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Abstract 
 

This study explored how teachers and school administrators connect large-scale 

assessment results with school improvement planning. Using a semi-structured format, 20 

teachers and 18 administrators were interviewed from two school districts in southern 

Ontario, Canada. The interview protocol contained a range of questions related to 

teaching and administrative experience, large-scale assessment knowledge, professional 

development, and instructional planning in response to large-scale assessment results. 

Analysis of the interviews followed a constant comparison method and suggested few 

educators, particularly at the secondary level, were able to use large-scale assessment 

results in a sophisticated fashion for data-driven decision-making. The implications of the 

findings are discussed in relation to professional development, capacity building, and 

instructional leadership.  
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Introduction 

The utilization of large-scale assessment results for accountability purposes is undeniable 

within Western educational jurisdictions. Countries such as the United States, England, 

Canada, Australia, and other European nations such as France and Germany have 

developed accountability systems that put a strong emphasis on improved test results 

(Black & Wiliam, 2005). In North America alone, every state and province administers 

external tests which serve as a broad benchmark of district and school effectiveness 

(Volante, 2008). Some have argued that external testing represents one of the few policy 

levers that can spur improvements in elementary and secondary schools (Anderson, 

MacDonald, & Sinnemann, 2004; Barber, 2004). Using widely reported performance 

data, administrators and teachers are compelled to improve their instructional planning to 

the benefit of students, schools, and society in general. Yet skepticism exists whether 

educators possess the requisite skills to use this information in meaningful ways. Some 

have suggested that large-scale assessment may do more harm than good if it is not 

carefully considered in relation to other forms of student information (Dennis & 

Hargreaves, 2006). This study attempts to understand how classroom teachers and school 

administrators utilized large-scale assessment results to inform their school improvement 

planning in two school districts in southern Ontario, Canada. As in most Western 

educational jurisdictions, these districts were situated within a policy context that places a 

strong emphasis on performance data for accountability purposes. 
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Large-Scale Assessment and School Improvement 

One of the most formidable challenges with the administration and interpretation of 

large-scale assessment results is how to use this information to spur improvements in 

schools. At the policy level, the results are meant to hold schools accountable by 

measuring the degree to which specific standards are meant. The latter is usually 

accomplished by noting the percentage of students that meet or exceed a specified state or 

provincial standard in reading, writing, and/or mathematics. These statistics, while 

helpful in providing a broad metric of student achievement, offer little to individual 

schools or teachers in terms of refining their practice. In order to improve pedagogy, 

educators must disaggregate the data for their student groups, and seek ways to address 

achievement concerns. If done properly, this type of analysis and corresponding 

intervention may help close the achievement gap for some of our most vulnerable student 

populations. Research overwhelmingly supports this relationship between prudent data 

use and school improvement (see Earl & Torrance, 2000; Heritage & Chen, 2005; 

Sutherland, 2004; Timperley, 2005; Wohlstetter, Datnow, & Park, 2008).  

An emerging body of literature is beginning to document the opportunities and 

challenges educators confront when trying to make sense of large-scale assessment 

results (Decker & Bolt, 2008; Ingram, Seashore Louis, & Schroeder, 2004; Marsh, Pane, 

& Hamilton, 2006). For the most part, this literature has tended to assert the importance 

of data-driven decision-making as a general characteristic of successful schools. 

However, we also know that more specific skills such as the capacity for data 

disaggregation,  understanding the degree to which large-scale results align with 

classroom assessments, and the use of appropriate intervention approaches are 
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fundamental skills for educators (Heritage & Yeagley, 2005; Lachat & Smith, 2005; 

Mertler, 2007; Ross & Gray, 2008). Essentially, educators must be reflective about their 

practice (Schon, 1987) and the various forms of data that can be used to refine their 

teaching (Earl & Katz, 2006; Hayes, & Robnolt, 2007).  

The present study attempted to gain a better understanding of the types of 

responses administrators and teachers make when confronted with large-scale assessment 

results for school improvement planning. Using a semi-structured format, 20 teachers and 

18 administrators were interviewed and asked a range of questions related to their 

teaching and administrative experience, large-scale assessment knowledge, professional 

development, and instructional planning in response to large-scale assessment results. 

The main intent of the study was to add to the growing literature on this topic but also 

identify potential gaps in educators’ use of data which could inform future professional 

development and capacity building efforts. The next section provides a brief summary of 

the context of the study before explaining the theoretical framework and methodology 

that guided the research. 

Context of Study 

Large-scale assessment in Ontario is conducted under the direction of the Education 

Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO). Students are tested once per year in grades 3 

and 6 in reading, writing and mathematics. High school students are tested in grade 9 

mathematics and complete the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OOSLT) in 

grade 10. Overall, these criterion-referenced assessments are meant to provide a broad 

metric of student achievement and used to spur improvements in schools, particularly 

those that are achieving below the provincial standard (level 3 on a 4 point scale). 
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Schools that consistently under-perform are given extra assistance from the Ministry of 

Education through the Ontario Focused Intervention Partnership (OFIP). OFIP funds are 

primarily used to deploy student achievement officers across the province and for 

districts to hire literacy and numeracy coaches and to provide job-embedded professional 

learning opportunities for their teachers. 

It is difficult to categorize these large-scale assessments as low- or high-stakes 

given the traditional parameters that are used in the literature. For example, only the 

OSSLT has important consequences for students since it serves as a graduation 

requirement. However, students who have failed or been excluded from writing this test 

are eligible to take the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Course to fulfill this 

requirement (Klinger, DeLuca, & Miller, 2008). Moreover, no administrator or teacher is 

rewarded with merit pay or officially sanctioned based on high or low test scores at any 

level within the system. Nevertheless, large-scale assessment data is highly salient in 

Ontario with the ranking of schools widely reported in the local media.  

School board improvement plans contain a strong emphasis on large-scale 

assessments as a gauge of educational quality in both elementary and secondary schools 

(Volante & Ben Jaafar, 2008). In their analysis of 62 Ontario school board improvement 

plans developed in 2003-2004, van Barneveld, Stienstra, and Stewart (2006) found that 

only 31% actually made reference to classroom data while all the districts considered 

EQAO scores of chief importance for guiding instructional and school planning. Ontario's 

favoritism of large-scale assessment data for driving school improvement appears, like 

many other jurisdictions in Canada, to be a deeply rooted practice.  
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Theoretical Framework 

Teachers and school administrators’ utilization of large-scale assessment data for 

planning purposes can take various forms. One way to examine this relationship is to 

determine the level of disaggregation of large-scale assessment data along with the 

inclusion of classroom assessment data for planning purposes. The importance of 

disaggregation of large-scale assessment results and the integration between large-scale 

and classroom-based assessments for school improvement planning are fundamental data 

literacy skills noted by the provincial assessment office (EQAO, 2005) and also by the 

broader literature (see Popham, 2005; Wilson, 2004). Using these two critical 

dimensions, a general taxonomy was developed that considers the lowest level response, 

one that involves the examination of large-scale results in isolation of other forms of 

student data (Volante, 2008). Here teachers and administrators make adjustments to 

teaching and planning on the basis of general test scores in particular subject areas. The 

second level is similar to the first with the exception that large-scale assessment data is 

disaggregated for particular student groups (special needs students, English-as-a-Second-

Language students, distinct ability groups, etc). The third, and highest level, involves the 

integration of disaggregated large-scale assessment results with other forms of student 

assessment information. Educators at the third level make sophisticated teaching/planning 

decisions based on multiple, and at times, contradictory forms of student assessment 

information. The third level has been coined data-integrated decision-making (Volante, 

2008). This taxonomy provided the overarching theoretical framework that informed the 

development of interview questions and guided the analysis of findings.   
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Method 

Participants  

Participants were selected using a convenience sample method across two school 

districts in southern Ontario, Canada. The sample consisted of 38 educators; n=18 

administrators (11 elementary, 7 secondary) and, n=20 teachers (9 elementary, 11 

secondary). Administrative experience ranged between 1 and 20 years, with a mean of 

6.0. Teaching experience ranged between 2 and 27 years, with a mean of 11.1. Educators 

were drawn from 24 schools; 15 elementary and 9 secondary. Sixteen of the participants 

were male and 22 were female. It is important to note that these participants were 

recommended by senior district personnel for possessing a range of experiences and 

interest in student assessment. 

Research Site 

This study was conducted in two school districts located in the Golden Horseshoe 

– an area around the western end of Lake Ontario, mainly the south-central region of the 

province. Half of the population of Ontario lives in or around this area. The student 

population for both districts was mixed and represented a variety of cultures and socio-

economic groups. As with other school districts within the province of Ontario, both 

districts possessed mandated school improvement plans in relation to provincial large-

scale assessments.  

Data Collection 

The semi-structured interviews of approximately 60 minutes involved a set of 

general and specific questions. The interview protocol was guided by the work of Rubin 

and Rubin (1995), and as previously mentioned, contained a range of general questions 
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related to teaching and administrative experience, assessment knowledge, professional 

development, as well as more specific questions related to their utilization of large-scale 

assessment data for school improvement planning. Sample questions included: 

• What does formative assessment mean to you and what does it look like in your 

classroom/school?  

• What does summative assessment mean to you and what does it look like in your 

classroom/school? 

• Please explain your professional development experience in assessment and 

evaluation. 

• How do you/teachers in your school utilize EQAO assessment results for school 

improvement planning?  

• What are the effects of EQAO testing in your school? 

• Overall, how would you rate your competence level in assessment? 

Each of the questions was tailored for administrators and teachers and was accompanied 

with a set of probes designed to elicit detailed responses.  

Data Analysis 

Analysis of the interviews followed a constant comparison approach (Creswell, 

2008). Codes were assigned to each line directly in the margins of the transcripts. Entries 

with codes having similar meanings were merged into a new category. This process was 

repeated for each of the remaining transcripts. Codes from the first transcript were carried 

over to the second transcript, and so on. This allowed the researchers to note trends across 

administrators and teachers. Once the initial coding was completed, the researchers 

examined the alignment of themes with various types of decision-making. The 
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framework also provided a fertile conceptual ground for a re-consideration of the 

constraints in using large-scale assessment results that intersects with teacher and 

administrator capacities within contemporary schools.  

Results 

The results of this study identify how classroom teachers and school administrators 

employed large-scale assessment results to facilitate school improvement. An analysis of 

the interviews suggested that few educators, particularly within the secondary panel, were 

able to account for large-scale assessment results in a sophisticated fashion for data-

integrated decision-making. The vast majority of secondary school educators examined 

the large-scale assessment results in isolation of other student data thereby representing 

the lowest level response. Conversely, the majority of elementary administrators 

disaggregated the large-scale assessment data for specific student cohorts in their 

respective schools representing a second level response. Some elementary administrators 

were employing a third level response by integrating the disaggregated large-scale 

assessment results with other student assessment data and used this information for 

instructional planning. 

Level One Response 

 In various contexts all of the Secondary Administrators (SA) indicated that the 

large-scale assessment data was factored into their school improvement plans. This 

cohort suggested that the external assessment data constituted one component of the 

“concrete numbers and data [that] you want to use to see where you need to go” for 

school planning purposes (SA-1).  For the Secondary Administrator cohort, this low-level 

response to external data is considered a scripted model that distinguishes students’ 
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results in isolation of other assessment data and contextual variables. As one participant 

stated, “We look at the data, see where we have to work, [and] what we need to work at” 

(SA-2).  Their analysis neglects to account for other contextual variables that may impact 

upon students’ outcomes. 

Secondary administrators suggested that the test results identified specific student 

needs and therefore put the onus on them as school leaders to ensure that student 

improvement in these areas was the shared responsibility of all staff: 

 We have a team of teachers working on things like that [EQAO test results]. We   

have a team of teachers who are looking at the grade 9 practice tests, and they are 

doing the moderated marking. They are going to be seeing where the difficulties 

are showing themselves, and then planning for next year to make sure that the 

kids are developing the skills that they have noticed are weak. When we looked at 

the grade 10 results from last year we were definitely seeing a pattern where our 

kids who were not successful were better writers than they are answering reading 

questions, so that is something that we can look at and incorporate into our school 

growth plan. (SA-6) 

School administrators also acknowledged their responsibility to align the results of the 

large-scale tests to their annual school improvement plan. One participant, typical of 

others, explained that “what I do once we get the results [from EQAO] is take them and 

go to the EQAO website. I pull them up and look at the various aspects of the test [to see] 

how our school scored” (SA-3).  Accordingly, they orchestrated their school resources to 

suit the emerging student needs as indicated by the assessment scores.    
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In all cases the secondary administrator participant cohort underscored the need to 

prepare students in advance for the range of skills and competencies that the grade 10 

literacy test requires.  In varying degrees of formal implementation, participants stated 

the importance of “kids writ[ing] a mock test in grade 9…For four or five days we free up 

a teacher to work around literacy in preparation for the literacy test” (SA-5). Another 

participant justified the investment of curricular time to prepare for the external 

assessments by explaining, “You know the students will face these questions in EQAO 

and you want to give them the best shot they can, so you have to give them opportunities” 

(SA-4). This cohort emphasized the importance of addressing the specific competencies 

inherent in the literacy test well in advance of its actual administration. 

 The Secondary Teacher (ST) cohort’s use of external data was also predominantly 

indicative of a first-level response. Secondary teachers reviewed students’ baseline 

profiles as they were reported by the test results. One participant’s response was typical 

of the others from this cohort: “We go to the data [and identify the specific students] who 

were unsuccessful” (ST-6). These participants used the external assessment data to create 

a synopsis of students’ needs.  In this context the literacy test “pinpoints areas of the 

testing where our students have problems…. For example, our students have trouble 

making inferences and with simple things like multiple-choice questions” (ST-8). Many 

of these participants are involved with school literacy teams or school improvement 

committees that deconstruct the test questions as per the students’ responses: “We have 

actually taken the grade 9 math results and looked at each question specifically as to what 

students had difficulty with, and how we can improve” (ST-10).  The same individual 

admitted that “it was a great activity” in which to be involved, but was not useful for the 
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other teachers since “the grade 9 math teachers were not there” (ST-10). Consider as well 

this statement from another secondary teacher: “I am on the student success team so the 

EQAO assessment results are definitely something that are brought up at the meeting and 

are shown, broken down, and analyzed a little bit” (ST-11). Secondary teachers 

recognized the utility of interrogating students’ specific responses on the test itself. 

   Ultimately, the majority of this participant cohort reported that they are “not 

aware” of the processes in the school that connect external assessment data to other forms 

of student data (ST-8). For the most part, secondary teachers’ knowledge of data 

disaggregation and integration is a product of information shared at professional 

development and staff meetings. One participant confessed,  

I will be honest with you. The only experience that I have had with EQAO [and] 

connections to my teaching are from the school EQAO committee…and the ideas 

they give. Other than that it is only when we have our staff meetings where they 

tell us how many students passed and how many did not. That is really the extent 

of it. (ST-4)      

In numerous instances, therefore, secondary teachers were passive recipients of test result 

data as their awareness of student outcomes was generally determined by the extent to 

which such information was disseminated during faculty meetings. 

Secondary teachers’ level one response to large-scale assessment data was 

influenced by their skeptical approach to testing in the first place, and how it adversely 

effects curricular time in schools. One participant’s reflection captured the sentiment of 

the others: “I truly believe that the school, and I do not necessarily know if it is this 

school or if it is other schools, just use the results to aid you in teaching for the test the 
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following year” (ST-5). In many instances participants shared their experiences with 

teaching to the test practices: “a week before the literacy test we do a really intensive sort 

of road show where we are going through and teaching all of the areas that we are 

wanting [students] to improve…I have never personally analyzed the results myself”  

(ST-7).  

Secondary teachers also expressed reluctance to engage in curricular practices that 

funneled student’ competencies towards external assessments. One participant was 

candid in stating, “With EQAO results, there is a lot of teaching to the test which in itself 

defies all common assessment practices. But that is what is going on. Some schools are 

getting tremendous results in their EQAO scores and therefore it must be a good school. 

But in reality?” (ST-9).  In this context, test preparation practices conducted in lieu of 

instructional time were perceived by this cohort with a certain degree of caution. 

Unlike the secondary school cohorts, there was relatively little evidence to 

suggest that Elementary Administrators’ (EA) use of assessment data was indicative of a 

level one response. In only one instance did an elementary administrator suggest that 

individual item responses were principally used for school improvement target-setting.  

However, this participant qualified that she is a new administrator in the school and is 

committed to analyzing “the trends in [the data] and to understanding how to hook it back 

to curriculum” (EA-1).  This participant, however, has the intention of incorporating a 

more sophisticated response to data analysis in the school: “We understand that these kids 

are not giving up.  When we start to look at their answers, we compared it to what they 

are doing in class” (EA-1).  In fact, she has begun to implement level two-type response 

initiatives that are more in line with her cohort.  
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The Elementary Teacher (ET) cohort’s responses were also characteristic of a 

level one response to assessment data. As one participant stated, “we look through those 

EQAO results and take them to see what areas we did poorly in and then we build goals 

from there” (ET-1). Reminiscent of the other comments, one participant suggested,  

When we get the results we sit down as a division [a division might include 

primary: grades 1-3, junior: grades 4-6, or intermediate: grades 7-10] and have a 

look at where we have been and where we are going…. And that is where you can 

draw the conclusions and base our school growth plan on...that is pretty much a 

one-shot deal. You bring it in, you look at it…because it really is a snapshot that 

gives you more of a general direction. (ET-4) 

Although the elementary teacher cohort reported their practice of evaluating EQAO 

scores on different fronts, they unanimously suggested that they did so in isolation of 

other forms of data. 

Some elementary teachers explained that data interpretation was the responsibility 

of school improvement committees who then provided direction for the classroom 

teachers in their respective division:  

We have a school improvement team that has looked at the data from EQAO and 

were able to come up with SMART goals…. So we have looked at it as individual 

teachers, divisions and from a school wide [perspective]. We know where we are 

strong and try not to give up any of the areas that we are doing well but try to 

strengthen and improve upon the areas that tend to be weaker. (ET-2) 

It is important to note that school improvement teams are made up of teachers from 

different grades, not just those from grades 3 and 6.  
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Overall, the elementary teacher cohort underscored a response to large-scale 

assessment that was geared towards practical information used mainly as a default-

embedded mechanism to identify gaps in their curriculum and student learning. In line 

with the others, one individual stated, “we found that some of the grade 3 students were 

low in comprehension which meant that we needed to reinforce those strategies in the 

lower grades” (ET-8). A different participant expressed the same response level: “We 

meet and look at the results.  We set goals and that is our plan for the year. The following 

year we see where we need to improve – say if we did better in math then next year we 

will work more on the language” (ET-9). The data represented a means to pinpoint the 

curricular concerns that influenced students’ results. 

Level Two Response  

 The results suggested little evidence that secondary administrators were 

disaggregating external assessment data for specific student groups. For a few of the 

secondary administrators test preparation practices lent themselves to a slightly more 

sophisticated response to large-scale assessment data. These participants were 

approaching a level two response since they factored their “school board’s focus on the 

identified students” in terms of “using assisted technologies” to support specific students, 

and subsequently “focused on applied students’” results to identify gaps in teacher’s 

instruction:  

We really hammered the grade 10 applied [community college/vocational stream] 

teachers saying, ‘look, you guys have to pick it up. The academic students 

[university stream] are naturally able to do this, but the applied have to be taught. 
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You cannot expect them to be able to do a news report unless they have had 

practice. (SA-4) 

Another individual from this cohort who was approaching a level two response to 

assessment data indicated that their school has “a plan for our academic kids, a plan for 

our applied level kids [and] a plan for the kids who we have identified in grade 9 as 

struggling” (SA-5). Similarly, another secondary administrator stated: “We are data-

driven. We are looking at the data and then we are putting specific focus on how to build 

success with these kids” (SA-6).  The focus on at-risk students was a distinguishing factor 

in school administrators’ responses. 

 Like the secondary administrator cohort, few secondary teachers were 

approaching a level two response. The two individuals who were at least conceptualizing 

a more advanced level response explained that the data is interrogated in his department 

by grade, subject area, and level:  

Whether a student is in the applied level, whether he is academic, [or in] a special 

needs program… [they ask about] the accommodations being provided for these 

students…. Within the department we look at what instructional strategies are 

working, what is the best practice, what works for this group of students…and 

within groups of students. (ST-1)  

These participants expressed a greater tendency to focus on students’ skill development 

in the context of their external test results and their classroom performance. They did not 

over-simplify the test data in their explanations of student needs and instructional 

practice. Instead, they accounted for the data by examining their practices relative to 

external and internal outcomes.  
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Secondary teachers perceived their responses to the data as a gainful employment 

of their time given the contributions they could make to student learning.  As one 

secondary teacher stated,  

We turned ourselves inside out to make sure we were using data and then turning 

that into an effective preparation that could be measured in better results…. To 

take their results, map the data, give them [teachers] back materials they can use 

to change instruction…we’ll also identify the kids [who are struggling] 

specifically by name. (ST-2) 

Similar to their administrative colleagues, some secondary teachers’ responses also 

indicated a concern for at-risk students. 

 While elementary teachers’ responses were not genuinely indicative of level two 

or three responses to data analysis, the elementary administrator cohort did identify 

various level two practices. This cohort identified a regimented process of data analysis 

that included aligning Individualized Item Reports (IIR) [reports from EQAO that 

provide an itemized analysis of test scores] to “making connections” with, as one 

participant described, individual students (EA-2).  Students, thus, “have a hard time 

making these real life deep connections…it is tough because … particular groups of kids 

may not be able to make that connection” (EA-2). One administrator stated that the staff’s 

inexperience with examining data in the context of specific student groups left her to 

“disaggregate the data myself” (EA-8). In all level two response cases elementary 

administrators expressed their preference to examine “different ways [of] looking at data” 

particularly for those populations that have “a large special needs population” (EA-10). In 

similar contexts, therefore, elementary administrators’ recognized the potential impact of 
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“varying student populations [and] what they have been exposed to outside school” upon 

both the external large-scale assessment results and teachers’ evaluation outcomes. 

Level Three Response 

 While none of the secondary administrators identified a level three response, one 

secondary teacher speculated about the highest level of data analysis. This participant 

expressed an awareness of the impact to weave assessment data with “a whole lot of other 

areas in which we gather data and evaluate data, assess it, and take it into the classroom. 

That is the key – taking the numbers and taking the data we have collected and putting it 

into practice in the classroom” (ST-1). This individual recognized the potential of the 

cross-departmental dialogue of different types of data analysis within the school. This 

process of integrating disaggregated test results with other student data would, according 

to this participant, illuminate various intersections that would be critical for school 

improvement: “Building collaboration and understanding about what is taking place, not 

only in our own classrooms but in the classrooms of our colleagues, and bringing that all 

together as qualitative and quantitative data is what is important” (ST-1). Accordingly, 

such practices of curricular integration improved instruction and student learning.  

 Although representing a relatively small number of the total population of this 

study, three elementary administrators reported a level three response to large-scale 

assessment data. In these instances the elementary administrators factored curriculum 

benchmarks, national large-scale assessments, and standardized reading assessments into 

their analysis of the results of large-scale assessments:  

We do PM benchmarks in grade 3 and CASIE in grades 4 to 8 [standardized 

literacy tests focusing on reading and comprehension]. We put them [the results] 
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up on our data wall in the learning resource teacher’s room. From there we can 

gather data from all of the tasks that have been given that have been either teacher 

administered like the spelling inventory and various pieces of writing…and any of 

the other pieces such as the EQAO…in the early Fall we can develop profiles for 

a class of students and for individual students. We include the report card marks 

as well. (EA-4) 

This response level represents a clearly defined notion of data management. It also 

represents an assessment paradigm whereby various forms of student data are not 

mutually exclusive and instead contribute to a rich data set.  

This sample of elementary administrators made a concerted effort to process the 

data in teams or as a staff.  “We go through it and I say is there anything we can take 

from this and we do it as divisions…we incorporate that into something that we are 

already doing” (EA-5).  Another individual credited the talents of the school planning 

team that lead her to “value more than just the EQAO data” (EA-6). This individual uses 

the EQAO data as a premise for asking her staff “some focus questions” before asking 

them to engage in more profound topics “that are deeper about where we need to go” 

(EA-6). Working from this complex conceptual perspective allows this administrator to 

“open up” discussion amongst her staff and account for “other information we need to 

have in order to make good decisions” (EA-6).  Good decision-making included, for these 

participants, an analysis of the assessment data in light of the school curriculum. As one 

Elementary Administrator suggested, “you should see the parallels between EQAO and 

the curriculum…it lets us [school staff] talk about the different things that we can do”     

(EA-7).  By accounting for large-scale results and other forms of student data, some 
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teachers “woke up to the fact that they have to be flexible, reflective, and individualized 

to help meet student needs” (EA-7).  According to this participant, therefore, assessment 

data and external tests forced some teachers to reflective and re-evaluate their 

pedagogical practices.   

Discussion 

The results of this study indicated that few educators employed an advanced level three 

response to large-scale assessment results for data-integrated decision-making. External 

data was typically not disaggregated for particular student groups or examined in relation 

to other forms of student data. The main finding is not too surprising given the earlier 

work of Barneveld, Stienstra, and Stewart (2006) that noted the dominance of EQAO 

tests scores for school planning in 2003-2004. Nevertheless, the present study 

underscored the need for more focused professional development, particularly at the 

secondary level, so that educators can develop the requisite skills to make better use of 

large-scale assessment data. The overall pattern from the secondary panel may be partly 

due to the larger size and departmental organization of high schools. Namely, there may 

be a greater diffusion of responsibility when educators are not instructing students in 

tested areas versus smaller elementary schools that tend to share responsibility for student 

success within grade level and division teams. Thus, it is important to acknowledge that 

secondary schools are fundamentally different structures from their elementary school 

counterparts and that departmental specialization are key elements in understanding 

differences with respect to instructional and assessment expertise (Sisken, 1990). 

Perhaps, secondary schools may require a different professional development model to 

enact meaningful changes in response to large-scale assessment results.  
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Despite some of the differences across panels, the present findings suggested the 

majority of teachers need to see effective models of how level 3 planning works, since 

many of them tend to have idiosyncratic assessment practices and conceptions of 

teaching that are often resistant to change (Brown, 2004; Ingram, Seashore Louis, & 

Schroeder, 2004). It seems as well that for teachers and the majority of educators, large-

scale external assessment has historically been perceived as fundamentally disconnected 

from their classroom practices. Stated differently, the realities associated with 

standardized testing for Ontario educators certainly have some implications in terms of 

rationalizing school and classroom interventions, but are not necessarily pivotal 

considerations for how teachers and administrators cultivate their planning and pedagogy.  

This is not to suggest that current practitioners would deny the inherent value of the 

respective level three responses; however, eliciting this kind of thoughtful response can 

be very difficult if such practices are not made readily aware to educators.   

An orientation, and in some cases a re-orientation, to the possibilities of 

integrating disaggregated external assessment results with other forms of classroom and 

school-based assessment is necessary for existing teachers and administrators at both the 

elementary and secondary levels. Such an orientation would imply that teachers respect 

the integrity of assessment data so that the various forms of student assessment can be 

integrated, assimilated, and analyzed in order to plan for the success of each student.  In 

this context, school administrators are commissioned to support teachers’ professional 

development, and also keep them accountable to the purposeful integration of these data.  

For this to occur, teachers and administrators have to appreciate the value of systematic, 

informed, and multi-faceted data analysis as the experiences of the relatively few 
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elementary administrators practicing level three responses attest to.  For these 

participants, their sophisticated responses are indicative of advanced data literacy. These 

educators recognize how the authenticity of student achievement data generated in their 

classrooms can in fact be advanced by other forms of student assessment to develop a 

clearer understanding of students’ strengths and areas of concern. As the results 

suggested, finding ways to promote data literacy remains a formidable challenge within 

contemporary elementary and secondary schools.  

Although targeted professional development initiatives in this particular context 

may seem too financially costly given the size of Ontario, the Ministry of Education and 

the various school districts within this province already have much of the infrastructure in 

place with literacy and numeracy coaches in individual schools, assessment literacy 

coordinators in school districts, and student achievement officers deployed by the 

province. Using this broad range of expertise to develop more sophisticated responses to 

large-scale assessment would be a prudent investment given the current assessment 

capacity within Ontario’s schools. This type of professional development could easily be 

woven into existing in-services that teachers routinely experience and supported in the 

upcoming edition of the provincial assessment policy document Growing Success: 

Assessment, Evaluation, and Reporting – Improving Student Learning that was initially 

released by the Ontario Ministry of Education in 2008. 

Finally, improving the instructional leadership development of school 

administrators is warranted by the current results. The majority of administrators were 

indistinguishable from their teachers, with the exception of three elementary 

administrators whose responses indicated level three planning and instructional decision-
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making. The available research strongly suggests that school leaders with a strong 

background in instructional design and assessment are pivotal for school success 

(Copland, 2003; Kerr, Marsh, Ikemoto, Darilek, & Barney, 2006; Leithwood, & Riehl, 

2003; Southworth, 2002). The nature of three elementary administrator’s responses 

suggested that level 3 planning is possible in policy contexts that minimize the 

importance of classroom assessment data for accountability purposes. These three 

administrators, along with other teachers and administrators in other school districts, 

represent cases worthy of future inquiry. Understanding how these individuals developed 

their planning capacities should inform the design of future professional development 

efforts in this area. These “best practice cases” also have the added advantage of being 

context specific, which is common problem when sharing professional development 

and/or school improvement strategies from significantly different educational 

jurisdictions. 

Conclusion 

Faced with increasing accountability, schools and districts are implementing a variety of 

methods for gathering, storing, analyzing, and reporting all forms of data, but they are 

moving forward with paltry amounts of guidance (Wayman, 2005; Wayman & 

Springfield, 2006). The present study affirms this criticism and suggested direction must 

be provided to enhance educator’s use of large-scale assessment data. Overall, few 

educators, particularly at the secondary level, were able to use large-scale assessment 

results in a sophisticated fashion for data-integrated decision-making. Developing the 

instructional leadership skills of school administrators and the overall assessment 

capacity of teachers is vital if schools are to make prudent use of large-scale assessment 
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data for school improvement planning. Given the millions of dollars that are spent every 

year on large-scale assessments across North America and much of the industrialized 

world, greater attention to effective planning is warranted. 
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