of the
Ministry of Education, writes the standardized tests that students
are expected to write and prepares packages that students, tea-
chers and others can use as a guide. This now brings us to the
school level. As a whole, this particular school spent a significan(
amount of time preparing students for the Grade 10 Literacy Test.
The test was scheduled for late October (it was postponed and
later rescheduled for February 14/15, at great expense, because
someone posted a copy of the test on the Internet), and so the
school decided to dedicate one period every Wednesday to prepare
grade 9 and 10 students for the test. While the grade 9 and 10 stu-
dents were preparing for their dreaded Literacy Test, the senior
students, on several occasions, were given free reign. This time
spent on preparing for the test is time that students are not doing
other things, including dealing with other more substantive issues.
The students at this school were negatively impacted by standar-
dized testing because it resulted in the regular school program
being cancelled to drill students on the writing of the test.

So, for over a month students were coached on writing the Lit-
eracy test. Based on the results compiled by EQAOQ, the school
offered advice to their future test takers informing them of the
areas on which first-year test {akeérs faired pdorly. The primary
focus was not literacy, but test taking. The instructions that tea-
chers received were “Explain [to students] that the sessions
planned for the next few weeks are NOT designed to make stu-
dents literate!... Emphasize that these...sessions ARE designed
to IMPROVE THEIR TESTTAKING SKILL. We know from the
detailed feedback we received from EQAO that even studenls
who were apparently making a sincere effort last year lost points
in a number of ways that had more to do with PROCEDURE than
actual LITERACY"” (emphasis original). This instruction highlights
one flaw in a test that was designed to measure literacy, but is
clearly also measuring test-taking skills and compliance. In fact,
the EQAO markers have the option of failing students for being
noncompliant.

Accordingly. in the first session students were given three
major test-taking tips: “use all the space provided, always state
your reasons when asked!, read and obey all insiructions.” This
was followed by some detailed information on the reading test
taken from EQAO:

Stovndondlesed Lesbimg cod Diciaocraioy NN

1. The reading teat cossisbs of o nuunber ol passages. Sone e Hit

cerary: stortes with character, plot setting, cte. HSome iue indor
mational: explanations, descriptions. opinionshome  ue
graphic: charts. graphs, timetables. etc.

2. You will be asked to answer two categorics of (uestion:s:

a} Multiple choice.
e Choose the most correct answer. il two appear correet,
e Make changes clearly. as shown in the test booklel.

b} Written answer.
e You don't always have to use sentence forim.

e Some answers can be given in one or several word-
(i.e., “identify one detail,” "find a word which mican,
¢ The space provided shows how much you should wi ity

e If asked to “explain,” your answer nccds “hoecine.e™
3. Other points to remember:

a) You may (and should) underline key idcas as von el

b) Sometimes you must look for facts clearly staded bl
passage.

¢) Sometimes you must draw conclusions suggesied by the
facts.

And finally, the students were asked to do a practice reading
activity to prepare them for the reading tesl.

In week two, the focus was on writing the summary and nlon
mational paragraphs. In week three, students were given ook
reading and writing test. During a hall-day where students were
sent home early so that teachers could spend titne on professional
development, the teachers were instrucled, instcad, on Liow (o
mark the mock test, placed into groups, and made (o mark il
mock test. In week four’s session, students were given biaclk thedt
tests and given some feedback, followed by more tips i poluter s,
One incident that is worth mentioning because it makes clear how
students are being negatively impacted by standardized festmg in
the following; While students were taking the (est in their respect
ive session, I happened to walk by a group (hat waw headed by twe
physical education teachers. They knew that | laughl Fnglish it
high school and so they asked if I could clarify soume potnts of con
tention. Essentially, the students were given a model response o
how to write a summary paragraph and were expected (o absarh
this model as the best way to writc a summnary of i plece they
were asked to engage. Apart from the poor qualily of the piece
the students were asked to summarize, the students ¢uestionsd
whether the sample summary was the only/best way and offered
just as plausible alternatives. I wholeheartedly agreed with the stn
dents that their alternative summaries were jusi as plansible, The



354 C. Ricci

discussion then momentarily turned to a more interesting political
debate on the subjectivity of marking and EQAO testing, which was
quickly quased as being a wasteful discussion because it did not
focus on training and drilling students on the writing of the test.
Unfortunately, the students’ attempt at thinking critically about
testing and power was replaced by more training, and with the stu-
dents playing the compliance game—at least outwardly. Students
were then given information on writing a supported opinion para-
graph. All the while, the focus for these sessions was and remained
procedural issues at the expense of time that could have been
spent learning, dialoguing, and thinking about substantive issues.

As poorly spent as this time is, regrettably, it is not all students
have to endure in preparation for the test. Also as part of the train-
ing, the school scheduled several motivational speakers, at signifi-
cant expense, to motivate and educate students about the literacy
test—a significant number of students took this opportunity to
skip, thereby, missing the message anyway. And. perhaps, the
greatest sacrifice to learning the school made to prepare its stu-
dents for the Grade 10 Literacy Test is at the expense of the Grade
10 course in English. I spoke with several teachers who were
teaching the course, and they expressed their frustration at spend-
ing so much time drilling the students on test taking and on the
skilts that they knew students would be asked to perform on the
literacy test. English teachers lamented that they spent a solid five
to six weeks going over the EQAO and school board preparation
material. They expressed their frustration at how far behind they
were in the usual curriculum because of their diligence” in focus-
ing on preparing their students for the literacy test. A first-year tea-
cher at the school admitted to me that she did not feel she had
done enough preparation work with her grade 10 class, but felt
that what she did do was more important than teaching test taking,
As these examples make clear, the more time students and tea-
chers spend on drilling and practicing skills preparing students
for what s going to be on the literacy test, the less time they have
to spend discussing and dialoguing about more engaging substan-
tive issues. In other words, the more time that is spent on training,
the less time is spent on education.

One teacher informed me that at the school his children attencd
(an elite, expensive private school), the school did not spend any
time preparing for the test, since they are confident that their stu-
dents will be able to pass the test successfully. What this means for
students who are spending so much {ime on preparing for the test
is that they are going to be at a further disadvantage since they are
now going to fall behind, because while they are spending a signi-
ficant amount of time on low-level rill and =kill work in
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prepacation tor the lileracy test, other students are moving on.
Therelore, sltandardized testing further increases the gap between
the haves and have-nots. McNeil points out that these students are
doubly penalized (2000: 243). First, they are not taught what their
peers in more affluent schools are taught. Second, they spend so
much extra time on the low-level test-taking skills and training that
they are missing out on education. Another danger that needy stu-
dents face is that they are often “seen as deficient, as failing, as in
need of remediation because their forms of learning do not
coincide with the forms of testing” {249). And so. this view of needy
students resulls in even more time spent in drilling them to learn
in spite of the fact that their forms of learning do not coincide with
the forms of testing,

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 licu of the regular cur-
riculum (248). When test preparation becomes pedagogy. students
suffer, society suffers. We pride ourselves, and lie to ourselves,
when we praise and proudly iterate the phrase, "we live in a
democracy.” As Chomsky informed us earlier, we do not live in a

#

meaningful democracy. If we did, we would wark to appreciate
and understand difference, rather than promote a standardized
test that all students need to pass in order to graduate. This type
of thinking is undemocratic—standardized tests are undemo-
cratic. “A technical curriculum, designed to be testable by “objec-
tive” measures and represented by numerical indicators, does
more than omit the diverse cultural content of the students’ lived
experience... A technical test-driven curriculum closes out the
stories children bring to school™ {McNeil, 2000: 248).

Minority students, McNeil points out, suffer from standardized
tests because the appearance of sameness is used to mask persist-
ent inequalities. She argues.

The educational losses to minority students created hy centralized, stanclir-
dized system of testing are many. What is taught, how they are taught, how
their learning is assessed and represented in school records, whal is omitted
from their education—all these are factors that are invisible in the system of
testing and in the accounting system reporting resulis. Standardization of
educational {esting and content is creating a new kind of discrimination-—
one based not on a blatant stratification of knowledge access through track-
ing. but one which uses the appearance of sameness to mask persistent
inequalities. (xxx)

Students who are unfamiliar with the dominant language or culture
may not graduate because of their poor performance on the test. By
not examining the students holistically, but merely statistically,
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students suffer and society suffers. By being forced to pass a liter-
acy test in order to graduate, these students are denied choices.
Certain careers and decisions are now closed off for them. McNeil
points out how schools with the greatest number of poor and
minority students are shifting their already scarce resources into
test-prep materials (259), a practice used in the school I examined.

As McNeil makes clear, standardized tests are not “objective,”
but instead embody someone’s valued knowledge (214). It is
unconscionable to impose a hierarchical power's vision of knowl-
edge onto students. Not only is it objectionable to manipulate stu-
dents into learning an imposed curriculum by making the tests so
high stakes, but to impose a curriculum that is test-driven and
thereby limited in content is abhorrent. The test-driven curriculum
that students are forced to endure, and do endure out of fear that
they will not get their diploma, as one teacher said to me, needs to
be challenged and brought to an end. This type of testing reduces
both the quality and the quantity of schooling to which students
are being exposed. McNeil points out how

Teachers report having to omit or severely decrease extended reading assign-
ments. analytical writing, research papers role play, student-led discussions.
speaking activities, oral histories. multimedia activities, science experiments,
library hours. They have been seen having to curtail or omit extended prob-
lem solving by students. in-depth discussions. approaches that end up with
oblique perspectives because they are nol seen as contributing directly to
passing rates... (246)

Many teachers at the school I observed recognize and are frus-
trated by this type of narrowing of the curriculum, but feel that
the test takes precedence, largely because it is so high stakes.

It is important to engage in dialogue parents, students, tea-
chers and all those who are immediately affected by standardized
tests and their repercussions, regarding the real life experiences
that these tests are having on real people in their daily lived experi-
ence. Recently I became engaged in conversation with a parent
whose son is now in third grade—another grade that has been
negatively affected by having students write a standardized test
during the year. She related to me her frustration at how her
son, who the year before was engaged in his learning, is now feeling
frustrated by the repetitive drills that he is expected to perform.
MecNeil echoes this mother’s frustration when she relates how with
standardized tests. curriculum goes from engaging students in
research projects, written papers. the study of primary source

documents, role play. and debales. to drills (253). The mother
lamented that even when students do engage in learning
with which they become involved, (the students’ enthusism s
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dissipated by having to practice tasks they will be expected to per-
form on the standardized test as the culminating activity. She is
also disillusioned with the rigidity with which students are
expected to solve problems, particularly in math. She told me that
at a recent interview with her child's teacher, the teacher expressed
surprise at how creative and successful her child is at problem
solving, The teacher then proceeded to express her concern that
while the student's skills were impressively creative, unfortunately
they did not conform to what students are expected to do on the
standardized test, and therefore his method of solving the pro-
blems needs to change/conform. In speaking about her child's
writing, the mother was disappointed at how the year before he
was encouraged and motivated to produce creative pieces, whereas
this year the focus and emphasis was on drilling students with
grammar and punctuation-free writing to the point where students
no longer felt like writing—remember this studen{ is only in grade
three. As McNeil suggests, curricula should be aimed at the highest
knowledge level in every field. It should call for risk-taking exper-
imentation, visionary possibilities, and open-ended instructional
purpose (263). It should not be aimed, as the above examples
make clear, at stifling student creativity and critical thinking in
favor of a pre-established transmission of limited knowledge.
With all of the time and effort wasted on coaching students to
write the standardized test it would not be surprising if test scores
do go up. Elliot Eisner argues that it is possible to increase test
scores while at the same time diminishing education. However,
the question then becomes at what cost? The answer: at the
expense of learning. As a result, with the intense drills, lest scores
may go up, but this does not equate with enhanced learning
(McNeil, 2000: 255). If we look at what students are expected to
do on the Grade 10 Literacy Test, the pointless skills students
are expected to perform becomes transparent. As we saw earlier,
for the writing component of the test students are expected to com-
plete the following: 1) Summary, 2) Information Paragraph, 3)
News Report, and 4} Opinion Piece. Of these the Opinion Piece is
the only piece of writing that asks students to engage with their
learning. The others are merely rote, factual recall, basic-skill
responses that students are expected to complete. Consequently,
standardized tests train students fo simplify their thinking
(McNeil, 2000: 256). While test-score inflation through concen-
trated test-preps give the impression that teaching and learning
are improving, in fact teaching and learning may be severely
compromised by the relentless effort to raise test scores (259).
Although testing in Ontario is relatively new, the preliminary
evidence based on the reports published in the local and national



358 C. Ricci

papers suggests that an increasing number of students will drop
out of high school, thus leave without a diploma. Undoubtedly.
those who are most at risk—needy and minority students—will
suffer the most. Without a high school diploma the injustice that
these citizens have been forced to endure will not end when they
leave high school, rather it will continue. A false assumption is
made that if students do not graduate from high school with a cer-
tain set of skills they will be unsuccessful once they leave. There
are too many counter examples to warrant arguing the flaws in this
argument. Suffice it to say that many people learn best the skills
they need by doing, Furthermore, learning does not end with high
school, we are always learning. The problem is that sociely places
such a high value on a high school diploma that without it many
will be disadvantaged; when options do become availabie to them.
they will not be percetved as qualified to prove their competence.

Test design and test preparation material serve the political
function of centralizing control over the curriculum (McNeil,
2000; 259). The teachers that I talked with felt torn between imple-
menting what they believe is good pedagogy versus what they
believe is their duly as a teacher. With standardized tests looming
they feel that their opportunities to resist have been severally
reduced. An outcome based curriculum that insists that students
will successfully be able to perform ¢friain tasks is limiting
enough, however, by imposing a high-stakes literacy test it is that
much more limiting in that it prag#ieatty assures that a test-driven
curriculum will be followed. no mattér how flawed. McNeil says
that part of what results from a test-based curriculum is that tea-
chers react to a standardized curriculum by deleting the substan-
tive lessons and/or by appealing to double-entry notebooks— a
practice where they present the official proficiency-based material
while in truth shape their lessons around the “real” curriculum
(211). Some of the teachers I talked to preface their instructions
to students by making a distinction between what is expected ol
them for a particular assignment for the teacher, and what stu-
dents needs to do when asked to complete a similar task on the
EQAO test.

In her book Stolen Harvest, world-renowned physicist Van-
dana Shiva persuasively argues against monocultures and the
planting of homogeneous seeds, and instead stresses the need
for biodiversity. Among her arguments she suggesis that. “The
seed. for the farmer, is not merely the source of [uture plants
and food; it is the storage place of culture and history ... It involves
exchange of ideas and knowledge” (8). As well, she argnes that
the tremendous diversity (hat has been the basis ol our food
supply is under threat trom genetic ccosion and genetic piviey
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“Monocultures.” she continues, and “and monopolies are destroy-
ing the rich harvest of seed given us over millennia by naturc and
farming cultures” (79). Furthermore, the more strains ol sceds we
have, the greater biodiversity. the greater chance we have lor sus-
taining food security. In case of draught or pestilence. biodiversity
would help ensure that we have a strain that either can survive (he
harsh conditions, or is immune to that strain of disease. in (he
same way, a test-driven curriculum that imposes a monoculture
of training will limit the biodiversity of ideas, knowledge, culturc.
and history. By limiting the biodiversity of ideas in schools, the less
chance we have of critically challenging the status quo,and think-
ing of creative alternatives to the injustices that need to be
challenged within our society. We must fight for the biodiversity
of learning and eliminate a test-driven, monocultural training
cnvironment. .

The media have been reporting that in Ontario, since the intro-
duction of the test-driven curriculum, there’is an increase in the
number of students that are failing the new Grade 9 Curriculum.
The rationale given for this increased failure rate is that the New
Ontario Curriculum challenges students, is harder than the old
curriculum, expects more from students, and therefore will pro-
duce “better” graduates, which in turn will make us more a coni-
petitive province, both nationally and internationally. However,
I would like to challenge this explanation and argue that the reason
more students are failing grade 9 is that the new test-driven cur-
riculum that has been introduced is not harder and better, but less
democratic, which leads to student apathy. The new curriculum is
imposed on students and teachers in a top-down fashion. This
imposition is enforced by the phrase “students will” in the policy
document and the high-stakes literacy test. The curriculum
ignores student needs by implementing a standard curriculum
that is expected to [it all students. Students are not engaged by
repetitive, skills based, test-driven curriculum and therefore arc
obviously responding in a democratic way by resisting whal is
being imposed on them.

In conclusion, standardized testing leads {o compliance.
silences professional expertise, and marginalizes ethical discourse
(McNeil, 2000: 246). With standardized tests, citizens within a comn-
munity are disempowered. The control of schooling is concentrated
in the hands of those that create the tests and therefore dircel the
schooling, We need to collectively fight to put an end to this tesi-cri-
ven, undemocratic. skills-based. training-centered, monoctiltural
pedagogical curriculum, and in ils place call for o democratic edu
cation that vatues and respeets diversity, This will vesuli inamore
pres learning covironment that values and respects studend needes,
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rather than the imposed standardized, top-down training system
that is currently in place in Ontario. A democratic education will
engage students’ learning, produce a diversity of ideas, encourage
creativity, and critical thinking, It allows children to practice
democracy: It will teach them that we the citizens can transform
and meliorate society, that we are not merely cogs in a machine that
must conform to the system'’s expectations. In short, we must insist
that our children be educated and not merely trained. In order to do
this, we must become politically active, spread the word, call our
Ministers of Provincial Parliament, write our newspapers, lobby
our school boards, refuse to have our children write the tests,
and ultimately get our point across anyway we can. We need to show
our children that we, the citizens, need to participate in the deci-
sions that affect our lives. We need fo revitalize democracy so that
we can benefit from the creativity and diversity of ideas, knowledge,
and cultures that will be the inevitable result of democratic edu-
cation. Above all, we do not want to train workers at the expense
of educating freethinking citizens. And for this, we must replace
the test-driven curriculum with a democratic based one.
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