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SCHOOLS / Ther e’s no way a national tes t ca n be fai r to all studen t s, or eve n useful. What cou nts is

studen t ability, not the sch ool, and hig h test scores wou ld dep end on the affluence and famil y sta bility

of the nearby commu nit ies

Why nation a l tests won’t improve edu cation
BY GERALDINE GILLISS

Ottawa

R
ECENT gov ernment and busin ess
repor ts expre ss con cer n abou t the
qu ali ty of Cana dian school s . They

propos e to improve edu cation by int rodu-
ci ng nation a l testing of students, repor ting
re sul ts by provi nce or school , and letting
fa m ili es send their chil dre n to the school s
with the hig hest test sco res.

This assumes that test res ult s can be use d
directly to assess the quali ty of school s and
teaching. Cana da’s teache rs oppos e thes e
mea s ure s , fo r thre e majo r re asons.

1) Un d er the Canadian Con stitution, pro -
vi nces hav e the powe r to deter min e what
sh a l l be tau ght to chil dre n. Local dist ricts
can in tur n adap t the cur riculu m to the
ne e ds of their students. Any nation a l test,
no matt e r how wel l desig ned, wil l in evitably
omit topics that some provi nces value highly,
and inclu de others that some do not empha -
si ze. Res ult s will the refore fav o ur the pro -
vi nce whos e curriculu m mos t cl osely res em-
bles the one implie d by the test que s tion s.

There is no nation a l cons ens us about a
curriculu m that must be tau ght to all stu-
dents. The refore, no nation a l test can be de-
sign ed that is fair to all.

2) Re search indicates that the mos t powe r-
ful influe n ce on test sco res is a student’s ca-
pacity to learn. That cap acity reflects not
only innat e ability, but als o the imp act of
pove rty, the edu cation a l leve l of parents,

la ng uag e first learned, ment al, phy sical and
em otion a l health , and racia l discrimination.
Anyone who expects students who are dis -
advant age d, impov erish ed, unde rnour ish ed,
neglected or sev erely dis able d to sco re at the
same lev el as students who are afflue n t,
healthy, wel l care d fo r or able is doome d to
disappoi ntment.

Te s t re sul ts, to be useful, must inclu de
en oug h backg rou nd infor mation to identify
the groups of students who mos t ne e d help.

Bu t current pla ns by Cana da’s Cou nci l of
Mi nis ters of Edu cation to con duct nation a l
tests do not inclu de col lecting backg rou nd
data on the socia l and economic charact e ris -
ti cs of the students. It is the refore unlikely
that the res ult s will provi de any useful infor-
mation on ways to improve edu cation.

3) Te s t scores repor ted by school s will
not giv e pare n t s adequate infor mation abou t
thos e school s, sin ce the maj or facto r that
deter min es the sco res is the charact e ris ti cs
of the students att ending the school , not the
school its elf.

This can easi ly be ver ifie d by leavi ng the
st aff in place in the hig hest and lowe s t per-
fo rming school s, and by switching students.
Un less all the res earch of the past 50 years is
wrong, the test sco res wou ld mov e with the
students rat her than stay wit h the teache rs.

THOSE who want to find the school s
with the hig hest test sco res need not go to

the expense and troub le of nation a l testing.
They need only obtain census dat a on the
rela t ive afflue n ce and family stability of the
co mmu nit ies sur rou nding various school s .

Even if the hig hest-sco ring school cou ld
be fou nd, ent r anc e requ irements woul d soon
ne e d to be est ablis hed to preve n t ov er-
crowding. The selection wou ld inevitably
le ad to much gre ater seg regation of students
fr om advant age d and disa dvant age d back-
gr oun ds, and viola te the principles of dem o-
cr acy and equ ali ty of oppor tun ity that unde r-
li e Cana dian edu cation.

The dis advant age d woul d be fur the r harm -
ed if low-sco ring school s we re pun ishe d fo r
thei r "i nef fective nes s" by hav ing their fun d-
ing cut.

Thos e who advocat e nation a l testing and
school choic e sh oul d beco m e mo re fa m ili ar
with the obj ectiv es of edu cation and the re-
search on student achieve ment in this cou n-
tr y. They mig ht find that the princip al pur-
pose of the school s is to offer all students
equali ty of edu cation a l opportun ity. They
might learn that tests are imper fect and eas-
ily misin terpret e d. Cre dib le res earch on
ef fective school s co mpare s re sul ts only whe re
the charact e ris ti cs of the student popula t ion s
are the same.

Gera l din e Gi l lis s is direc tor of rese arch
and information ser vices wit h th e Canadi an
Te ach ers’ Federa tion.
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