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PROJECT ABSTRACT 

 
During the 2009-2010 school year, the Ontario Ministry of Education provided research funding to 
each of seven Regional Managing Information for Student Achievement Professional Network 
Centres (MISA PNCs). MISA PNCs were to undertake activities designed to expand and strengthen 
education research and evaluation capacity within and among school boards, MISA PNCs, regional 
networks, and the Ministry with a focus on the use of evidence to inform practice and increase 
student achievement.  
 
The Ottawa Region MISA PNC partnered with researchers from Carleton University and Queen’s 
University to undertake a project that aimed: 1) To better understand the extent individual, class, 
and school factors were associated with successful academic outcomes for students, and 2) To 
better understand the impact of the school effectiveness framework on classroom practice. The 
project consisted of a quantitative component where student and school level data for six school 
districts were examined using HLM methods, and a qualitative component that included interviews 
with elementary principals and SEF leads, and focus groups with elementary teachers in eight 
school districts. A document analyses of the School Effectiveness Framework was also conducted. 
 
Results of HLM analysis showed that both student and school level factors were associated with 
differences in student achievement. At the elementary level, work habits emerged as the strongest 
student level predicator of achievement. Most of the variability in EQAO reading scores could be 
attributed to differences in student characteristics rather than differences between schools. Similar 
results were found for students EQAO writing and mathematics scores. Some school level effects 
were evident though. Students in larger schools had slightly higher EQAO scores, and schools with a 
larger proportion of Students with IEPs had lower EQAO scores. Schools that had both an English 
and French program had lower EQAO scores although students enrolled in French Immersion 
tended to have higher scores.  
 
At the intermediate level, higher absenteeism levels and the presence of an IEP predicted lower 
report card grades. Conversely, higher ratings on the learning skills portion of the report cards, and 
being from a two parent family predicated higher report card grades. At the school level, grades 7 
and 8 students whose school structure included High school grades had slightly higher science 
marks. Not unexpectedly,  at the secondary level, absenteeism and being suspended were 
associated with lower levels of credit accumulation and with lower report card grades.  
 
Text analysis of interviews and focus groups revealed that teachers and school administrators, 
while agreeing on some general principles, had different perceptions and opinions as to how and to 
what extent the SEF may be contributing to students’ success. For example, school administrators 
(both principals and SEF-leads), despite acknowledging the challenges of implementing the SEF in 
their schools and districts,  expressed unanimous enthusiasm for what the SEF had brought to their 
institution(s). Teachers reported improved sense of collegiality, deeper learning, the use of 
common language, and the increased focus on making connections  and inferences as positive 
factors associated with the implementation of the SEF. However, teachers were not as enthusiastic 
as school administrators about other aspects of the framework, more specifically, about the effects 
that they believe the SEF is having on the learning outcomes of specific groups of students. 
Teachers expressed concern for how the SEF is impacting on the students who are struggling, such 
as, ELL children, or children with learning disabilities, behavioural, and/or emotional problems.  
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This project provided a critical overview of the SEF framework and the supporting research that 
helped shape the current educational plan for the province.  It was suggested that there is an 
ongoing need to explore in critical detail the operational mechanisms that actually improve 
teaching and learning and to provide research evidence supporting the efficacy of policy positions 
around key concepts such as Professional Learning Communities, Assessment For Learning, and 
Capacity Building. These concepts are extremely complex and the components of them have yet to 
be fully explored. Typically, there are no centrally collected data in school boards regarding 
practices, making it difficult to determine if certain practices result from the SEF or individual 
school improvement efforts. Furthermore, principals and specifically teachers continue to work 
with concepts presented in the SEF framework, but few have a complete understanding of the 
document. This does not mean the SEF is ineffective, but it does mean there is still much to learn, 
and that there is an opportunity to foster research partnerships between school districts and 
academic institutions to create systematic hard evidence-based mechanisms to support teachers, 
learning and students’ progress evaluation. This project is evidence that such partnerships are 
continuing to evolve.  
 
Several practical and logistical issues arose throughout the implementation of this project. Despite 
the efforts of MISA over the past 6 years, there continues to be disparities in the ability of school 
boards to gather and merge data from various sources, and opportunity and resources to collate 
data are not equal across boards. These challenges were such that three school boards were unable 
to participate in the quantitative portion of the study according to the timelines set. Furthermore, 
within school boards, there continues to be a large gap between policies and practices, with little 
data being collected on processes or policies being implemented. Continued efforts are required to 
build capacity to collect, retrieve, and analyze student achievement data and process data related to 
the SEF. 
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SECTION 1 – REPORT SUBMITTED TO 
THE MINISTRY OF EDUCATION 

 

This section contains the Ottawa Region MISA PNC report submitted to the Ministry of Education. It 
provides an overview of key stakeholders, rationale for the study, and methods used. Results from 
the study have been included in the “Outcomes” section, and in the three Appendices contained in 
this section. Additional analysis and discussion for qualitative methods, and for the SEF review can 
be found in Section 2 and Section 3 of this document.
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M I S A  R E S E A R C H  C A P A C I T Y  B U I L D I N G  
P I L O T  P R O J E C T  R E P O R T  

B U I L D I N G  R O A D S  F O R  S T U D E N T S ’  
S U C C E S S  

FOCUS OF RESEARCH CAPACITY BUILDING PILOT PROJECT 

 RESEARCH/EVALUATION QUESTIONS 

The current project was initially developed to answer the following questions: 
To what extent are individual, class, and school factors associated with successful academic 
outcomes for students? How do the weightings of those factors vary as a function of student 
background, grade level, school context, geography (e.g., inner city-urban, suburban, rural)? Do 
current EQAO data and high school Indicator data provide enough evidence to build a predictive 
model of student success? What is the fit between predictive models of student achievement and 
the School Effectiveness Framework (SEF)? How do teachers perceive the SEF in terms of ensuring 
success for all students? What is the relationship between factors that predict success and 
instructional practices described through implementation of the SEF? 
 

EVIDENCE TO SUPPORT THE FOCUS OF THE PROJECT 

The focus of the research project was an examination of the constructs of student success, using a 
predictive modeling approach (quantitative) and from a practitioner’s perspective (qualitative). A 
key part of this initiative was to identify alternative measures of success that may provide insights 
into students’ ongoing engagement, achievement and future educational intentions 
 
Student achievement is a complex construct not adequately explained by examination of single 
variables, or reliance on single outcome measures (c.f., Fraser Institute, CD Howe reports). 
Similarly, the effective schools research suggests that the multiple factors, and the relationship 
between those factors, contribute to whether or not a school is viewed as a good place to learn. 
 
Certainly the Ministry of Education in Ontario has recognized the complexity of student learning 
and the importance of engaging in a variety of practices to support student success; namely through 
the mandate of the former Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat, more recently expanded to include 
K- 12 activities under the direction of the Student Achievement Division (SAD). Recognizing that 
attempts to monitor improvement of publicly funded education need to move beyond univariate 
outcomes, SAD has implemented the SEF. SEF is focused around 4 broad constructs of effective 
schools and outlines a process that encourages “a district-wide, whole school approach to data 
analyses, improvement planning and implementation of [effective] strategies”. Similarly, EQAO, the 
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arms length provincial body mandated to “ensure greater accountability...through assessments and 
reviews” recognizes that school improvement planning is a complicated and multi-structured, 
multi-layered activity (see Working Together for Student Success, and EQAO- Guide to School and 
Board Improvement Planning). 
 
Research directed at articulating the interplay of factors that impact student success and efforts 
that attempt to evaluate the variables that moderate program effectiveness have driven many of the 
efforts by the Ministry of Education to support continuous improvement in Ontario schools. 
However, there is a need to continue untangling the complex nature of education and to apply the 
information to focus improvement efforts. One technique that has been used quite successfully is 
Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM). As a statistical method, HLM can help to assess the nature of 
the relationship between student outcomes, and class, school and regional outcomes (e.g., Rogers, 
Ma, Klinger et al, 2006). Even more specifically, previous work using HLM has helped to identify 
groups of students at particular risk under certain conditions (e.g., Klinger Rogers, Anderson, et. al., 
2006). Certainly the better educators are able to identify what strategies work, for which students, 
under what conditions, the better able educators will be to ensure success for all students.   
 
Underlying these statistical issues is also a need to further conceptualize our measures of success. 
Credit accumulation, attendance figures, post-secondary intentions, measures of student 
engagement, and report cards also provide measures of success, and may be better measures of 
important educational outcomes than the broad measures reported by EQAO results. Combining 
available school board information, and student information from school files, EQAO, OUAC, and 
OCAS, we can begin to develop a much richer understanding of what it means to be a successful 
student in secondary school and what factors are most associated with students’ success. 
 
Even with adequate statistical models of student achievement, and educational outcomes, the 
ability to apply that knowledge in a classroom or a school setting is a complicated activity. Since 
SEF is predicated on viewing school improvement planning as a process engaging the broad 
education community, there has been minimal work done on how the SEF has directly impacted 
classroom practices. Each school, and each district’s approach to SEF has been internally generated 
and monitored, and the articulation of achievements derived from application of the SEF within the 
broader educational community has been anecdotal and descriptive. Hence there is also a need to 
explore these issues from a qualitative perspective, adding greater depth to our understanding of 
what is actually happening in schools to support students. 
 

OVERVIEW OF PARTICIPANTS AND METHODS 

INTRODUCTION 

The focus of our research project was to further explore the constructs of student success and the 
efforts of schools and boards to help support student success. We wanted to include both a 
predictive modeling approach (quantitative), and a review of policies, structures and practices 
associated with school improvement efforts, specifically using qualitative procedures focused on 
the School Effectiveness Framework. A full report, complete with all analyses and an indepth 
discussion of the implications of those results will be available after several planned consultations 
take place in May and June. The purpose of this report is provide an executive summary of the SEF 
review, preliminary results from the HLM analyses and the quantitative study and some tentative 
implications for practice of these results.  
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PARTICIPANTS 

Each of the nine school boards in the Eastern Region was invited to participate in the research 
project. School boards who volunteered to participate in the project were required to provide 
student and school data for the quantitative analyses, and help organise interviews and focus 
groups within each board for the qualitative analyses. Six school boards provided data for the 
quantitative analyses, and eight boards participated in at least one interview or focus group (see 
Appendix 1 for Project Timelines).  
 

METHODS 

SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS FRAMEWORK (SEF) 

While quantitative analyses using procedures such as HLM help reveal the importance of relative 
factors associated with student achievement and effective schools, these statistical procedures are 
commonly plagued by incomplete data, especially as related to the practices and policies occurring 
in schools. Currently, the School Effectiveness Framework (SEF) provides a second window to 
explore the policies and practices that are occurring in school boards and schools. Since the SEF is 
predicated on viewing school improvement planning as a process engaging the broad education 
community, there has been minimal work done on how the SEF has directly impacted classroom 
practices. Each school, and each district’s approach to SEF has been internally generated and 
monitored, and the articulation of achievements derived from application of the SEF within the 
broader educational community has been anecdotal and descriptive. We need to explore these 
issues from a qualitative perspective, adding greater depth to our understanding of what is actually 
happening in schools to support students. In an attempt to better understand how the SEF is 
guiding policies and practices across the school boards in the Eastern region of Ontario, we 
conducted two sets of analyses. A critical review of the SEF was conducted, examining the 
theoretical and structural foundations and practices upon which the Framework was based (44 
references). 
 

QUANTITATIVE ANALYSES (HLM) 

The quantitative analyses were guided by the underlying principle that student achievement is a 
complex construct not easily explained by the examination of single variables, or reliance on single 
outcome measures. We recognised that there are several factors, both at the student and school 
level that contribute to students’ success and the ability of a school to help ensure students are able 
to meet high educational expectations. There is also a need to further conceptualize our measures 
of success. Credit accumulation, attendance figures, post-secondary intentions, measures of student 
engagement, and report cards also provide measures of success, and may be better measures of 
important educational outcomes than the broad measures reported by EQAO results. Combining 
available school board information, and student information from school files, and EQAO, we can 
begin to develop a much richer understanding of what it means to be a successful student and what 
factors are most associated with students’ success. 
 
Thus we focused on individual and school factors that would likely contribute to differences in 
students’ educational outcomes. Our primary analytic procedure was Hierarchical Linear Modeling 
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(HLM). As a statistical method, HLM can help to assess the nature of the relationship between 
student outcomes, and class, school and regional outcomes (e.g., Rogers, Ma, Klinger et al, 2006). 
Hierarchical linear models are the most effective ways to investigate complex educational 
relationships, enabling the simultaneous exploration of both the student and school level factors 
associated with students’ educational outcomes. Even more specifically, previous work using HLM 
has helped to identify groups of students at particular risk under certain conditions (e.g., Klinger 
Rogers, Anderson, et. al., 2006). 
 
The last 4 years of MISA funding has allowed most boards to organise their databases in such a way 
that student achievement and outcome data is reasonably accessible. Similarly, Ministry 
requirements for reporting on certain key indicators in high school has meant that every board now 
organises specific data pieces around OEN’s and in relatively accessible formats. An initial meeting 
with representatives from each of the school boards in the region was used to determine which 
variables would be available for inclusion in the data sets. A data template was created and 
provided to each board (see Appendix 2). A data analyst from each of the six participating school 
boards used the template to create the student and school level database and submit the database 
to a secure website. Once the data bases were downloaded onto the website, the process of data 
merging and preparation began.  
 
While we were able to merge the data files relatively easily, the process of data preparation was 
much more complex. Many of the school boards report data in different ways and there was often 
difficulty for the school boards and the researchers to ensure data were reported in the same way. 
As an example, the gender variable was reported in five different ways across the boards 
(male/female; M/F; mal/fem). Some of the boards were able to convert the raw data into the 
numerical values described on the template while others were not. Similar data issues were found 
for other values as well. Secondly, many of the requested data were not readily available across 
school boards, for example, family background, individual attendance figures, suspensions, and IEP 
status. Similarly, school level data were not equally available across the schools. An important 
finding of this aspect of the project is the ongoing need to create a more universal system for data 
collection and management across school boards.  
 
HLM analyses were completed using a fixed slopes model, nesting students within schools. For each 
set of analyses, we first determined the proportion of variance at the student level (within schools) 
and at the school level (between schools). These initial “Null” models provide an indication of the 
sources of the variance in students’ outcome measures. Typically, differences in student outcomes 
are largely due to individual differences across students with school factors accounting for much 
less. These findings suggest that the majority of the factors to be found that account for differences 
in students’ educational outcomes can be attributed to individual student factors. Once the Null 
model was completed, we then conducted HLM analyses examining the association of student and 
school level factors on educational outcomes.  
 
Following a common HLM protocol, we first created a level 1 (student level model), including only 
those student level variables that significantly predicted student outcomes in the presence of other 
predictor variables. The variables that we were able to include were gender, number of parents (2 
parent family vs. other family structure, typically 1 parent family), IEP status, immigrant status, first 
language, attendance, suspensions (both number of days and if the student had ever been 
suspended), report card marks for language arts, mathematics, and science, learning skills (from 
students report cards) and where appropriate, EQAO results. The completeness of the EQAO results 
varied across the boards making this a more difficult measure to use for some of our analyses. 
Nonetheless, the presence of the EQAO point scores did provide us the ability to explore these point 
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scores, EQAO levels, and also if individual students met the provincial expectation (Level 3) We also 
had incomplete data for the number of schools attended, English Language Learners, and 
socioeconomic status (based on Postal codes). Once the final set of Level 1 predicators was 
identified, we then added school level variables to the models. School level variables included 
school type (public or catholic), presence of a French program (extended French or French 
Immersion), proportion of IEP, Immigrant, and non-English First language students. We also 
included absentee and suspension rates. Due to incomplete data we were not able to use school 
size, teacher/student ratios, school location, or average socio-economic status of families in the 
school.  
 
Separate analyses were conducted for elementary (K-6), intermediate (Grades 7 - 8) and secondary 
students (grades 9 - 10). Thus we created separate data files for each of these groups of students. 
Factor Analyses were used to reduce the number of variables in the student file. Specifically, we 
reduced the language arts and math report card marks into a single level of achievement for each of 
these subject areas. Further, we reduced the learning skills from students’ report cards into one or 
two correlated factors. Internal consistencies (Cronbach’s α) and correlations for these factors are 
provided in the reporting of our results. The HLM results provide the coefficients for the predictor 
variables and factors in each of our models. These coefficients represent the average change in the 
outcome measure that could be expected per each unit change in the predictor variable. 
Conversions to the variables were made to represent more meaningful differences. For example, 
attendance was reported in increments of 10 days, and the proportions of IEP, immigrant, and First 
language students were in increments of 10%.  

 

QUALITATIVE ANALYSES 

A series of interviews with board level SEF leads, and school principals selected by the SEF lead in 
the board were conducted. A complete set of protocols will be available in the final report. To 
examine the actual implementation of the SEF across schools and school boards we worked with 
the SEF leads to organise and conduct focus groups with teachers from the school board. Interviews 
were conducted in person or by telephone by one of the research team.  
 
Not all of the eight participating boards involved teachers and principals in process. Hence we did 
not conduct focus groups in each of the boards.  
 
Analyses of the interviews and Focus groups were completed using NVivo, a qualitative analysis 
software program. These analyses enabled us to find themes across the data, including 
commonalities and important differences. 

OUTCOMES - IMPACT ON PRACTICE AND STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT 

 
A summary of results has been organized into four parts: 

• Executive Summary of the Review of the SEF 
• HLM analyses of elementary, intermediate and secondary data  
• Summary of qualitative data including interview and focus group results 
• Implications for Practice and Further Study 
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A full report on qualitative results can be found in Section 2, and the full SEF Framework review can 
be found in Section 3. 
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PART 1: FOUNDATIONS FOR SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT: A REVIEW OF THE 
SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS FRAMEWORK IN ONTARIO 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF SEF FRAMEWORK 

 

The School Effectiveness Framework represents the current effort of the Literacy and Numeracy 
Secretariat and Ontario educators to build capacity within schools and school boards for the 
purpose of improving academic achievement of students in Ontario.  This review provided a critical 
overview of the framework along with supporting research that has helped shape the current 
educational plan for that province. 
 
The over-arching purpose of the SEF is to improve student achievement in Ontario’s publicly 
funded schools. However, the SEF identifies two key objectives to meet this purpose; 1) to establish 
greater equity of student outcomes and 2) to facilitate school effectiveness.  In the SEF, it is 
assumed that although the two primary objectives can be differentiated, there is enough 
background evidence that they are inextricably bound to one another. That is, it is assumed that 
establishing greater equity of student outcomes is facilitating school effectiveness, and vice-versa.  
The single most often objective cited in the SEF literature is to achieve greater equity of outcomes 
for all students as measured by the reduction of achievement gaps between student populations. A 
fundamental belief of the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat is that removing these gaps is a 
prerequisite for achieving excellence in education. From this perspective, schools – including 
programs and interventions – should be flexible enough to accommodate the needs of individual 
students of all demographics. The SEF lists 13 characteristics of an equitable system that can be 
grouped into three categories: the elimination of prejudice and stereotypes, development of 
inclusive teaching material and techniques, and strengthening social support networks. These 
characteristics have been widely reported in the literature as being related to increased student 
achievement. However, the foundations for these characteristics are less clear. As an example, while 
there is little debate regarding the value of varied educational approaches, there is little research 
evidence supporting the presence of learning styles. In addition, there is no evidence or rationale, 
either logical, theoretical or empirical, to prefer this list of characteristics to some other list. 
 
The Elimination of Prejudice and Stereotypes: According to the philosophy behind the SEF, the 
elimination of stereotypes and prejudice of academic performance is considered paramount in 
establishing an equitable system (Reeves, 2007). The commonly used expressions in education 
reflecting this foundation are to “Establish high expectations,” and “Every student can be 
successful.”  Educators’ expectations of students will have an impact on their subsequent success, 
known as the Pygmalion or Rosenthal effect. This Pygmalion effect refers to the principle that the 
greater the expectation we place on people, the more likelihood they will achieve; and conversely, 
the lower the expectation, the lower the achievement. According to some folk-psychology, 
speculative views of education (i.e., Reeves, 2006),  the Pygmalion effect is misunderstood as being 
an important principle when considering prejudice and stereotypes with regard to equity of 
student outcomes,  because if there are different achievement expectations for different student 
demographics, then there is increased likelihood that achievement disparities will be actualized as 
expected.  As such, rejecting negative stereotypes about students’ abilities and potential, 
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maintaining the belief that all students can achieve regardless of demographic, and stressing high 
expectations for students are instructional practices that will attenuate student achievement 
disparities. Nonetheless, the existence and strength of the Pygmalion effect has been criticised. 
Regardless, educational policies in the vast majority of jurisdictions continue to be built around the 
fundamental premise that the vast majority of children are capable of meeting high expectation if 
provided proper instruction and opportunity.  
 
Development of Inclusive Teaching Material and Techniques: The foundations for inclusive teacher 
materials and techniques, as stated in the SEF, can be traced back to previous research and beliefs 
regarding the need for teachers to adapt the learning environment and their teaching strategies to 
better meet the needs of individual learners. Certainly, a variety of teaching strategies have been 
found to have differential success on student achievement. Further, students are likely to learn 
more effectively when they have the opportunity to explore learning expectations in a variety of 
ways. This foundation has expanded over the years to better focus instructional strategies on the 
needs of individual students. The current incarnation is called “Differentiated Instruction”. 
However, the same philosophy underlies Learning Styles and Multiple Intelligences (e.g., Gardner, 
1983, 1993, 1999). Unfortunately, MI theory has not withstood critical analysis and is largely 
dismissed in the academic community. It remains extremely popular in the education profession 
and books and professional articles continue to be written about its value to teaching and learning. 
Similarly, differentiated instruction is increasingly promoted in the professional literature although 
a strong evidence base does not yet exist.  
 
Thus the theoretical foundations upon which inclusive educational materials and techniques is 
based still need to be established. While the materials and strategies have been linked to higher 
student achievement, the underlying reasons for their effectiveness are still not fully understood. 
Although theories such as Learning Styles and Multiple Intelligences provide a possible explanation, 
as do theories that “feel right to educators,” the lack of evidence for these theories and the fact that 
they are not falsifiable suggests that the actual mechanisms are different. As mentioned in the SEF, 
it is important to collect and analyze data for the purpose of optimizing inclusive teaching practices, 
and find evidence-based effective strategies for fostering an inclusive environment. 
 
Strengthening Social Support Networks (parental involvement): There is a large body of evidence 
linking parental involvement and student achievement. However, the nature of the parental 
involvement is also of critical importance. In recent years, the definition of parental involvement 
has expanded to include school, home, and community-based activities.  An in-depth review of 51 
recent research studies, entitled A New Wave of Evidence: The Impact of School, Family & 
Community Connections on Student Achievement, adds further support to the notion that student 
success is significantly affected by family and community connections with schools.  The results 
show that when families, schools, and the community work together to support learning, students 
tend to be more successful academically, stay in school longer, and adapt more readily.  Perhaps 
most importantly, especially with regard to equity of student outcomes, is that the educational 
benefits of parental involvement remain constant across all socioeconomic, racial/ethnic, and age 
groups.  Furthermore, having schools develop strong community relations will positively influence 
teacher job satisfaction and increase the probability of teachers remaining in the school and in the 
profession.  
 
Although all the previously mentioned research is only indirectly related to SEF, as it encompasses 
all higher ecological levels of human development, not just educational institutions (Bronfebrenner, 
1979) the management of the critical characteristics of an equitable system in the SEF is considered 
vital to the development of equity of student outcomes.  Establishing equity of student outcomes, it 
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is argued, serves as the backdrop for the other primary objective of the SEF; namely, to facilitate 
school effectiveness, which is a second primary objective of the SEF. This purpose is described both 
explicitly and implicitly throughout the SEF document, encompassing the multi-faceted aspects of 
this goal. Multiple strategies are promoted to facilitate improved student achievement. Of primary 
importance are strategies that also focus on capacity building.  Capacity building in this context can 
be defined as “actions that lead to an increase in the collective power of a group to improve student 
achievement, especially by raising the bar and closing the gap for all students” (Fullan, 2005). 
 
Central to the current conceptions of capacity building in education, as reflected in the SEF, are 
professional learning communities (PLCs). A professional learning community (PLC) has been 
defined as a group of people sharing and critically interrogating their practice in an ongoing, 
collaborative, inclusive, reflective, learning-oriented, growth-promoting process. When considering 
the definition of capacity building, and how it relates to the development of a PLC, we can see that 
the objectives related to the facilitation of school effectiveness were engineered in accordance with 
the results of current research. However, it seems that almost all research evidence in education 
can fit the SEF, given its generality. As a result, it is unclear how it can be used by teachers or even 
participating parents. 
 
The SEF assumes the perspective that Ontario educators intrinsically desire to monitor their own 
effectiveness by engaging in self-assessment.  This belief is based on research that has found that 
one of the factors that seem to be associated with job satisfaction and sense of self-efficacy among 
teachers is the success of students (Leithwood, 2006). As such, the SEF document sets forth a 
framework intended to provide educators with a standardized process to assess their own 
effectiveness, enabling them to take responsibility for improving the educational system from 
within.  In its focus on a deepening of instructional effectiveness and pedagogical practices by 
identifying strengths and areas that require focused attention, we can see that the SEF has been 
developed for the purpose of creating and sustaining a professional learning community. However, 
what has not been defined with sufficient specificity throughout the relevant sections of the SEF 
document is “student success”, without this key definition it is uncertain what it is exactly that 
teachers are validating their self-assessment against. Hence, the rationale for setting up PLCs rests 
on shallow belief-based, rather than evidence-based premises. 
 
The SEF is intended to support Ontario educators’ ongoing efforts to continually improve publicly 
funded education in the province Ontario by following a model recently developed by Fullan (2005) 
called the tri-level solution.  The tri-level solution recognizes the fundamental role of a PLC in 
optimizing educational practices by ensuring that all students learn, fostering a culture of 
collaboration, and focusing on results (DuFour, 2004).  However, Fullan (2005) does argue that if 
we do not examine the educational system beyond the perspective of individual schools, the 
professional learning communities present in the educational system will always be a minority and 
never last beyond the tenure of those individuals responsible for the establishment of the PLC. The 
tri-level solution focuses on a systematic transformation of the educational system through 
conscious, deliberate, and reflective actions within a framework of accountability at three levels: 
The school/community, the district, and the state.  The primary purposes of the tri-level solution 
are two-fold: to continuously seek and refine the best educational ideas and practices, and to 
harbour greater cohesion and shared commitment toward a higher purpose. Fullan proposes that 
when all three levels are involved in this agenda, substantial progress will be possible; however, the 
absence of tri-level participation will make the development of professional learning communities, 
aside from those serendipitously generated, impossible. 
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Listed along with the key components of school effectiveness, the SEF also lists several indicators 
for each component. These indicators are an important aspect of the SEF and are meant to describe 
the intended outcomes of educational practices, structures, or processes. The indicators are used to 
determine whether or not the current strategies are effective in achieving the objectives set-forth 
by the SEF. Key to the determination of effectiveness is the collection of measurable criteria for 
each indicator to be evaluated. The SEF provides several examples of possible methods to obtain 
such evidence including informal observation, structured observation, self-report, questionnaires, 
performances/demonstrations student achievement data, student contextual data. Certainly, these 
methods have the potential to be informative but they also have the potential to mislead. The 
research literature is full of examples supporting and criticizing each of these methods. Thus it 
appears the SEF has included the list in an attempt to move beyond the commonly used provincial 
assessment results. The framework does state that educators must take care to ensure that the 
examples of evidence do in fact correlate with the indicators being measured. However, little 
guidance is provided outlining how this would be achieved. 
 
Not surprisingly, student learning and achievement is listed as an essential component, and this 
includes the aforementioned objective to increase equity of outcomes. The SEF lists four indicators 
that can be used to determine if the intended outcome of improved Student Learning and 
Achievement has been and continues to be obtained: 
There is a culture of high expectations that supports the belief that all students can learn. 
All students are engaged in intellectually demanding tasks that require higher-order thinking skills. 
Instruction takes into account the background and experiences of all students and meets their 
diverse interests, aptitudes and special needs, 
There is a clear emphasis on literacy and numeracy achievement. 
What is less clear is the extent to which these four indicators provide an accurate measure that 
student achievement is actually improving. In this respect, the SEF appears to continue to rely on 
the research supporting the link between high expectations and higher achievement (e.g., Rosenthal 
& Jacobson, 1968; Rosenthal & Rubin, 1978), and that of differentiated instruction (e.g., Tomlinson, 
1999). Certainly, there is a large body of evidence dating back to the 1970s that correlates the 
presence of these indicators with effective schools. Strong evidence supporting the causal impact of 
these indicators remains elusive.  
In line with the focus on capacity building, Instructional Leadership is identified as an essential 
component. Principals and staff are demonstrating instructional leadership when they dedicate 
their time to the teaching learning process and not merely administrative duties.  Furthermore, 
instructional leadership includes principals, staff, parents and community members working as a 
collective to improve the quality of instruction to stimulate growth in student achievement. There 
are seven indicators listed in the SEF that can be used to determine the extent to which effective 
instructional leadership is in place. As with the indicators for student achievement, these indicators 
have been found to be present in schools in which the school leadership has been highly ranked. 
Nevertheless, the relative importance of these indicators to support the goals of the SEF are not yet 
known. 
 
According to the SEF document, continuous assessment is integral to the teaching learning process. 
Recent research has supported a renewed focus on assessment and its potential to support and 
enhance student learning. The language of assessment has also evolved over the years, to include 
notions of formative and summative assessment, assessment literacy (e.g., Stiggins, 1999), and 
most recently, Assessment – For, As and Of Learning. The assessment of Ontario schools should lead 
to ongoing development of effective instruction strategies. The SEF lists four indicators that can be 
used to determine the presence of effective Assessment and Evaluation: 
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A variety of valid and reliable assessment data is collected, disaggregated and used to inform 
planning. 
Common assessment tasks are collaboratively crafted and the resulting student work is analyzed to 
ensure consistency of standards within and across grade levels, with the goal of equity of outcomes 
for all students. 
Assessment practices that allow teachers and students to share responsibility for learning are in 
place. 
Communication practices are in place to ensure parents are informed in a timely and meaningful 
manner about student learning and progress.  
These indicators largely reflect the work of Black and Wiliam (1998) promoting the use of 
Assessment for Learning. It also reflects the phrase, Assessment As Learning, promoted by Earl 
(2003). It is important to note that underlying these terms and phrases are highly complex 
constructs. While research supports the potential of many of the underlying assessment strategies 
encompassed by these constructs, effective implementation remains a real challenge. 
 
The SEF largely relies on teachers’ knowledge and experience to identify effective instructional 
practices. Hence the SEF indicators are relatively general. Currently, the Ministry of Education has 
identified a series of strategies that it believes represent effective practices. These practices can be 
found in Ministry documents (e.g., What Works: Research into Practice), and in several of the 
Ministry webcasts. As with much of the research on teaching and learning the actual effectiveness 
of many of these strategies have limited support in the research literature. This does not mean they 
are not effective, only that the actual impact of such strategies has yet to be shown. This is an all too 
common challenge for educational research, and it has often resulted in the uptake and promotion 
of often competing instructional strategies. 
 
The foundations for the six SEF components under the category of local selection are largely 
derived from similar research used to support the Essential Components. Hence they will not be 
described in detail here. The Components for Local Selection represent a recognition that the SEF 
needs to recognize the individual needs and goals of schools and districts. This autonomy helps to 
further build the capacity building efforts of schools and districts, enabling them to focus on their 
own identified needs. Of course, it is not know if schools will have the capacity to focus on their own 
local needs when they also have to focus on essential needs. This has prompted the LNS to provide 
schools and districts with some leeway with respect to the essential Components. 
 
The four essential components identified in the SEF are the basis of the school self-assessment 
process.  The Numeracy and Literacy Secretariat heeded research that schools must go through 
specific phases when conducting self-assessment. According to the SEF, school self-assessment 
must begin with an orientation period, followed by a self-assessment stage, and finish with a follow-
up plan for action.  The schools self-assessment process described in the SEF consists of five phases: 
1) Review of school improvement plan; 2) familiarization with framework; 3) data collection and 
analysis; 4) Improvement planning; and 5) Implementation monitoring.  The results of each phase 
inform the work of the professional learning community for the subsequent phase. The whole 
process should be completed within three months, culminating with results that will guide future 
educational practices within the school.  
 
The school self-assessment process aligns with other models of school improvement (e.g., McTighe, 
& Thomas, 2003). These models promote school and district improvement efforts in which school 
teams: first identify learning goals; then collect, analyze, and summarize data from multiple sources 
for the purpose of determining student learning; and then consider the causes of present 
achievement levels and design systemic actions to address root cause, and promote continuous and 
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enduring learning, and raise test scores. By engaging in self-assessment that is oriented in this 
fashion, schools can effectively identify priorities, track results, and determine future actions to 
improve student learning. The school self-assessment process described in the SEF ideally involves 
all staff engaged in rigorous analysis of available evidence and the identification of strengths and 
areas requiring development. The Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat calls for school staff to 
assume the role of critical friend while focusing on student achievement, teacher practice, 
leadership, improvement planning and implementation.   
 
The district review process is an extension of the school-self assessment process. The SEF provides 
indicators that school boards are expected to use to collect evidence that will guide improvement 
planning and implementation. As opposed to the school self-assessment process which should be 
completed within 3 months, the district review process should be completed within four weeks. 
This relatively short review period allows for several reviews each year. In an effort to 
accommodate the different needs of each school board, the SEF allows for several elements of the 
district review process to be decided locally.  Local decisions related to the review process include: 
1) The composition of the review team; 2) the number of schools reviewed each year; 3) the 
training and orientation of review team members; 4) the reporting and monitoring process; 5)  
resource allocation; and 6) how the review process will affect future decisions.  
 
The district review process is cyclical and consists of seven phases: 1) Pre-meeting; review data and 
progress from school self-assessment process; 2) determine the scope of the review using the SEF; 
3) collect and analyze data and prepare a summary report with recommendations; 4) feedback to 
staff; support school in planning and implementing improvement strategies; 5) sharpen the focus of 
school improvement plans and build capacity; 6) assist school in evaluating progress, 
communicating results and revising school improvement plan; and 7) identify trends and patterns 
to inform board improvement planning and capacity-building needs. This district review process, 
much like the school self-assessment process, conforms to the aforementioned framework that 
previous research has outlined as effective. As per the SEF and research supporting PLC 
development strategies, the district review process culminates with the creation of a summary 
report that should provide a range of evidence to support the indicators listed in the framework 
document.  
 
In sum, the guiding principles of the district review process as presented in the SEF are founded on 
fundamental principles that seem little more than philosophical, programmatic and common sense 
statements that are not actually based on any hard or even minimal evidence. In this sense, SEF as a 
document perpetuates many of the limitations in the educational field and does not offer realistic or 
concrete solutions.    
 
There is no doubt that the developers of the SEF consulted with a broad body of educational 
researchers, many of whom have prominent backgrounds in educational policy. Many of these 
researchers have a historical or ongoing interest in Ontario and are thus quite familiar with the 
Ontario context. Teachers, schools, and districts that demonstrate the components included within 
the SEF have been shown to have significantly higher educational outcomes for their students than 
those that do not demonstrate these characteristics. Further the goals and objectives of the SEF are 
all but universally acknowledged as being relevant and valuable educational outcomes.  
 
Nevertheless, the foundations of the SEF have yet to be fully explored as operational mechanisms 
that actually improve teaching and learning in today’s public schools. The research upon which the 
SEF is based comes from various forms of educational research, representing a variety of research 
traditions. On the one hand are those studies based on correlational studies. Such correlational 
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studies have found associations amongst indicators identified in the SEF and important educational 
outcomes. While such correlations are important they do not provide causal links between the 
indicators and educational outcomes. In addition, such indicators have been developed entirely 
independently of SEF and in other contexts. 
 
A second body of research influencing the SEF is a set of policy concepts that are being heavily 
promoted in the professional community at the present time. Professional Learning Communities, 
Assessment For Learning, and Capacity Building are examples of this. These concepts represent two 
challenges for the SEF. First, these are extremely complex concepts and the components of them 
have yet to be fully explored, let alone understood. Second, given their often recent introduction 
into education, the research evidence supporting the efficacy of such concepts remains to be found. 
This does not mean they are ineffective, but it does mean there is still much to learn. In particular, 
all the indicators to evaluate teachers’ and students’ achievement are been devised independently 
of SEF and in different contexts, therefore it is not possible to generalize their applicability or 
validity for SEF without tests that are based on sound scientific research.  
 
The challenges faced by the SEF are not unique to the SEF. Rather, they represent the ongoing 
challenges faced by all educational researchers and practitioners. In many ways, educational 
research is still in its infancy, largely due to the complex nature of schooling, teaching and learning. 
Overall, such challenges will likely make it difficult for the SEF to effectively support ongoing 
change efforts. The document acknowledges the challenges it faces, providing schools and districts 
with greater autonomy. However, this autonomy assumes that practicing teachers and 
administrators have the information and skills to make effective decisions that will lead to 
improved student outcomes. Once again, the evidence supporting this is not promising. 
 
The SEF has the potential to support the implementation of a framework that will encourage 
ongoing improvement efforts. The autonomy provided to schools and districts may further enhance 
the continued use of the SEF. Nonetheless, without ongoing efforts to examine, promote, and 
communicate the results of sound educational research, the SEF may struggle to be an effective 
framework for school improvement. We suggest that a rational alternative is to foster large scale 
well-funded research partnerships between school districts and universities to create systematic 
hard evidence-based mechanisms to support teachers, learning and students’ progress evaluation. 
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PART 2: HLM QUANTITATIVE RESULTS 

ELEMENTARY STUDENT ANALYSES 

Multilevel analyses were conducted with the Kindergarten to Grade 6 data, using students’ final 
language arts, math, and science marks (expressed as a %) as dependent variables. The math and 
language arts marks were an average of each of the component marks for these subjects. The 
different sub categories for these subject areas were highly correlated. Hence we created a 
composite mark (see details in intermediate and secondary student analyses).  
 
Our first step was to run a Null model for each of the three outcome measures. The Null model 
provides a measure of the amount of variance at each level, in this case at the student and school 
levels (see Table 1). We determined the proportion of the unexplained variance (as found in the 
Null model) that could be explained by the student and school level factors. These are reported in 
the third column of Table 5. Thus the final model could explain 56.2%, 46.9% and 52.2% of the 
differences in students’ language arts, math and science marks, respectively. 
 

TABLE 1: PROPORTION OF UNEXPLAINED AND EXPLAINED VARIANCE FOR ELEMENTARY 
STUDENT SCHOOL MARKS. 

 

 Null Model Explained Variance in the Final 
Model 

Language Arts Mark   

Student level (n= 29886) 88.0% 56.2% 

School level (n= 173) 12.0% 75.8% (35.0%) 

Math Mark   

Student level (n= 37593) 87.7% 46.9% 

School level (n= 173) 12.3% 66.6% (22.1%) 

Science Mark   

Student level (n=27572) 89.8% 52.2% 

School level (n= 111)  10.2% 80.4% (10.5%) 

 

It would also seem that our model explained rather large amounts of the school level variances for 
the three marks (67% to 80%). However, the percentage of variance uniquely accounted by school 
level variables was actually modest to small (35% for language arts; 22% for math; 10% for 
science). Therefore, the school level factors only accounted for a relatively small portion of the 
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school level variance, typically less than 5%, indicating that student level variables were not equally 
distributed across schools. 
 
Our next step was to create multilevel models to determine which student and school level factors 
were significantly associated with differences. These results are provided in Table 2. The results 
provide the expected change in the average percentage grade that could be expected per each unit 
change in the predictor variables. The first half provides the significant student level predictors and 
the second half contains the significant student level predictors. In general, these results replicated 
the results of the intermediate and secondary student analyses. There was however a noticeable 
difference. The magnitude of both student level and school level effects was much smaller in the 
elementary data than in the other datasets, suggesting limited practical importance. Work habits 
was again the strongest student level predictor. 
 
Finally, very few school level differences were found. Most notably, schools that had a French track 
within the school had slightly higher marks in each of the three subject areas. The effects in the 
other school level factors are too small to even deserve interpretation. 
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TABLE 2: MULTILEVEL MODELS FOR ELEMENTARY STUDENTS 

Factor Language Arts Math Science 

Student Level Factors    

Grade (K to grade 6) 0.19 (0.04) 0.22 (0.05) 0.19 (0.05) 

Gender (1=male, 2 = female) 0.20 (0.02) -0.42 (0.02) -0.17 (0.02) 

Number of Parents 

(1=2 parent family, 2 =other) 
-0.10 (0.02) -0.14 (0.02) -0.16 (0.02) 

IEP (1=non IEP, 2 =IEP) -0.30 (0.03) -0.36 (0.03) -0.31 (0.04) 

Immigrant 0.08 (0.02) 0.10 (0.03)  

French Language Program 0.07 (0.03) 0.10 (0.02) -0.08 (0.03) 

Absenteeism (per 10 days) < -0.01 (<0.01) -0.01 (<0.01) -0.01 (<0.01) 

Number of schools attended   -0.05 (0.02) 

English as First language  -0.18 (0.03)  -0.14 (0.03) 

Year of Birth 0.14 (0.04) 0.23 (0.05) 0.17 (0.05) 

Work Habits  1.83 (0.02) 1.87 (0.02) 1.74 (0.02) 

Conflict Resolution and Cooperation -0.15 (0.02) -0.20 (0.02) -0.11 (0.02) 

School Level Variables    

School size (FTEs) <0.01 (<0.01) <0.01 (<0.01) <0.01 (<0.01) 

School Track (1=no French; 2 = 
Extended or Core French; 3 =French 
Immersion) 

<0.01 (<0.01) 0.20 (0.09) 0.24 (0.09) 

School Type -0.24 (.08) -0.25 (0.08)  

Number of students in K – 6 <-0.01 (<0.01) <-0.01 (<0.01) <-0.01 (<0.01) 

Number of students suspended (per 10 
students) -0.03 (0.01)   

 



 25 

A second set of Multilevel analyses were completed using the Grade 3 and 6 EQAO reading, writing, 
and mathematics results as outcome variables. The scores on these assessments range from 0 to 4, 
rounded to the nearest decimal point. Prior to conducting these analyses, we determined the 
association of the EQAO scores with students’ marks. The school grades (language arts, math, 
science) were slightly more correlated with each other than their corresponding EQAO assessment 
(see Table 3). The science scores had the lowest correlations with the EQAO results. Although the 
EQAO results were moderately correlated with each other, we did run separate multilevel analyses 
for each of the EQAO scores. We also completed separate analyses for Grades 3 and 6. The results 
were generally quite similar, with the exception that the Grade 6 science marks had lower 
correlations with all of the other measures as compared to the Grade 3 science marks.  
 

TABLE 3. CORRELATIONS BETWEEN SCHOOL MARKS AND EQAO SCORES. 

 

 Math Science EQAO 
Reading 

EQAO 
Writing EQAO Math 

L.A. .72** .64** .61** .57** .57** 

Math - .63** .53** .49** .65** 

Science  - .43** .39** .45** 

EQAO Reading   - .68** .66** 

EQAO Writing    - .61** 

 

Due to missing data, some of our intended predictors could not be used in the multilevel analyses 
(e.g., teacher-to-student ratio, suspension rates). Missing data also resulted in a reduced sample.  
Our first step in the multilevel analyses was to run a null model for each of the three outcome 
measures (see Table 4). Not surprisingly, the majority of the variance was at the student level 
(within schools). As an example, approximately 85% of the variance in students’ EQAO reading 
(EQAO-R) scores can be attributed to student level factors, independent of the schools the students 
attended. In comparison, the remaining 15% of the variability in students’ EQAO scores could be 
attributed to the schools these students attend. Similar results were found for students’ EQAO 
writing and mathematics scores. 
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TABLE 4. PROPORTION OF VARIANCE EXPLAINED AT THE STUDENT AND SCHOOL LEVELS 
FOR EQAO MEASURES. 

 

 Null Model Explained Variance in the Final 
Model 

Language Arts Mark   

Student level (n=21274) 85.3% 40.9% 

School level (n=158) 14.7% 44.4% (40.9%) 

Math Mark   

Student level (n=21977) 81.8% 35.7% 

School level (n=158) 18.2% 38.7% (31.4%) 

Science Mark   

Student level (n=21812) 83.5% 47.8% 

School level (n=158)  17.5% 46.7% (39.0%) 

Our next step was to create multilevel models to determine which student and school level factors 
were significantly associated with differences. These results are provided in Table 5. The results 
provide the expected change in the EQAO score that could be expected per each unit change in the 
predictor variables. The first half (student-level variables) provides the significant student level 
predictors and the second half (school-level variables) contains the significant school level 
predictors. To minimize the effects of the academic grades with EQAO scores, the language arts 
grade was used as a predictor for the EQAO reading and writing scores, while math and science 
grades were used as predictors for the EQAO math scores. 
 
Generally, all three models were relatively similar, although some interesting differences were 
found. The positive coefficient for Grade indicates that Grade 6 students did slightly better than 
Grade 3 students on their respective EQAO assessments, when other variables were controlled. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, students with an IEP obtained EQAO  scores that were approximately 0.1 
to 0.2 of a level lower than their non IEP counterparts, with the greatest difference occurring for the 
reading results. There was an interesting gender effect for reading. In the absence of other 
variables, females reported higher scores than males. In contrast, in the presence of other variables, 
the relationship between gender and EQAO reading scores was negative (females scoring lower). It 
appears that the addition of the language arts marks resulted in the shift in the gender coefficient, 
suggesting that there is a gender mark interaction in relationship to EQAO scores. Students in 
French Immersion programs had slightly higher scores on the EQAO assessments. Students whose 
first language was not English had lower EQAO reading scores 
Students who are pro-social did slightly poorer on EQAO-W but this effect was not observed for the 
other two EQAO assessments. Not surprisingly, students’ school marks were positively associated 
with their EQAO scores. Further, positive work habits were also associated with higher EQAO 
scores. Interestingly, the pro-social measure had a small negative association with EQAO writing 
scores in the presence of the other variables.   
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We also found significant school level effects. Students in larger schools had slightly higher EQAO 
scores whereas students in schools that had a greater range of Grades within the school, tended to 
have slightly lower EQAO scores. Not surprisingly, schools with a larger proportion of Students with 
IEPs had lower EQAO scores. The one finding that did surprise us was the negative association 
between EQAO scores and program tracks. Schools that had both an English and French program 
had lower EQAO scores, although the students in French Immersion themselves tended to have 
higher scores.  

 

TABLE 3. OVERALL RELATIVE EFFECTS MODEL WITH FIXED EFFECTS FOR EQAO 
MEASURES. 

 Reading Writing Mathematics 

Student-level variables 

Grade 0.07 (<0.01) 0.01 (<0.01) 0.08 (0.02) 

IEP -0.26 (0.01) -0.10 (0.01) -0.21 (0.02) 

Gender (1= male, 2=female) -0.04 (0.01) 0.09 (0.01) -0.05 (0.02) 

Birth year   0.09 (0.02) 

French language program 0.07 (0.01) 0.05 (0.01) 0.06 (0.01) 

Absenteeism (per 10 days)  -0.01 (<0.01) -0.02 (0.01) 

First language -0.09 (0.01)   

Work habits 0.04 (0.01) 0.04 (0.01) 0.05 (0.01) 

Pro-social  -0.02 (0.01)  

Language Arts mark 0.22 (0.00) 0.15 (<0.01)  

Math mark   0.18 (<0.01) 

Science mark   0.03 (<0.01) 

 

School-level variables 

School type -0.06 (0.02) -0.10 (0.02) -0.07 (0.02) 

School size (per 100 students) 0.03 (0.01) 0.03 (0.01) 0.03 (0.01) 

Tracks -0.08 (0.03) -0.07 (0.03) -0.10 (0.03) 

IEP rate   -0.45 (0.14) 
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Finally, we determined the proportion of the unexplained variance that could be explained by the 
student and school level factors (see Table 4). The final model explained 40.9% of the variability in 
students’ EQAO reading scores. This model also accounted for 44.4% of the school level variance, 
with the majority of this variance (40.9%) explained by the school level factors. Similar findings 
were obtained for the EQAO writing and mathematics scores. 
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INTERMEDIATE STUDENT ANALYSES 

Multilevel analyses were conducted with the Grade 7 and 8 data, using students’ final language arts, 
math, and science marks (expressed as a %) as dependent variables. The math and language arts 
marks were an average of each of the component marks for these subjects. The different sub 
categories for these subject areas were highly correlated. Hence we created a composite mark. The 
reliabilities for these composite marks were 0.86 for math (accounting for 70% of the variance in 
the individual component marks) and 0.90 for literacy (accounting for 85% of the individual 
component marks). Similarly, the final marks across the three subject areas were also correlated, 
ranging from 0.63 between science and math to 0.68 between language arts and science. These 
moderate correlations enabled us to run separate analyses for each of these outcome measures.  
 
Due to missing data issues, we could not include students’ Grade 3 or Grade 6 EQAO scores. Our 
original sample contained 178 schools. However, due to missing school level data for suspension 
rates and attendance, the sample was reduced to 158 schools. Further, we unable to use school 
level data for socioeconomic status or teacher/student ratios. Our first step was to run a Null model 
for each of the three outcome measures. The Null model provides a measure of the amount of 
variance at each level, in this case at the student and school levels (see Table 4). Not surprisingly, 
the majority of the variance was at the student level (within schools). As an example, just under 
90% (89.9%) of the variance in students’ language arts marks can be attributed to student level 
factors, independent of the schools the students attend. In contrast, just over 10% (10.1%) of the 
variability in students’ language arts marks can be attributed to the schools these students attend. 
Similar results were found for students’ math and science marks. 
 

TABLE 4: PROPORTION OF UNEXPLAINED AND EXPLAINED VARIANCE IN THE 
INTERMEDIATE STUDENT RESULTS.  

 Null Model Explained Variance in the Final 
Model 

Language Arts Mark   

Student level (n=21274) 89.9% 51.6% 

School level (n=158) 10.1% 53.8% (25.6%) 

Math Mark   

Student level (n=21977) 92.2% 38.7% 

School level (n=158) 7.8% 44.2% (18.3%) 

Science Mark   

Student level (n=21812) 90.8% 41.8% 

School level (n=158)  9.2% 48.4% (12.6%) 
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Our next step was to create multilevel models to determine which student and school level factors 
were significantly associated with differences. These results are provided in Table 5. The results 
provide the expected change in the average percentage grade that could be expected per each unit 
change in the predictor variables. The first half provides the significant student level predictors and 
the second half contains the significant student level predictors. Generally, all three models were 
relatively similar, although some interesting differences were found. For example, in the presence 
of the other predictor variables, students from two parent families had slightly higher grades in 
each subject area (0.84% in language arts to 1.15% in Science) than those students from other 
parental situations (typically single parent). In contrast, students with an IEP would be expected to 
have achievement marks that were 2.5 to 2. 9% lower than their non IEP counterparts. 
Absenteeism had a small but significant effect on students’ achievement. For every 10 days a 
student was absent from school, their average mark would be predicted to be 0.37% lower than a 
student who was not absent at all during the year. Similarly, students who were suspended also 
obtained lower average marks, first if they were suspended at all, and secondly depending on the 
number of days the student was suspended. The largest impact was on students’ science marks.  
 
Lastly, students learning skills on their report cards also predicted their levels of achievement. 
These learning skills represented two correlated factors (r = 0.73) that accounted for 80% of the 
variance across the 9 learning skills items. The first factor included 7 items related to work habits 
(efficacy and student engagement). These included independent work homework completion, class 
participation, and goal setting. The internal consistency for the items in this factor was 0.95. The 
second factor, Conflict Resolution contained two items related to cooperation with peers and 
conflict resolution. The internal consistency of this scale was 0.93. As illustrated on Table 2, work 
habits were strongly related to achievement marks. Students’ average grades increased by 6.31 
(language arts) to 7.85% (science) for each level of increase in reported Work Habits, from “needs 
improvement” to “satisfactory” to “good” to “excellent.” Surprisingly, the other learning s=kills 
factor, Conflict Resolution was associated with slightly lower grades. It is possible that students 
who scored higher on this factor were also those who were more likely to have to deal with issues 
of conflict resolution in their school.  Gender was associated with differences in language arts (girls’ 
average marks were 1.92% higher) and math (boys scored 1.31% higher). Students in French 
language programs also had higher average marks in both language arts and math. We did not find 
any significant differences associated with students who were immigrants or whose first language 
was not English. 
 
Very few school level differences were found. Schools that had a French track within the school had 
slightly higher marks in each of the 3 subject areas. These results indicate that students’ average 
marks would be .78% higher in language arts and 1.16% higher in science in schools with an 
Extended French track. In contrast, schools with higher suspension rates had lower average marks 
for their students. For every 10 students suspended, the average language arts mark decreased by 
0.62 % and the average math mark decreased by 0.57%. Again, this was a decrease in the average 
mark across the school. Interestingly, schools that had higher proportions of immigrant students 
had higher average marks in language arts and schools with higher proportions of students whose 
first language was not English had higher math and science marks. For every 10% increase in the 
proportion of students whose first language was not English, the average math mark was 0.48% 
higher across students in the school. One interesting finding was that Grades 7 and 8 students 
whose school structure included High school grades had slightly higher science marks.  
 
Finally, we determined the proportion of the unexplained variance (as found in the Null model) that 
could be explained by the student and school level factors. These are reported in the final column of 
Table 4. Thus the final model could explain 51.6% of the differences in students’ language arts 
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marks. Further, this model could account for 53.8% of the school level variance. However, the 
school level factors accounted for 25.6% of this school level variance, with the remainder being 
accounted for student level variables. The final models accounted for 38.7% of the student level 
variance in math marks (44.2% of the school level variance) and 41.8% of the student level 
variance in science marks (48.4% of the school level variance). Again, the school level factors only 
accounted for a relatively small portion of the school level factors, indicating that student level 
variables were not equally distributed across schools.



 32 

TABLE 5: MULTILEVEL MODELS FOR INTERMEDIATE STUDENTS 
 

Factor Language 
Arts Math Science 

Student Level Factors    

Gender (1=male, 2 = female) 1.92 (.15) -1.31 (0.20)  

Number of Parents 

(1=2 parent family, 2 =other) 
-0.84 (.11) -1.12 (0.16) -1.15 (.15) 

IEP (1=non IEP, 2 =IEP) -2.57 (.25) -2.84 (0.28) -2.87 (.30) 

French Language Program 0.94 (.15) 1.00 (.27)  

Absenteeism (per 10 days) -0.37 (.08) -0.66 (.05) -0.65 (.13) 

# Days Suspended -0.29 (.08) -0.26 (.07) -0.26 (.10) 

Previous Suspension (1=no, 2 = yes)) -0.72 (.15) -1.13(.4) -1.72 (.41) 

Work Habits  6.31 (0.22) 7.91 (.29) 7.85 (.25) 

Conflict Resolution and Cooperation -0.57 (.09) -0.96 (.13) -0.86 (.15) 

School Level Variables    

School Track (1=no French; 2 = 
Extended or Core French; 3 =French 
Immersion) 

0.78 (.31) 1.01 (.39)  1.16 (.40) 

School Type   1.13 (.44) 

Number of students suspended (per 10 
students) -0.62 (.18) -0.57 (.26)  

Proportion of First language students 
(10%)  0.48 (.13) 0.25 (.12) 

Proportion of Immigrant Students (10%) 0.87 (.17)   
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SECONDARY STUDENT ANALYSES 

 
Multilevel analyses were conducted with the Grade 9 and 10 data, using students’ credit 
accumulation, and Grade 9 EQAO scores (Applied and Academic) as dependent variables. We 
did not include OSSLT results at this time, nor did we include language arts achievement or 
math achievement. This decision was made because students enrolled in different language 
arts and math courses, making it impossible to create a consistent achievement measure. 
These achievement scores were used as predictor variables. Similarly, we did not include the 
OSSLT results at this time because the only information we had was if the student passed or 
failed. We will look at the use of logistic HLM at a later date to examine the OSSLT scores.  
 
Due to missing data issues, we could not include students’ Grade 3 or Grade 6 EQAO scores. 
Our original sample contained 77 schools. However, the final samples for each of the analyses 
were lower, due to incomplete data at either the student or school level. Further, we unable to 
use school level data for socioeconomic status or teacher/student ratios. Our first step was to 
run a Null model for each of the three outcome measures. The Null model provides a measure 
of the amount of variance at each level, in this case at the student and school levels (see Table 
6). Not surprisingly, the majority of the variance was at the student level (within schools). As an 
example, just over 76% (76.4%) of the variance in Grade 9 students’ credit accumulation can be 
attributed to student level factors, independent of the schools the students attend. In contrast, 
over 23% (23.6%) of the variability in Grade 9 students’ credit accumulation could be attributed 
to the schools these students attend. There were some surprisingly high amounts of school 
level variances found for these sets of data. 
 

TABLE 6: PROPORTION OF UNEXPLAINED AND EXPLAINED VARIANCE.  

 

 Null Model Explained Variance in the Final 
Model 

Grade 9 Credit Accumulation   

Student level (n=11903) 76.4% 61.8%% 

School level (n=66) 23.6% 90.7%% (1.3%) 

Grade 10 Credit Accumulation   

Student level (n=11378) 72.4% 67.6% 

School level (n=67)  27.6% 95.1% (3.1%) 

Grade 9 EQAO Applied Math Results  

Student level (n=2950) 88.5% 47.1% 

School level (n=62) 7.8% 0% 
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Grade 9 EQAO Academic Math Results  

Student level (n=9013) 82.2% 57.1% 

School level (n=70)  17.8% 44.2% (27.5%) 

Our next step was to create multilevel models to determine which student and school level factors 
were significantly associated with differences. These results are provided in Table 7. The results 
provide the expected change in the outcome variable that could be expected per each unit change in 
the predictor variables. The first half provides the significant student level predictors and the 
second half contains the significant student level predictors. The models are somewhat different, 
reflecting the different secondary student populations that these outcome measures represent. As 
an example, students who have an EQAO applied math score will not generally have an EQAO 
academic math score. The two models for credit accumulation were somewhat similar, although the 
coefficients tended to be higher for the Grade 10 students. This is not surprising given that students 
in Grade 10 will likely have greater variability in the number of credits that they have accumulated. 
For example, in the presence of the other predictor variables, students from two parent families 
had slightly higher credits accumulated (0.08 for Grade 9 and 0.16 in Grade 10) than those students 
from other parental situations (typically single parent). Absenteeism and being suspended were 
also associated with lower levels of credit accumulation. For example, for every 10 days a student 
was absent, their predicted credit accumulation would be predicted to be .43 lower. Thus a student 
with approximately 25 days of missed school could be expected to have 1 full credit less than a 
student who was not absent at all during the school year (.43 X 2.5 = 1.15). Similarly, students who 
were suspended had lower levels of credit accumulation.  Lastly, students in applied or locally 
developed language arts or math programs and those with lower levels of achievement in these 
subject areas also had lower levels of credit accumulation. Very few school level differences were 
found, although we also had very few school level variables to include in the model. Schools with 
higher proportions of Students with IEPs would be expected to have fewer credits accumulated 
across their population of students.  
 
The Grade 9 EQAO math results were less consistent, largely due to the very different student 
populations the two tests represent. Girls scored slightly lower in booth the applied and academic 
exams (.16 of a level for applied math and .13 lower for academic math). Immigrant students did 
more poorly in the applied math test than in the academic math course. This may represent two 
distinct immigrant populations. Students with IEPs also performed more poorly in the applied 
program. Again, it is possible that students with IEPs are less likely to be in the academic math 
program or those students with IEPs in the academic math programs are well supported. Lastly, a 
student’s math achievement served as a strong predictor of EQAO success. This is not surprising 
given that the correlations between math achievement and EQAO results were 0.63 between math 
achievement and EQAO results for both math programs.  
 
The only significant school level predictor for applied math results was that students in larger 
schools tended to do slightly better (0.05 of a level per every 100 student increase). This may 
reflect greater supports for these students in larger schools. In contrast, differences in the academic 
results were associated with the proportion of students suspended, the proportion of Students with 
IEPs and the proportion of students with a first language other than English. Nonetheless, the 
associations with these variables were small.  
 
Finally, we determined the proportion of the unexplained variance (as found in the Null model) that 
could be explained by the student and school level factors. These are reported in the final column of 
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Table 6. Thus the final model could explain 61.8% of the differences in students’ Grade 9 credit 
accumulation. Further, this model could account for 90.7% of the school level variance. However, 
the majority of the school level variance was actually explained by student level variables. Similar 
findings were found for Grade 10 credit accumulation. Coupled with the large amounts of school 
level variance found in the Null models, these results suggest that schools in Eastern Ontario may 
be serving different populations of students, perhaps due to specialty programs offered in different 
schools. Such programs would attract different populations of students, exacerbating the observed 
school level differences in measures such as credit accumulation. Yet, after analyses, it appears that 
these differences are due largely to student level factors rather than the schools that the students 
attend. Such findings have important implications for attempts to monitor program effectiveness at 
the secondary school level. In contrast, school level factors were more prominent in explaining the 
observed differences in academic math achievement, accounting for 27.5% of the variance 
accounted for at the school level.  
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TABLE 7: MULTILEVEL MODELS FOR SECONDARY STUDENTS 

 

Factor 
Grade 9 
Credit 

Accum. 

Grade 10 
Credit 

Accum. 

EQAO 
Applied 

Math 

EQAO 
Academic 

math 

Student Level Factors     

Gender (1 = male, 2 = female)   -0.16 (.02) -.13 (.01) 

Number of Parents 

(1=2 parent family, 2 =other) 
-0.08 (.03) -0.16 (.03)   

Immigrant (0=No 1 = Yes)   -0.24 (.05)  

IEP (1=non IEP, 2 =IEP)   -14 (.03)  

First Language  

(1 = English, 2 = Another Language) 
  -.13 (.05) -.08 (.02) 

Absenteeism (per 10 days) -0.32 (.02) -0.43 (.05)   

# Days Suspended (1=no, 2 = yes))  -0.11 (.02)   

Previous Suspension (1=no, 2 = yes)) -0.26 (.07) -0.37 (.11)   

Credits Accumulated    .03 (<.01)  

English Program  

(1=LD or Applied, 2 = Academic) 
 0.55 (.06)   

English Achievement  

(per 10% increase) 
 0.29 (.03)   

Math Program  

(1=LD or Applied, 2 = Academic) 
0.17 (0.04)    

Math Achievement  

(per 10% increase) 
0.23 (.02) 0.16 (.01) 0.39 (.01) 0.36 (.01)  

Math Effort     -0.09 (.01)  
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School Level Variables     

Sample Size    0.05 (.02) -0.01 (<.01) 

Number of students suspended  

(per 100 students) 
   -0.01 (<.01) 

Proportion of Students with IEPs 
(10%) -0.09 (.04) -0.17 (.04)  -0.07 (.02) 

Proportion of Students with a First 
Language other than English (10%)    0.06 (.03) 
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PART 3: QUALITATIVE RESULTS 

 
PERCEPTIONS OF THE SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS FRAMEWORK (SEF) AND ITS IMPACT ON 

SCHOOL POLICY AND STUDENT LEARNING: A QUALITATIVE STUDY 

 
PRELIMINARY RESULTS 

The findings reported here need to be taken with great caution. We strongly urge the reader not to use 
these as conclusive findings or evidence in support or against the School Effectiveness Framework, but 
rather as preliminary evidence upon which to future studies evaluating the SEF and its impact can be 
planned. 

 
Text analysis of interviews and focus groups revealed that teachers and school administrators, 
while agreeing on some general principles, had different perceptions and opinions as to how and to 
what extent the SEF may be contributing to students’ success.  
 
For example, school administrators (both principals and SEF-leads), despite acknowledging the 
challenges of implementing the SEF in their schools and districts,  expressed unanimous 
enthusiasm for what the SEF had brought to their institution(s). More specifically, principals and 
SEF-leads referred to dramatic changes in the culture within their organization which is described 
as more oriented towards accountability and transparency than before the SEF was implemented: 
 
 “I think what has changed is that there is no longer, not that there was an expectation that’d 

we have teacher isolation, but I think that was sort of the way in which we were doing 
business.  Teachers were very isolated in their classroom, perhaps with the understanding 
that they were the knowledge brokers as we would say or that they knew the trade or they 
knew the skill set and had the, all the skills necessary to do what they needed to do in their 
classrooms on their own, and I think that what has changed is that we’ve gone from a model 
of teacher isolation, perhaps there was collaboration with regard to expectations for school 
behaviour, things with that regard, to moving to a culture where we focus more on 
collaboration in the sense of let’s talk about the curriculum, let’s talk about instructional 
strategies, let’s talk about assessment strategies, and things of that nature”  

 

Accounts of improved sense of collegiality between teachers, as well as deeper learning (i.e., higher 
order thinking skills; critical thinking) occurring among the students and the use of common 
language among both teachers and students were reported by these sources:  

 
“I find the doors were not as closed as in the past, there was more talk between teachers 
about sort of the common purpose. Now the whole, we introduced the TLC people to SEF as 
well and I would say that if we didn’t have, if we hadn’t gone through the process of getting 
everyone on board with the SEF I think it would have been harder to start sort of 
implementing the, sort of the clips or the teaching and learning critical pathways, and those, 
the whole psychological extent of it so that it made a really nice stepping stone, so I think 



 39 

that was one of the biggest influences. So now when we get together and talk about students 
and talk about the focused interventions and we talk about all of the different parts of, 
whether it’s multiple intelligence or differentiation or peer intervention or anything like 
that, the vocabulary is well entrenched and everybody is speaking the same language so it’s 
kind of, well it makes it easier, you know.” 

 
Teachers accounts were similar to the extent that they also reported an improved sense of 
collegiality which they attributed to the fact that by having to be more accountable they engaged 
more in meaningful interactions with their colleagues: 
 

“But since SEF like before we were very individualistic I think and well we would 
communicate to maybe one other teacher but since SEF teacher moderation is a major drive 
at our school anyway, and I think at all schools, and so we get together more and we have 
some commonality in what we are looking at, there’s more precision now than there was 
back then.  Back then, how many years, two years ago.” 

“There’s more accountability now as well of what you’re doing in your classroom.  Before 
like going back to what you were saying, you could close your door and nobody really knew 
what was going on behind it, and nobody ever really questioned the marks you were giving 
students or how you were coming up with those marks or how they aligned to other 
students.” 

 

Teachers’ accounts also included comments on deeper learning and the greater consistency in 
assessments and grading within the school:  
 

“I have been a junior teacher all along, never been a primary and got, I mean I was 
transferred into primary and not, how do you teach kids how to read, and then you start 
addressing, oh my gosh look at all these reading comprehension skills they need to have to 
become a good reader, that came through, that came out during our SEF committee 
meetings, that oh, and the inferring wow, now that I know what it is and I know how to 
teach it, well we’ve been inferring now, they are making those connections and I see the 
deeper thinking, they’re not just firing out what colour is that cat, black. They’re not, the 
thin questions, they’re actually thinking deeper because I know how to teach them how to 
think deeper.” 

“It was also like I work in a large school where we were just talking, I have, we have more 
students in one grade than maybe some schools have in an entire school.  We have 83 grade 
2 students so there’s four full grade 2 classes, and before there was definitely a, there wasn’t 
as much focus on consistency between, within a grade between the teachers, so even though 
there was four grade 2 classes, each teacher kind of did their own thing and there wasn’t, 
you know, if one teacher decided to adopt tests in a certain way and another teacher 
decided to do spelling another way, it wasn’t really a huge deal. Everyone kind of just went 
with their comfort, now I find there’s a really big push to within a grade and within your 
teaching partners that you’re consistent and that there’s the same level of assessment and 
teaching strategies, and trying to build a community there.  Everyone’s doing this, not the 
same, same thing but everyone’s assessing in the same way and assessing equally so, you 
know, an “A” for one teacher is the same level of work as for another teacher.” 
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Teachers also talked about the increasing focus on making connections and inferences which is 
intended to make links between subjects, and subsequently, transforming the links into larger 
ideas:  

“We’re based on a Board SMART goal”. 

“And last year it was writing and it was Board focused so we all, you would do your baseline 
data and then you would determine what writing form you would use. This year it’s reading 
but it’s specifically reading strategies and it’s for the year” 

“Connections and inferring” 

“Thanks, making thick connections and inferring and my first term was making the 
connections and then my data came back quite well, and then now we remind, they need to 
work on the inferring, but, so it came down Board wide and then it goes down to the school 
and then into individual classrooms, some did it division wise but we’re down to 
classrooms. We have it posted in our classrooms, I don’t know if you have to, but we have to 
have it posted. We’re here, we’re going to there, the students all know what it is, the parents 
know what it is and what we’re working on, they may not understand but we have one for 
the whole year”. 

Despite a teachers and administrators had similar perceptions about the general principles of the 
SEF, teachers were not as enthusiastic as the school administrator about other aspects of the 
framework, more specifically, about the effects that they believe the SEF is having on the learning 
outcomes of specific groups of students. In most focus group discussions, teachers expressed a 
great concern for how the SEF is impacting on the students who are struggling, that is, ELL children, 
or children with learning disabilities, behavioural, and/or emotional problems: 
 

“I’ll jump in because I think one of the things I would echo that you’ve experienced though is 
so when before SEF we had a school wide baseline, we had a principal that came in and we 
had some baseline testing that we were expected to do, and as well most, not all, but most of 
the teachers have been teaching their grade level for a number of years so we kind of had 
those assessment tools that we were relying on and depending on, and I would agree 
wholeheartedly that part of that was that you are freed up, you know, if you know what 
you’re doing with your assessment, you have your little assessment and your results, then 
you are more free on a daily basis to be checking in with children’s work. On a daily basis 
and you’re just a little more aware you have a little more time to do that, one of the things 
that we struggle with is exactly what you said about the meetings, so our Board has chosen, 
you know, non-fiction writing as a real focus, well if I’ve got kids who can’t write and who 
are totally de-motivated by writing I feel a little bit held back from meeting what they need 
because our Board has this goal. It might not be the right goal for that student, and so I do 
feel a little bit hedged in because once that two week block time is gone it’s gone and it’s 
lost, and if it’s not something that is really gripping their imagination or that they’re really 
attached to it’s difficult. You feel that, you know, oh you’ve lost that time, and so I find that 
having the really blanket assessment tasks can be a little bit limiting in that way, like for 
most of, you know, most of your students they might be a great tool, but for, I just find for 
some they, I feel like they kind of get pushed to the side because their needs don’t meet 
what the school board perceives as being their most current need” 
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How the SEF has shifted the focus of the teacher’s efforts from teaching to all children to teaching 
primarily to those ‘in the middle’ was also very prevalent in the focus group discussion and a reason 
for great concern for the participants:   

 

“So we’re saying but why, like why, you can’t, you might get reading fluency up by Grade 3, 
but they’re not going to be able to answer those deeper comprehension, they don’t have the 
life experience, they don’t have that deeper thinking, so we’re saying why are we pushing 
them, what is the motivation for this, why are we speeding up the process here?” 

“[…] I think at times before we were always trying to get the kids up to level 3, tried to get 
everyone to level 3 or above. Now it seems we’re sitting in on these student effectiveness 
and all the other things that I’m on, and it seems to me they’re really pushing the 4, and all 
of a sudden what happened to 3, you want 4’s now? And like well if you know if you shoot 
for 4 and they don’t quite get there…” 

“That’s we heard.” 

“… and I’m like what, you want me to take a kid who is, you know, a C student, a low C and 
shoot for a 4? There’s not a chance, but that’s the pressure you feel like they want A 
students, A students, A students, and I’m like go look at society, not everyone is an A 
student.”  

“That’s right.” 

“That’s just the way it is.”  

“Well and the conversations that happened time and time again with, through SEF and the 
OFIP was, you know, we have all of these populations of students in the Province who are 
just so close to the provincial achievement, like they’re just, if we could just get all of those 
many thousands of students who are so close to meeting the provincial standard, to the 
provincial standard, and I always thought am I the only one who thinks that maybe the 
problem is the provincial standard, if no kids in the province can achieve it.” 

Teachers also indicated that students were lagging behind in the acquisition of basic skills and 
other broader subject areas such as social studies, science, physical education and visual arts. They 
attribute this to the framework’s over-emphasis on numeracy and literacy:  

“But I think that’s the point and we experience this too is those moments when we haven’t 
even talked about the rest of the curriculum and how we’re having to pull from our science 
and social studies and religion and all these other things that we’re having to fit in, and our 
technology and our music and visual arts, so a lot of that even though it’s cross curricular 
because we’re so focused in on improving student in reading and writing and math that 
we’re all, how many marks do you have for social studies this term, how many marks do you 
have for art, how many times have you done art this month, and I will tell you that probably 
every teacher will say those are going down”. 

Also, teachers worried that the type of learning that was occurring in the classroom was not 
adequately reflected in the EQAO testing and its results:  
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 “Well like our smart goal for this year is making connections yet nowhere, because that was 

found to be our lowest level of performance on the EQAO, but there’s nowhere on EQAO 
that uses the words making connections, they use your own ideas and information from the 
text.  What we were talking about yesterday is so now in order for us to really push those 
kids to exceed we need to start using the lingo from EQAO.  But then we were thinking but 
why are they not turning around and using, why is the test not turning around and using 
our lingo when we’re obviously more the ones like making connections is obviously a very 
large word and concept, so we’re frustrated by that too because at the end of the day you’re 
still teaching to the test, if you really want those results” 

 

 “I know at our school also with the math, with the --- which was great, but then on EQAO 
some 

 of the questions are so direct and don’t have a team to solve the problem, so it’s like a …” 

“Right this is, yeah we were talking about this and what was suggested is that and with 
there’s a learning curve right, you’re starting with the group emphasis and then to really let 
them do the problem on their own because it’s too much relying on other people, so I’d let 
that go, so it’s adapting to your learning, learning from mistakes.  I think that’s another 
downfall that I did last year, there was too much emphasis on group not enough on their 
own […]” 

  

 “Yeah it’s hard, it doesn’t align right.  It doesn’t align”. 

  

“What I find frustrating is well last year our scores really went down and I, like the writing 
scores, and when you look a little closer they weren’t down as much as it appeared because 
they were only looking at like a B range, 75%. But what I find frustrating is it didn’t reflect 
the positive things that were going on in the school and in the classroom because we, I’m 
having a different experience than what you’re having, and like this teacher moderation was 
going on, peer moderation was going on, we had a whole sense of community and this 
taking the time to, like they’re learning how to think, like they’re spending the time and 
they’re thinking and that’s going on, critical thinking is going on, yet the scores say 
something totally different”. 

In terms of assessment of student learning, school administrators and teachers alike reported that 
they perceived significant changes since the implementation of the SEF in the way students are 
assessed. Specifically, a shift away from the sole reliance of summative assessments was discussed:  
 

“I find that I’m more focused because I have that goal, what we’re working towards, that 
summative task, whereas, before when I first started I was marking and doing all this 
assessment all the time, but I found that just with that focus plan you do less better, like you 
work on those quality pieces and feel confident that when you’re assessing those, those are 
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your, you feel good at giving that mark instead of marking every single thing, so I think 
having that summative task and the diagnostic has just become kind of a routine. Starting a 
new unit you do a diagnostic to kind of find out where they are, where they’re starting at, 
and then work from there, find those weaknesses, and then you’re more focused on where 
you need to instruct. Because if they’re really confident in, you know, a math area there’s no 
point in spending all that time on it if, you know, they’re confident in that or you could have 
a small focus group that still struggles with that concept and just pull them back for that, so 
I think I’m more in line with my instruction.” 

In fact, teachers and principals talked about the value of conducting assessments of children at the 
beginning of the year before any instruction has been delivered. They also talked about the value of 
involving the students in their own evaluations by means of students’ self-assessment  tools such as 
instructional learning charts and peer conferences:  
 

“I have changed a lot, I was the teacher at the front of the room and now like they’re 
working together, it’s a lot of investigating, especially with math with manipulatives you can 
get an investigation problem maybe on your smart board or on whatever, overhead, 
chalkboard, they dive into it and they develop some strategies and you’re there to support. 
You’re not there barking down you need to do this, this, this and this, you’re there to 
support and foster the learning, you take a lot of notes now, checklists, and it’s not these 
tests anymore, it’s not just pencil paper it’s a lot more watching, rubrics, but I find the 
students now like they work together and they’ll you know what that’s kind of thin, you 
need to beef that up a bit, go back to the text. And you can sit there and go wow you’re in 
Grade 3 you’re telling a peer what to do and it’s far more powerful coming from them than 
me, so it’s changed for me a lot.” 

 

Interestingly, however, when asked if they attribute changes in their classroom practices 
specifically to the SEF, several teachers pointed out that such practices where in place before the 
SEF was implemented in their school and therefore they do not believe they can be attributed to 
such initiative: 

 
“The problem, this whole conversation I think and maybe I’m the only person who thinks 
this, about before SEF and after SEF, our board has had so many initiatives that whether it’s 
CODE or if it’s OFIP or if it’s SEF or if it’s SIF or if it’s ---, or if it’s, so my colleague and I when 
were looking at this, think back to a time before SEF and we talked about things, and we’re 
like is that before SEF?” 

 

A participant eloquently summarized a common sentiment among the teachers with regards to the 
SEF and the need for more meaningful guidance through the process:  

 

“Historically feedback would include provide more detail, give me proof, yet now through 
teaching, better teaching on our part, the child knows what more proof looks like, where 
can I find that detail. I think every child wants to succeed. Some of them just would ask the 
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same questions I’ve complained about. How do I do it? Show me how and would willingly do 
it.” 

“I think you’ve just hit the nail on the head for me. I need a bump up, I need somebody to 
show me how to do it with this entire process, with the guidance that you two have 
discussed through what you’re experiencing at your school, that’s what we find in our 
school, where is our bump up, what do we need to do, show me, guide me, give me the tasks, 
show me how to bump it up and then I’ll do it again because as teachers that’s what we 
need.” 

Teacher’s accounts also speak to a tension the teachers are thriving for between keeping their own 
autonomy and decision making power on one hand and the need for clear directives from the 
school administrators as to how implement the SEF in their classroom: 

 

“The kids took a lot away from it and I find that the PLC’s and stuff like that or our teacher 
and principal driven, whereas my biggest thing of the day, if I can say only one thing and 
one main message, is that this junk that we’re getting handed down, they’re not providing 
us samples, they’re not providing us anything in our hands saying this is what we want. 
They talk all the time about gradual release, all the time about modelling shared, but they 
don’t do it themselves” 

“So when you say they who do you mean by they?” 

“I mean anyone at the Board Office, anyone, sorry” 

“I don’t mean to direct this at you because you’re getting told from above but I mean anyone 
at the Board Office I feel that their meetings they need to model what they want us to do. 
Right now they say it’s all about the process, it’s all about the process, and we talk until our 
faces turn blue, and you ask anyone in here what did you get from the meeting and they’re 
like I got a triangle that I understand which is a good point, but I want something that I can 
take and modify and I can take and I use, and I know what it is they want and I can modify it 
and make it work in my program, that is my biggest message that I want because I would 
like them to change the way they do stuff. Say this is what we’d like to see, you’re a teacher, 
you do what you want, this is what we would like to see, this is a sample, this is the 
guidelines, here’s some resources you can add to them from your curriculum, from your 
thing, this is what we’d like to see”. 

SUMMARY 

1. Both teachers and school administrators report that school culture seems to be improving and 
they attribute this to the SEF and its push towards greater consistency and accountability; 

2. However, teachers and school administrators’ perceptions differ in the extent to which they 
believe the SEF is benefitting student learning and their teaching practices. 

3. Teachers express a serious concern for the fact that inequality within the classroom is promoted 
by the push to focus on students who can be moved from a level 2 to a level 3, thus neglecting the 
level 1 students; 
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4. Another concern teachers expressed is that the over-emphasis on literacy and numeracy may be 
resulting in a loss of basic skills;  

5. Teachers also reported that they need more support from the boards in order to implement the 
SEF as it is intended;  

6. Overall, the teachers’ views as to whether the framework was impacting on students learning 
were mixed: on one hand they agreed that the SEF may have changed the focus of teaching away 
from a content based approach to the acquisition of higher level thinking and critical analysis; on 
the other hand they agreed that this approach is benefitting only a specific group of students and 
the gap between the children who are struggling and those who are meeting the goals is widening 
considerably. 
 
7. Finally, teachers reported that in their opinion there is disconnect between the processes and the 
learning that is occurring in class and the type of learning that is evaluated by the EQAO testing. 
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PART 4: IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND FURTHER STUDY 

 

• While the foundations for the School Effectiveness Framework have been well established, 
the actual mechanism in which increased school effectiveness can be obtained has much 
less research evidence at the moment. Several of the practices and policies promoted in the 
SEF and supporting documents have yet to be shown to have a consistent positive effect on 
student outcomes.  

 
• Principals do not refer to the document on a regular basis, suggesting that they also do not 

have a complete understanding of the framework. Similarly, small groups of teachers in 
schools may be somewhat familiar with the SEF (through leadership positions in the school) 
and its underlying framework, it appears that the majority of teachers in the Eastern Region 
of Ontario schools still have little knowledge of the document itself. Rather, it appears that 
principals and teachers are working with aspects of the SEF to support school wide 
improvement efforts.  

 
• Data integration across school boards is a challenge for subsequent analyses and 

monitoring. While it may be possible to conduct more complete analyses within each board, 
the merging of data across boards creates a much bigger challenge. School boards are not 
equally able to obtain and collate data from different sources. Further, the opportunity and 
resources to collate data are not equal across boards.  

 
• There remains a real gap in data regarding school policies and practices. We were unable to 

examine those policies and practices that may have a differential impact on student 
outcomes. Even more important, there are no centrally collected data available regarding 
these practices. Hence we could not determine if certain practices resulting from the SEF or 
individual school improvement efforts were making a difference. 

 
• The majority of the differences in student outcomes can be attributed to individual student 

variables.  
 

• Interestingly, there were greater between school variations at the secondary level, although 
student level variables accounted for much of these differences. This suggests that 
secondary schools may differentially select students, most likely due to specialty programs. 
This will have important implications for the SEF when it moves forward to the secondary 
level. Secondary schools will need to have a very good understanding of their students in 
order to make realistic and useful school improvement plans.  

 
• EQAO results have a moderately high correlation with the marks determined by teachers. 

Similarly, the learning skills students’ receive are even more highly correlated with their 
achievement marks.  Certainly, this would be expected as it is believed that the presence of 
these learning skills will result in higher achievement. Yet it is unclear if teachers do 
actually attempt to separate these skills and the resulting marks. 
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• The small negative correlation with pro-social skills and educational outcomes is interesting 
and bears further examination. It is likely an artifact of the regression process, since the 
pro-social skills were relatively strongly correlated with the other learning skills factor.  
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IMPACT ON RESEARCH/EVALUATION CAPACITY WITHIN SCHOOL BOARDS 

 
Within participating school boards, researchers and board contacts worked closely with university 
partners to develop the methodology for the study. Board contacts were involved in conducting 
focus groups with teachers, and were able to observe (when possible) interviews with SEF leads 
and school principals. University partners worked with board researchers to explain the theory and 
process behind both the qualitative portion of the study (conducting interviews and focus groups, 
qualitative analysis), and quantitative portion of the study (data quality, data cleansing, data 
analysis including predictive modelling). 
 
A follow up “debriefing” meeting will take place between university partners and board contacts 
where results will be shared, and board contacts/researchers will be able to follow up with 
additional questions and feedback about the research process. At this time, there will be an 
evaluation of capacity building, and next steps will be discussed.  The meeting is currently 
scheduled for May 13, 2010. A final summary of the evaluation will be prepared for June 15, 2010. 

COMMUNICATION OF RESULTS AND KNOWLEDGE MOBILIZATION 

 
A summary of communication and knowledge mobilization efforts has been summarized below. 

• Throughout the project, ongoing communication has taken place between University 
Partners, Board Contacts, and the Ottawa Region MISA PNC Steering Committee. Knowledge 
mobilization efforts will continue beyond the end of April as partners come together to 
discuss implications of findings and share this information with key audiences. 

• Board contacts have been involved in the design and implementation of the project in order 
to build capacity of board research staff 

• Board contacts/research staff were involved in teacher focus groups/interviews. 
• Regular updates have been provided at MISA PNC meetings for MISA PNC Steering 

Committee members 
• Final comprehensive report will provides detailed information to inform key stakeholders 

such as board research staff, senior administrators, and board contacts 
• One page summaries or “fact sheets” with key highlights and findings will be developed to 

help board contacts/research staff share key information with board staffs 
• Final “debriefing” day was held with University Partners and board contacts/research staff 

to discuss process, findings, and next steps (May 13, 2010) 
• University Partners to present findings at Student Success Leads and School Effectiveness 

Frameworks Regional meetings 
• Some school boards opted to have University Partners return for a session to discuss with 

board staff/Senior Admin how findings could “fit” with Board Improvement Plans 
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APPENDIX 1 

TIMELINES FOR IMPLEMENTATION OF BUILDING STUDENTS SUCCESS 

 

Timelines 

Month Key Activities & Participants 

November • Board contacts were established for each board and project coordinator was 
selected 

• Initial meeting between board contacts, university partners and project 
coordinator took place 

• Methodology was finalized by board contacts and university partners 
(detailed methodology for Qualitative portion and Quantitative portion) 

• Data sharing agreement was drafted and approved by each participating 
board 

December • Data template was developed in conjunction with university partners and 
school boards 

• School boards worked mainly with IT departments to retrieve their data for 
the qualitative portion of the study 

• Focus group tools (including consent forms, questions for teachers, 
principals, and SEF leads, etc) were developed 

 

January • School boards submitted their data sets to University partners. 
• Board contacts found teacher participants for the teacher focus groups, and 

scheduled times for principal and SEF lead phone interviews that took place 
mostly by phone 

• A review of the SEF framework was conducted by university partners 
 

February • University partners and board contacts scheduled and conducted teacher 
focus groups, principal and SEF lead interviews 

 

March • Remaining focus groups and interviews were conducted 
• Qualitative data was transcribed and coding/analysis was undertaken by 

university partners 
• Meetings between university partners were held to complete elementary 

and secondary quantitative analysis of data submitted by school boards 
 

April • Qualitative and quantitative analysis was completed and final report writing 
began 

• Follow up meeting was scheduled with board contacts to discuss the 
findings of the study 
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May • University partners and board contacts are to meet on May 13, 2010 to 
discuss findings, evaluate the process, and determine next steps 

• Communication materials (e.g. fact sheets, etc) will be developed to help 
communicate findings to school boars (format of communication will depend 
on feedback from May 13th meeting) 

June • Final full report, and communication materials, will be completed by June 
15, 2010 
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APPENDIX 2 

DATA OBTAINED FROM SCHOOL BOARDS FOR QUANTITATIVE ANALYSES 

 

BIDENT Board Identification Number Five digits 1,2,3 

SCHOOL School identification code Enter Mident Number (XXXXXX) 1,2,3 

SCHPCODE School postal code  3 

OEN Ontario Education Number Nine digits 1,2 

STPCODE Student postal code  1,2 

BRTHMON Date of birth month (mm) Students' month of birth (mm) 1, 2 

BRTHYR date of birth year (yyyy) Students' year of birth (yyyy) 1, 2 

BRTHCTRY Country of birth Provide country name 1, 2 

GENDER Gender (boy or girl) 
Male = 1 
Female = 2 1,2 

PARENT Number of parents at home 

1 = Single Parent 
2 = Two Parent 
3 = Other 
99 = Unknown 1,2 

FI French Immersion program  

1 = Late Immersion (Grade 7 or 
beyond) 
2 = Middle Immersion (Grade 4, 5, 
or 6) 
3 = Early Immersion (Prior to 
Grade 3) 
0 = no 1,2 

GRADE Grade level of student Grade 1 to 10 1,2 

IEP Student IEP excluding gifted 

Students who have an IEP 
(excluding gifted) 
0 = no IEP 
1 = IEP 
99 = unknown 1,2 
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IPRC Student IPRC category 

1 =  Behaviour 
2 = Communication 
3 = Intellectual 
4 =  Physical 
5 = Multiple 
6 = Gifted 
99 - unknown 1,2 

SCHLATTD Schools attended by students 

Enter Number of schools 
previously attended from EQAO 
Assessment 1,2 

ATTDAYS 
Number of days absent between 
September 1, 2008 to June 30, 2009 

Enter the number of full days 
absent (if your calculation is done 
in half day increments then 
modify for full days) 
e.g. 30 half days absent = 15 days 1, 2 

ATTUNEX 

Number of days absent and unexcused 
between September 1, 2008 to June 
30, 2009 

If your board records this, please 
include a student's unexcused 
days 1, 2 

SUSP Suspensions (number of days) 
Enter # of days student was 
suspended in 2008-09 school year 1,2 

elemENGR 
Term 3 2008-09 Reading Report Card 
Grade (Elementary English) 

Term 3 mark in letter grade for 
grades 1 to 6 
(R, D-, D, D+, C-, C, C+, B-, B, B+, A-
, A, A+) 
Each board will need to send cut 
scores to 
don.klinger@queensu.ca 
 
For grades 7 and 8, include 
percentage mark 1 

elemENGW 
Term 3 2008-09 Writing Report Card 
Grade (Elementary English) same as above 1 

elemENGM 
Term 3 2008-09 Oral and Visual Report 
Card Grade (Elementary English) same as above 1 

elemMATN 
Number sense and numeration report 
card Grade (Elementary Mathematics) 

Include marks as above using 
letter grades for Grades 1 to 6 and 
percentage for grades 7 and 8 1 

elemMATM1 
Term 1 2008-09 Measurement report 

same 1 
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card grade (Elementary Mathematics) 

elemMATM2 
Term 2 2008-09 Measurement report 
card grade (Elementary Mathematics) same 1 

elemMATM3 
Term 3 2008-09 Measurement report 
card grade (Elementary Mathematics) same 1 

elemMATG1 

 Term 1 Geometry and Spatial Sense 
report card grade (Elementary 
Mathematics) same 1 

elemMATG2 Term 2 same 1 

elemMATG3 Term 3 same 1 

elemMATP1 
Term 1 Patterning and Algebra report 
card grade (Elementary Mathematics) same 1 

elemMATP2 Term 2 same 1 

elemMATP3 Term 3 same 1 

elemMATD1 

Term 1 Data Management and 
Probability report card grade 
(Elementary Mathematics) same 1 

elemMATD2 Term 2 same 1 

elemMATD3 Term 3 same 1 

elemSCI Science report card grade (Elementary) 

Include marks as above using 
letter grades for Grades 1 to 6 and 
percentage for grades 7 and 8 1 

FIRSTLANG First language other than English 

1 = English 
2 = other 
99 = unknown 1,2 

ELL English Language Learner Status ELL status from EQAO 1,2 

EQAO3M EQAO Grade 3 Mathematics 
dot score (e.g. 2.4) from 2008-09 
EQAO 1 

EQAO3R EQAO Grade 3 Reading 
dot score (e.g. 2.4) from 2008-09 
EQAO 1 

EQAO3W EQAO Grade 3 Writing 
dot score (e.g. 2.4) from 2008-09 

1 
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EQAO 

EQAO6M EQAO Grade 6 Mathematics 
dot score (e.g. 2.4) from 2008-09 
EQAO 1 

EQAO6R EQAO Grade 6 Reading 
dot score (e.g. 2.4) from 2008-09 
EQAO 1 

EQAO6W EQAO Grade 6 Writing 
dot score (e.g. 2.4) from 2008-09 
EQAO 1 

EQAO9ACM 
EQAO Grade 9 Academic Mathematics 
Score (overall) 

dot score (e.g. 2.4) from 2008-09 
EQAO 2 

EQAO9APM 
EQAO Grade 9 Applied Mathematics 
Score (overall) 

dot score (e.g. 2.4) from 2008-09 
EQAO 2 

LearnE_IW 
Term 3 Learning Skills - independent 
work (Elementary)   1 

LearnE_I 
Term 3 Learning Skills - initiative 
(elementary) 

E = Excellent 
G = Good 
S = Satisfactory 
N = Needs Improvement 1 

LearnE_HC 
Term 3 Learning Skills - homework 
completion (elementary) same 1 

LearnE_UI 
Term 3 Learning Skills use of 
information (elementary) same 1 

LearnE_CO 
Term 3 - cooperation with others 
(elementary) same 1 

LearnE_CR 
Term 3 - conflict resolution 
(elementary) same 1 

LearnE_CP 
Term 3 - class participation 
(elementary) same 1 

LearnE_PS Term 3 - problem solving (elementary) same 1 

LearnE_IW 
Term 3 - goal setting to improve work 
(elementary) same 1 

LearnSM_IW 
Learning Skills - Secondary Math - 
Independent Work 

E = Excellent 
G = Good 
S = Satisfactory 

2 
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N = Needs Improvement 

LearnSM_T Secondary Math - Teamwork same 2 

LearnSM_O Secondary Math - Organization same 2 

LearnSM_HC 
Secondary Math - Homework 
Completion same 2 

LearnSM_IW Secondary Math - Initiative same 2 

LearnSE_IW Secondary English - Independent Work same 2 

LearnSE_T Secondary English - Teamwork same 2 

LearnSE_O Secondary English - Organization same 2 

LearnSE_HC 
Secondary English - Homework 
Completion same 2 

LearnSE_IW Secondary English - Initiative same 2 

CRACCUML Credits accumulated by June 30, 2009 
number of credits accumulated by 
June 30, 2009 2 

MATHCRS1 
Mathematics course code (5 digits) for 
first math course 

course code for first math course 
taken in the year 2 

MATHACH1 
Mathematics Achievement for first 
math course 

Numerical Mark for first math 
course 2 

MATHCRS2 
Mathematics course code (5 digits) for 
second math course taken in a year 

course code for second math 
course taken in the year (if 
available) 2 

MATHACH1 
Mathematics Achievement for second 
math course 

Numerical Mark for first math 
course 2 

ENGLCRS 
English course code (secondary) (5 
digits) 

five digit code from 2008-09 
school year 2 

ENGACH English Achievement Numerical Mark 2 
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OSSLTO OSSLT Outcome 

1 = Successful 
2 = Unsuccessful 
3 = Absent 
4 = Previously Eligible fulfilling 
through OSSLC 
5 = Deferred 
6 = Exempt 
10 = Withheld 2 

OSSLTLIT ISR Literacy Scale Score 

Column R in FTE Individual 
Student Data file 
0 = NA 2 

OFIP OFIP School 

As of 2008-09 
1 = OFIP 1 
2 = OFIP 2 
3 = OFIP 3 3 

SCHLSIZE School FTE as of October 31, 2008 School FTE as of October 31, 2008 3 

TRACKS 
Single or dual track French Immersion 
(school) 

1 = single track 
2 = multiple tracks (two or more 
language based programs running 
in same school) 
99 = unknown 3 

FTE Full-time equivalents (teachers) # of FTE teachers/board 3 

Schoollow Lowest grade of school 
Enter lowest  grade offered in 
school  3 

Schoolhigh Highest grade of school 
Enter highest grade offered in 
school 3 
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SECTION 2 – QUALITATIVE RESULTS 
 

 

This section contains the full report on the qualitative portion of the study. The perceived impact of 
the School Effectiveness Framework is examined in a sample of teachers, principals, and SEF leads. 



PERCEPTIONS OF THE SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS FRAMEWORK (SEF) AND ITS 
IMPACT ON SCHOOL POLICY AND STUDENT LEARNING: A QUALITATIVE STUDY 

REPORT ON STUDENT LEARNING AND ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING 

Prepared by Stefania Maggi, Brent Bezo and Elena Gallitto 

SUMMARY 

In this report we examine the perceived impact of the School Effectiveness Framework 

(SEF), in a small purposeful sample of teachers, principals and board administrators on students’ 

learning and assessment of learning. The SEF is an initiative of the Ontario Ministry of Education, 

intended to improve student learning, increase students’ critical thinking, numeracy and literacy 

skills and increase students’ engagement in their own learning by improving on accountability 

and consistency in the teaching profession. In this study we explored participants’ perceptions of 

how the SEF has impacted on how students learn and how teacher assess learning. Several 

themes emerged from the textual analysis of the data. In terms of student learning, the SEF was 

perceived to have: (i) increased students’ higher order thinking skills, (ii) increased student 

collaborative learning, and (iii) decreased students’ learning of broader subject and areas basic 

skills. Analysis of the narratives on the effectiveness of the SEF indicated that perceptions of 

improvements of student learning varied depending on the vocational status of the respondent 

(i.e., teacher versus principal versus lead), with teachers being more critical of the impact that the 

SEF was having on their classroom practices and ultimately student learning. In terms of 

assessment of learning, narratives related to directly to the themes of assessment of learning, 

assessment as learning and assessment for learning.  
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BACKGROUND 

The present study was part of a larger initiative that explored constructs and indicators of 

student success and the factors that potentially contribute to this success to provide insights into 

students’ engagement, achievement and future educational intentions. Implementation of the 

School Effectiveness Framework: A Collegial Process for Continued Growth in the Effectiveness of 

Ontario Elementary Schools (SEF or the Framework) (Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat, 2008) 

was used to guide the research and interpret the findings. Between September of 2007 and June 

of 2008, the SEF was released by the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat of the Ontario Ministry 

of Education, for implementation. In April 2010 a revised SEF was released, however the 

substantial nature of the purposes and indicators of the revised framework are essentially 

unaltered, therefore, for the purposes of this report we refer to the prior version of the SEF and 

the revised SEF interchangeably.  

The SEF is a comprehensive framework that promotes capacity building, deepening of 

instructional effectiveness, professional accountability and professional networks to transition 

schools and school boards into a new level of accountability for improved student learning and 

achievement. The Framework provides guidelines (via indicators) to teachers and school 

administrators for voluntarily accepting greater accountability to ensure that research-based, 

effective strategies are consistently implemented throughout the entire province – with the aim 

to assist schools and school boards in improvement planning. Implementation of the Framework 

was hoped to improve student performance in schools and/or districts. 

Here we report results from a qualitative study conducted to examine teachers and 

administrators’ perceptions of the extent to which the SEF has changed teaching practices and 

student learning. To achieve this goal, a series of interviews with high school principals and SEF 

leads and focus group interviews with teachers were conducted in 9 school boards in Eastern 
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Ontario. (SEF leads are individuals responsible for the organization, administration, management 

and implementation of the Framework, in their respective board). All participants were asked for 

their perceptions of how SEF had impacted student learning and assessment of learning.  

PARTICIPANTS 

The 45 participants in this study included 28 teachers, 10 principals, 6 SEF leads and 1 

participant that fulfilled a dual lead-principal role from nine school Boards in Eastern Ontario 

that included (1) Ottawa Catholic School Board, (2) Ottawa Carleton District School Board, (3) 

Limestone District School Board (Kingston, Napanee, Harrowsmith), (4) Catholic District School 

Board of Eastern Ontario (Lenark, Leeds, Grenville, Stormont, Dundass, Glengarry, Prescott, 

Russell), (5) Renfrew Catholic District School Board, (6) Renfrew County School Board, (7) Upper 

Canada District School Board (Smith Falls, Casselman, Brockville, Cornwall) (8) Hastings Prince 

Edward District School Board, and (9) Algonquin and Lakeshore Catholic District School Board 

(Kingston, Harrowsmith). Participants were purposively sampled (Jackson, Gillis & Verberg, 

1994), in that they volunteered to participate through their respective school boards to share 

their experiences with and perceptions of SEF’s impact on student learning and assessment of 

learning. There tended to be a gender balance in lead and principal participants, but most teacher 

participants were female. These gender ratios may simple represent the realities of the education 

profession (Giguere, 1999). In addition, the majority of the teachers tended to be young with 10 

to 12 years experience, or less. 

PROCEDURE 

A qualitative approach utilizing grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990) was employed. Glaser & Strauss (1967) asserted that qualitative research aids the 
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researcher to garner an understanding of participants’ experiences and perceptions without 

imposing the researchers’ preconceived assumptions onto participants.  

This study’s interviews commenced with an explanation of the study’s purpose and a 

request to sign a consent form, which all participants voluntarily signed. Anonymity of 

participants was assured. And further, as participation was voluntary, participants were made 

aware that they had the right to withdraw from the interview/focus group at any time. No 

participants chose to withdraw. The part of each interview or focus group, pertaining to student 

learning and student assessment, commenced with, “How do students learn now compared to 

before the SEF?” and “How is learning assessed now compared to before the SEF?”. These open-

ended questions allowed for participants to choose the way in which they wanted to express 

their personal experiences with, and perceptions of the SEF. Prompts like asking for concrete 

examples were, thereafter, used to obtain clarification and to facilitate participants’ expansion of 

their experiences and perceptions. Because of travel constraints in collecting data across a large 

territory, most interviews with principals and SEF leads were conducted via telephone. However, 

in-person focus groups were conducted in regional board offices to collect data from teachers. 

Telephone interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes, while focus groups lasted about 1 hour 

and 30 minutes.  

DATA ANALYSIS 

All interviews and focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed. Inductive data 

analysis was derived from textual analysis of the interviews. Guidelines by Jackson, Gillis and 

Verberg (1994) were used to break down the text of the interview transcripts into meaning units 

which were assigned Level 1 codes. Next, comparison of Level 1 codes to all other Level 1 codes, 

combined with further breakdown of Level 1 codes allowed for Level 2 codes (also known as 

categories or themes) to emerge from the data. These themes were compared and merged under 
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emerging superordinate themes, or Level 3 codes. These superordinate themes formed the 

results of the study. Use of computer software, NVivo (Patton, 2002), was enlisted to facilitate the 

coding process. Utilizing deductive analysis (Patton, 2002), the resulting superordinate themes 

were then compared to the indicators given to educators and administrators, by the Literacy and 

Numeracy Secretariat, to measure successful implementation of SEF.   

RESULTS 

 

The interview questions were intended to engage participants in discussing their views 

and perceptions of the impact SEF had on student learning and assessment of learning. Here we 

present the results for student learning and for assessment of learning in two separate sections. 

STUDENT LEARNING 

Three main superordinate themes emerged with regards to changes in student learning: 

(1) 75% of teacher focus groups, 90% of principals and 100% of leads (i.e., 86% of total 

interviews/focus groups) reported that implementation of SEF had promoted higher order 

thinking skills, or more critical analysis in student learning; (2) 100% of teacher focus groups 

reported that the SEF emphasis on increasing student literacy and numeracy had resulted in a 

loss of broader subjects and basic skills being learned by students. In contrast, 0% of principals 

and 0% SEF leads reported this loss in student learning; (3) The third major theme that emerged 

from the data was that SEF had resulted in increased collaborative learning, between students 

and teachers and between students, themselves – that led to improved student learning. 100% of 

teachers’ focus groups, 60 % of principals and 83% of leads reported that this increased 

collaboration had changed the way in which students learn, in that students are becoming more 

responsible and more engaged in their own learning, which in turn, had led to increased learning. 

Details of the three main themes are presented below. 
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HIGHER ORDER THINKING SKILLS 

Although not specifically asked about how SEF implementation affected changes in higher 

order thinking in students, most participants raised this issue. In the context of the 

interviews/focus groups, higher order thinking was identified as occurring when a student 

synthesizes facts and ideas to explain, theorize, generalize, or infer (i.e., derive a conclusion or 

interpretation). Ultimately, the student transforms the information and ideas into a new context 

that allows for problem solving, critical thinking and for the acquirement of understanding and 

discovery of new meaning. Further, participants reported that SEF implementation had resulted 

in greater higher order thinking in Eastern Ontario students, and higher order thinking was 

considered to be a more meaningful form of learning. The respondents expressed that because of 

SEF, classroom subjects are no longer being taught in structured isolation, where students 

answer questions that are found directly in textbooks. Instead, SEF has increased integration 

between subjects, which in turn, had led to increased ability in students to make cross-curricular 

connections. As a result, students are perceived to be increasingly learning how to draw 

inferences out of, and make links between, curriculum material and are, subsequently, 

increasingly transforming the learned material into larger ideas – and the participants believed 

that this led to greater development of higher order thinking skills like problem solving. In order 

to facilitate higher order thinking in students, participants identified a number of instructional 

strategies to change student learning by fostering higher order thinking. However, it is noted that 

SEF did not necessarily develop these strategies for the use of educators, but teachers, principals 

and SEF leads found them useful in facilitating higher order thinking in students. The reported 

changes in student learning and supportive instructional strategies that have led to higher order 

thinking are as follows: Teachers, principals and SEF leads perceived that teachers are, now, 

asking more questions that require students to integrate classroom information, in order to make 
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more meaningful inferences and higher level connections. Participants also perceived that 

teachers have increased teaching around big or “robust” ideas to develop students’ ability to 

bridge connections from subject matter to a larger theme or idea. Focused writing was also 

identified to help teach students how to write for a specific audience or specific purpose. The 

following accounts are reproduced to illustrate the participants’ perceptions that higher order 

thinking skills have increased, through cross-curricular connections and inferencing, as a result 

of the introduction of the SEF: 

“Where before, you know, you did your stories you did your reading and you did 
questions, and a lot of them now looking back were very what we call thin, just what 
were they wearing in the story or what was her name, and they weren’t really getting 
into the deep comprehension, so I find I really look at really, you know, how are you 
understanding the story, can you prove it to me, justify it, you know, explain what 
strategies you’re using.” -Teacher 
“Well we’ve been inferring now, they are making those connections and I see the deeper 
thinking, they’re not just firing out what colour is that cat, black. They’re not, the thin 
questions, they’re actually thinking deeper. - Eastern Ontario Teacher 

All of a sudden, subjects are not being taught in isolation. It’s not Social Sciences time, and 
Science time, and Language Arts time – that they would sense that literacy skills are 
embedded in all things.” - SEF Lead 

 

“When I was a grade 8 teacher and we were doing a novel study, and I would hand out a list of 
20 questions after we read a chapter and they would be mostly questions that could be 
answered directly from the text, so it wasn’t causing my students to do any inferring, all of the 
answers could be found in the text and I think that was pretty common among the colleagues 
that I worked with. Whereas now, we are asking questions that require students to take a lot 
of information on the text, make some kind of judgement about it or make an inference about 
it or connect it to something else in a meaningful way.” – Principal   

 

“So everything they’re reading, everything they’re interacting with I’m going to be 
asking them to think about it, to own it, to talk about what it means to them, and to 
talk about now what, so what, what am I going to do with this learning, and so 
whether it’s in math or whether it’ in science or whether it’s in social studies or in 
literacy that’s what I see going through the school.” – Principal. 
As the above quotes also illustrate, students are perceived to be learning differently, in that 

they are increasingly making “judgements” and “inferences” about what they are reading. More 

specifically, participants reported that students are learning how to integrate classroom 
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information to apply relevant connections and inferences in class content and between class 

subjects to their daily lives and to the outside world.  The participants reported that this process 

assists students in learning to “build character” - in that, SEF implementation has helped students 

to learn to think more critically, in order to take and defend stances on issues of social justice and 

moral purpose. Specifically, students were said to be learning through “accountable talk” on how 

to take ownership of, and apply and defend application of subject material to larger ideas and 

their own lives. In addition, more non-fiction persuasive writing was also noted to foster 

development of ideas and arguments. The following accounts illustrate how participants viewed 

the role of the SEF in augmenting students’ abilities to make higher order thinking connections in 

classroom subject matter and apply those connections to their own lives and the outside world. 

“For example, a few years ago, a grade student might have said well I can make a connection, 
you know, the main character had X and I’ve got X, whereas now we are requiring our 
students to think more deeply and, you know, instead of that kind of literal connection - 
students are now starting to come up, and we’re not completely done this process by any 
means, but the students are starting to think more deeply in terms of perhaps the big idea of 
the story, it didn’t really say it, but the big idea was bullying and how to prevent it, and so 
making a connection to that theme is an inferential type of connection that students are 
beginning to understand it and to be able to do, and hopefully that will impact them in a 
number of different ways.” –Principal   

 
“Say let’s look at the way water works in this world, let’s look at why water is 
important in this world. So now, you’re bringing in math and science and social 
studies and language and making students see relevance across those subject areas 
when they’re looking at this big question.” – SEF Lead 
 
Further, the participants reported that as a result of students learning to think more 

critically, they are also learning to “persevere” and maintain “patience,” while solving problems 

and finding solutions. Specifically, participants expressed that classroom learning has changed, in 

that teachers are now becoming facilitators who ask questions, but no longer give answers. 

Instead, educators assist students in figuring out their own answers and strategies to reach 

answers. Participants reported that children who are encouraged to think how they want to 
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think, in the early school years, will develop more perseverance and patience in their learning – 

and this also help students to “build character”. One participant provided a detailed example: 

“Basically if you think of your every day math word problem, so if Sarah had 3 dozen 
muffins, let’s go really simple, if Sarah’s got 3 dozen muffins, and she’s got 20 friends, 
how could she evenly divide those muffins amongst her 20 friends, so that’s an 
everyday simple word problem for kids. Well in our day we would have formulas that 
we’d have to come up with to answer that question, nowadays kids are given a piece 
of chart paper, they ask to work in a pair, and they can solve that problem any way 
they want.  Now if you’re talking about primary kids, really, really young kids, they 
might first draw out, you know, the 36 muffins or 3 dozen muffins, however they 
figure out how many muffins that is, they might actually draw the muffins on a piece 
of chart paper and circle them in groups to try and figure out many would go to each 
of their friends.  Another person might be more advanced than that and be able to do 
it at more formula route, so giving kids the option of trying to figure things out on 
their own in inquiry based learning makes them persevere because they can make 
sense of it in their own way.  Now it’s not to say that we don’t teach them other 
strategies down the road, but allowing kids to think the way they want to think in the 
beginning of their learning I think makes them persevere in their learning.” - SEF 
Lead. 
 
In regards to noted increases in higher learning, the participants generally expressed that 

students are now demonstrating greater ability to move beyond literal meanings to make 

relevant connections and inferences in class content and connections between subjects and 

applying these connections to their own lives. This in turn, has increased students’ ability to 

synthesize and interpret information to help them take and defend stances and form opinions 

and become problem solvers. As previously mentioned, participants identified a number of 

changes in learning strategies such as accountable talk, non-fiction persuasive writing, teaching 

around a large or robust ideas, making higher order connections through reading, etc. to foster 

higher order thinking. However, it is again noted that SEF did not necessarily develop these 

strategies for use by students, but teachers, principals and SEF leads found these student learning 

techniques useful to facilitate higher order thinking in students.  

LOSS OF BROADER SUBJECTS AND BASIC SKILLS 
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80% of principals, 83% of leads, 100% of teachers stated that, since SEF was introduced, 

schools have focused most of the curriculum on literacy and numeracy, with particular emphasis 

on cross-curricular application of knowledge and skills through literacy and numeracy programs. 

As a result of this new emphasis, 100% of the teacher focus groups, and 0% of principals and 0% 

of SEF Leads voiced criticism that significantly less classroom time is available for subjects, 

content, and learning of skills that are not related to literacy and numeracy or cross-curricular 

application of knowledge and skills through literacy and numeracy programs. The teachers 

attributed this change in curriculum and learning to SEF implementation and SEF-related Board 

mandates. The following comments help to illustrate the teachers’ concerns: 

“Last year our focus was wow on writing, non-fiction writing, so my class coming in they’re 
amazing like boy they can write a procedure, you know, they came into grade 2, but the poor 
kids can’t add 2 plus 2.” – Teacher 

 

“Kids don’t know how to use a textbook, so here we are pulling them away but … it 
should be a little bit of both.” – Teacher 
“My concern is that we get tunnel vision that wow they really improved in inferring, 
but they know nothing about plot, they know nothing about setting, they know 
nothing about character development, they know, you know, because we don’t focus 
on that and we get this pressure that well that’s not what we want.” – Teacher 
In the focus groups, teachers also stated that an over emphasis on cross-curricular 

application of knowledge and skills through literacy and numeracy programs is causing student 

learning to become too restricted and narrow in focus. From this perspective, the teachers stated 

SEF implementation is actually jeopardizing student learning, as students are no longer learning 

or experiencing a wide array of subjects and topics. Teachers stated that severe decreases in 

curriculum related to science, social studies, religion, music, visual arts, and physical education 

and activities like “show and tell” is creating a less balanced learning environment.  

“And now teachers will say they don’t even do experiments anymore in science because they 
can’t demonstrate reading.” –Teacher 
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“Because we are in the same community, Catholic school/Public school, she called and asked 
would we like to go over and play basketball for an afternoon, and I will tell you for those kids 
in the room that’s one of the most important days of the year, that’s what they care about 
more than anything especially those students who are struggling in school, especially those 
students who don’t have an easy time of it... Good luck trying to get those days.” – Teacher 

 

“Yeah we’ve gone away a lot so even, you know, the kids would be like we haven’t done art... 
That could be a problem too... Yeah, they need a balance.” - Teacher 

“We’re spending time focussing on the learning yet not focussing on the whole child.” -
Teacher  
 
Although the following interview comment, by a Principal, was not a direct criticism of loss 

of broader subject and activities, it does corroborate the teachers’ statements of the potential 

existence of a narrow, curricular focus: 

“If you were to go into a classroom... Very little artwork displayed unless it coincides 
with something that they’re doing with literacy.  And this year we’re looking at doing 
more of the math type of activities.”- Principal 
 
The teachers also voiced concern that because the SEF was perceived to require heavy 

demands on devoting class time to only literacy and numeracy development, they no longer have 

time to build interpersonal relationships with students. The following quote provides an 

example: 

“Even as a teacher I mean there were times when you could spend I don’t want to say 
hours but you knew your students really well at a very different level than you know 
them now. Like I knew my students very well academically but we don’t have a lot of 
time for little Johnny to tell me about his fishing trip on the weekend.” – Teacher 

 

INCREASED COLLABORATIVE LEARNING 

The third major theme that emerged from the data was that SEF had resulted in increased 

collaboration between students and teachers and between students, themselves. The participants 

reported that this increased collaboration, as noted by 100% of the teacher focus groups, 60% of 

the principals, 83% of the SEF leads (i.e., 76 % of the total interviews) has changed the way in 

which students learn, in that students are becoming more responsible and more engaged in their 
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own learning, which in turn, has led to “increased learning.” To this end, teachers are perceived 

to be communicating more explicitly regarding expectations and goals for student learning. 

Participants also noted that teachers are also providing more discussion, feedback, and 

information on how to achieve those goals and on how subject matter is assessed, as is evidenced 

in the following passages: 

“They know what you’re, what I’m marking, that they know my final expectation, my 
overall expectation for science, for example, for rocks and minerals, they know I’m 
looking for what type of rock do you have, they know the specifics, where I would 
never share that with them before, and now saying that out loud how bizarre is that.” 
– Teacher 
“We know what we need to do so when you see what they’re lacking you don’t just say 
good job, like you’re saying you need to do this, this, and this to get – so, this we really 
focus on doing specific feedback so they know where to improve next time.” – Teacher 
A common, specific example as to how teachers are better communicating goals and 

expectations, as a result of SEF, was note by participants with regards to a commonly used four 

point scale used to assess a student’s ability for higher order thinking. (1 represents a student’s 

inability to answer a question directly from the text; 2 represents an answer directly taken from 

the text; 3 denotes the ability to begin to give an inferential answer that is linked to a broader 

idea; and 4 denotes the ability to give a well-formed larger idea that is linked to the material in 

the text or learning material.) As one teacher noted, “All of the students are becoming better at 

goal setting because they know what the criteria is for level 3 and 4.”  

Further, teachers are collaborating with students to allow for students to help define the 

levels of the 1 to 4 scale in a way that makes sense to the students, and thus, better enables 

teachers to explain how students can improve from one level to the next. The following examples 

provide illustration: 

“I found before the SEF push a lot of the teachers would strictly use the achievement chart as a 
level 1, 2, 3, 4 criteria with respect to knowledge, thinking, communication, but now it’s more 
of a moderated classroom collection of statements of what the students think what a level 4 
looks like, a level 3, a level 2, and a level 1.” -  Principal 
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“The assignments, the projects, or anything that they do in class is now what do you think a 
level 4 looks like, and we talk about it first with the students and I write I would never do that, 
what do they know they’re kids, oh my gosh they know a lot and that was a real eye opener for 
me.” –Teacher 

 
“Whatever it was, ’98 or whatever it was, but I think now we’re being so explicit with the 
children and here’s what you need to know, and here’s what it looks like, here’s an example of 
that work at level 3 and 4 and 2 and 1, and here’s how you can get from level 2 to level 3, and 
okay your work is level 2 right now, here’s some specific things that you can do to make your 
answer a level 3, and I think that that’s really something, and I think that that is going to give 
our children the opportunity to become level 3 and 4.” – Principal 

 

“Instead of using levels 1, 2, 3, 4 I know that the Grade 1 class here uses the number of 
scoops in an ice cream, so I want to make sure that my writing has three scoops on it 
instead of just two scoops of ice cream on my cone type of thing, and so it’s the same 
idea but different language you know. And they see it, not only inside a classroom but 
outside a classroom because these charts and these rubrics are on the bulletin boards 
outside as well. – Principal 
 
As mentioned in the last quotation, to achieve the increased student learning via teacher-

student collaboration, some participants noted increased use of teacher-student co-created 

rubrics that act as tools for daily instruction which assists teachers in providing feedback to 

students. Guidelines for rubric creation tended to be based on school board mandates and/or 

teacher collaboration with principals, at an individual school level. Since the rubrics (which 

functions as an instructional chart) are displayed in classrooms, students can use them to gauge 

their own work and increase their learning. Some participants reported that when students are 

actively involved in co-constructing the rubrics, language that makes sense to the student is used 

– and this has changed student learning by allowing students to take ownership and collaborate 

in their own learning processes. However, not all participants reported the co-creation of rubrics 

with the students, or even the use of rubrics – and this inconsistency emerged from interviews 

with teachers, leads and principals. When utilized, the following excerpt provides an example of 

how SEF is resulting in greater teacher-collaboration to produce rubrics: 
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“I had a rubric up and my principal goes did you make that with your students? I said 
yeah, did they choose that word? I said well no I mean there are certain things that I, 
after we did it, we took it up on the board, our chart paper and then I typed it up and 
blew it up onto a poster. She’s like well would they use those words, and I’m like well 
know I put some of my words in there, but I mean it is. Well maybe you should go back 
to their words.” –Teacher 
 
In addition to rubrics, participants reported that SEF had prompted teacher-student 

collaboration to co-construct anchor charts, which function similarly to the rubric, but have more 

detailed information for the students. Unlike the rubric, participants reported wide spread use of 

anchor charts, coupled with a very high tendency for co-construction with students. Anchor 

charts were reported to assist students in procedures and processes for a particular learning 

activity, such as how to increase reading comprehension skills, how to complete a task, how to 

choose an effective book, how to address the steps of procedural writing, how to solve long 

division, etc. (Some participants reported using exemplars which function similarly to anchor 

charts). Anchor charts (which are essentially instructional charts) are also displayed in 

classrooms where students can use the information to assist in a current learning task or 

procedure, or to review their learning, or to add to their learning. Hence, anchor charts help to 

“anchor” learning. Further, because students are actively involved in collaboratively, co-

constructing the anchor charts, the charts utilize language that makes sense to the students. 

Participants noted that, in this way, learning is becoming more collaborative because students 

refer to the anchor charts, that they helped to create, to assist and enhance their learning. The 

participants reported that co-construction of anchor charts has, therefore, changed student 

learning by allowing students to take ownership and collaborate in their own learning processes, 

as illustrated in the following excerpts: 

“The children are taking it on and they’re using the information from the anchors and the 
rubrics and the exemplars that they’re creating, they’re actually using that talk, those words, 
they’re referring to them in the classroom, they’re using those things that are common created 
with the class, they’re using those to better their writing or better their reading, and teachers 
have started to know, like it’s quite exciting when the teachers start to say that the children 
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are actually doing, you know, using the strategies and it’s helping them and they think that 
this is really going to increase their learning and they can see it... The latest tweaking we did 
to our learning was using common rubrics and co-created, that’s one of our latest tweaking, 
co-created anchor charts and co-created rubrics, so I think that does come from the SEF.” –
Principal 

 

“If I’m doing my math and I get stuck I can look at that anchor chart and it reminds me what to 
do.  If I had level two work and I don’t know what I need to do to get to level, well hopefully 
the rubric that I have that was collaboratively developed and explained to me is available in 
front of me, it’s available on the wall.” –SEF Lead 

 

“They’re referring to them in the classroom, they’re using those things that are 
common created with the class, they’re using those to better their writing or better 
their reading, and teachers have started to know, like it’s quite exciting when the 
teachers start to say that the children are actually doing, you know, using the 
strategies and it’s helping them and they think that this is really going to increase 
their learning and they can see it.” – Principal 
 
As a complement to teacher-student collaboration through co-created anchor charts and 

rubrics, participants noted that SEF has prompted schools to showcase students’ works on 

classroom walls, instead of commercially or teacher-produced displays. The collaborative 

rationale, as explained by participants, was to help students feel connected to their work, while at 

the same time provided concrete student examples, not teacher or “store bought” examples of 

what typifies a curriculum expectation, or examples of a level 3, or 4 assignment. 

“So here’s a definition of a procedure, this is what a top level procedure looks like, 
level 4, 3, 2, 1, here’s some student work, here’s some independent work the kids did, 
here’s the assignment they had, and it demonstrates, it’s meant to be a teaching board 
for anyone walking through.” –Teacher 
 
In keeping with the increased SEF-induced collaboration theme, participants also reported 

increased collaboration between students to increase student learning. To foster this change in 

student learning through “student moderation” (cooperation in group interaction and learning), 

student group seating arrangements are increasingly being employed, as opposed to traditional 

row seating. Participants reported that students are learning differently, in that they are 
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encouraged to provide feedback to each other on how individual students can increase the 

quality of their work, as revealed in the following passages: 

“I find the students now like they work together and they’ll you know what that’s kind of thin, 
you need to beef that up a bit, go back to the text. And you can sit there and go wow you’re in 
Grade 3 you’re telling a peer what to do and it’s far more powerful coming from them than me. 
“– Teacher 

 
“Sometimes they do a peer, like I said before, peer moderation, they get together and 
they look and they evaluate their reading response and they tell each other what they 
think they need to do to bump it up or, you know, and where they think they are, and 
usually they are correct as to where they are. They will be very honest, that’s a level 2, 
I mean that’s a not yet.” – Teacher 
 
Lastly, to increase student involvement in learning, participants noted that students’ scores 

regarding standardized tests and, and the four levels of higher order thinking are anonymously 

posted on classroom walls. To ensure confidentiality, students are identified by numbers or 

stickers, etc. that appear on the walls with accompanying results, scores, etc. for various tests. 

Interestingly, 75% of the teacher focus groups reported this public display of posting student 

scores; no principals or SEF Leads reported this activity. Unlike the teacher-perceived efficacy of 

earlier-mentioned strategies for increasing student collaboration and learning like use of anchor 

charts, group work, etc., the teachers did not generally comment favourably or unfavourably 

about publicly posting student scores. Instead, teachers generally commented that students were 

excited to see how they ranked amongst their peers, but offered no perceptions on how this 

strategy has benefited or has not benefited students or student learning. However, one exception 

was noted. One teacher reported that any sharing of mid-course marks that subsequently does 

not appear on the students’ final records is too stressful to be received by the students. More 

specifically, this teacher expressed that students at a level 1 baseline do not befit from any 

knowledge about their standing; instead, “it just stresses them out.”    

STUDENT LEARNING: DISCUSSION 
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When asked about the Framework’s impact on student learning, similar perceptions and views 

tended to be expressed, regardless of participants having represented Catholic or public school boards. 

Overall, respondents reported that SEF had been effective in helping students to think more critically and 

to learn to collaborate with teachers and fellow students to improve their learning. In addition, only 

teachers reported a criticism of SEF by noting that the Framework had resulted in decreased student 

learning of broad skills, content and subjects. No interview questions were directly posed to garner 

information about these three latter themes, yet they still consistently arose spontaneously during the 

interview process. As a result, the author believes that the three themes are indicative of the general 

perceived impact of the Framework on student learning. Further, consistency in the reports of teachers 

versus principals versus SEF also adds credibility to the importance of these three themes. For example, 

all participants reported similar perceptions about the SEF impact in increasing students’ critical thinking 

and collaboration. Yet, only teachers reported that SEF had resulted in a loss of a broader skill set and 

subjects. In contrast, no principal or lead noted any such loss. Also, solely teachers reported public, 

anonymous displays of students’ scores. Moreover, these observed discrepant views in the reports may 

also suggest that perceptions about specific areas of SEF effectiveness regarding improved student 

learning may vary depending on the vocational status of the respondent (i.e., teacher versus principal 

versus lead). Further, in general, during the interviews, teachers provided a balance of positive and 

negative feedback regarding SEF effectiveness on learning. In contrast, principals and leads provided only 

positive accounts of SEF effectiveness on student learning. From the transcripts, the author could not 

discern why this discrepancy arose, but the following two alternatives are offered as possible explanation. 

It is possible that the leads and principals, in their administrative positions, have less direct involvement 

with students. In contrast, teachers have more direct involvement with students that may result in 

teachers holding different perceptions. Alternatively, it is possible, though unlikely, that the principals and 

leads did not feel free to candidly express their perceptions and opinions because they did not believe that 

their anonymity was guaranteed – and they did not want any criticism of the Framework to reflect 

negatively on their vocational positions or on themselves, personally. In any event, the data suggested that 
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some aspects of perceived SEF effectiveness on student learning depended on the respondent’s vocational 

status.  

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS: COMPARISON OF DATA TO THE FRAMEWORK 

Using Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) and Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) guidelines, comparison of the 

three main themes that emerged from the data against SEF indicators for learning was attempted. 

Specifically, the data was examined for “fits” (p. 3, Glaser and Strauss, 1967) to the Framework. Using this 

“deductive approach” (p.67, Patton, 2004), comparison to the Framework was conducted after inductive 

analysis had identified the main themes that spontaneously emerged from the interviews. Therefore, in 

keeping with qualitative methodology, the spontaneous arisen themes were compared to the SEF - but 

were not developed based on SEF guidelines, expectations or terminology. And ultimately, this allowed for 

participants’ perceptions to be compared to the Framework. 

Even though the participants were not directly asked about any particular student learning 

indicators of the SEF, accounts relating to certain indicators spontaneously emerged from the interviews. 

Further, the data suggested that SEF implementation had contributed towards many indicators being 

more evident in schools. Further these indicators can be classified into the three themes that emerged 

from the data. However, we emphasize that any interpretation of evidence of SEF-related indicators in the 

data may be somewhat artificial because the Framework provides no clearly defined criteria to assess or 

measure evidence of the indicators. Therefore, it is suggested that because interpretation of the SEF 

indicators (by educators, administrators, and researchers) is subjective, the following comparison of data 

against SEF mandated indicators is also subjective. The indicators listed below are quoted from the School 

Effectiveness Framework: A Collegial Process for Continued Growth in the Effectiveness of Ontario 

Elementary Schools (Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat, 2008). 

HIGHER ORDER THINKING SKILLS 

The data suggested that the following SEF student learning related indicators were more evident 

in schools, as a result of the Framework’s implementation. Moreover, perceived increased evidence of the 

following indicators arose out of participants’ interviews regarding the higher order thinking theme: “All 
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students are engaged in intellectually demanding tasks that require higher order and critical thinking” (p. 

38); “Curriculum and instruction require students to explore substantive and meaningful topics that 

connect to their diverse interests, aptitudes and backgrounds” (p. 38); “Non-fiction writing is used in 

every subject area to ensure students write in a clear, accurate and persuasive manner” (p. 39); “Practice 

and application of literacy skills are embedded in all curricular areas” (p.39);  “Accountable talk is used by 

students to “clarify their thinking, learn to respect and build upon the ideas of others and articulate their 

views effectively” (p. 39); “Students learn mathematically through problem-solving based lessons (p.41);” 

Higher order thinking makes use of “students’ prior knowledge and experiences so students are prepared 

cognitively, socially and emotionally for new learning” (p. 41); Students are more inclined to “generate 

hypothesis” (p. 40); Students learn mathematics through problem-solving based lessons (p. 41, SEF); 

Participants noted that students are encouraged to formulate their own strategies for problem solving 

that may be part of an initiative to foster “discovery learning” (p. 39). In addition, the data suggested that 

students are more apt to “identify similarities (comparing),” but did not address whether students are 

also more inclined to “identify differences, classify, create metaphors and analogies” (p. 40). The data 

suggested that “effective mathematics learning environments foster students’ perseverance” (pp. 31, 41) 

in “learning mathematics (p. 31) but did not allude to whether it “fosters teachers’ perseverance” (p. 31) 

or “students and teachers’ curiosity and self-confidence in learning mathematics” (pp. 31, 41). The data 

suggested that participants believed that SEF helped to build character in students, however, the 

respondents did not reveal whether “character development is integrated and permeates school and 

classroom activities” (p. 33). Participants reported increased character building (perseverance), but did 

not elaborate as to whether this had increased students “beliefs and confidence in their ability to succeed” 

(p. 29, SEF).   

Because no information regarding the following SEF indicators emerged from participants’ 

accounts, the data provided no evidence as to whether SEF fostered the existence of the following 

indicators. However, interpretation cannot be made that these indicators are not being advanced by the 

participants. The data, simply, did not provide information regarding the following student learning-
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related indicators: “Effective mathematics learning environments are challenging, developmentally 

appropriate for all students and strategically organized” (p. 30); and students are “testing hypotheses” (p. 

40, SEF). 

Lastly, the data suggested that a “comprehensive/balanced literacy program” (p. 39) was already 

in place before SEF implementation, but SEF has fostered increased critical thinking in literacy programs.  

LOSS OF BROADER SUBJECTS AND BASIC SKILLS 

The data suggested that SEF implementation had resulted in “a clear emphasis on literacy learning 

in the school” (p. 30) and “a clear emphasis on mathematics learning in the school” (p. 30) where 

“classroom have uninterrupted blocks of time for literacy and numeracy (100-120 minutes for literacy 

and 60 minutes for numeracy are recommended)” (p. 32). The data suggested that achievement of these 

latter three indicators had resulted in decreases in curriculum and activities not related to numeracy and 

literacy, which in turn, had created a less balanced learning environment. As a result, the data suggested 

that teachers were not able to achieve the indicator where they “know their students’ interests, talents, 

backgrounds,” (p. 36). Moreover, the data suggested that teachers had been meeting this indicator before 

SEF implementation, but are experiencing difficulty in achieving it now because of the SEF’s new focus. 

However, the data does suggest that teachers are “familiar with present (students’) performance levels” 

(p. 36). 

INCREASED COLLABORATIVE LEARNING 

The data that emerged from participants’ accounts suggested that the following SEF indicators, 

related to the collaborative learning theme, are more evident in schools, as a result of the Framework’s 

implementation: “Multiple opportunities for students to produce and display their work” (p. 29); 

“Students are engaged in self-assessment and setting goals for the next steps in their learning” (p. 30); 

“Cooperative learning” (pp. 32, 39, 40); “Students are involved in assessing, tracking and setting goals for 

their own learning (assessment is learning)” (p. 35); “Students have access to examples of work at 

different levels of achievement to assist them in a self-assessment of their own work.” (p. 36).  
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Participants also reported that increased SEF-based student-teacher collaborative learning may be 

increasing “student learning that stems from student access and engagement in solving open-routed 

problems.” (p. 31). However, the data suggested that implementation of SEF did not facilitate this learning 

at the students’ “own level of readiness” (p.31). Teachers, in particular, reported that SEF had resulted in 

increased pressure for students to perform at level 4, regardless of whether the students were ready or 

had the required aptitude.  

With regards to collaborative learning, the data did not provide information regarding the 

following collaborative theme-related, indicators. Again, interpretation cannot be made that these 

indicators are not being advanced by the participants; information about these indicators, simply, did not 

emerge from the interview: “Student groups that make up the school population can see themselves 

reflected in the culture, curriculum in the ethos of the school” (p. 30); “Tracking and celebrating student 

achievement” (p. 30); “The collaboratively developed character attributes are clearly articulated, modeled, 

taught and expected throughout the instructional day” (p. 31); Collaborative “support for learning and 

student achievement comes from the meaningful involvement of parents – representing the diversity of 

the school community, school council, students, and community partners” (p. 30); “Students are 

supported and prepared to participate in student-led conferences (p. 37); and “Teachers and students 

make sense of each other’s mathematical ideas, strategies and solutions to develop mathematical 

understanding” (p. 40). 

Although participants reported that teacher-student collaboration resulted in increased feedback 

to students, the data cannot ascertain whether “students are given time and opportunity to act upon the 

feedback they receive in order to revise and upgrade their work” (p. 36). Participants also noted that 

student collaboration has increased feedback amongst peers, but participants did not note whether “peer-

tutoring or buddy programs” (P. 38) exist. 

THE “LEFT-OVER” INDICATORS 
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Utilizing Glaser and Strauss’ terminology (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), the following indicators for 

student learning did not readily “fit” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) into any of the three themes that emerged 

from the data: “A belief that all children can learn” (p. 29);  “Student career aspirations” (p. 29); “Teachers 

and students communicate ideas, solution and strategies using oral and written mathematical language 

(e.g., numbers, pictures, symbols, terms and models)” (p. 41); “Non-linguistic representations (graphic 

organizers, pictures, pictographs, concrete representations and kinaesthetic activity)” (p, 40); and 

“Technology is integrated in a meaningful way across the curriculum in order to enrich student learning 

and to address a range of learning styles” (p. 38). Moreover, the participants’ accounts did not provide 

enough information to ascertain whether strategies have been implemented to achieve these last five 

indicators. 

ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING 

In the SEF, three distinctive modes of assessment are outlined: assessment of learning, assessment 

as learning, and assessment for learning  (Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat, Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2009).  Assessment of learning refers to collecting evidences of student’s learning and progress 

according to the Ontario Curriculum standards. This type of summative assessment may include a variety 

of testing procedures, such as EQAO data, CASI, PM benchmark, report cards, rubrics and other testing 

tools utilized to gather quantitative information on students’ achievement. Assessment as learning relates 

to students’ ability to critically evaluate their own work, students are actively engaged in their own 

assessment of academic performance with the purpose to increase knowledge, skills and attitudes and 

heighten students’ awareness in the learning progress. Assessment for learning is obtained through 

teacher-student interactive dialogues around assessment tasks. In this context, formative feedback is 

utilized to enhance students’ reflection on their own learning and to allow teachers to design precise and 

timely next steps. 

In this perspective, student assessment becomes a collegial process in which teachers co-operate 

and support each other and monitor student progress in a more effective manner by referring to common 
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language and criteria.  In this study we examine the degree to which teachers reported that the 

aforementioned principles were applied in their teaching practices.  

The initial open coding categories derived from the analysis of the transcripts where names to 

match the principles included in the SEF document: assessment of learning, which refers to the 

participants’ accounts about the various evaluation procedures they use to assess students’ learning both 

at the board and at the school level(i.e. CASI, EQAO, PM benchmark, etc..); assessment as learning is the 

coding assigned to narratives about the formative aspect of the evaluation process which define the extent 

to which children have been actively involved in the assessment process as part of their learning 

experience; finally assessment for learning is the coding label assigned to participants’ accounts about 

specific instructional practices used by the teachers to identify students’ strength and weakness. 

From these broad categories, a set of sub-categories were also identified which include the 

following codes: consistency, teacher moderation, professional learning, instructional leadership, critiques 

and suggestions. Such classification was useful to scan through the interviews and focus on the main ideas 

and concepts of primary interest. Subsequently, blocks of coded interviews were selected and analyzed in 

detail for interpretation. The result of the analysis is here presented.  

ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING 

In discussing how assessments were conducted prior to the introduction of the SEF compared to 

after this framework was implemented, teachers talked about following the Ontario curriculum 

expectations, and utilizing common board assessment tools, such as EQAO, CASI, DRA and PM 

Benchmarks. With the introduction of the SEF, teachers reported that more resources became available to 

them in guiding their classroom assessment and instructional practices. Example of some resources 

mentioned by teachers included L&S material, monographs, videos and DVD with real life examples of 

high-yield instructional practices.  

Generally, prior the SEF, participants reported that student assessment was not intended as an 

integral part of school improvement planning and in some instances participants reported that there was 
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no clear understanding of how to combine the school review process with the student success programs. 

Although data generated from student assessment was used to identify area of needs and goals for 

improvement, participants reported that the objectives identified for change were often too broad and 

lacked specific focus: 

“There would be some discussion about data and looking at data, but there was no connection 
between the data and then whatever the data was telling you what your next step would be, and 
that the goals and the focus for school improvement were very big goals, they were not smart 
goals. They were just very global kind of, you know, we’re going to work on literacy or we’re 
going to work on numeracy there wasn’t a very specific focus... However, what I would say is 
that the effectiveness framework has made that improvement planning process much more 
precise and much more an essential part of a school even for the teachers” 

 

      Participants discussed how the selection of determined SMART goals was made by identifying the 

areas of weakness depending on the particular needs of a given school board, and focusing on those 

specific aspects that required improvement. SMART goals might have included include, for instance, 

making connections, high order thinking, descriptive writing, comprehensive literacy, and would be 

utilized to guide teachers in their evaluation: 

“The overall school data tells us there is a need in our board then I would say the majority of 
schools probably have a similar need, but each school chooses the instructional strategy that 
they need to improve on, so it’s not that one strategy is better than the other it’s just that we may 
not be as a school as versed as we would like to be in one strategy.” 

 Participants discussed how before the introduction of the SEF, there was inconsistency in the 

strategies used to enhance students’ academic success: 

“It really now is becoming a working document where we do meet, our team meets regularly, we 
report back to staff on what we notice within the school when we’re doing our baseline or our 
mid-point and showing them. So all the staff is very aware of what our baseline for our goal 
looks like for every grade and where we want to go, so it has become more of a working 
document, and what do we do with those students that aren’t achieving where we want them to 
be achieving, so where do we start putting our resources in for that amount of time.”  

  According to the respondents, prior the introduction of the SEF, students’ evaluation was not data-

driven and there was a lack of focus on what strategy was important to use to enhance students’ learning. 

Principals and teachers report having a clearer picture of the current situation in their school now than 
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before the SEF was introduced. They also report that the SEF has given them a chance to think more 

holistically with respect to student assessments: 

“Interviewer: So you’re saying that they are assessing the process of learning not so much the 
outcome of learning?  

Respondent: Correct.  

Interviewer: And you didn’t see that before the SEF was introduced?  

Respondent: No.  

Interviewer: So what kind of learning would you see instead?  

Respondent: What I would see, surface maybe more knowledge and understanding type of 
learning.” 

 

 Prior the SEF, students’ evaluation was a teacher-focused approach and restricted on quantitative 

modes of assessment. Conversely, with the introduction of the new paradigm, participants talk about 

assessment being based on formative evaluation with the explicit purpose to improve instruction through 

adequate intervention strategies. Teachers reported that they are being asked to analyze more attentively 

students’ production and as a consequence have become more focused in the choice of instructional 

practices: 

“We’re analyzing the questions more in math, like we’re not just putting “A” on it if, it might be a 
test of a level 1 questions so, you know, if you got an “A” you didn’t get an “A” really, it’s a level 1 
question so we’re really analyzing each question more. I think assessment is driving the 
instruction now rather than just what you like. (Ottawa Catholic Focus group, 2010)” 

 

 

  Participants talk about how as a result of the SEF, the utilization of innovative forms of 

evaluations, such as co-constructed rubrics, have been introduced. Rubrics are assessment tool developed 

according to a list of performance criteria and used to represent broad learning targets and are employed 

to evaluate student final products: 
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               “Basically levels 1 and 2 are, what’s the word I want, direct, literal answers from the text, so 
basically if they don’t answer the question at all, they give you something that is completely off 
topic, that’s a level 1.  Level 2 is answering questions directly from the text.  Level 3 is beginning 
to give an inferential answer, looking at big ideas, looking at some kind of connection other than 
a literal connection, and level 4 is being able to give all of that, you know, the big idea, to answer 
the question you give the big idea, you give a connection to that big idea, and that basically 
constitutes level 4.” 

 

     Participants explain how both teachers and student collaborate in creating rubrics. This type of 

cooperative assessment and learning is described as valuable to students and teachers to acquire a more 

comprehensive understanding of student’s performance and to adopt suitable strategies for maximizing 

learning. This process is described as more specific and explicit which allow for the provision of practical 

examples of how to achieve pre-determined goals which the students can use as a reference throughout 

their learning: 

               “When teachers go through the process of developing the qualitative rubric that means that 
they’re writing the descriptors at each level of what quality performance looks like.  So that 
rubric is not only an excellent tool for the pre-assessment and the post-assessment, but it also is 
an excellent tool for daily instruction in terms of providing qualitative descriptive feedback to 
students on what they need to do to get to the next level. It’s also a great self assessment tool for 
the students so, you know, students can use the qualitative rubric to self assess and teachers can 
also use it to give feedback. So in this way it affects instruction at the school level...  It really 
makes them think about what it is that they’re measuring and what the expectations are actually 
asking of children.” 

 

 Often rubrics are utilized in conjunction with teacher-student conferences and peer moderation 

session. While co-constructing rubrics and student conferences offer students the opportunity to receive 

specific and individualized feedbacks to guide their learning and direct students’ toward pre-determined 

objectives, peer moderation session constitute an important tool to sustain engagement of students and 

improve learning. In peer moderation sessions students exchange different opinions on peers’ works and 

engage in collective assessment. Among the answers were: 

“We did come up with a common rubric... The kids had to determine what that actually meant, so 
we tried to get kid language...sometimes they do a peer, like I said before, peer moderation, they 
get together and they look and they evaluate their reading response and they tell each other 
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what they think they need to do to bump it up or, you know, and where they think they are, and 
usually they are correct as to where they are. They will be very honest, that’s a level 2, I mean 
that’s a not yet.” 

      

 Co-constructing rubrics with children is describes as advantageous since it allows teachers to 

examine the degree to which students understand what is expected of them and it allows to break down 

essential aspects of the assessment process so that learning targets remain comprehensible to both 

teacher and students. According to several respondents, the use of students’ exemplars and co-

constructed rubrics has helped children in their learning and those strategies have increased the 

classroom level of performance. 

 Reportedly, students are more informed about how the evaluation process takes place and what is 

required of them in order to achieve specific goals. As a result, children are offered more support in 

performing learning tasks becoming more involved in classroom practices and are described as more 

engaged in their own learning processes: 

“We’re having them focus specifically on that cycle of assessment for learning where if the 
learning targets are very transparent for kids then they are more likely to reach it, that’s our 
theory of action. So we are having, we’re co-constructing with teachers and principals the 
criteria of an effective rubric that is preceded by the criteria of an effective anchor chart, which 
means that that’s very clear for teachers first, and then we are engaging with teachers in the 
process that is replicated in the classroom where you co-construct these criteria for success with 
your students.” 

 

 

 Teachers talked about how co-created rubrics and anchor charts are made available to students in 

class to give them explicit examples how to perform achievement tasks. Students’ exemplars are visible to 

students as practical examples of high quality standards to have a clear understanding of what is expected 

from them to achieve. Respondents also talked about how this relates to culture of high expectations 

which also supports students’ success. Informants have often reported anecdotal evidence of how 

assessment is embedded with learning and students’ improvement. Particularly, it seems that the 
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combination of high expectations and the co-construction of robust rubrics contribute to student 

improvement: 

“We co-constructed with teachers the criteria of an effective and robust rubric, that’s the term 
we’re using, robust, and then we reassessed that very same piece of work and consistently the 
level that’s been assigned to the piece of work has gone down because now the expectations 
have gone up.  So then the next question we are asking teachers is so what needs to happen for, 
the learning needs to change now, the activities in the classroom need to change so that kids can 
see, can achieve level 3, so we’re raising the expectations all around.  And then the next part is 
okay now students need a robust task or question or prompt in order to give them the 
opportunity to demonstrate learning at level 4, because if you have very high expectations and a 
very high, very robust rubric but you ask a very low level question obviously kids can only give 
you low level answers. So all these things are interdependent...So from, you know, what you 
have now is a very robust anchor chart, a robust rubric, a robust task, and through 
comprehensive literacy a lot of scaffolding of learning through exemplars, through modelling, 
etc. and so we’re finding as a result that more kids are able to reach level 3 and level 4 because 
their learning is supported in that way, and the expectations have been raised.”  

 

According to some teachers, the SEF has helped focus their practice and raise a culture of high 

expectation for all students in equal fashion by offering each child the opportunity to better their 

performance level. Examples of comment included: 

“We certainly focussed to make sure that the school as a whole is, we have a culture of high 
expectation for all kids,...and we do have a large population of ELL students, probably about 
45%.... we have many students that are new to Canada and may have been in Canada for a year 
or two, they may not be achieving level 3 or 4, but the kids, you know, if they’re achieving level 2 
then we know that we need to start focussing some extra resources in that area to get them up 
to the level 3 and level 4, and so in that sense we certainly promote a high culture of expectation 
for all students.” 

 

However, according to teachers reports, different schools vary in the extent to which they provide 

all students with equal opportunities for learning. Some participants reported that there is still lack of 

assistance for children with special educational needs. Although teachers put extraordinary effort trying 

to raise expectations, teachers lament that students with special educational needs still require more 

support. Teachers seemed confused with respect to assessment methods that should be used for students 
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with individualized education plans and the absence of adequate guidelines to assess special needs 

students was greatly lamented: 

                 “I think getting back to having the data drive kind of your assessment, but what happens to, for 
instance, my class I’ve got 20 kids, I’ve got 11 IEPs, I teach grade 4/5, I’ve got to mark, I’ve got 
three, four kids, three kids in a grade 2 level literacy in math, five kids at a grade 3 level literacy 
in math, so when I’m doing my baseline and my mid-course and my summative, the grade 2 IEP 
kid is being marked as a grade 5 student, so my data is skewed completely...” 

 

  “That’s right yeah that’s with us too....” 

   

  “They have the accommodations but it’s the same marks for…” 

   

  “Yeah exactly...” 

   

  “And then what am I doing to this child who is clearly almost should be at a grade 1 level IEP and 
is entitled...and I give… a grade 5 test, a grade 5 baseline test...That’s right… and this child is 
having a nervous breakdown.” 

 

    “That was our dilemma this year as well and I never told the student on the thing I gave back I 
gave her the one, I don’t know if I was supposed to do that, I gave her the modified mark based 
on the IEP on the document I gave back to her...That’s what I did.” 

 

  Moreover, although teachers talk about the use of common rubrics as beneficial to assist children 

in their learning progress, they also point out that the process of co-creating rubrics is not an automatic 

process. Especially, they talk about how co-creating rubrics requires a great deal of effort and patience 

from teachers to achieve common agreement on which criteria are to be utilized and how apply them in 

practical terms.   

 Furthermore, teachers talk about having to produce both quantitative and qualitative rubrics and 

to adapt them to each student accordingly. Quantitative rubrics are described as mainly being used to 

measure and summarize students’ achievement outcome according to the Ontario curriculum 
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expectations, whereas qualitative rubrics are descriptive in nature and serve to illustrate in details 

students’ learning styles and progress. According to the respondents, the proposed shift in assessment 

methodology has caused confusion and disagreement among teachers. This is a sentiment felt by 

principals as well, who in their role assume the responsibility of monitoring teacher instructional 

practices lament lack of clear understanding of the ways in which effective instructional practices should 

be built without overloading teachers of onerous extra-work: 

                “That’s very challenging for teachers because we’re moving, you know, there are some teachers 
who just making a rubric they’re not even comfortable with, with who are still basically, you 
know, in math teach by unit, have a quiz somewhere along the way, and photocopy the test out 
of the end, at the end of the teachers’ manual and that’s how I teach, you know, who just teach 
the same way and assess the same way as when they went to school 20 years ago or 25 years 
ago, it’s basically still just summative assessments at the end or a little bit of diagnostic thrown 
in, but very traditional paper pencil tasks, tests, that way…okay but that’s not good enough 
anymore now we also need them to get to write qualitative rubrics, and I think we’re, you 
know, even as a Board team, that’s just the newest thing from the LNS in the last month or two, 
and that’s now going to be another big push in order to get teachers to see the difference 
between a qualitative rubric and a quantitative rubric and be able, become familiar and able to 
write two different types of rubrics. That’s a fairly daunting task.” 

ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING AND TEACHER MODERATION 

 Before the introduction of the SEF participants report that schools were already involved in other 

initiatives and have received resources to identify areas of need and that has brought a strong sense of 

urgency to work on common assessment. According to the respondents, SEF has permitted such initiative 

to be implemented and establish collective criteria for assessment of students’ learning. Prior to the SEF, 

assessment was described as substantially independent and subjective, based primarily on curriculum 

expectations and teachers’ personal stances on quality of students’ work:  

 “Well it’s just more independent like in your class and you kind of just search for things on your 
own, and it wasn’t as group oriented like with the other teachers.” 

 

 Teachers talk about how with the advent of the SEF the assessment of learning has acquired a new 

connotation and has become a collaborative process; the evaluation of learning is not longer based on a 

single teacher’s intuitive personal discernment, but it is a group-orientated effort: 
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“We are doing a lot more teacher moderation in our school now and I see that going on in a 
number of schools in our county, so allowing teachers to get together and have a better idea 
among them what a level 1, 2, 3, and 4 looks like.  Give that a little more consistency in report 
card data so it can be used as an accurate measurement of how we’re doing as a school, but also 
the EQAO data and of course the CASI reading assessment, PM benchmarks, those types of 
things.” 

 

          Generally, the establishment of common criteria of evaluation within a given group of teachers has 

been reported to contribute to the reduction of inconsistencies in the assessment process in favour of 

increased cohesion and commonality of language among school members. Particularly, both teachers and 

principals describe how they think that they have developed a deep understanding of what is to be 

expected from students and have reached agreement on methods for assessing students in an equal and 

precise fashion. In particular, teachers describe how now they are able to communicate with the staff and 

coordinate with grade level colleagues to ensure their commitment to students and their learning and 

how the SEF has broken down barriers as teachers work together to become more effective in their 

evaluation and teaching practices. As result, teachers talk about no longer working in isolation but 

collaborate with each other and share responsibility for the success of all students. This collaborative 

process is often called teacher moderation and plays a central role in evaluation process: 

           

               “Basically they, right now we’re at the point in our school where we have a curriculum consultant 
bring in pieces of work and we look at it as a staff and determine, well the first session we did we 
had all level 4 pieces of work and we were trying to determine why they were level 4 and if we 
disagreed how we could come to a common understanding that yes that was a level 4 piece of 
work. The second time she brought in a number of different pieces of work and we were 
discussing it as a staff and trying to come to some kind of understanding and it just led to some 
really rich discussion that I think will lead to some kind of consistency in evaluating in our 
school.  The next time that the curriculum consultant comes to one of our staff meetings, we’re 
asking staff to bring pieces of their own work, and then I’m going to build in every six weeks in 
the rest of the year, time where teachers can get together to bring work and they can talk about 
it and talk about what the criteria is to get a level 3 or a level 4, and whether the students are 
meeting that based on the work that they’re bringing forth.  So it’s basically just an opportunity 
for teachers to discuss work and to gain a better professional understanding of what a level 3 or 
4 looks like and how to get students to achieve it.” 

 



 89 

 Teachers moderation seems to have helped professionals develop a shared sense of understanding 

around student assessment. Participants discussed how such approach have helped teachers reduce 

stress and disorientation and focus more on relevant classroom activities specifically linked to the areas of 

the assessments. Teachers report feeling more accurate in how they evaluate student learning and in 

planning for classroom activities. Furthermore, teachers talked about differentiated instruction as a 

fundamental practice linked with teacher moderation in that teachers collaboratively selected appropriate 

instructional strategies that match with a specific student’s level of readiness and abilities: 

                 “Well differentiated instruction basically is a teacher’s responsibility to go into the classroom and 
if there’s 17 students, for example, in the classroom to make sure that there’s 17 different 
approaches if necessary for that, so you’re looking at every student’s multiple intelligence, their 
level of readiness, what they need in order to be successful..  This is more of an individualized 
approach to learning in terms of maybe the strategies you use to, in your lesson to impart 
learning, it also might mean a different approach to evaluation as well of students, so it is 
basically being very personalized in terms of the instruction as well as the assessment, and it’s 
playing to the students’ levels of readiness but also to their learning styles as well.” 

 

 

Differentiated instruction, was often referred to as a balanced literacy program, and a component 

of assessment for learning. Lessons are calibrated according to students’ level of performance which is 

intended to allow students to maximize their learning potential by giving them equal opportunities for 

progress: 

“Well we’re more free to choose what we think matches the curriculum now.  Before it was like 
no you’ve got to use that textbook...That’s right. Now I don’t need to use the textbook I’ll use 
what my professional judgement is that matches the curriculum for the students’ needs.  And the 
best thing is when you bring the textbook out your kids go oh great I get to use the textbook, you 
know, because they’re not used to it so.” 

 

  According to the majority of respondents, prior to the introduction of the SEF, there was a lack of 

consistency in assessment and absence of appropriate evaluation standards within and between grades. 

Different assessment criteria were used among teachers of the same school leading to inconsistency and 

unreliability of evaluation techniques. In particular, some informants pointed out how the presence of 



 90 

great inter-subject variability in children assessments and, therefore the adoption of plural evaluation 

strategies, might have lead to confusion and uncertainly around the whole assessment process: 

               “And before what I, the first when I remember it starting seven years ago there was just this 
whole, this whole slew of marking schemes, you know, I saw one person marking with 
percentages, writing percentage on a math test, and another person using their own marking 
scheme, and some people never even looking at the indicators in the curriculum document so 
now we’re seeing a lot more consistency... at that time we were beginning to look at data as a 
whole stuff but it was still very individualized, every teacher looked at his/her own class 
evaluations and evaluated them basically on their own criteria, so it wasn’t very, there wasn’t 
some consistency going on there, it was really up to the teacher how things were marked, how 
the data was used, if it was used at all, and so essentially each classroom was run very 
differently.”  

 

 Further, prior the SEF, there was not clear connection between the evaluation of effective 

instructional practices and identification of next steps. It was a type of assessment targeted at measuring 

students’ level of achievement neglecting the fact that the evaluation served also to identify areas that 

require improvement and gain a common agreement on instructional strategies. Thanks to the SEF, some 

participants say, essential resources are now being channelled more effectively, teachers have more 

opportunities to develop collegial conversation, clarify assessment-related issues, and become more 

focused on teaching and learning for all students. Notwithstanding that SEF has favoured, to some extent, 

greater alignment in different schools and consistency in assessment procedures, this was not described 

as a homogeneous phenomenon. Informants expressed disparate opinions regarding the consistency in 

the assessment process as a result of the SEF: 

“I would say assessment in general because I think that’s where we are right now, we’re trying 
to, we, people are getting the diagnostic and the summative piece but it’s the formative piece in 
the middle that we’re really struggling with, and I, and the reason that I say assessment is 
because I think there’s still a lot of schools that aren’t even able to identify that it’s the formative 
piece that they’re missing because they really don’t understand what it is right because they 
have strong assessment processes... I think misunderstandings about common assessment, what 
that looks like, those are the kinds of things that come up quite often.  I would say that’s 
probably the number one.” 
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 More difficulties are reported by larger boards in which instructional leaders say they are still 

attempting to create a culture of collaboration among teachers. Principals often lamented that organizing 

teachers requires a great effort. Further, board size and numbers of students have been described as 

barriers to the effectiveness of teacher moderation where it becomes a more complex and less 

manageable task. Some informants have also acknowledged a certain degree of incongruence in 

assessment practices across different school boards in the Ontario Province as well as inconsistencies in 

the evaluation methods across grades within a given school. Especially, discussions have highlighted that 

there is a considerable gap between elementary school curriculum expectations and instructional 

practices in high school 

  “It doesn’t align... And then they get out of junior, our system, and go into high school and 
everything is independent and it’s all different...And this is where this whole process loses some of 
its credibility.” 

 

ASSESSMENT AS LEARNING 

 Analysis of interviews and focus groups revealed that the introduction of the SEF has promoted 

the integration of learning and assessment which has become one of the main focuses for different school 

districts. Informants have reported a number of examples of current instructional and assessment 

strategies that have benefitted children fostering students’ skills advancement and self-reflection, 

therefore, contributing to their personal development. Moreover, there are indications that the SEF has 

helped teachers to become more responsible practitioners. Teachers feel accountable for students' 

learning and are actively involved in seeking convenient strategies to foster student academic 

enhancement. Particularly, teachers’ accountability appears to have assumed an essential role in 

promoting students’ success, providing teachers with more reflective and effectual practices. Respondents 

often have referred to accountability to define a type of cooperative learning enacted to allow students' 

assessment becomes an interactive part of their learning process. Teachers report aiming for students' 

understanding as opposed to only delivering knowledge and information in an impersonal manner: 
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“I see more accountable talk on the part of each of the students in the group, that each student 
has a role and that each student has a voice, and that to me is really refreshing.  I also see more 
specific feedback from teachers to students on what they need to do to improve, rather than 
handing back the marked piece of work with a level on it or with a grade on it, end of story.  Now 
I see more specific feedback on what we call bump it up and what do you need to do to bump it 
up to the next level and what specifically do you need to do.” 

 

According to the accounts of participants, the SEF has helped teachers expand knowledge on 

effective teaching practices and become more reflective on the impact of instructional decisions has upon 

student learning and they have learned about examining student progress using multiple methods of 

evaluations and collect evidence that shows the impact on student learning. Furthermore, the SEF  has 

reportedly contributed to improved teaching methods by motivating teachers to give close attention to 

every aspects of their instructional practices: 

“I feel the same way, having more of a focus I know where I’m going. I find the formative 
assessment I’m doing a better job. I used to just get buried under a lot of marking, I have clearer 
idea of where we’re going with the summative and I can give the kids the constant feedback.” 

 

 Teachers talk about how this focused approach has its beneficial impact on students’ learning: 

students are asked to perform more meaningful tasks to demonstrate practical application of essential 

knowledge and to take critical stances toward their own production and think more counterfactually. This 

particular type of self-assessment fosters children engagement in a variety of more interesting tasks and 

helps students develop the ability to reflect on their own learning. Children are described as having 

become active participant of their learning experiences;  have heightened their awareness; and become 

more involved in tasks that require them to develop strategies to self assess their own work, allowing 

them to become self-directed and autonomous learners able to make deep connections and employ 

critical thinking skills: 

“You know, whether, and kids are using the language as they get into the older grade it’s 
certainly in depth.  For example, you know, if you go into a classroom and they’re talking about 
something, kids will often say that reminds me of, I have a connection to something so that 
they’re making those links and they’re becoming more critical thinkers, and being able to think 
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critically, more critically.  Also, I think the assessment that the teachers use certainly they take 
all the assessment pieces and certainly look at the student.  It’s not necessarily one assessment 
and, you know, when we get the EQAO scores that’s one assessment, that’s one picture of a child, 
but does it relate back to the other assessments that have been, that a child has been given, and 
if it doesn’t then they do look into it to see which assessment was more accurate or what’s a 
more accurate picture of the student.  I do, and I do know that the students are more engaged in 
asking questions and problem solving so in that respect they’re certainly, that has certainly 
changed within the school.” 

 

“The kids are obsessed with the dot chart which is neat to see ...they know what it means and 
they’re like oh point of view I always do bad on the point of view, and they get it and they know 
what it means and they get the terminology and they’re interested in it, and I think that that’s a 
pretty good indication that it’s working.” 

 

Several respondents across different school boards believed that the utilization of innovative 

assessment strategies has contributed to the advancement of students’ progress. For instance, beside self-

assessment and co-constructed rubrics, peer conferencing was believed to be an innovative form of 

assessment that participants think has contributed to student learning experiences. Peer-assessment is 

used to develop the ability to work cooperatively, be critical of others’ creations and receive feedback on 

their own work. Peer moderation provides students with insight into the criteria to be used for marking a 

piece of assessable work and allow them to assimilate the criteria for high-quality products.  According to 

teachers, the use of different strategies, including individual and peer conferencing, has been an excellent 

vehicle for reflective thinking and has helped children to become more responsible learners:  

“I find the students now like they work together and they’ll you know what that’s kind of thin, you 
need to beef that up a bit, go back to the text. And you can sit there and go wow you’re in Grade 3 you’re 
telling a peer what to do and it’s far more powerful coming from them than me, so it’s changed for me a 
lot.” 

 

Further, teachers talked about playing a role as moderators along with their concurrent role of 

instructors. They explained how they attempted to guide students without interfering with their learning 

processes; children were asked to perform more meaningful tasks and reflect on their own understanding 

and this result in greater engagement of students: 
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“They can see kids now are becoming more responsible and more engaged in their 
learning in the sense that because we’re trying to get kids engaged with whatever 
they’re doing, whatever reading text or whatever they’re doing, and what it means to 
them, right, so we’re getting them to think more....the focus is rather than teachers being 
there to give all the answers we’re trying to make it more student centred where kids, 
the teachers are facilitators of the learning and asking the questions and not giving the 
answers, so getting the kids to struggle with their own learning and figuring out the 
answers.  And I can definitely see that when I go in and out of classes.” 

 

Informants provided a numbers of anecdotal examples to illustrate how children have 

become active participant of their learning experiences but when they were asked what do they 

attribute these changes to, some of them appeared hesitant in attributing the changes specifically 

to the SEF. Further, when asked to provide tangible evidences of students’ progress in terms of 

measurable outcomes, informants have expressed contrasting opinions indicating a lack of 

consensus as to the extent to which the SEF itself is responsible for improvement. For instance, 

according to some respondent, EQAO data revealed new evidence of improvement of students’ 

outcomes over time across all areas while others felt that some schools are still struggling to 

achieve provincial standards. In particular, participants talked about an overlap between different 

programs that are believe to cause difficulties in ensuring alignment across grades. Informants 

also mentioned about the gender gap in achievement which they believe becomes more evident 

between grade 3 and grade 6 in both reading and writing. 

In sum, although participants talked about how the introduction of the SEF had contributed 

considerably to improving teaching practices and evaluation methods, they also talk about the 

fact that there is still a great deal of inconsistencies in students’ learning outcomes across 

different grades and school boards. 

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING 

          Despite the difficulty schools and boards are facing in the process of establishing shared 

understanding of strategies for guiding school improvement and learning, the majority of respondent felt 

positively about the changes that SEF has brought in daily teaching practices. Seemingly,  discussions 
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around school improvement  has elicited a great deal of collaboration among teachers and principals, that 

now are more involved in the establishment of SMART goals and planning school improvement based on 

evidences from the data.  

 The SEF has also been discusses as a tool for sustaining team work as an essential part of 

professional learning. This kind of collaborative teamwork was also mentioned to facilitate common 

understanding and shared knowledge among the team members who perceive each other as a group of 

professionals that have the ability to bring change in the school system. Professional learning was 

believed to be an important aspect of the teaching profession because it helps strengthen the level of 

cohesion among members who are actively engaged and it creates a sense of common understanding 

around teaching and assessments.  

  As pointed out by several informants, there is a greater commonality of professional language 

among teachers who are now able to discuss about students’ data and are more aware of procedures 

aiming at creating a learning environment that contributes to students’ success. Moreover, the substantial 

contribution of teachers to the school improvement planning process was perceived to have become an 

essential component of the school self-assessment program that has consequently permitted staff to 

detect the area of needs and plan for next steps in a more precise fashion.  

However, participants pointed out that considerable effort is required by school members to 

create professional dialogue and widen knowledge around learning goals in order to improve students’ 

academic success, with special challenges experiences within larger school districts: 

                “The one concern I had was in terms of the scope, the size of our board and looking at aligning 
such a huge machine if I could say that, because we, you know, when you’re thinking in terms of 
one classroom and one teacher making some decisions we want to preserve teachers’ sense of 
autonomy in the sense that we want them to feel like they can continue to be very responsive to 
their students’ needs, but at the same time we don’t want teachers to be spinning their wheels 
with practices that are not helping their students meet with as much success as they could, but 
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to get, you know, we’re talking about 1400 elementary teachers aligning their understanding so 
that collectively they could be more effective.  I was feeling a little unsure as to how we could 
achieve that, so that was my concern. I didn’t have concern with the framework itself it was 
more with the implementation of it.” 

 

 Moreover, careful planning often requires teachers’ onerous extra-work. Throughout the 

interviews and focus groups, teachers expressed their concern regarding the delivery of necessary 

support from the boards. A recurring complaint was time constrain: teacher mentioned the scarcity of 

time to attend to a multitude of tasks, such as planning for the classroom, monitoring student progress 

and selecting the adequate teaching strategy. Some teachers talked about how they addressed this 

problem and asked explicitly for more release time. Principals as well talked about the benefits of extra 

release time for teachers: 

“The last thing that I would say is that any encouragement we could get to give them, to help 
improve the funding of teacher release time would be beneficial.  I think out of everything I’ve 
seen, having teachers have release time with a very focussed topic of conversation has really led 
to some very, very rich discussion that has really changed teacher practice in my school, and I 
think more than any other kind of professional development, that has caused teachers to change 
more than anything else I’ve seen, so anything we can do to get that, the province and the 
various boards, especially our board, to focus funds in that area would be excellent.” 

 

 Another common complaint was associated with the shortage of resources for teachers. 

Specifically, teachers lamented the lack of appropriate support from mentors and learning partners, and 

have noticed inconsistencies in receiving adequate training and exposure. Teachers clearly expressed 

their concerns regarding such issues and recognized the impellent need for assistance and encouragement 

from instructional leaders: 

“I need a bump up, I need somebody to show me how to do it with this entire process, with the 
guidance that you two have discussed through what you’re experiencing at your school, that’s 
what we find in our school, where is our bump up, what do we need to do, show me, guide me, 
give me the tasks, show me how to bump it up and then I’ll do it again because as teachers that’s 
what we need.”  
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ASSESSMENT OF STUDENT LEARNING: DISCUSSION 

Overall, the SEF appears to have generated a positive response from the majority of respondents 

who suggested that student learning and teaching practices have generally improved. Participants 

indicated that the SEF has raised teachers’ awareness of the use of specific assessment tools and increased 

their ability to help students make personal progress in knowledge and skills. For instance, outcomes of 

student achievement are reportedly measured with both summative and formative evaluation modes, in 

contrast to what was done before the SEF, when assessment was primarily summative. Teachers reported 

having acquired a more comprehensive understanding of student performance and the process of 

learning that students go through. Moreover, participants describe student assessment as a mutual 

process involving both teachers and learners allowing for reciprocal understanding and collaboration 

among all participants. During the teaching blocks, children are described as involved in summative tasks 

and exposed to individual and peer-conference that give them the opportunity to monitor progress and 

become aware of the levels of learning achieved. From this perspective, student assessment is described 

as a collegial process in which both teachers and students are able to refer to common language and 

criteria for evaluation and support each other in monitoring progress in a more effective manner. 

 Issues where raised by the participants about the consistency in the assessment procedures, 

especially regarding students with special educational needs. It was discussed that Students with IEPs are 

in fact suffering from the practices endorsed by the SEF and concerns about equity were voiced quite 

vividly especially by classroom teachers. It was particularly lamented that there is a lack of appropriate 

guidance for teachers who are facing challenges in trying to adapt rubrics to the needs of students who are 

struggling in one or more areas. Moreover, some of the informants have expressed their concerns 

regarding the lack of alignment in assessment and instructional practices from the junior grades to high 

school, which might be particularly disruptive for children with special needs. 

Other concerns that were raised by participants, especially teachers, was related to time 

constraints and the lack of key resources, such as the access to professional leaders and other SEF 
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expertise. Principals and teachers from large boards lamented scarcity of resources with regard to 

teachers’ release time necessary to guarantee effective implementation of the SEF and complained about 

the inconsistency among different schools in the extent to which resources linked to the SEF were made 

available to them. 
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STUDY LIMITATIONS 

The present study had some limitations. First, because school boards requested participants to 

volunteer, without input or pre-screening (of participants) by the researchers, it is possible that bias 

existed in attracting participants that held more favourable perceptions of their respective boards and the 

Framework, in general. The volunteer process may have also attracted participants who had, to a greater 

extent, actively worked to implement the SEF – which served as an impetus for volunteering. Therefore, 

the research sample may have represented the end of the continuum with greater familiarity with, and 

favourable perceptions of SEF impact on student learning and assessment of learning. Second, because of 

logistical difficulty in recruiting teachers, the study did not have a balanced account of participants, in that 

teachers were proportionally underrepresented in the study. And even though in terms of individuals, 

more individual teachers were recruited than leads and principals, the teachers were not interviewed one 

on one – they were interviewed in focus groups of 6 to 8 teachers. As a result, SEF leads and principals 

may have been able to more fully express their perceptions, during one-on-one interviews, whereas the 

available response time for any particular teacher was restrained. This lack of balance may have 

manifested itself into the textual analysis, as teachers’ responses tended to lack the detail and length of 

principals’ and leads’ accounts. The shorter and less detailed teacher responses may also be what Berg 

(2007) referred to as group, not individual responses that emanate from focus groups. In addition one-on-

one interviews with SEF leads and principals may have provided what Hagan (2006) referred to as a 

higher level of anonymity, and thus, more detailed accounts. On the other hand, Krueger and Casey (2000) 

argued that increased interactions in focus groups leads to enhanced data quality vis-à-vis participants 

providing checks and balances that act to exclude false views. Perhaps, this is why only teachers provided 

both positive and negative evaluations of SEF’s impact on student learning. In any event, combining one-

on-one telephone interviews and in-person focus group interviews in the same study may have created 

unbalanced responses, based on the vocational status of participants. As well, combining teachers of 

various grade levels in the individual focus groups precluded analysis at different grades and comparison 

between grades. Third, because participants were asked to compare student learning and assessments 
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before and after the 2007 SEF implementation, respondents may have reinterpreted meanings that may 

not have accurately represented past perceptions. In addition, difficulty in recalling past events was 

evidenced by some participants, especially teachers, who sometimes confused SEF with other Ministry 

initiatives. However, this latter point did not seem to seriously affect the data, as these participants were 

in the minority and they seemed to speak more concisely and confidently about SEF - when the 

interviewer briefly iterated when SEF was implemented. Fourth, constraints in sample size did not allow 

for rural-urban or geographical socio-economic comparisons. Fifth, effects of participants’ demographics 

like age, gender, and number of years of professional experience on perceptions of SEF were not explored; 

use of teacher focus groups and small sample size made it difficult to examine such demographics. Sixth, 

regarding demographics, experienced, older teachers were under-represented - as noted by the author, 

the majority of teacher participants were young, female and under the age of 35 years. The lack of male 

representation may simply have been indicative of the high female to male ratio of teachers in Ontario 

elementary schools (Giguere, 1999). Some of the above-noted limitations could be overcome in future 

research. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

Increasing the number of interviews would allow for the study of the effects of rural versus urban, 

demographics of participants, and geographical socioeconomic status on changes in student learning. One-

on-one or focus group interviews, comprised of teachers of  single grade levels, would allow for further 

exploration of differences in student learning and assessment changes that may exist at each grade level 

and/or between grades.  

As this study suggests, there are perceived changes in student learning and assessments. This, 

however, does not implicitly imply that student learning and assessments have actually changed – but that 

participants have perceived these to have changed. Given the broader context that participants spend 

more time with Ontario children, in terms of scholarly student learning, than even parents – the results 

offer evidence of learning changes that deserve attention and can guide future research. In this sense, 
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future research is necessary to further examine if and how student learning has actually changed because 

of the SEF. In addition, a questionnaire could be derived from the qualitative analysis in an attempt to 

quantify educators and administrators perceptions of the SEF impact on student learning and assessment 

of learning. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The data suggests that the SEF implementation had resulted in perceived changes in student 

learning and assessment of learning. However, there was some inconsistency, based on the vocational 

status of the participant, as to whether all of the changes were positive or negative. Theoretically, some of 

the changes in learning and assessments can be explained by learning theories. Practically, the data 

suggests that many of the SEF indicators have been perceived to have been achieved, or partially achieved. 

However, we emphasize that any attempt to analyze evidence of the Framework’s indicators, or the 

Framework’ effectiveness by educators, administrators, or researchers may be subjective and somewhat 

artificial. According to Wilcox (1990), frameworks and new policy initiatives are best implemented when 

they are accompanied by or linked to clearly quantifiable and unambiguous indicators. More specifically, 

each indicator establishes a tangible means for measuring progress and results related to the 

implementation of a policy framework. For instance, one of the SEF indicators requires that “Teachers 

choose teaching/learning strategies that activate student’s prior knowledge and experience so students 

are prepared cognitively, socially and emotionally for new learning” (p.41, SEF). For this indicator, 

educators must be provided with guidance and a clear indication as to how this indicator shall be 

measured (i.e. What does it mean to be prepared cognitively?  What does it mean to be prepared socially? 

What does it mean to be prepared emotionally? What are the recommended teaching/learning strategies 

and how do teachers choose them? Is there a minimum requirement as to the teaching/learning 

strategies? How shall “prepared cognitively, socially and emotionally” be quantified and subsequently 

measured?). Furthermore, in order to allow for the systematic evaluation of the SEF across the province of 

Ontario – it is imperative that the approach to measuring performance and progress through indicators be 

standardized.  Otherwise, assessments will not be able to be extrapolated from the micro-level (individual 
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school/individual teacher-student teacher interactions) to the macro-level (individual school board) to 

the meso-level (provincial education system). Educators should be allowed a sufficient degree of latitude 

in implementing the SEF within their day to day educational activities – however a sufficient degree of 

instruction, baseline setting and quantification must take place at the level of overall SEF indicators in 

order to allow for a meaningful assessment of implementation progress to date and into the future. 

Because the SEF’s approach to measuring performance and progress through indicators was not 

standardized (i.e., clearly defined), the onus of defining, interpreting and measuring the indicators was 

placed on individual teachers, principals, SEF leads, administrators, boards, schools, etc. Further, we 

propose that this lack of direction and clarity manifested into participants accounts of being, initially, 

overwhelmed and having difficulty in interpreting the SEF. Teachers’ reflections of the indicators often 

resulted in statements like “show me how” to achieve evidence of these indicators. An example of teacher-

reported exasperation was identified when instead of being provided with appropriate, quantifiable or 

qualifiable means for measuring, verifying and documenting evidence of SEF effectiveness vis-à-vis the 

Frameworks’ indicators, one teacher reported being told to photograph students as the students 

experience the SEF’s impact on their learning – as evidence of learning indicators. 

Furthermore, the effectiveness of any framework’s implementation is measured by whether its 

indicators have been successfully achieved (Wilcox, 1990). Therefore, in terms of the SEF implementation 

and evaluation, the Framework’s indicators should be used in measuring success. Instead, the Literacy and 

Numeracy Secretariat uses EQAO data to measure and evaluate the SEF success, rather than providing a 

performance assessment based on the SEF’s own indicators. Based on the tenets of Wilcox (1990), 

utilizing EQAO might provide unreliable assessments of SEF’ impact, in that EQAO was never incorporated 

into the Framework as a measurable indicator of success or evaluation for SEF.    

Because the SEF did not necessarily provide criteria for defining, interpreting or measuring its 

indicators - teachers, principals, SEF leads, administrators, boards, schools, etc. were tasked with the 

responsibility of developing their own criteria for measuring SEF effectiveness - and this may have 
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resulted in a lack of standardized criteria for comparison of SEF effectiveness and impact on student 

learning. Therefore, although this study suggests that SEF has impacted student learning, both positively 

and negatively, it is difficult to entirely attribute this impact to SEF. Instead, reports of perceived changes 

in student learning may have been at least partially due to the participants’ subjective, interpretations and 

perceptions of how they had or had not developed criteria for successful SEF implementation, as opposed 

to objective SEF criteria – as the Framework did not provide a comprehensive roadmap, via measurable 

indicators, for implementation.  
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ABSTRACT 

The School Effectiveness Framework represents the current effort of the Literacy and Numeracy 

Secretariat and Ontario educators to build capacity within schools and school boards for the purpose of 

improving academic achievement of students in Ontario.  The developers of the SEF consulted with a 

broad body of educational researchers, many of whom have backgrounds in educational policy, have a 

historical or ongoing interest in Ontario, and are quite familiar with the Ontario context. Observations and 

anecdotal evidence suggests that teachers, schools, and districts that demonstrate the components 

included within the SEF have significantly higher educational outcomes for their students than those that 

do not demonstrate these characteristics. It is apparent that the goals and objectives of the SEF are all but 

universally acknowledged as being relevant and valuable educational outcomes.  

This paper provides a critical overview of the framework and the supporting research that helped 

shape the current educational plan for the province.  We conclude that the SEF is a worthwhile theoretical 

exercise that has been constructed around practice based strategies for developing and maintaining 

effective educational practices at the community level.  However,  a critical examination of the SEF 

suggests that the effort to compile in one document many intuitively acceptable education correlates to 

student success, and some selected policy approaches, have precluded a rigorous examination of the 

foundations of the SEF. There is an ongoing need to explore in critical detail the operational mechanisms 

that actually improve teaching and learning and to provide research evidence supporting the efficacy of 

policy positions around key concepts such as Professional Learning Communities, Assessment For 

Learning, and Capacity Building. These concepts are extremely complex and the components of them have 

yet to be fully explored. Prior to conclusively assessing the effectiveness of these concepts and 

components,  there is still much to learn about their validity, and we suggest that one way to do this is by 

fostering research partnerships between school districts and academic institutions to create systematic 

hard evidence-based mechanisms to support teachers, learning and students’ progress evaluation.  
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Educational accountability has become synonymous with jurisdictional efforts to measure and monitor 

student achievement and increase responsibility to focus instruction and improve subsequent student and 

school performance (e.g., Delandshere, 2001; Ontario Royal Commission on Learning, 1994; Ryan, 2002). 

Of particular interest are classroom and school level practices and policies that can be modified and 

shown to affect educational student achievement (e.g., Ma & Klinger, 2000; Willms, 1992). In order to 

determine the potential and impact of such accountability efforts, formal procedures for instituting and 

monitoring the effectiveness of these policies and practices are required. The Ministry of Education in 

Ontario provides one example of the formalization of educational reform and system improvement efforts. 

The School Effectiveness Framework (SEF), developed by the Numeracy and Literacy Secretariat, 

represents an effort to increase the level of professional accountability in Ontario schools. The framework, 

based on the principles of shared commitment and collegiality, provides guidelines to educators on how to 

effectively evaluate and improve educational practices and policies (strategies) within schools and 

districts. More importantly, the SEF is intended to help ensure that research-based effective educational 

strategies are consistently being implemented within their respective schools and jurisdictions.  The SEF 

was originally released and set into action during the 2007 school year; however, it remains in draft form, 

pending the ongoing input from educators and members of the educational community to optimize the 

value of the framework. Our review of the SEF focused on the foundations upon which the SEF was 

developed, implemented and continues to evolve. In particular, we were interested in the research base 

that is being used to support the SEF. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS FRAMEWORK 

The over-arching purpose of the SEF is to improve student achievement in Ontario’s publicly 

funded schools. However, the SEF identifies two key objectives to meet this purpose; 1) to establish 

greater equity of student outcomes and 2) to facilitate school effectiveness.  In the SEF, it is assumed that 

although the two primary objectives can be differentiated, there is enough background evidence that they 

are inextricably bound to one another. That is, it is assumed that establishing greater equity of student 

outcomes is facilitating school effectiveness, and vice-versa.  
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EQUITY OF OUTCOMES 

 The single most often objective cited in the SEF literature is to achieve greater equity of outcomes 

for all students as measured by the reduction of achievement gaps between student populations. A 

fundamental belief of the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat is that removing these gaps is a prerequisite 

for achieving excellence in education. From this perspective, schools – including programs and 

interventions – should be flexible enough to accommodate the needs of individual students of all 

demographics. The SEF lists the following as characteristics of an equitable system: 

1 believes that all children can learn and achieve given the proper supports 

2 assumes that ability exists in all groups, across demographic lines and that within any group, 

many students will excel 

3 stresses high expectations for achievement and holds students to rigorous performance 

standards 

4 rejects negative stereotypes about students’ potential and ability 

5 provides challenging and relevant curriculum for all students 

6 disaggregates data in order to determine individual needs 

7 meets individual needs through customization or personalization of the curriculum 

8 differentiates instruction 

9 accommodates diverse learning styles 

10 ensures access and inclusion 

11 connects students to real life experiences 

12 capitalizes on diversity and creates a positive classroom environment based on respect and 

empathy 
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13 involves parents in meaningful ways in their children’s education 

These characteristics of an equitable system have been widely reported in the literature as being 

related to increased student achievement. However, the foundations for these characteristics are less 

clear. As an example, while there is little debate regarding the value of varied educational approaches, 

there is little research evidence supporting the presence of learning styles. In addition, there is no 

evidence or rationale, either logical, theoretical or empirical, to prefer this list of characteristics to some 

other list. For the sake of brevity, we have divided the characteristics into three categories: the elimination 

of prejudice and stereotypes (1-4,12), development of inclusive teaching material and techniques (5-12), 

and strengthening social support networks (13).   

THE ELIMINATION OF PREJUDICE AND STEREOTYPES: According to the philosophy behind the SEF, 

the elimination of stereotypes and prejudice of academic performance is considered paramount in 

establishing an equitable system (Reeves, 2007). The commonly used expressions in education reflecting 

this foundation are to “Establish high expectations,” and “Every student can be successful.”  Educators’ 

expectations of students will have an impact on their subsequent success, known as the Pygmalion or 

Rosenthal effect (e.g., Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968; Rosenthal & Rubin, 1978). This Pygmalion effect refers 

to the principle that the greater the expectation we place on people, the more likelihood they will achieve; 

and conversely, the lower the expectation, the lower the achievement. According to some folk-psychology, 

speculative views of education (i.e., Reeves, 2006),  the Pygmalion effect is misunderstood as being an 

important principle when considering prejudice and stereotypes with regard to equity of student 

outcomes,  because if there are different achievement expectations for different student demographics, 

then there is increased likelihood that achievement disparities will be actualized as expected.  As such, 

rejecting negative stereotypes about students’ abilities and potential, maintaining the belief that all 

students can achieve regardless of demographic, and stressing high expectations for students are 

instructional practices that will attenuate student achievement disparities. Nonetheless, the existence and 

strength of the Pygmalion effect has been criticized (e.g., Jensen, 1980; Wineberg, 1987). Regardless, 

educational policies in the vast majority of jurisdictions continue to be built around the fundamental 
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premise that the vast majority of children are capable of meeting high expectation if provided proper 

instruction and opportunity.  

DEVELOPMENT OF INCLUSIVE TEACHING MATERIAL AND TECHNIQUES 

The foundations for inclusive teacher materials and techniques, as stated in the SEF, can be traced 

back to previous research and beliefs regarding the need for teachers to adapt the learning environment 

and their teaching strategies to better meet the needs of individual learners. Certainly, a variety of 

teaching strategies have been found to have differential success on student achievement. Further, 

students are likely to learn more effectively when they have the opportunity to explore learning 

expectations in a variety of ways. This foundation has expanded over the years to better focus 

instructional strategies on the needs of individual students. The current incarnation is called 

“Differentiated Instruction” (e.g., Robertson & Tracy, 2009; Tomlinson, 1999). However, the same 

philosophy underlies Learning Styles and Multiple Intelligences (e.g., Gardner, 1983, 1993, 1999). 

Unfortunately, MI theory has not withstood critical analysis and is largely dismissed in the academic 

community (for example see Morgan, 1996). It remains extremely popular in the education profession and 

books and professional articles continue to be written about its value to teaching and learning. Similarly, 

differentiated instruction is increasingly promoted in the professional literature although a strong 

evidence base does not yet exist (for example, see Allan, S. D., & Tomlinson, 2000; Anderson, 2007; Levy, 

2008; Nunley, 2006; Rebora, 2008). ).  

Thus the theoretical foundations upon which inclusive educational materials and techniques are 

based still need to be established. While the materials and strategies have been linked to higher student 

achievement, the underlying reasons for their effectiveness are still not fully understood. Although 

theories such as Learning Styles and Multiple Intelligences may provide partial explanations, as do 

theories that are intuitively appealing to educators and are supported by anecdotal evidence in the 

classroom, rigorous examination of these theories may suggest that the actual mechanisms are different.     
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As mentioned in the SEF, it is important to collect and analyze data for the purpose of optimizing 

inclusive teaching practices, and find evidence-based effective strategies for fostering an inclusive 

environment (Ainscow, 2003). 

STRENGTHENING SOCIAL SUPPORT NETWORKS (PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT) 

 There is a large body of evidence linking parental involvement and student achievement 

(Jordan, & Rodriguez, 2004). However, the nature of the parental involvement is also of critical 

importance (e.g., Ho & Willms, 1996). In recent years, the definition of parental involvement has expanded 

to include school, home, and community-based activities (Henderson, & Mapp, 2002; Jordan, & Rodriguez, 

2004).  An in-depth review of 51 recent research studies, entitled A New Wave of Evidence: The Impact of 

School, Family & Community Connections on Student Achievement (Henderson, & Mapp, 2002), adds 

further support to the notion that student success is significantly affected by family and community 

connections with schools.  The results show that when families, schools, and the community work 

together to support learning, students tend to be more successful academically, stay in school longer, and 

adapt more readily (Henderson, & Mapp, 2002; Jordan, & Rodriguez, 2004).  Perhaps most importantly, 

especially with regard to equity of student outcomes, is that the educational benefits of parental 

involvement remain constant across all socioeconomic, racial/ethnic, and age groups (Henderson, & 

Mapp, 2002).  Furthermore, having schools develop strong community relations will positively influence 

teacher job satisfaction and increase the probability of teachers remaining in the school and in the 

profession (Leithwood, & McAdie, 2007).  

Although all the previously mentioned research is only indirectly related to SEF, as it encompasses 

all higher ecological levels of human development, not just educational institutions (Bronfebrenner, 1979) 

the management of the critical characteristics of an equitable system in the SEF is considered vital to the 

development of equity of student outcomes.  Establishing equity of student outcomes, it is argued, serves 

as the backdrop for the other primary objective of the SEF; namely, to facilitate school effectiveness. 

FACILITATE SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS 
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A second primary objective of the SEF is to facilitate school effectiveness. This purpose is 

described both explicitly and implicitly throughout the SEF document, encompassing the multi-faceted 

aspects of this goal. Multiple strategies are promoted to facilitate improved student achievement. Of 

primary importance are strategies that also focus on capacity building.  Capacity building in this context 

can be defined as “actions that lead to an increase in the collective power of a group to improve student 

achievement, especially by raising the bar and closing the gap for all students” (Fullan, 2005). From this 

definition it is quite apparent that the explicitly stated primary objectives of the SEF are targeted at 

capacity building. The methods intended to facilitate school effectiveness are to: 

1. build board and school capacity in identifying strengths, areas which require attention and next 

steps; 

2. foster introspection, reflection and analysis; 

3. lead to better improvement planning with precision and intentionality; 

4. act as a catalyst for collaborative and collegial conversations about improvement from within; 

5. implement high-yield research-based strategies; 

6. determine the monitoring and feedback strategies necessary for improvement and accountability; 

7. provide a forum for consensus building around school improvement; 

8. develop a deeper understanding of the unique improvement needs of schools; and 

9. communicate, celebrate and continue to build public confidence around school effectiveness.  

 

Central to the current conceptions of capacity building in education, as reflected in the SEF, are 

professional learning communities (PLCs) (Fullan, 2005a; Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 

2006).  A professional learning community (PLC) has been defined as a group of people sharing and 

critically interrogating their practice in an ongoing, collaborative, inclusive, reflective, learning-oriented, 

growth-promoting process (Fullan, 2001; Mitchell, & Sackney, 2000; Toole, & Louis, 2002).  Five key 

characteristics that successful PLCs tend to share have been identified (Hord, 2004; Louis, & Kruse, 1995; 

see Stoll et al., 2006 for details): 
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1. Share values and vision 

2. Collective responsibility: professional accountability 

3. Reflective professional inquiry: the assessments 

4. Collaboration 

5. Group, as well as individual, learning is promoted 

The SEF was designed with the clear intention to promote and sustain these five related 

characteristics of a professional learning community.  When considering the definition of capacity 

building, and how it relates to the development of a PLC, we can see that the objectives related to the 

facilitation of school effectiveness were engineered in accordance with the results of current research. 

However, it seems that almost all research evidence in education can fit the SEF, given its generality. As a 

result, it is unclear how it can be used by teachers or even participating parents. 

The strategies and approaches discussed in the SEF for the purpose of facilitating school 

effectiveness are dependent on the principle of professional accountability. Professional accountability, 

also referred to as horizontal accountability (Wagner, & Kegan, 2006), is based on a philosophy of shared 

commitment and sense of purpose in work; this is in contrast to vertical accountability which refers to a 

system where individuals exclusively report to and are evaluated by a higher authority.  

The SEF assumes the perspective that Ontario educators intrinsically desire to monitor their own 

effectiveness by engaging in self-assessment.  This belief is based on research that has found that one of 

the factors that seem to be associated with job satisfaction and sense of self-efficacy among teachers is the 

success of students (Leithwood, 2006). As such, the SEF document sets forth a framework intended to 

provide educators with a standardized process to assess their own effectiveness, enabling them to take 

responsibility for improving the educational system from within.  In its focus on a deepening of 

instructional effectiveness and pedagogical practices by identifying strengths and areas that require 

focused attention, we can see that the SEF has been useful for the purpose of creating and sustaining a 

professional learning community. However, what needs to be developed with sufficient specificity 

throughout the relevant sections of the SEF document is an operational definition of “student success”. 
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Without this key definition it is uncertain what teachers are validating their self-assessment against. 

Hence, the rationale for setting up PLCs currently rests on belief-based, rather than evidence-based 

premises, and more evidence needs to be generated substantiating and examining the use of PLC’s as a 

primary driver of student success ( the best example of the latter view can be found in Katz et al., 2008). 

INTEGRATION WITH OTHER MINISTRY OF EDUCATION INITIATIVES 

A secondary objective of the SEF is to provide support for - and lend insight to - other educational 

initiatives.  As a diagnostic tool, the SEF can be used to appraise and improve progress in many Ministry of 

Education initiatives that are already established and underway. Research has found that this 

characteristic of integration with other initiatives is an important indicator of successful implementation 

of self-evaluation efforts (i.e. self-assessment, and district review) (Vanhoof, & Van Petegem, 2006).  In a 

high quality self-evaluation, the participants should see their own actions as an integral component of a 

larger whole composed of interrelated components, as opposed to independent activities (Peters, 1997; 

Vanhoof, & Van Petegem, 2006).  Listed below are other Ministry of Education initiatives that are directly 

influenced by, and are beneficiaries of the SEF (See SEF document for detailed descriptions). 

THE AMÉNAGEMENT LINGUISTIQUE POLICY 

This policy is meant to support the French-language school’s mandate and help ensure the 

protection, enhancement and transmission of the French language and culture in a minority setting.  Many 

of the primary objectives of the aménagement linguistique policy are reflected in the SEF. 

THE LEADERSHIP FRAMEWORK 

The Leadership framework examines the practices and aptitudes of principals and vice-principals 

in improving school effectiveness.  Educators can use the Leadership Framework to identify and 

understand the skills, knowledge and attitudes that they can utilize to enhance school effectiveness as 

according to the indicators outlined in the SEF.  As such, the Leadership Framework and the School 

Effectiveness Framework can be seen as complementary. 

THE LEADERSHIP SELF-REVIEW TOOL (LSRT) 
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The LSRT survey provides examples of proven successful leadership development practices and 

invites leaders to evaluate their own board’s performance of these practices.  It is primarily concerned 

with how boards are interacting and supporting school principals and vice-principals.  The LSRT will be a 

useful tool for boards to assess established support mechanisms and future development as they engage 

in the District Review Process. 

SPECIAL EDUCATION POLICY AND PROGRAMS BRANCH 

The SEF, in so far as it deals with the development and appraisal of strategies related to inclusion 

and social support, is consistent with the founding principles of Education for All, a document intended to 

assist teachers in helping Ontario students of diverse abilities achieve. 

STUDENT SUCCESS/LEARNING TO 18 STRATEGIC POLICY BRANCH 

The ministry provides funding for a Student Success Leader (SSL) at a senior level in every school 

board to be the primary contact with the ministry on Student success/Learning to 18 Initiatives for 

students in Grades 7–12. They are responsible for building capacity with central board staff and school 

staff for the successful implementation of the four pillars of Student Success Grades 7–12. These are 

literacy, mathematical literacy, pathways and community and culture and caring.  The indicators in the 

School Effectiveness Framework apply to all elementary schools and complement the work of the SSL in 

Grades 7 and 8 (SEF, 2008).  

MANAGING INFORMATION FOR STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT (MISA) 

The ministry’s Managing Information for Student Achievement (MISA) initiative is helping to 

promote a healthy data culture within schools and boards across the province. Through the provision of 

MISA Local Capacity Building funding, school boards are increasingly able to collect, access and analyse 

appropriate data in order to make evidence-informed decisions to improve student outcomes. Through 

building capacity in the areas of technology, data management and use, MISA is a key enabler for the 

School Effectiveness Framework (SEF, 2008).   

THE ASSESSMENT AND REVIEW PROCESSES 
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The SEF is intended to support Ontario educators’ ongoing efforts to continually improve publicly 

funded education in the province Ontario by following a model recently developed by Fullan (2005b) 

called the tri-level solution.  The tri-level solution recognizes the fundamental role of a PLC in optimizing 

educational practices by ensuring that all students learn, fostering a culture of collaboration, and focusing 

on results (DuFour, 2004; Fullan, 2005a).  However, Fullan (2005b) does argue that if we do not examine 

the educational system beyond the perspective of individual schools, the professional learning 

communities present in the educational system will always be a minority and never last beyond the 

tenure of those individuals responsible for the establishment of the PLC.   

The tri-level solution focuses on a systematic transformation of the educational system through 

conscious, deliberate, and reflective actions within a framework of accountability at three levels: The 

school/community, the district, and the state (Fullan, 2005b).  The primary purposes of the tri-level 

solution are two-fold: to continuously seek and refine the best educational ideas and practices, and to 

harbor greater cohesion and shared commitment toward a higher purpose (Fullan, 2003). Fullan (2005b) 

proposes that when all three levels are involved in this agenda, substantial progress will be possible; 

however, the absence of tri-level participation will make the development of professional learning 

communities, aside from those serendipitously generated, impossible. 

It appears that the SEF itself represents the state-level acknowledgement that it is accountable for 

encouraging and facilitating the development of a collective PLC. The two appraisal processes described 

throughout the SEF are meant to inform both the school and district level on evidence-based practices, 

and support the implementation of these practices through methods such as the PLCs. The two processes 

serve as appraisals on the effectiveness of schools based on nine components that can then generate 

results to guide future educational strategies. In an effort to acknowledge the “one size does not fit all” 

ideology, the key components are separated into two categories: Essential Components, and Components 

for Local Selection. 

The Essential Components: 
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• Student Learning and Achievement 

• Instructional Leadership 

• Assessment and Evaluation 

• Curriculum and Instructional Strategies 

The Components for Local Selection: 

• Mission, Vision and Values 

• School Culture 

• Interpersonal Relationships 

• Home, School and Community Outreach and Partnerships 

• Student Leadership and Engagement 

• Other (based on a locally identified priority) 1

                                                             
1 A revised version of the SEF document will be issued in August 2010 (a summary is shown in Appendix 

1; also, see 

 

http://cal2.edu.gov.on.ca/april2010/SEF_School_Improvement.pdf). In this revised document, 

the number of components will be reduced and not specifically linked with the Local Selection. These 

revisions reflect editorial rearrangement and re-titling in order to better accommodate a K-12 

perspective. The new components will be: Assessment for, as and of learning; School and Classroom 

Leadership; Student Voice; Curriculum, Teaching and Learning; Programs and Pathways; Home, School 

and Community Partnerships. It is important to note that in the revised document the word 

“evidence” is used as synonymous of “educational construct”, as it refers to operational 

descriptions or examples of components or indicators whose validity or scientific reliability 

remain untested at this point in time. Therefore, it is important to keep in mind that the meaning 

http://cal2.edu.gov.on.ca/april2010/SEF_School_Improvement.pdf�
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Listed along with the key components of school effectiveness, the SEF also lists several indicators for each 

component. These indicators are an important aspect of the SEF and are meant to describe the intended 

outcomes of educational practices, structures, or processes. The indicators are used to determine whether 

or not the current strategies are effective in achieving the objectives set-forth by the SEF. Key to the 

determination of effectiveness is the collection of measurable criteria for each indicator to be evaluated.   

The SEF provides several examples of possible methods to obtain such evidence including 

informal observation, structured observation, self-report, questionnaires, performances/demonstrations 

student achievement data, student contextual data. Certainly, these methods have the potential to be 

informative but they also have the potential to mislead. The research literature is full of examples 

supporting and criticizing each of these methods (for reviews see Wyatt, 1996, and Slee, Weiner, & 

Tomlinson, 1998)). Thus it appears the SEF has included the list in an attempt to move beyond the 

commonly used provincial assessment results. The framework does state that educators must take care to 

ensure that the examples of evidence do in fact correlate with the indicators being measured; however,  

little guidance is provided outlining how this would be achieved. 

THE ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS 

Not surprisingly, student learning and achievement is listed as an essential component, and this 

includes the aforementioned objective to increase equity of outcomes. The SEF lists four indicators that 

can be used to determine if the intended outcome of improved Student Learning and Achievement has 

been and continues to be obtained: 

1) There is a culture of high expectations that supports the belief that all students can learn. 

2) All students are engaged in intellectually demanding tasks that require higher-order thinking 

skills. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
of the word “evidence”, as it is used in the SEF document, does not coincide with the current, 

widely accepted meaning in scientific research. 
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3) Instruction takes into account the background and experiences of all students and meets their 

diverse interests, aptitudes and special needs, 

4) There is a clear emphasis on literacy and numeracy achievement. 

What is less clear is the extent to which these four indicators provide an accurate measure that student 

achievement is actually improving. In this respect, the SEF appears to continue to rely on the research 

supporting the link between high expectations and higher achievement (e.g., Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968; 

Rosenthal & Rubin, 1978), and that of differentiated instruction (e.g., Tomlinson, 1999). Certainly, there is 

a large body of evidence dating back to the 1970s that correlates the presence of these indicators with 

effective schools. Strong evidence supporting the causal impact of these indicators remains elusive.  

In line with the focus on capacity building, and the important role of leadership to support 

effective capacity building (e.g., Leithwood, 2006), Instructional Leadership is identified as an essential 

component. Principals and staff are demonstrating instructional leadership when they dedicate their time 

to the teaching learning process and not merely administrative duties.  Furthermore, instructional 

leadership includes principals, staff, parents and community members working as a collective to improve 

the quality of instruction to stimulate growth in student achievement. There are seven indicators listed in 

the SEF that can be used to determine the extent to which effective instructional leadership is in place: 

1)  There are structures, processes and practices in place to guide decision making in the 

implementation and support of comprehensive literacy and numeracy programs for all students. 

2)  There are structures in place to optimize the use of instructional learning time. 

3)  Principals and staff work together to develop, implement and monitor a School Improvement Plan 

(SIP) focused on continuous improvement in student achievement. 

4)  Job-embedded and inquiry-based professional learning is made available to staff, building capacity 

and informing practice at the school and classroom level. 
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5)  There are shared and clearly understood mechanisms in place for monitoring and analyzing 

student data and for refining instructional practices to ensure progress. 

6)  Character development is an integral part of the school culture. 

7)  Parents and other adults who represent the linguistic and cultural diversity of the school 

community are engaged in supporting student learning and achievement. 

As with the indicators for student achievement, these indicators have been found to be present in schools 

in which the school leadership has been highly ranked. Nevertheless, the relative importance of these 

indicators to support the goals of the SEF are not yet known. 

According to the SEF document, continuous assessment is integral to the teaching learning 

process. Recent research has supported a renewed focus on assessment and its potential to support and 

enhance student learning (e.g., Black & Wiliam, 1998; Brookhart, 1999; Earl, 2003; Stiggins, 2002; Wiliam, 

Lee, Harrison, & Black, 2004). The language of assessment has also evolved over the years, to include 

notions of formative and summative assessment, assessment literacy (e.g., Stiggins, 1999), and most 

recently, Assessment – For, As and Of Learning. The assessment of Ontario schools should lead to ongoing 

development of effective instruction strategies. The SEF lists four indicators that can be used to determine 

the presence of effective Assessment and Evaluation: 

1) A variety of valid and reliable assessment data is collected, disaggregated and used to inform 

planning. 

2) Common assessment tasks are collaboratively crafted and the resulting student work is analyzed 

to ensure consistency of standards within and across grade levels, with the goal of equity of 

outcomes for all students. 

3) Assessment practices that allow teachers and students to share responsibility for learning are in 

place. 
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4) Communication practices are in place to ensure parents are informed in a timely and meaningful 

manner about student learning and progress.  

These indicators largely reflect the work of Black and Wiliam (1998; see also Wiliam et al., 2004) 

promoting the use of Assessment for Learning. It also reflects the phrase, Assessment As Learning, 

promoted by Earl (2003). It is important to note that underlying these terms and phrases are highly 

complex constructs. While research supports the potential of many of the underlying assessment 

strategies encompassed by these constructs, effective implementation remains a real challenge (e.g., Black 

& Wiliam, 2003).  

Lastly, effective Curriculum and Instructional Strategies are listed as an essential component to be 

examined in the SEF. Certainly, effective instructional practices (including curriculum), when successfully 

employed, have a history of supporting student learning and achievement. The SEF is clear that these 

strategies should be executed with a clear understanding of current assessment data and student 

background information in order to improve student achievement. There are 6 indicators listed in the SEF 

that can be used to determine the effectiveness of the curriculum and instructional strategies that are in 

place: 

1) Instruction is based on the expectations of the Ontario curriculum. 

2) There is intentional cross-curricular application of the knowledge and skills learned through 

literacy and numeracy programs. 

3) There are comparable learning experiences, a range of differentiated approaches to instruction 

and required interventions within grades and a continuum of knowledge, skills and learning 

across grades. 

4) Resources for students are relevant, current and inclusive. 

5) Students develop literacy knowledge, skills and related technological skills to use language and 

images in rich and varied forms to read, write, listen, view, represent and think critically about 

ideas. 
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6) Students develop mathematical understanding, problem-solving skills and related technological 

skills that can be applied in their daily lives and in the future workplace through mathematical 

tasks that are practical and relevant. 

The SEF largely relies on teachers’ knowledge and experience to identify effective instructional practices. 

Hence the SEF indicators are relatively general. Currently, the Ministry of Education has identified a series 

of strategies that it believes represent effective practices. These practices can be found in Ministry 

documents (e.g., What Works: Research into Practice), and in several of the Ministry webcasts. As with 

much of the research on teaching and learning the actual effectiveness of many of these strategies have 

limited support in the research literature. This does not mean they are not effective, only that the actual 

impact of such strategies has yet to be shown. This is an all too common challenge for educational 

research, and it has often resulted in the uptake and promotion of often competing instructional 

strategies. 

THE COMPONENTS FOR LOCAL SELECTION: 

The foundations for the SEF components under the category of local selection are largely derived from 

similar research used to support the Essential Components. Hence they will not be described in detail 

here. The Components for Local Selection represent a recognition that the SEF needs to recognize the 

individual needs and goals of schools and districts. This autonomy helps to further build the capacity 

building efforts of schools and districts, enabling them to focus on their own identified needs. Of course, it 

is not know if schools will have the capacity to focus on their own local needs when they also have to focus 

on essential needs. This has prompted the LNS to provide schools and districts with some leeway with 

respect to the essential Components.  

THE SCHOOL SELF-ASSESSMENT PROCESS 

The essential components identified in the SEF are the basis of the school self-assessment process.  

The Numeracy and Literacy Secretariat heeded research that schools must go through specific phases 

when conducting self-assessment. According to the SEF, school self-assessment must begin with an 
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orientation period, followed by a self-assessment stage, and finish with a follow-up plan for action.  The 

schools self-assessment process described in the SEF consists of five phases: 1) Review of school 

improvement plan; 2) familiarization with framework; 3) data collection and analysis; 4) Improvement 

planning; and 5) Implementation monitoring.  The results of each phase inform the work of the 

professional learning community for the subsequent phase. The whole process should be completed 

within three months, culminating with results that will guide future educational practices within the 

school.  

The school self-assessment process aligns with other models of school improvement (e.g., 

McTighe, & Thomas, 2003). These models promote school and district improvement efforts in which 

school teams: first identify learning goals; then collect, analyze, and summarize data from multiple 

sources for the purpose of determining student learning; and then consider the causes of present 

achievement levels and design systemic actions to address root cause, and promote continuous and 

enduring learning, and raise test scores. By engaging in self-assessment that is oriented in this fashion, 

schools can effectively identify priorities, track results, and determine future actions to improve student 

learning (McTighe, & Thomas, 2003). The school self-assessment process described in the SEF ideally 

involves all staff engaged in rigorous analysis of available evidence and the identification of strengths and 

areas requiring development. The Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat calls for school staff to assume the 

role of critical friend while focusing on student achievement, teacher practice, leadership, improvement 

planning and implementation.   

THE DISTRICT REVIEW PROCESS 

The district review process is an extension of the school-self assessment process. The SEF 

provides indicators that school boards are expected to use to collect evidence that will guide improvement 

planning and implementation. As opposed to the school self-assessment process which should be 

completed within 3 months, the district review process should be completed within four weeks. This 

relatively short review period allows for several reviews each year. In an effort to accommodate the 

different needs of each school board, the SEF allows for several elements of the district review process to 
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be decided locally.  Local decisions related to the review process include: 1) The composition of the 

review team; 2) the number of schools reviewed each year; 3) the training and orientation of review team 

members; 4) the reporting and monitoring process; 5)  resource allocation; and 6) how the review process 

will affect future decisions.  

The district review process is cyclical and consists of seven phases: 1) Pre-meeting; review data 

and progress from school self-assessment process; 2) determine the scope of the review using the SEF; 3) 

collect and analyze data and prepare a summary report with recommendations; 4) feedback to staff; 

support school in planning and implementing improvement strategies; 5) sharpen the focus of school 

improvement plans and build capacity; 6) assist school in evaluating progress, communicating results and 

revising school improvement plan; and 7) identify trends and patterns to inform board improvement 

planning and capacity-building needs. This district review process, much like the school self-assessment 

process, conforms to the aforementioned framework that previous research has outlined as effective 

(McTighe, & Thomas, 2003).  

As per the SEF and research supporting PLC development strategies (Stoll et al, 2006), the district 

review process culminates with the creation of a summary report that should provide a range of evidence 

to support the indicators listed in the framework document.  Specifically, the summary report should 

provide: 

•  a summary of strengths; 

•  areas requiring improvement; 

•  recommendations for capacity building; 

•  ways in which the school is providing equity of outcomes; 

•  clear recommendations for next steps in the improvement process; and 

•  a concluding statement about the effectiveness of the school in improving student achievement. 
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These expectations highlight the desire for the district review process to support capacity building efforts 

and identify practices and policies that have the potential to improve educational outcomes for students. 

The SEF also lists several interrelated characteristics of the district review process that are deemed 

essential in order to be effective. These characteristics are largely supported by current research on 

developing effective professional learning communities, and assessment procedures. Thus it appears the 

guiding principles of the district review process are founded on evidence-based fundamental principles 

that have shown to be effective practices for assessment and development of a professional learning 

community. 

FOCUS ON CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT IN STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT: PLC seems based on 

the untested belief that a strong focus on improving student achievement is paramount in actually 

achieving improved student achievement (for example see de Lime 2001).  

COLLABORATIVE, COLLEGIAL AND RESPECTFUL: Productivity in schools is dependent on 

positive relationships and collegiality that enables staff to work together to address shared issues and 

problems (Louis & Kruse, 1995; Nias, Southworth, & Yeomans, 1989). There is very little research 

evidence on how to foster favorable conditions. 

OPEN, HONEST AND TRANSPARENT: Successful school evaluations have been shown to rely on 

trust, openness and involvement (Hargreaves & Fullan, 1992).  Furthermore, the quality of these 

evaluations is higher when staff is better informed about the objectives and purpose (Van Hoof & Van 

Petegem, 2006).  Other research has pointed out that a “deprivatization of practice” (Louis & Kruse, 1995) 

will facilitate reflective inquiry. The development of a PLC and the optimization of a review process has 

some potential to enable this to occur and thus enhance reflective practice. 

REFLECTIVE, SELF-CRITICAL AND GROWTH-PROMOTING: Van Hoof and Van Petegem 

(2006) concluded that the most critical factor in achieving an effective school self-evaluation is the 

reflective capacity of the school. We can reasonably infer that these results also hold true for the district 

review process. Reflective capacity refers to the “personal willingness of the team members to reflect 
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upon and improve their own approaches and professional practice” (Van Hoof & Van Petegem, 2006; 

while citing York-Barr et al., 2001). 

RESULTING IN CAPACITY BUILDING AND THE ACQUISITION OF NEW KNOWLEDGE AND 

SKILLS: Educational reform initiatives depend on individual and collective capacity to promote student 

learning.  As such, capacity building remains a primary concern of an effective PLC (Stoll et al, 2006). 

BASIS FOR DIALOGUE AND INQUIRY. 

Inquiry and dialogue are assumed to be central to the development of a PLC (Louis et al., 1995; 

Stoll et al., 2006), are assumed to serve an integral role in a self-review process (Van Hoof & Van Petegem, 

2006), and are deemed as a necessary stage for the determining of objectives and future directions 

(McTighe & Thomas, 2003).  

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

The school self-assessment and district review processes risk being ineffectual without 

substantial, high-quality leadership and clearly defined responsibilities for all participants involved (e.g., 

Leithwood, 2006). Without the necessary capacities, heads and teachers cannot engage in successful 

school assessments (Onderwijsraad, 2001). Only with an adequate amount of personal and professional 

support can these capacities be sustained and developed (Van Hoof & Van Petegem, 2006). In this context, 

professional support is in reference to active follow-up and guidance by colleagues and educational 

counselors. Several key positions have been identified that can provide such support, including District 

Consultants, superintendents, and LNS achievement officers. Of course, the potential of such support will 

either be hindered or enhanced by the skills that these individuals possess, not only in terms of 

knowledge but also in terms of their ability to promote capacity building amongst staffs.  

Leithwood (2006) concluded that school leadership is second only to classroom teaching in 

importance in improving student achievement; therefore, principals need to work with a school 

improvement team to conduct the school self-assessment process and facilitate the district review 

process.  The SEF document goes on to say “It is their (principals’) responsibility to ensure that strengths 
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are celebrated and that areas requiring improvement form a basis for future actions in the school 

improvement plan” (pg.18).   However, it must be noted that the quality of self-evaluations has been found 

to be higher in schools that have an appropriate level of participation from the teaching staff.  This kind of 

shared leadership plays a significant role in all the indicators of high-quality self-evaluations (Van Hoof & 

Van Petegem, 2006). This also speaks to the challenge of ensuring school principals have the knowledge 

and leadership skills to ensure success of the school self assessment-process. Likely, district 

administrators will need similar skills if the district review process is to be effective.  

THE CHALLENGES FOR THE SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS FRAMEWORK 

The School Effectiveness Framework is built upon a body of research that has been linked to 

effective schools and instruction. There is no doubt that the developers of the SEF consulted with a broad 

body of educational researchers, many of whom have prominent backgrounds in educational policy. Many 

of these researchers have a historical or ongoing interest in Ontario and are thus quite familiar with the 

Ontario context. Teachers, schools, and districts that demonstrate the components included within the 

SEF have been shown to have significantly higher educational outcomes for their students than those that 

do not demonstrate these characteristics. Further the goals and objectives of the SEF are all but 

universally acknowledged as being relevant and valuable educational outcomes.  

Nevertheless, the foundations of the SEF have yet to be fully explored as operational mechanisms 

that actually improve teaching and learning in today’s public schools. The research upon which the SEF is 

based comes from various forms of educational research, representing a variety of research traditions. On 

the one hand are those studies based on correlational studies. Such correlational studies have found 

associations amongst indicators identified in the SEF and important educational outcomes. While such 

correlations are important they do not provide causal links between the indicators and educational 

outcomes.  

A second body of research influencing the SEF is a set of policy concepts that are being heavily 

promoted in the professional community at the present time. Professional Learning Communities, 
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Assessment For Learning, and Capacity Building are examples of this. These concepts represent two 

challenges for the SEF. First, these are extremely complex concepts and the components of them have yet 

to be fully explored, let alone understood. Second, given their often recent introduction into education, the 

research evidence supporting the efficacy of such concepts remains to be found. This does not mean they 

are ineffective, but it does mean there is still much to learn. In particular, all the indicators to evaluate 

teachers’ and students’ achievement are been devised independently of SEF and in different contexts, 

therefore it is not possible to generalize their applicability or validity for SEF without tests that are based 

on sound scientific research.  

The challenges faced by the SEF are not unique to the SEF. Rather, they represent the ongoing 

challenges faced by all educational researchers and practitioners. In many ways, educational research is 

still in its infancy, largely due to the complex nature of schooling, teaching and learning. Overall, such 

challenges will likely make it difficult for the SEF to effectively support ongoing change efforts. The 

document acknowledges the challenges it faces, providing schools and districts with greater autonomy. 

However, this autonomy assumes that practicing teachers and administrators have the information and 

skills to make effective decisions that will lead to improved student outcomes. Once again, the evidence 

supporting this claim is not promising. 

The SEF represents a strong attempt to support education in Ontario. The SEF has the potential to 

support the implementation of a framework that will encourage ongoing improvement efforts. The 

autonomy provided to schools and districts may further enhance the continued use of the SEF. 

Nonetheless, without ongoing efforts to examine, promote, and communicate the results of sound 

educational research, the SEF may struggle to be an effective framework for school improvement. We 

suggest that a rational alternative is to foster large scale well-funded research partnerships between 

school districts and universities to create systematic hard evidence-based mechanisms to support 

teachers, learning and students’ progress evaluation. 
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