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I have had wonderful teachers in my life — people with whom I
enjoyed learning. Their influence on me continues. Some are no
longer alive except in the memories of their students. I bring to my
mind one special teacher (there was often more than one) from each
school I have attended, and mention by name Miss Hazel Curry
(Binkley Public School); Mr. Don Thomas (Dalewood Public School);
Mrs. Adele Trussler (Westdale Secondary School); Mr. Bill Lawrence
(London Central Secondary School); Professor John Munro (University of Toronto); Professor David Laidler (University of Western
Ontario); and Professor Olivier Blanchard (Harvard University
and MIT). People who teach well have a lasting influence on their
students. A book about teaching should be dedicated to good
teachers. This one is.
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Foreword

In recent years, provincial governments have developed new
approaches to improve accountability in their school systems. One
method has been to develop provincewide standardized tests to
assess the progress of students in key subject areas in the hope of
shedding some light on how schools are faring in their primary
mission of educating their students. Ontario introduced standardized testing for elementary schools in the 1996–97 academic year
for reading, writing, and mathematics.
Standardized testing is, however, controversial. Critics argue
that school rankings are based, not on schools’ relative success in
educating their students, but on school community socio-economic
factors — such as parents’ educational background and family
income — that influence students’ performance. Thus, some schools
may be ranked unfairly low simply because they draw their students from poor neighbourhoods.
In this book, David Johnson makes an important contribution
to the literature on standardized testing by separating socio-economic
factors from other factors that explain students’ performance. Professor Johnson develops a methodology to rank schools according
to the degree to which their students’ test scores vary from what
would be predicted for schools in communities with similar socioeconomic characteristics. This methodology permits the identification of schools whose students perform better than expected,
allowing educators to look more carefully at other factors that
might explain good performance — such as the principal’s managerial ability, the quality of teaching, and the availablity of
resources. Educators will no doubt greet this approach as good
news: they can make a difference in the classroom.
The C.D. Howe Institute hopes this book will open up a broad
debate about standardized testing. Professor Johnson’s recommendations for improving the current approach to testing and the collection
of useful data should also help schools enhance their students’
learning experience.
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make a difference in the average test scores of their students — a
difference, moreover, that is not associated with the socio-economic
characteristics of the school community.
David Johnson
January 2005

1

Can Provincewide
Testing Identify
Successful Schools?

Tests measure what students have learned. In elementary schools,
students are assessed by their classroom teacher on their performance
in reading, writing, and mathematics. These assessments identify
the students’ areas of strength and weakness. Everyone — parents,
students, and teachers alike — takes such assessments for granted.
Students take home written summaries, in the form of report cards,
several times a year. In many households, the arrival of the report
card is a significant event.
Teacher-written assessments of their own students are, then, an
accepted part of the education system. Much more controversial,
however, is the concept of standardized testing, where almost all
students in the province work on the same material, which is then
marked outside the local school to a uniform standard. Beginning
in the 1996–97 academic year, Ontario introduced just such a standardized assessment of all its elementary students. The testing is
carried out in May, graded over the summer, and returned to
schools, students, and parents in the fall. At first, tests were administered only to Grade 3 students; two years after its introduction,
testing was extended to Grade 6 students.
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Opinions vary about the usefulness of these external assessments. The controversy really heats ups, however, when the external
test results are averaged across students at each school, made available to the public, then used as a measure of the school’s effectiveness. Is such a school report card useful? Are schools that contain
students with higher average test results actually better schools? If
better student test results are not an appropriate measure of a
school’s success, what is? Is the Ontario provincewide elementary
assessment program useful?
One important group in the elementary educational process,
Ontario’s elementary school teachers as represented by their federations — the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario (ETFO)
and the Ontario English Catholic Teachers’ Association (OECTA)
— is among those who oppose standardized testing in its current
form. Teachers particularly dislike the publication of results averaged over students at individual schools since such results are
often used, implicitly or explicitly, to rank schools. ETFO argues that
“[t]he best way to judge schools is by visiting them and looking for
evidence of learning and interest in learning,” and claims that
“average test scores are more indicative of the pooled characteristics
of the students, such as socio-economic status” (ETFO 2001b, 1–2;
emphasis added). In fact, slightly less than half the variation in
schools’ results can be associated with the pooled socio-economic
characteristics of their students examined in this book. So a large
part of the explanation for the variation must be, at least to some
extent, the outcome of choices principals, teachers, boards, and
parents have made for their schools.
OECTA comments that school-level results are “poor measures
of school success,” and argues that
research has repeatedly demonstrated that the comparative
advantages and challenges children face outside of school — like
their parents’ socio-economic status and level of education —
have an enormous impact on school success. To judge schools’
performance — even in a carefully delimited way — to judge
only students’ comparative performance on paper and pencil
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tests of reading, writing and mathematics at a certain stage of
their schooling — on the basis of their raw scores is patently
unfair. (OECTA 2002, 16.)

Everyone involved in the education system knows that students
vary greatly according to the social and economic background of
the households in which they live. In some schools, many students
have well-educated parents. In others, there are many recent immigrants. Some schools are large, others are small. Some schools have
many aboriginal students, others have none. Most people would
agree that direct comparisons of the test results of schools with
such disparate groups of students would be unfair to teachers,
boards, students, and parents alike. The Fraser Institute’s report cards
(Cowley and Easton 2003, 2004) for Ontario elementary schools, as
I show in Chapter 6, are in fact just such direct comparisons of test
results between schools with disparate student populations. These
report cards, in my view, are unfair and not very useful. But does
this mean, as some argue, that a fair and useful comparison is
impossible?
I argue that it is not — that a fair and useful ranking and
comparison of Ontario’s elementary schools is indeed possible. In
this book, I attempt to outline such a methodology and answer critical questions about the role of standardized testing in Ontario’s
elementary education system.

Toward a Fair and Useful Comparison
A comparison should not look simply at absolute test results and
suggest that a school containing students with a high average mark
is a “good” school; rather, it should focus on the relative ranking of
schools after taking into account variations in the characteristics of
the communities in which the schools are located. In that way, one
can compare schools whose students have similar socio-economic
background, and identify schools that have had substantially
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above-average assessment results over a number of years. This
would be a useful and powerful exercise.
Moreover, we know enough about the backgrounds of
Ontario’s students to undertake such an exercise. As I outline in
Chapter 6, one can predict the average assessment result over a
number of years of a particular school based on both a wide variety of known socio-economic factors concerning the school’s student body and the estimated relationships between those factors
and test results at all Ontario elementary schools. The relevant factors include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the type of test and the year in which it was administered;
the percentage of students living in single-parent families;
the percentage of students speaking an official language at
home;
the percentage of students coming from an aboriginal background;
the percentage of recent immigrants among students;
the percentage of students living in detached homes;
the average household income of students' household units;
the percentage of students that moved in the past year;
the percentage of students that moved in the past five years;
the unemployment rate in the school community;
the percentage of adults in the school community that has not
completed high school; and
the percentage of adults in the school community that has some
university education.

Once these factors have been taken into account for all schools,
one can make a valid comparison between two schools with the
same predicted assessment results but widely varying actual results.
By way of analogy, consider a series of temperature readings on a
specific day — say, May 21 — in locations all over North America.
Given 50 years of data, the average of those past 50 observations in
each location would be a good predictor of the expected temperature on May 21 in that location. Depending on the actual reading

Can Provincewide Testing Identify Successful Schools?

5

for that day, one can then state unequivocally that the temperature
is either higher or lower than normal. In the same way, one can
determine whether, over a period of, say, four years, a school’s test
scores are higher or lower than normal for that type of school. If the
results are a lot higher, then we have identified a good school.
It should go without saying that the ability to identify relatively
better schools is critical. Educational outcomes in elementary school
are important: we want our children to be good readers and good
writers, we want them to master the basic skills of mathematics,
and we want them to move on to high school with these skills
already in hand. We want this to happen for students from all
social and economic backgrounds.
Once I had identified the schools that were clearly doing better
than others of their type, I visited 13 of them and asked teachers,
principals, and parents why they thought their school seemed to
have a better learning environment than other schools with similar
socio-economic characteristics.
Although much more work needs to be done to identify
Ontario’s successful and not-so-successful elementary schools and
the reasons for their relative performance, I hope this book makes
an important, if small, start on that project. If we can identify
schools where good practices are making a difference, we can, in
turn, identify those good practices. Just as important, we may be
able to convince educators and parents that it is even possible to
identify a good practice. I hope people who know a great deal more
about elementary education than I do will follow in my footsteps
and visit good schools to see how it is done.

A Summary of the Findings
In this section, I present a summary of my findings in a questionand-answer format that avoids some of the more technical details
and, I hope, allows the reader to absorb the main conclusions of the
study easily.
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Question 1: Is it true that school assessment results from 1997 to 2001
show an improvement over time in the learning outcomes of elementary
school students in Ontario?
It will frustrate readers to discover that this important question
cannot be answered directly using the data in this project. The reason is that the aggregate level of achievement on any test depends
on students’ ability in a given year to master the material, the consistency of the test instrument over time, and the grading of the test
material. A higher score could be the result of better learning by
students, an easier test, or more relaxed grading of the same test.
The available data simply cannot distinguish among these three
possibilities.
Question 2: That is frustrating! Can nothing be said about whether
Ontario students have actually improved over the four years of tests?
I can state only that, if the tests were designed correctly, were
equally difficult in all years, and were graded consistently, then
student achievement levels increased considerably between the
1998–99 and 2001–02 assessments. The goal of the current Liberal
government of Ontario is for 75 percent of students to be able to
meet the provincial standard by the 2007–08 academic year, but
such a lofty goal is meaningful only if the tests remain equally difficult and are graded consistently over that time. It will be difficult
to assess if either condition holds.
Question 3: That is hardly the most helpful answer! Doesn't any of the
statistical evidence I am about to read tell me whether the assessment
process was designed correctly and has been consistent over time?
Unfortunately, the study contains no direct evidence with which to
answer this question, only shreds of indirect evidence. In my view,
that indirect evidence broadly supports the conclusion that the
tests were designed correctly. The fact that achievement results
have risen slowly over time — as would be expected in a large and
complex organization trying to effect improvement — is indirect
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evidence that the observed increase in results may actually reflect
better performance by students.
There is also evidence that the rate at which students are, for
one reason or another, exempted from the assessment process is
fairly consistent from one school board to another, which suggests,
though weakly, that the assessments are administered consistently.
The Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO), the
independent, arm’s-length agency of the Ontario government that
administers the tests, apparently puts a great deal of effort into
designing and pre-testing the assessments, then grading them consistently over time. In the end, however, it is up to education
researchers, not an economist, to determine if EQAO is succeeding
in that task.
Question 4: Do the answers to questions 1, 2, and 3 mean that the assessment process is useless?
Absolutely not! The assessment process is not useless. Students and
classroom teachers get results for individuals, classes, and schools,
which identify the strengths and weaknesses of individual students
and schools at a detailed level. This information can clearly be put
to good use. At the school level, the aggregate results can be used
to compare outcomes across schools in a fair way, as this book explores.
Question 5: When I compare the achievement results of different schools
in my community, I notice that the best results are obtained by schools
whose students come from households where the parents are more affluent
and better educated than average. Is it possible to measure the family
background of students at elementary schools so that we can make a fairer
comparison?
The answer to this question is a resounding yes! In academic years
1999–00, 2000–01, and 2001–02, the Ontario Ministry of Education
collected the postal codes of all students in the province’s elementary schools. By linking the location of students’ homes through their
postal code to very small geographic units of the census, one can,
at little cost, draw a complete and accurate picture of the family
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backgrounds of students at any elementary school in Ontario.
Chapter 3 explains this process in detail.
Question 6: I have read that good assessment results occur only in schools
whose students come from affluent, well-educated families. Is that true?
No, this is not true. There is certainly a strong relationship between
a variety of social and economic variables that describe the school
community and school achievement levels. But, and this is the
most important finding of the study, some schools with less affluent
and less well educated parents have high achievement results, and some
schools with affluent, well-educated parents have results that are not especially good given their school community. This finding has important
policy implications. Since family background evidently is not the
only determinant of school achievement, we need to discover why
schools with similar socio-economic characteristics perform differently on the tests year after year.
Question 7: What socio-economic factors play a role in predicting which
schools will have high achievement levels?
Higher income levels and better-educated parents certainly raise
achievement levels, but other variables — including language,
unemployment, mobility, housing status, immigration, aboriginal
status, and lone parenthood — matter as well.
Question 8: Can schools be ranked according to outcomes in a fair way?
Yes. As I show in Chapter 6, it is possible to create a score that identifies whether schools with similar socio-economic characteristics
are performing better or worse than other schools where assessment results should be similar.
Question 9: What should I do when I discover a “good” school?
My basic answer is that you should visit the school and try to find
out how it differs from similar schools. What does that school do
that allows its students learn more? As a small step toward answer-
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ing that question, I undertook short visits to 13 schools (in six
school districts) that substantially outperform equivalent schools
(see Chapter 7).
Question 10: What did you learn about “good” schools?
That is a difficult question to answer simply, and I refer the reader
to Chapter 7 for details. However, the single most important lesson
I learned was that, in a successful school, teachers in the primary
division (kindergarten to Grade 3) work together as a team to
approach the Grade 3 test. Teachers in the junior division (Grades
4 to 6) also work together as a team to approach the Grade 6 test,
but to a lesser extent. I also learned that longer visits to such
schools are certainly warranted.
Question 11: Is the EQAO assessment process good for Ontario schools?
The answer to this question has to be formed from a subjective
assessment of both the evidence and the benefits and costs of the
EQAO process. Although the monetary costs associated with the
process are relatively small, the indirect costs are much higher.
There is a wide range of benefits from the process, but these are difficult or impossible to quantify. My personal conclusion, which
I explain in Chapter 8, is that the benefits outweigh the costs, and I
would choose to continue with the assessment process.
Question 12: Could the EQAO assessment process be improved?
Yes. Chapter 8 contains my recommendations for improvement,
but the three most important are as follows. First, since the tests
cover accumulated knowledge from three (or more) years of material, they should be renamed the “Primary Assessment” and the
“Junior Assessment.” Students’ results are the primary responsibility, not of the Grade 3 or Grade 6 teacher, but of the school’s divisions and of the school as a whole. Renaming the tests would make
it clear that they are a school project, not a grade project, and would
change the dynamic around the assessment process in a useful
way. Successful schools, in my view, have already made this change.
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Second, the test data should be presented to the public in a
more meaningful way that takes into account the nature of the
assessment process. For example, there is no point in discussing
results where the key variable is not the percentage of all students
at a school that achieved a satisfactory level. EQAO’s “Method 2”
measures the percentage of students that actually wrote the test
and that succeeded. Since a school could claim better results simply by exempting from the test more students who would not
achieve a good score, Method 2 results are not useful. Moreover,
the results could be presented in a way that de-emphasizes
changes from year to year and instead emphasizes multiyear
results at a school. It would also be very useful to have results that
adjust for the socio-economic characteristics of the school community. Indeed, that is the exercise I undertake in this book.
Third, the assessment should take place as late as possible in
the school year, as participants in the process clearly prefer.

A Guide to the Rest of the Study
In the remainder of this study, I explain how a long and careful
look at the assessment data leads to the answers I gave above.
Chapter 2 provides the background of the elementary school
assessment process, including some history, reactions to assessments,
and estimates of their monetary cost. Chapter 3 describes in detail
the process used to create a socio-economic description of each elementary school. Then, Chapter 4 presents estimates of the association between a school community’s socio-economic variables and
the school’s level of achievement on the assessments.
In Chapter 5, I offer a brief discussion of the reasons students
are exempted from the assessment process, which provides indirect
evidence of the consistency with which that process is applied
across Ontario’s elementary schools.
Chapter 6 further explains how I created relative rankings for
equivalent schools. Suppose the students of two different schools
come from communities where the mix of socio-economic factors
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leads one to expect the two schools to have similar assessment
scores. If their scores differ over a number of years — if one school
regularly outperforms the other — then it is possible to devise relative rankings for the two schools. I rank the schools in one school
board using this relative system and compare my results with the
ranking the Fraser Institute has devised for the same schools. I show
that any ranking — such as the Fraser Institute’s — that depends
mostly on the absolute level of assessment results and fails to take
into account variations in the schools’ socio-economic context is,
in large part, a ranking of the schools’ socio-economic status, and
thus is of limited use.
In Chapter 7, I report on the visits I made to 13 “good” schools
in 6 school boards — schools that perform relatively better, in terms
of their absolute assessment results, than similar schools in the
province. I visited schools that were expected to perform well and
that did even better than expected, as well as schools that were not
expected to do well but that exceeded expectations. I spoke to principals, teachers, and parents at these outstanding schools and simply report what they told me.
Finally, in Chapter 8, I offer my own opinions and conclusions
about Ontario’s assessment process for elementary schools, and I
close with a set of recommendations that I believe would improve
the process. These recommendations are directed mainly to EQAO
and to the local schools, since I am much less confident of my ability to make recommendations at the school board level. Instead, I
pose a number of questions for school boards that arose from my
research and my visits to schools.
This book has a variety of audiences in mind. Some readers
may be interested in the use of postal codes and census data in
Chapter 3. Others may want to know a lot about the statistical
properties of assessment data I analyze in Chapter 4. Some may
care only about exemptions, discussed in Chapter 5, while others
will want to go immediately to the school-ranking process in
Chapter 6. Still others may want to read only about the visits to
“good” schools, described in Chapter 7. And some may be interested
only in my conclusions from this research, found in Chapter 8.
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I hope these various audiences can find the material that is of most
interest to them; the summaries that appear at the end of Chapters 2
through 7 should aid their search.
Finally, for readers who wish to examine my data in detail, the
database and individual school data are available from the C.D. Howe
Institute’s web site at: www.cdhowe.org.

8

Conclusions

In writing the last chapter of this book, I had two goals in mind.
One was to present the traditional summary usually found at the
end of a piece of academic writing. This is appropriate since the
book is, first, an academic and statistical study of the results of the
standardized assessments conducted by the Education Quality and
Accountability Office (EQAO) in Ontario elementary schools. Thus,
I outline the various statistical results I generated that extend the
interpretation of school-level assessment results, and I summarize
what principals, teachers, and parents at a number of “good” schools
— those that perform better than schools with similar socioeconomic characteristics — told me about how their schools function.
My second goal, however, was less traditional, at least in my
experience of writing as an economist: I was determined to offer
my own conclusions from the research, even if it meant exposing my
own biases. Thus, although I believe my conclusions follow from the
results of the statistical research and from what I heard during my
school visits, they cannot all be “proved” to be correct. I offer my own
evaluation of the elementary school assessment process operated
by EQAO, and I recommend changes where I see room for improvement. I make no claim to be an expert in how an elementary school
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or school board works, and I write as an outsider to much of the
elementary education process. I leave it to the reader to judge the
usefulness and appropriateness of this perspective.

Lessons from the Statistical Analysis
Four clear lessons can be drawn from the statistical analysis of schoollevel EQAO results.
First, average test results change from year to year. It is impossible,
however, to determine whether an increase in the average across a
large sample of schools is the result of an easier test, easier grading
of the same test, or a general improvement in students’ ability to
complete the test. This does not mean that the assessment process
is useless. If one assumes that the tests are roughly equal in difficulty and graded in a similar way from year to year, increased
scores would be the result of improvements in students’ ability;
there is no direct evidence for or against the validity of this assumption. But even if one is unwilling to make such an assumption, the
data can still be interpreted in a meaningful way.
Second, it is possible to construct a relative ranking of schools. A
school’s test results can be adjusted to take into account the socioeconomic characteristics of the community from which the school
draws its students, as well as the year-to-year variability in the test
results. Such a relative ranking compares schools with similar composite characteristics to see if some schools have systematically better results than others over a period of years — in other words, to
identify “good” schools.
Third, the role of context — the socio-economic characteristics of the
parents who send children to an elementary school — is important, but it
is not the only determining factor in a school’s success. Postal codes and
census data can be used to generate a multidimensional measure of
context, and the list of variables that are important in a statistical
sense is quite large. Yet such context variables explain perhaps 40 to
50 percent of the variation in results across schools when a fouryear average of results is studied. Even allowing for the possible
importance of variables omitted from this analysis, it seems certain
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that a school’s test results depend very much on what happens at
the school.
Fourth, it is much more meaningful to average a school’s test results
over a number of years than to look at changes from year to year. The
results may vary substantially from year to year simply because the
number of students in a class or in a grade is quite small, and better or worse scores by a handful of students can have a significant
statistical effect. Averaging cancels out such effects.
In addition to these four major conclusions from the statistical
analysis, one can draw two somewhat less important lessons. First,
since the relative importance of context variables — particularly
the relationship between test results and parents’ level of education
— differs between Grade 3 and Grade 6, it is important to study
results from the two grades separately. Second, the rate at which
students are exempted from tests varies sufficiently — from one
board to another, from one school to another, and from one academic year to another — to cast serious doubt on the usefulness of
any methodology, such as EQAO’s Method 2, that does not take
exemptions into account. Student performance should be measured
using the percentage of all students, not just that of students who
took the test.

What I Heard at Visits to “Good” Schools
As a follow-up to my statistical analysis of assessment results, I
visited 13 “good” schools — schools whose results over a four-year
period were usually better than 90 percent of schools with similar
socio-economic community characteristics. On the basis of what I
heard during my interviews with principals, teachers, and parents,
“good” schools have the following characteristics.
•
•
•

At “good” schools, teachers work together as a team — of particular importance in the primary division, which includes Grade 3.
“Good” schools prepare their students thoroughly for the tests.
In the primary division, “good” schools make use of learning
resources such as mathematics manipulatives and levelled books.

212

•
•
•
•
•

Signposts of Success

“Good” schools make good use of volunteers.
“Good” schools with lower socio-economic characteristics rely
on the principal’s leadership on discipline and behaviour.
“Good” schools have strong extra-curricular programs.
“Good” schools communicate effectively with parents about
expectations, homework, and the role of parents.
“Good” schools generally do not sacrifice other important school
activities to concentrate on improving assessment scores,
although some teachers worry about reductions in activities
related to the arts, music, drama, social studies, and science.

My Views of the Effectiveness
of the Assessment Process
Is the EQAO assessment process “good” for Ontario’s elementary
school system? Such a straightforward policy question deserves an
equally straightforward answer, yet one is not easy to come by. As
an economist, my inclination is first to weigh the benefits and costs
of the assessment process.

Benefits of the EQAO Process
The benefits of the EQAO process seem quite clear. First, although
a great deal of emphasis has been placed on the reporting of overall results, the largest benefit is also the least visible: the process
fleshes out the curriculum expectations for students for the end of
the primary and junior divisions.1 Without assessments, it would be
more difficult for teachers to know what the expectations were for
students across the province. Over time, the EQAO process has
generated a reasonable clear standard of satisfactory or excellent
1

Several persons involved in this process suggested to me that the EQAO
assessments and the curriculum are not aligned, although this opinion was
not widely expressed at the schools I visited. The question clearly requires
further investigation. The only document I could find that addresses this issue
seems to suggest that the 1998 Grade 3 assessment reasonably matched the
1998 Grade 3 curriculum (see Ireland 1998).
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academic work, which schools can use to identify weaknesses in
students and in the coverage of their teaching and design responses
to those weaknesses.
A second benefit, which an economist’s mindset finds it easy to
see, is that the EQAO process provides an external check on the
organization. The buzzword is “accountability”: any organization
needs a mechanism to ensure that its goals are met. A business that
has no customers has not met its goals. A university that attracts
only weak students or whose faculty fail to obtain outside research
grants has not met its goals. A hospital or nursing home whose
patients die at a higher rate than expected has not met its goals —
indeed, such an institution would be the subject of an investigation.
One could argue that, before the EQAO assessment process began,
no such external, public checks on Ontario’s publicly funded elementary school system were in place. When facing a difficult or
“problem” student, teachers (and university faculty members) always
have some incentive to mark “too easy” — it is less trouble and less
confrontational, and the problem is simply passed on to the next
teacher. Now, if the assessment process reveals that the marking of
a particular teacher or school varies greatly from that of EQAO,
this is useful information for the teacher, the principal, the school
board, and the student’s parents.
A third benefit of the EQAO process is that, over time, it has
provided high-quality teaching material that teachers have put to
effective use, particularly in the mathematics curriculum, which is
much more demanding and challenging than it used to be.
A fourth benefit is that teachers who choose to spend part of the
summer as EQAO markers report this activity to be useful for their
professional development, for several reasons. They saw a very large
sample of student work, they saw how other teachers marked, and
they saw the curriculum in action in a very broad sense. For the
teachers involved, double-marking represents a significant learning
opportunity, as I can personally attest from my own teaching career.
A fifth benefit is that the assessment results allow the kind of
school-level evaluation of outcomes that I have undertaken in this
book and the discovery of factors contributing to schools’ success
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that are at variance with the assertions of some within the education community. In addition, my visits to “good” schools are an
example of what can be done after careful analysis of the data.
More visits and more research would clearly be helpful, particularly on why some schools perform very badly on assessments relative to similar schools.

Costs of the EQAO Process
The EQAO process also has costs, both monetary and nonmonetary.
As I noted in Chapter 2, the monetary costs of the EQAO process
are not zero, but neither are they large enough to represent a
“waste” of resources on testing that would be better spent on creating thousands of new teaching or educational assistant positions,
as some teachers and parents mistakenly assume. Abandoning EQAO
testing would save the average 300-student elementary school just
$7,500.2 Clearly, such an amount would not begin to approach the
cost of even a single staff position.
As for nonmonetary costs, one general class of costs relates to
poor analysis of the school-level data. If unnecessary actions follow
from a poor analysis of the data, they waste resources. Suppose, for
example, that, purely by chance, a school has a poor writing result
one year. If, in response, the school unnecessarily invests a great
deal of time and energy in improving its students’ writing, these
resources are wasted. Year-over-year results contain so much noise
that a rapid response to a fluctuation in an individual year is not
appropriate. Teachers know this about the EQAO data — either as
a mathematical property or intuitively — but it may be difficult to
explain this statistical fact to parents and to the public as a whole.
A second potential cost associated with misinterpreted data
involves parents’ responses to results. Unless school-level results
are presented in context, parents might be tempted to move in
order to place their children in a school that seems “good” on the
2

For the 2001–02 academic year, the EQAO budget was approximately $50 million for 2.1 million elementary and secondary school students, or about $25
per student.
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basis of absolute rankings, but that, in fact, performs poorly relative to schools with similar socio-economic characteristics. It is not
clear which school would actually produce a better result for their
child, but the money parents spent moving to find a “good” school
would be wasted.
Indeed, results taken out of context might mislead not just the
public but teachers as well. Some might be tempted to seek a transfer
to a school with absolutely high assessment results; others, at “good”
schools in communities with lower socio-economic characteristics,
might become frustrated by the inability of people to understand just
how uneven the playing field is and also seek to move. In either
case, resources spent on teacher placement and training are wasted.
The solution to problems associated with responses to the poor
analysis and presentation of EQAO assessment data is to analyze
the school-level data properly — a straightforward and not very
costly task — and to improve the presentation of the data and their
accompanying explanation.
Another potential nonmonetary cost of EQAO testing relates to
the distribution of curriculum effort. In other words, if the material
stressed in the EQAO assessment (literacy and numeracy) makes it
impossible to cover other equally important areas of the curriculum, as some teachers and parents fear, this must be considered a
cost of the EQAO process. Does the reduced time spent on art, music,
seasonal activities, science, and social studies represent a large cost?
The majority of teachers I interviewed did not think so. In any
event, it is my personal opinion that an elementary school should
be willing to emphasize literacy and numeracy, foundations without which nothing else is possible. I might even place this “cost” as
a benefit of the EQAO process.3
Some argue that the EQAO process imposes nonmonetary costs
in terms of stress on students. At the “good” schools I visited, however, this was simply not a majority view. Doing well on the assess3

The best mission statement I have ever seen, and one of the few that could
actually be connected to actions, is that of the Boston-Townsend School, in the
Grand Erie District School Board. “We learn to read, we read to learn” seems to
me to summarize concisely what should be the main goal of an elementary school.
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ment meant learning to approach it in a well-prepared manner that
made it a comfortable process. Again, one might even regard this
not as a cost but as a significant benefit. Grade 6 students, in particular, are old enough to benefit from such a preparation process
— after all, they are about to enter senior public school and high
school, where this type of test situation will be a standard part of
their lives for years. Perhaps a practice assessment in a low-stakes
setting is a good idea.
The assessments also impose stress on teaching staff, some of
which relates to how the data are analyzed and presented. At the
one school where teachers refused to answer my questionnaire,
substantial resentment remained, seven years after the fact, about
the imposition of the EQAO process on the elementary school system.
Although teachers at most schools had some legitimate complaints
about the process and useful suggestions for its improvement, my
perception is that most recognized its benefits.
I do wonder about the attitudes of teachers in schools I did not
visit. Remember that all the schools I visited did very well on the
tests and were committed to investing time and resources to prepare
for them. Do teachers in other schools also find the EQAO process
useful, or are those who angrily refused to respond to my queries
representative of a much larger group? In any event, it is my own
opinion that (to quote a popular television show) “resistance is
futile.” Some type of elementary school assessment is now the norm
in North America. It seems very unlikely that taxpayers will be
convinced to spend billions of dollars on education without some
type of accountability for quality. To remove the EQAO assessment
process without replacing it with another, similar process would be
perceived as returning to a system without accountability.

A Concluding Comment
After weighing the costs and benefits of the EQAO process, I conclude
that enough good things are coming out of the process to outweigh the bad things. I freely admit this is a subjective conclusion,
not a quantitative conclusion of the type more favoured in economic
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analysis. I view the monetary costs as relatively small compared
with the likely net benefits. And I heard enough sensible criticism
of the EQAO process as it now stands to be able to offer some suggestions for improvements that are both possible and practical.

Recommendations for
Improving the EQAO Process
The research I have presented in this book points to a variety of
ways in which the EQAO process could be improved. I realize that
my research, even though it draws on substantial statistical and
analytical experience, hardly places me in the same category as
someone who has spent a lifetime studying elementary schools. I
know that, in suggesting improvements, I risk criticism from participants in the elementary school system, who might with some justice point to my position as an “ivory tower university professor”
(see Box 8.1 for an attempt at a pre-emptive defence). Yet debate is
part of the policy process. Reasonable people can disagree about the
usefulness and feasibility of my suggestions, and if they encourage
further discussion that leads to even one improvement, the public
policy process will have been successful.
I present two sets of recommendations, one aimed at EQAO
itself, the other at principals, teachers, and parents of Ontario’s elementary school children.

Policy Suggestions for EQAO
My first and foremost recommendation for EQAO, following a
strong and clear message from teachers at every school I visited, is
to push back the date on which assessments are conducted during
the academic year — as teachers told me, “the later the better.” Doing
so would put less pressure on teachers to complete the curriculum
before the assessments are held.
Second, again following advice I received from teachers, simplify
and clarify the language used in the assessments — in one teacher’s
memorable phrase, “avoid wonky questions.”
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Box 8.1: Is There a Case for an EQAO for Universities?
The View from the Ivory Tower
Is it hypocritical for someone who sits in the proverbial university
ivory tower to make recommendations about improving the elementary school system while assuming all is well in his own sector of the
educational process? Universities, as with all institutions that I have
ever been involved with, do some things well and others poorly, and
change comes slowly and with difficulty.
Suppose Ontario decided to create an Educational Quality and
Accountability Office for Universities (EQAOU) — and one might as
well include colleges, too. Would such an entity be necessary? The
answer is both yes and no. I would argue that it would be less necessary for universities because they are already accountable to their various granting agencies for the quality and quantity of their research.
Universities also already issue some public information — albeit mostly
involuntarily in response to public pressure generated by the wellknown Maclean’s magazine survey, which is a private market solution
to university accountability issues. Moreover, universities compete for
students on the basis of both quality of service and price, both of which
are new accountability issues for the university sector. Had I been told
ten years ago that my university would be competing openly for students on such bases, I would not have believed it. And if such accountability mechanisms are effective, then the case for an EQAOU is weak.
As for the case in favour of an EQAOU, I would point out that universities are not very accountable for the quality of teaching they offer
undergraduates. Although universities compete for them, such students can obtain virtually no useful information on the quality of
undergraduate teaching as they select which institution to attend. An
EQAOU could thus be a tool for improving quality and accountability
in undergraduate teaching. As is the EQAO process with teachers, an
EQAOU likely would be unpopular with my professorial colleagues,
but even unpopular policies can improve public outcomes. For example,
the office could require universities to post teaching evaluations for
lecture courses, or that the evaluations be comparable or even identical across universities, as in the case of EQAO’s standardized assessment. Indeed, just such an evaluation of undergraduate teaching —
the Students Evaluation of Educational Quality — is already freely
available and well-respected worldwide. Clearly, there is room for
public policy improvement in this area, and an EQAOU might easily
accomplish that task.
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Third, rename the Grade 3 and Grade 6 assessments the “Primary
Assessment” and the “Junior Assessment.” On the face of it, this is
merely a cosmetic change, which would have the happy advantage
of being cheap, but it would also take some of the pressure off
Grade 3 and Grade 6 teachers by making it extremely clear that the
results of the assessment are owned by the entire staff at a school.
Fourth, change the way in which the school data are presented.
Here, I have three concrete suggestions:
•

•

•

Abandon presenting so-called Method 2 results; they are a distraction and they increase incentives for schools to manipulate the
process by which students are exempted from taking assessments.
In addition to presenting Method 1 results and exemption rates,
EQAO could present results by school in the form of three-year
averages, the current three years, and the previous three years,
and as deviations from the provincial average as well as in the
form of levels. Such a presentation would offer a much fairer
picture of improvements at a school over time and remove some
of the effects of year-to-year variations in the class.
Place the school’s socio-economic context variables — that is,
the school community’s characteristics — in the public domain.

Fifth, do a better job of explaining to the public, and even to
teachers, the value to the educational process of responses at the
school level to long-term, multi-year weaknesses in specific areas
of the curriculum as identified by the assessments. EQAO should
also stress the value for accountability in having an outside marker
for a small portion of a student's work.
Finally, work harder to clarify the actual monetary costs of
EQAO’s operation, since teachers and parents appear to believe
that those costs are much higher than they really are.

Policy Suggestions for
Principals, Teachers, and Parents
My suggestions for principals, teachers, and parents could be viewed
in two ways. First, they could be considered as the salient lessons
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I learned at “good” schools turned into policy ideas. Second, they
could be seen as questions that parents could ask about their particular school: is this activity or concept in place at the school, and
if not, why not?
I present the following suggestions approximately in their order
of importance.
First, schools should recognize the enormous value of having
teachers work as a team in both the primary and junior divisions.
Although this may be more difficult at a larger school where there
are double or even triple classes across grades, the needs of both
teachers and students are better met within such a framework.
Second, schools should ensure that teachers have the learning
resources they need. As noted previously, teachers at “good” schools
cited levelled books and mathematics manipulatives as particularly
helpful tools.
Third, schools should recognize the important role volunteers
can play. Moreover, it is not enough simply to have volunteers; volunteers must be trained and directed to useful tasks — primary
programs in reading, for example — in order to make a real contribution to assessment results. Volunteers need to feel their time is
used well and focused on the needs of students. Parent volunteers
probably should not be placed in the same classrooms as their children, otherwise they could be a distraction; moreover, such volunteers should be encouraged to think of themselves as helping the
school community as a whole, not just their own child.
Fourth, schools in communities with lower socio-economic
characteristics, where parent volunteer resources may be more limited,
should make greater use of volunteers from local high schools, colleges,
and universities and from among retired people in the community.
Fifth, parents on school councils should try to find a balance
between being “supportive” and being “demanding.” Ask the school
to explain specific weaknesses in assessment results that show up
over a number of years, but understand that a large fluctuation
from one year to the next is a common statistical feature of the data.
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Sixth, both parents and teachers should ensure that students
approach assessments as a low-key, calm activity and with confidence
that they have been well prepared.
Seventh, schools should communicate effectively with parents
on a regular basis.
Eighth, parents should not be obsessed with test results. “Good”
schools are those with balance and strong extracurricular activities
that require parental input and support. Teachers appreciate that
kind of support.
Finally, schools should give added importance to daily physical
education, despite the difficulty of scheduling such activity in the
school day. The benefits, at both the primary and junior levels, would
be worthwhile.

Questions for School Boards
In thinking of improvements arising from my research, I found that
decisionmakers at local school boards presented the most difficulty.
School boards face special problems. For example, management is
tightly constrained by collective agreements, meaning that school
boards are unlikely to be able to change the rules and allow principals more autonomy in their selection of staff as they attempt to
build effective teams. In addition, major financial decisions are often
taken (by government) that are beyond the direct influence of school
board decisionmakers.
For this group, then, I would be more confident phrasing my
ideas as questions than as suggestions, roughly in order of their
apparent practicality.
First, is the “normal” length of time a principal spends at
an elementary school appropriate? From my school visits, I sensed
strongly that, given the much slower turnover of teaching staff and
the time it takes to build effective teams of teachers, principals are
not given the opportunity to stay long enough to have much
impact. In addition, I learned from my meetings with a number of
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school councils that, although school boards believe, in theory, that
councils should play an active consultative role in the process of
selecting principals, most pay little more than lip-service to the
idea. If a proposed new principal had to offer an explicit statement
of his or her vision for the school and was given enough time to
implement that vision, would more schools develop effective teams
of primary and junior teachers?
Second, are boards spending enough money on professional
development? Teachers at the schools I visited appreciated highquality professional development, and felt it was money well spent.
Third, should school boards ensure that every school contains
at least one teacher — and preferably two, one for Grade 3 and one
for Grade 6 — with experience marking EQAO assessments? It was
clear from my school visits that such teachers served as a useful
resource for other teachers. How could a board implement such a
suggestion? Perhaps it could offer a monetary incentive to encourage
teachers with EQAO marking experience to transfer to schools with
no such people on staff. A monetary incentive might also encourage younger, lower-paid teachers to undertake EQAO marking
during the summer. Perhaps EQAO marking could be considered useful experience when boards offer new teachers permanent contracts.
Fourth, should there be a limit on the amount of time a teacher
stays at the same school? Although there are benefits to a school’s
having experienced teachers who have worked together for a long
time, those fortunate enough to find positions in schools serving
communities with high socio-economic characteristics are understandably reluctant to move to more difficult teaching positions in
schools in less desirable neighbourhoods. At the same time, the less
desirable schools have the least parental support and are usually
staffed with the least experienced teachers. To an outsider, this allocation of teaching experience and talent does not seem best for the
children in the system. Could some kind of mandatory movement
of teachers help spread experienced teachers around to a larger
variety of schools? Would this help principals build effective teams
of teachers?
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Fifth, how do boards allocate resources among schools in communities with very different socio-economic characteristics? Do more
resources find their way into weaker schools and if so, by what
process? Some boards I visited concentrated their early literacy efforts
in schools with higher needs, but have these extra resources made
a difference? It is my hope that the analysis in this book will help
school board decisionmakers determine the answer to that question.
I recognize, of course, that this type of policy recommendation walks
a knife edge. Schools in communities with higher socio-economic
characteristics need to be well equipped and well funded to remain
attractive to affluent parents; if sufficiently large resources are diverted from such schools to poorer schools, affluent parents might be
more likely to consider private alternatives for their children, with
consequent loss of significant and important political support by
the publicly financed system. The balance point would be hard to
find. One could, for example, fund all schools equally, in the sense
of providing the same number of dollars per student or maintaining similar ratios of students to teachers. It is reasonably clear,
however, that such a “fair” approach would not generate “equality
of opportunity” for students whose relative lack of home resources
puts them at a disadvantage compared with children from more
affluent homes. One of this study’s findings is that context variables
do make a difference to students’ results on standardized assessments — all students are not equally good at reading, writing, and
mathematics, regardless of their socio-economic backgrounds. It
seems to me that students from less advantaged backgrounds might
benefit greatly from the transfer of some resources from “rich”
schools to “poor” schools within a board — in the form of, for
example, smaller classes or more Educational Assistant resources in
weaker schools. A large “rich” school with minimal discipline problems might not need a vice-principal, but a smaller, “poor” school
might require one desperately. In short, although such strategies
may already be in place in some schools, boards need to think more
about how to allocate their resources more effectively, and take
appropriate action.
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A Final Note
There is no doubt that the introduction of the EQAO assessment
process has had an enormous effect on Ontario’s elementary
schools. In this book, I have attempted to interpret in a variety of
ways the vast amount of data the assessment process has provided
from the 1998–99 through 2001–02 academic years. Using those
assessment results and substantial census information on the socioeconomic characteristics of school communities, I have described a
method of identifying schools that do better on the tests than other
schools in communities with similar characteristics. I visited a number these “good” schools, and I have summarized what principals,
teachers, and parents told me about how their schools operate.
Finally, I have suggested some possible areas of improvement and
ventured some questions that participants in the EQAO process
might wish to consider.
I hope administrators, teachers, parents, and, ultimately, students
find this contribution to be useful.

References
Chay, K.Y., P.J. McEwan, and M. Urquiola. 2003. “The Central Role of Noise in
Evaluation Interventions that Use Test Scores to Rank Schools.” NBER Working Paper 10118. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research.
Clofelter, C.T., and H.F. Ladd. 1996. “Recognizing and Rewarding Success in Public Schools.” In Holding Public Schools Accountable: Performance Based Reform in
Education, edited by H.F. Ladd. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution.
COMPAS Inc. 2003. “The State of the Teaching Profession in Ontario, 2003: A
Report to the Ontario College of Teachers Based on a Survey of Teachers.” Toronto. September .
Cowley, Peter, and Stephen T. Easton. 2003. Report Card on Ontario’s Elementary
Schools, 2003 ed. Vancouver: Fraser Institute.
———. 2004. Report Card on Ontario’s Elementary Schools, 2004 ed. Vancouver: Fraser
Institute.
Deaton, Angus. 1997. The Analysis of Household Surveys: A Microeconometric
Approach to Development Policy. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.
Dickson, Jennifer. 2001. “The Interpretation of Elementary School Standardized
Tests in Ontario: Evidence from the Regional Municipality of Waterloo.”
Master of Arts research paper, Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo, Ont.
EQAO (Education Quality and Accountability Office). 1997. Ontario Provincial
Report on Achievement, 1996–1997, English-Language Schools. Toronto: EQAO.
———. 1999. Highlights, Ontario Provincial Report on Achievement, 1998–1999, English-Language Schools. Toronto: EQAO.
———. 2002. Ontario Provincial Report on Achievement, 2001–2002, English-Language
Schools. Toronto: EQAO.
———. 2004. ”Ensuring Quality Assessments.” Toronto: EQAO. September.
ETFO (Elementary Teachers' Federation of Ontario). 2001a. “Adjusting the Optics:
Assessment, Evaluation and Reporting, a Response from the Elementary
Teachers’ Federation of Ontario.” Toronto: ETFO.
———. 2001b. “Assessment and Accountability: Why Standardized Testing Is the
Wrong Answer.” Research report. Toronto: ETFO. May.
———. 2003. “Province-Wide Student Testing: Issue Update.” Toronto: ETFO.
Hanushek, E.A. 2002. “Publicly Provided Education.” In Handbook of Public Economics, edited by A.J. Auerbach and M. Feldstein. Amsterdam: Elsevier.
———. 2004. “What If There Are No ‘Best Practices’?” Scottish Journal of Political
Economy 51 (2): 156–72.

226

Signposts of Success

Harris, Richard, and Michael Mercier. 2000. “A Test for Geographers: The Geography of Education Achievement in Toronto and Hamilton, 1997.” Canadian
Geographer 44 (3): 210–27.
Ireland, David S. 1998. Analysis of the Tasks Used in the Grade 3 Provincial Assessment
of Mathematics and Language Arts 1998. Toronto: Ontario English Catholic
Teachers’ Association.
Kane, T.J., and D.O. Staiger. 2001. “Improving School Accountability Measures.”
NBER Working Paper 8156. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic
Research.
Ladd, Helen F., and Randall P. Walsh. 2002. “Implementing Value-Added Measures
of School Effectiveness: Getting the Incentives Right.” Economics of Education
Review 21 (1): 1–17.
National Center for Policy Analysis. 2003. Report Card on Texas Schools. Dallas: NCPA.
OECTA (Ontario English Catholic Teachers’ Association). 2002. “Weighing In: A
Discussion Paper on Provincial Assessment Policy.” Toronto: OECTA. March.
Provincial Auditor of Ontario. 2003. Annual Report of the Provincial Auditor of
Ontario, 2003. Toronto.
Rockoff, Jonah E. 2004. “The Impact of Individual Teachers on Student Achievement: Evidence from Panel Data.” American Economic Review 94 (Papers and
Proceedings, 2).
Rowe, Kenneth J. 1999. “Assessment, Performance Indicators, ‘League Tables’,
‘Value-Added’ Measures and School Effectiveness? Consider the Issues and ‘Let’s
Get Real’!” Melbourne: University of Melbourne, Centre for Applied Education
Research; available from web site: www.aare.edu.au/99pap/row99656.htm.
Sanders, W. L., and Horn, S. 1994. “The Tennessee Value-Added Assessment System (TVAAS): Mixed-Model Methodology in Educational Assessment.” Journal of Personnel Evaluation in Education 8: 299–311.
Statistics Canada. 1996. 1996 Census Handbook Reference, cat. no. 92-352-XPE.
Ottawa.
———. 2001. 2001 Census Handbook, cat. no. 92-379-XIE. Ottawa.
Thomas, Sally. 1998. “Value-Added Measures of School Effectiveness in the United
Kingdom.” Prospects 28 (1): 91–108.
Tremblay, Stéphane, Nancy Ross, and Jean Marie Berthelot. 2001. “Factors Affecting Grade 3 Student Performance in Ontario: A Multilevel Analysis.” Education Quarterly Review 7 (4): 25–37.
———. 2002. “Ontario Grade 3 Student Achievement.” Canadian Social Trends
(summer): 15–19.

References

227

Webster, W.J., and R.L. Mendro. 1997. “The Dallas Value-Added Accountability
System.” In Grading Teachers, Grading Schools: Is Student Achievement a Valid
Evaluation Measure?, edited by J. Millman. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.
Wilson, Deborah. 2004. “Which Ranking? The Impact of Value-Added Measures
of Secondary School Performance.” Public Money and Management 24 (1): 37–45.

About the Author

David Johnson is Professor of Economics at the School of Business
and Economics at Wilfrid Laurier University. He was educated in
the Ontario public school system in Hamilton and London, then at
the University of Toronto, the University of Western Ontario, and
Harvard University.
To be upfront on one issue, both Johnson children attended public
schools in the Waterloo Region District School Board and, for a year,
taxpayer-supported schools in the Cambridgeshire (England) Local
Education Authority to the end of Grade 6. After Grade 6, both children attended Rockway Mennonite Collegiate in Kitchener, a school
operated by the Mennonite Conference of Eastern Canada without
direct taxpayer support. The decision by the Johnson children and
their parents to support Rockway Mennonite Collegiate was not a
reflection of the quality of education offered at the Waterloo Region
District School Board. Rather, their decision reflected the approach
Rockway is able to take to meet the whole needs of a student —
spiritual, physical, and intellectual — in the context of the Mennonite
church community.
Most of Dr. Johnson’s previous research is in the areas of
macroeconomics, monetary economics, and international finance.
However, he became interested in the processing and interpretation
of elementary school assessment data. After identifying schools
that outperform similar schools, it became impossible for him to
resist the desire to visit these schools to find out more about them.
Research in economics, Dr. Johnson says, is about asking questions that can contribute to the public policy debate and to better
outcomes.

Members of the
C.D. Howe Institute*
Corporate, Association,
Foundation, and University Members
Accenture Inc.
Acklands-Grainger Inc.
Advocis
AGF Management Limited
Alcan Inc.
Allstream Inc.
The American Chamber of Commerce
in Canada
AON Consulting
ARC Financial Corporation
ARC Resources Ltd.
Association of Canadian Pension
Management
Association of International Automobile
Manufacturers of Canada
ATB Financial
Bank of Nova Scotia
Barrick Gold Corporation
BCE Inc.
Belkorp Industries Inc.
Bell Canada
Bennett Jones
The Birks Family Foundation
BMO Financial Group
Boardwalk Equities Inc.
Bombardier Inc.
Borden Ladner Gervais LLP
BP Canada Energy Company
Brascan Corporation
*

British Columbia Hydro and Power
Authority
British Columbia Securities
Commission
Brookfield Properties Corp.
Bruce Power L.P.
Burgundy Asset Management
Burlington Resources Canada Ltd.
Burnco Rock Products
Business Council of British Columbia
Business Development Bank of Canada
Cadillac Fairview Corp. Ltd.
CAE Inc.
Cameco Corporation
Campbell Strategies
Canada Deposit Insurance Corporation
Canada Overseas Investments Limited
Canada Post Corporation
Canadian Association of Petroleum
Producers
Canadian Association of Recycling
Industries
Canadian Bankers Association
Canadian Chamber of Commerce
Canadian Chemical Producers’
Association
Canadian Energy Pipeline Association
Canadian Federation of Independent
Business

The views expressed in this publication are those of the author, and do not necessarily represent the opinions of the Institute’s Board of Directors or members.

228

Members of the C.D. Howe Institute

Canadian Finance & Leasing
Association
Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce
The Canadian Institute of Chartered
Accountants
Canadian Life and Health Insurance
Association Inc.
Canadian Manufacturers & Exporters
Canadian Oil sands Limited
Canadian Pacific Railway
Canadian Tax Foundation
Canadian Tire Corporation, Limited
Canadian Western Bank
Canam Group Inc.
Candor Investments Ltd.
CanWest Global Communications Corp.
Cargill Limited
Carleton University
CHC Helicopter Corporation
Clairvest Group Inc.
CMA Holdings Inc.
CN
Cogeco Cable Inc.
CompCorp
Concordia University
Credit Union Central of British
Columbia
Deloitte & Touche LLP
Desjardins Ducharme Stein Monast,
General Partnership
Deutsche Bank AG, Canada Branch
Dofasco Inc.
Domtar Inc.
Donner Canadian Foundation
Duke Energy Gas Transmission Canada
Economap Inc.
Economic Development Edmonton
Edco Financial Holdings Ltd.
E.I. du Pont Canada Inc.
E-L Financial Corporation Limited
Elk Valley Coal Corp.
Emera Inc.

Enbridge
EnCana Corporation
Energy Council of Canada
Ensign Resource Service Group Inc.
Ensis Growth Fund Inc.
EPCOR
Ernst & Young LLP
Export Development Canada
Fairmont Hotels and Resorts
Falconbridge Limited
Fednav Limited
Fidelity Investments
Finning International Inc.
Ford Motor Company of Canada,
Limited
Forest Products Association of Canada
Four Halls Inc.
Four Seasons Hotels Limited
Fraser Milner Casgrain LLP
Fraser Papers Inc.
Gaz Métro
General Electric Canada Inc.
George Weston Limited
Gibson Energy Ltd.
Gluskin Sheff + Associates Inc.
Goal Group of Companies
Goldberg Group
Goodmans LLP
Greater Toronto Airports Authority
The Great-West Life Assurance
Company, London Life Insurance
Company and Canada Life
The Harold Crabtree Foundation
Harvard Developments Inc., A Hill
Company
HET Corporation
Hill & Knowlton
Historica Foundation
Hollinger Inc.
Honeywell Canada
HSBC Bank Canada
HSD Partners Inc.

Members of the C.D. Howe Institute
Hydro-Québec Production
IBM Canada Ltd.
Imperial Oil Limited
Imperial Tobacco Canada Limited
Inco Limited
Industrial Alliance Life Insurance
Company
The Institute for Competitiveness and
Prosperity
Insurance Bureau of Canada
Investment Dealers Association of
Canada
The Investment Funds Institute of
Canada
Investors Group
IPSCO Inc.
J.D. Irving Limited
J.P. Morgan Securities Canada Inc.
Jackman Foundation
Jarislowsky, Fraser Limited
John Dobson Foundation
KPMG LLP
La Jolla Resources International Ltd.
Laval University
Lehigh Inland Cement Limited
Lockerbie & Hole Inc.
Lombard Canada Ltd.
Maclab Enterprises
Magellan Aerospace Limited
Manulife Financial
Marsh Canada Limited
Masonite International Corporation
Max Bell Foundation
McCarthy Tétrault LLP
McGill University
McMaster University
McMillan Binch LLP
Mega Bloks Inc.
Mercer Human Resource Consulting
Limited
Merrill Lynch Canada Inc.
Monarch Construction Limited

229

Monitor Group
Moosehead Breweries Limited
Morneau Sobeco
Mount Saint Vincent University
N M Rothschild & Sons Canada Limited
National Bank of Canada
National Hockey League Players’
Association
National Leasing
New Brunswick Power Corporation
Nexen Inc.
Noranda Inc.
Norbord Inc.
NorskeCanada
Northam Realty Advisors Limited
NOVA Chemicals Corporation
Onex Corporation
Ontario Energy Board
Ontario Hospital Association
Ontario Medical Association
Ontario Municipal Employees
Retirement System (OMERS)
Ontario Power Generation Inc.
Ontario Teachers’ Pension Plan
Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt LLP
Penn West Petroleum Ltd.
Petro-Canada
Pfizer Canada Inc.
Phillips, Hager & North Investment
Management Ltd.
Pirie Foundation
Power Corporation of Canada
Pratt & Whitney Canada
PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP
Procter & Gamble Inc.
Property and Casualty Insurance
Compensation Corporation
Provident Energy Ltd.
Queen’s University
The Railway Association of Canada
RBC Capital Markets
RBC Financial Group

230

Members of the C.D. Howe Institute

Régie des rentes du Québec
Rogers Communications Inc.
Ryerson University
Samuel Son and Co. Limited
Saskatchewan Wheat Pool
Saskatoon & District Chamber of
Commerce
Sceptre Investment Counsel
SGI
Shell Canada Limited
Sherritt International Corporation
Simon Fraser University
SNC Lavalin Group Inc.
Sun Life Financial Inc.
Suncor Energy Inc.
Syncrude Canada Limited
Tax Executive Institute
TD Bank Financial Group
Teck Cominco Limited
Tembec Inc.
The Thomson Corporation
The Toronto Board of Trade
Torstar Corporation

Torys LLP
TransAlta Corporation
TransCanada Corporation
Transcontinental Inc.
UBS Global Asset Management
(Canada) Co.
Université de Montréal
Université de Sherbrooke
University College of the Fraser Valley
University of Alberta
University of British Columbia
The University of Calgary
The University of Lethbridge
University of Manitoba
University of Ottawa
University of Regina
University of Saskatchewan
University of Toronto
University of Waterloo
The University of Western Ontario
Via Rail Canada Inc.
Watson Wyatt Worldwide
Weston Forest Corporation

Individual Members
Keith P. Ambachtsheer
E. James Arnett, Q. C., of Counsel
Harry G. Baumann
David E. Bond
R.A.N. Bonnycastle
Jack Brodsky
Pierre Brunet
Robert Buttke
Robert C. Caldwell
Ken Chapman
Ben Cherniavsky
Kenneth Christoffel
Jack Cockwell
Marshall A. Cohen
E. Kendall Cork

Marcel Côté
Glen Cronkwright
Paul R. Curley
Thomas P. d’Aquino
Catherine A. Delaney
Steven Devries
Wendy Dobson
John F. Eckert
William F. Empey
Morrey M. Ewing
John T. Ferguson
Aaron Fish
Jim D. Fleck
Julia Foster
Robert Foster

Members of the C.D. Howe Institute
Christine Girvan
Peter Goring
John A.G. Grant
James K. Gray
Roger Guillemette
John Haag
Geoffrey Hale
Victor Harding
H. Clifford Hatch
G.R. Heffernan
Lawrence Herman
William L. Holt
H. Douglas Hunter
Lou Hyndman, Q.C.
Joseph Kruger II
W. Edwin Jarmain
Robert Johnstone
B. Lynn Jones
John A. Kazanjian
James T. Kiernan
Frank F. Kolb
R. John Lawrence
Jacques A. Lefebvre
David A. Leslie, FCA
David Lindsay
Anna Loncar
J.W. (Wes) MacAleer
William A. Macdonald, Q.C.
James P. McIlroy
Robert M. MacIntosh
Frank McKenna
John D. McNeil
Georg Marais

Bruce E. Mintz
William Molson
Russell J. Morrison
F.W. Orde Morton
John P. Mulvihill
Edward P. Neufeld
William Orovan
James S. Palmer, C.M., ADE, Q.C.
Andy Perry
Donald S. Reimer
Barrie D. Rose
J. Nicholas Ross, C.A.
Guylaine Saucier
Hugh D. Segal
Lindsay K. Shaddy
Gordon Sharwood
Philip Spencer, Q.C.
Wayne Steadman
Morley Stock
Harry Swain
Christopher Sweeney
Thomas H.B. Symons
Frederick H. Telmer
Jack H. Warren
David J.S. Winfield
Alfred G. Wirth
Adam H. Zimmerman

Honorary Members
John Crispo
Grant L. Reuber

231

Signposts to Success
In the 1996-97 academic year, Ontario introduced standardized testing in
reading writing, and mathematics for all elementary school students in the province,
at first for those in Grade 3 and later extended to those in Grade 6 as well.
Considerable controversy surrounds these tests, particularly when the results are used to
create report cards on each school's effectiveness. Many critics argue that school rankings
are based, not on the school's relative success in teaching students,
but on the socio-economic characteristics of the community from which
the school draws its students, thus unfairly giving lower rankings
to schools in poorer neighbourhoods.
Are school report cards, in fact, useful? Are schools that contain students
with higher average test results actually better schools? If better student test results
are not an appropriate measure of a school's success, what is?
Is the provincewide elementary assessment program itself useful?
In this trailblazing book, David Johnson shows that socio-economic factors
do not explain all the differences in school rankings on test scores - that principals'
managerial talents, the quality of teaching, and the resources available to the school
also affect students' achievement scores. This is good news for educators,
because it means they can make a difference in the classroom.

David Johnson is Professor of Economics at the School of Business and
Economics, Wilfrid Laurier University. Most of Dr. Johnson's research has been
in the areas of macroeconomics, monetary economics, and international finance,
but he became interested in the processing and interpretation of elementary school
assessment data. After identifying schools that outperform similar schools, it became
impossible for him to resist the desire to visit them to find out what made them better.
Research in economics, Dr. Johnson says, is about asking questions that can
contribute to the public policy debate and to better outcomes.
ISSN 0832-7912
ISBN 0-88806-649-X
$21.95

ISBN 0-88806-649-X

Signposts to Success

