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‘arlo Ricci & Steven Taylor

Challenging the validity
of standardized testing

IEACNING
lt's abOUt the WhOIC Child- Examinations are formidable even to the best prepared, for the

. . reatest fool may ask more than the wisest man can answer.
Ontario's 65,000 public elementary school teachers and 8 4 Y

educatio_n workers challenge our children’s imagination, — Charles Caleb Colton, author (1780-1832
open their minds, and celebrate our diversity.

We're working with parents Abstract
: In 1996 the Ontario Ministry of Education created the Education
tO hEIp every Chlld SUCCQEd. Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO). As of 1999-2000 all

high school students in Ontario are required to pass the Education
Quality and Accountability Office’s Ontario Secondary School

ETFOMFEEO Literacy Test (OSSLT) (or now a grade 12 equivalency course)

ﬁd&mﬁ@i%&%s before they are eligible to graduate from high school. The Minister
of Education issued a policy entitled, “Ontario Secondary Schools,
WWWthoca Grades 9 to 12: Program and Diploma Requirements, 1999.” The

policy states the following:

All students who entered Grade 9 in the 1999-2000 school year
or in subsequent years must successfully complete the provincial
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secondary school literacy test in order to earn a standard school
diploma. (The provincial secondary school test,1999)

The Grade 12 Literacy Course demands the same level of literacy
as the Grade 10 Literacy Test. On April 24, 2003, the Ministry of
Education issued a back-grounder entitled, “Helping students
improve their literacy and math skills.” It states the following:

In addition, a comprehensive, full credit literacy course, which is
equivalent to the components of the Ontario Secondary School
Literacy Test, will be prepared for students in Grade 12 who
have failed the test. The goal is to provide them with the neces-
sary skills to meet the requirements of the Ontario Secondary
School Diploma. The course is designed to help students who
have not had the full benefit of the new curriculum that includes
a strong focus on reading and writing in the early years. Students

must pass the literacy course to receive their Ontario Secondary
School Diploma.

(Helping students improve their literacy and math skills, 2003)

To date 120,000 students have failed the test. The arms-length
government organization that marks the test assures the public that
the inferences they make based on this test are valid. For this project
we are going to challenge those inferences. In Introduction to
Research in Education, sixth edition (2002) Donald Ary, Lucy
Cheser Jacobs, and Asghar Razavieh point out that “Validity is the
most important consider-
ation in developing and
evaluating measuring
instruments” (p. 242).
The new Standards for
Educational and Psycho-
logical Testing (1999),
prepared by the
American Educational
Research Association
(AERA), defines validi-
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ty as “the degree to which evidence and theory support the interpre-
tations of test scores entailed by proposed uses of tests” (p. 9).

Although our research focuses on criterion-validity, in challenging
the inferences made by EQAQO we also consider construct and pre-
dictive validity.

To challenge criterion-validity we have asked if the test scores
match other possible indicators of student literacy. What we have
done is to have each grade 10 teacher within our chosen sch(?ol
who is willing to volunteer, review their class lists and identify
those students that they believe are not literate enough to earn an
Ontario Secondary School Diploma (OSSD). Then we compared
this information with the EQAO OSSLT results. The EQAO
OSSLT infers that all students who fail the test are not literate
enough to deserve a high school diploma. If the inference is valid
then another measure (in our case teachers’ judgments) should
agree that a particular student is not literate enough to earn an
Ontario Secondary School Diploma; however, if the teacher and
the OSSLT results do not agree, then the claim that the EQAQO’s
inference is valid is flawed. This is especially significant since the
OSSLT is a high-stakes test that students must pass before they
can graduate.

We found that teachers disagreed with the OSSLT results
identifying who should fail and who should pass, and we ‘also
discovered that teachers themselves had differing opinions
about which students are not literate enough to deserve a high
school diploma.
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Introduction

Tests are not valid in themselves, but the inferences made about
tests are either valid or not. Popham (1999) reminds us that, “Tests,
themselves, do not possess validity” (p. 42). In speaking of the
OSSLT we cannot, therefore, argue that the test in itself is valid or
not. What we need to do is consider the inferences that are made as
a result of the test. The EQAO and the Ontario Ministry of
Education claim that those who fail the test are not literate enough
to earn an OSSD. Popham (1999) goes on to say that “the focus of
validity should be on test-based inferences and not on tests them-
selves” (p.44). The question then is whether the inferences made by
the EQAO and the Ontario Ministry of Education about students’
literacy are valid. In challenging whether the test’s inferences are
valid, we need to consider construct validity, predictive validity, and
criterion validity.

Construct Validity

Literacy, like anxiety and creativity, is a construct. A construct is an
abstract concept derived from a theory or from observation. The
OSSLT claims to accurately measure whether a student is literate
enough to earn an OSSD. They do this by using a concrete tool (the
OSSLT) to measure an abstract construct. Ary, Jacobs, and Razavieh
(2002) discuss construct under-representation (p. 243). Construct
under-representation “refers to assessment that is too narrow and
fails to include important dimensions of the construct. The test may
not accurately sample some kinds of content or some types of
responses or psychological processes and thus fails to adequately
represent the theoretical domain of the construct” (p- 243). For
example, when Dr. Ricci was teaching a grade 9 applied level
course (In Ontario, courses are divided into academic, applied and
essential) at the secondary school he found that students that had
trouble reading canonical works would thrive when reading student
selected materials. In one case, a student was reading a skateboard-
ing magazine and Dr. Ricci needed the assistance of the student to
help make sense of some of the technical terms that are exclusive to
skateboarding. Similarly, most of us who are not lawyers, if asked to
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read a legal document would need the assistance of a lawyer to def:i-
pher the text. This clearly suggests that a student’s literacy is contin-
gent on the items chosen by the test developers. These are
capricious decisions that build tests but do not decisively assess
whether a student is literate enough to earn an OSSD. ‘

Another aspect of construct validity is construct-irrelevant vari-
ance. This “refers to the extent to which test scores are affected by
processes that are extraneous to the construct” (Ary et al., 2002, p.
243). For example, 66% of students for whom English is a second
language (ESL) failed the OSSLT in the 2002-2003 school year.
Does this failure mean that those students are not literate enough to
earn an OSSD, or is this a product of a test that is written by and for
people whose only language is English? In this case the process that
has caused failure is not the process that is being assessed. Is
English the only language of literacy? Does this not discr'iminat.e
unfairly against people who contribute to our society despltfe their
difficulty with English? This test is supposed to measure literacy
and therefore the test takers facility with spoken and written English
is a construct-irrelevant variance. In our view this amounts to
racism. We need to make a distinction between language and litera-
cy. A person who speaks another language may be literate despite
their lack of English fluency.

Predictive Validity

Predictive validity is a measure of how well test scores correlate or
predict a particular outcome. For the purposes of this study, this
means that if a student excels on the OSSLT then we should be able
to infer or predict their success in later coursework. Likewise, if a
student scores poorly on the OSSLT we should be able to infer or
predict their lack of success in later course work. This was ?ot
always the case. For example, as we examined the mark reporting
statistics (the mark reporting statistics that we have access to, profile
the final grades of each student who wrote the OSSLT) we found
that in many cases students that passed the OSSLT ultimately did
poorly in their course work. Likewise, we found that in many cases
students that failed the OSSLT ultimately did well on their course
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work. The following are just two of the many examples in support
of the students that passed the OSSLT and ultimately did poorly in
their coursework:

Student A

Grade 9 Applied English — 7%

Grade 10 Applied English - 21%

Grade Open Dramatic Arts — 1%

Grade 9 Applied Foundations of Mathematics — 0%

Student B

Grade 12 Essentials English — 5%

Grade 10 Open Civics — 35%

Grade 10 Open Career Studies — 30%

Grade 9 Applied Science — 11%

Grade 12 Open Personal Fitness Activities — 23%

The above students scored poorly in their coursework and yet they
passed the OSSLT. These students and the many others like them
seriously challenge the predictive validity of the OSSLT.

The following are just two examples in support of the students
that failed the OSSLT yet ultimately did well on their coursework:

Student S24

Grade 10 Applied English — 73

Grade 10 Applied Science — 80

Grade 10 Open Communications Technology — 75
Grade 10 Open Learning Strategies — 85

Student S15

Grade 10 Open Visual Arts — 80

Grade 10 Academic Spanish - 77

Grade 10 Academic Principles of Mathematics — 67
Grade 10 Academic Canadian History — 73

There were many more examples of students that failed the
OSSLT yet ultimately did well on their course work. Our data
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includes the marks and courses of all the students who failed the
OSSLT. It becomes clear looking at these marks that there is little
predictive validity between the OSSLT pass/fail and student course
grades. If there was predictive validity then the course grades and
the OSSLT pass/fail should be in agreement. Given the high-stakes
nature of the test and that students’ futures hinge on whether they
earn an OSSD, this test must be 100% accurate. We cannot be satis-
fied with anything less. Looking at the marks in our data, it is
unconscionable for us to claim that students who are literate enough
to pass all of their course work are not literate enough to earn an
OSSD based on one flawed test. In an article in Our Schools/Our
Selves, Carlo Ricci (2004) has argued that both the test and the scor-
ing are flawed.

It is unimaginable and absurd for any test or test developer to have
the audacity to claim omniscience. This one narrow assessment
indicator has the power to withhold a lifetime of opportunities.
Literacy is never finished.

Criterion Validity

Strenio, Jr. (1981) states, “criterion validity asks if test scores match
other possible indicators of student ability” (p. 91). This means that
two instruments — for example, teachers and the OSSLT — should
agree on who is literate enough to earn an OSSD. If there is a signif-
icant discrepancy between the teachers’ judgments and the OSSLT’s
judgments then the test clearly lacks criterion validity. Therefore,
the inferences we can make based on this test about students’ litera-
cy are not valid.

In order to test this we approached grade ten teachers and present-
ed them with a sheet of instructions that included the following:

Please circle on the attendance sheet that has been provided those
among your grade 10 students who you would consider NOT lit-
erate enough to earn an OSSD.

We chose grade ten teachers because the students who are inter-
ested in earning an OSSD are expected to write the OSSLT in grade
ten. There were a total of 32 grade ten teachers at the school. Of the
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32, we were able to survey 30. Of the 30, 13 were female and 17
were male. Nine teachers have been teaching for four years or less,
4 teachers have been teaching for between 5 and 10 years, and 17
teachers have been teaching for over 10 years. Only one of the 30
teachers had checked which of her/his students passed or failed the
OSSLT and so she/he was aware of who among her/his students
passed or failed; even with this information, the teacher still did not
agree with the OSSLT results. She/he felt that one out of her/his 60
students was not literate enough to earn an OSSD. However, three
of her/his 60 students failed the OSSLT and are therefore not eligi-
ble to earn an OSSD. It is also interesting to note that the student
she/he identified is not among the students that failed the OSSLT.
The rest of the teachers had not checked and so were not aware of
who among of their students passed or failed the OSSLT.

We tabulated the number of teachers that say students should not
earn an OSSD, the total number of teachers’ judgments that are
included in the study for this student, the number of instances where
teachers and EQAQ agree that the student should not earn an OSSD,
and student course grades. For each of the 52 students we attempted
to gather as many judgments per student as we could. That is why
there were 52 students that have failed and 138 judgments. The stu-
dents at this school have performed above the provincial average on
the OSSLT.

The data above reveals the discrepancy between the teachers’
judgments and that of the OSSLT. It lists all of the 52 students that
failed the OSSLT at the school where we conducted our research. In
almost all cases the teachers and the OSSLT disagreed on who they
would consider not literate enough to earn an OSSD. In fact, in 138
separate judgments teachers identified only 16 students that they
would consider not literate enough to earn an OSSD. Meanwhile,
the OSSLT has identified 52 students that they consider not literate
enough to earn an OSSD. In total, teachers and the OSSLT agreed
on only 16 students. However, it is important to note that of the 16
agreements not all of the teachers teaching those students share the
same opinion on whether they consider the respective students liter-
ate enough to earn an OSSD. For example, for student S21, one
teacher and the OSSLT judged that the student is not literate enough
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to earn an OSSD; however, four of this student’s teachers judged
that this student is literate enough to earn an OSSD. Not only do the
OSSLT and teachers disagree, but teachers even disagree among
themselves. This highlights the complexity involved in judging an
individual to be literate or not.

Given this complexity we cannot rely on the inferences of one
simple measure. And given the discrepancies between teacher’s
judgments and the OSSLT we have no choice but to stop making
these invalid inferences. Having no confidence in the inferences
made, we need to stop unfairly denying these students their earned
right to an OSSD simply because they failed a flawed test.

Another frustrating illustration of the discrepancy between teach-
ers’ inferences and the OSSLT’s inferences is highlighted by student
S13. This student scored 90% in his grade 10 English applied course
(students in Ontario are streamed either into academic or applied
English courses), and despite this high impressive score has failed
the OSSLT. How can a student score 90% in English and fail a liter-
acy test? This becomes more shocking when we consider that the
school in general spends a significant amount of time and energy
teaching to the test (Ricci, Forthcoming), and that the English
department in particular models many of its assignments on the for-
mat of the OSSLT; therefore, you would think that given the similar-
ity between course work and the format of the OSSLT, that students
who pass their course work will pass the OSSLT — this significant
discrepancy and others like it underscore that this is not the case,
and this problem cannot continue to be ignored.

We also organized the data by focusing on teachers. The data lists
the number of students that each teacher says should not earn an
OSSD; for each teacher, the number of students that the EQAQ says
should not earn an OSSD; the number of students where teacher and
EQAO agree that student should not earn an OSSD; and for each
teacher, the total number of students. Just like the data that was
organized by focusing on students, this data reveals the discrepancy
between the teachers’ judgments and that of the OSSLT. For exam-
ple, of T15’s 48 students the OSSLT judged that 10 are not literate
enough to earn an OSSD; yet, the teacher has identified that only
one of his/her students is not literate enough to earn an OSSD.
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Furthermore, they only agree on one student. This means that they
disagree on whether 9 of the students that have failed the OSSLT are
literate to earn an OSSD. Another interesting case is T21. This
teacher judged that 6 of his/her students are not literate enough to
earn an OSSD and the OSSLT judged that 5 students are not literate
enough to earn an OSSD. The absurdity is that despite the high
number of students that they have judged not literate enough to earn
an OSSD, there has not been one instance of agreement.

Once again, given the high instances of disagreement between the
OSSLT and teachers’ judgments, testing must stop. It is a waste of
time, money, human energy, and considering the invalid inferences
made from it, it’s an unjust waste of human potential as well.

Conclusion

This study has done more than to just show the discrepancies
between teachers and the OSSLT; it highlights the complexity of
judging students and the injustice of denying them an OSSD based
on a simple measure of one moment in a student’s life. In sum, the
test is subject to construct under-representation by being too narrow
and failing to consider other dimensions of literacy. It also is subject
to construct-irrelevant variance by ignoring the difference between
language and literacy. As well, since the OSSLT does not predict
how well or poorly a student does on coursework it lacks predictive
validity. Finally, given the nearly ubiquitous discrepancies between
the OSSLT and the teachers’ judgments, the test cannot be consid-
ered to have criterion validity. As mentioned earlier Ary et al. point
out that validity is the most important consideration in developing
and evaluating measuring instruments. A test’s worth is measured
by whether the inferences we can make based on the test are valid.
Since we would argue that all standardized tests fall prey to prob-
lems with validity, can we afford to continue misleading students
and the public; especially, given the high stakes nature of this test in
particular and many standardized tests in general?

Dr. Carlo Ricci teaches in the Education Department at
Nippissing University in North Bay. Steven Taylor is an
English teacher at a secondary school.
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