
 
 

f ac u lty  of  e du cat i on  

 

 

 

 
 
8888 University Drive 
Burnaby  BC  V5A 1S6 
Canada 
 
T: 604.291.3395 
 
www.educ.sfu.ca 
 

OPINION PIECE 
 
Artic le inspires SFU Dean to wr ite 
By D r.  Pau l  Shake r 
As  pr in t ed in  the  S imi lkameen  News  Leade r 
h t tp ://ww w. thenews leade r. ca/ 
 
Given the pol i t ical  dynamics  o f  B.C.  publ ic  K-12 educat ion that  were 
present  in  2003  when I  jo ined the Facul ty  o f  Educat ion at  S imon Fraser  
Univers i t y,  i t  seemed to me that  my  role should be to  move among  the 
s takeholder  groups and  foster  construct ive  d i a logue on educat ion i s sues.  
Four years  l ate r,  my  op inion hasn ’ t  changed  and I  cont inue to  knock on 
door s,  inv i te  and  at tend  meet ings  and  comment  on media  repor ts  regard ing  
our school s.  In th i s  sp ir i t  I  t ake up  the remarks  of  my  colleague,  Deputy  
Min i s ter  o f  Educat ion Emery Dosdall  a s  repor ted in  the May  8 th i s sue o f  
the S imi lkameen News Leader.  
 
I  th ink  the DM accurately  represents  the a sp i rat ions  o f  the Foundat ion Sk i lls 
As sessment  program when he closes  by  s t at ing,  “Ev idence-based ins truct i on 
should  be the norm in our clas srooms.”  The FSA i s  one at tempt  to  
contr ibute to  th i s  ev idence ba se  and  dur ing  the early  years  o f  i t s  
implementat ion ,  a l though there were d i sagreement s,  i t  was  not  a  focus  of  
great  content ion as  i t  i s  toda y.  What  ha s  changed ? 
 
For some t ime the d i scuss ions  regard ing  prov inci al  tes t ing  were largely  held 
in  house among the educat ion s takeholder  group s.  Th i s  in ternal  pol icy  
debate ,  however,  has  become secondary  to  the publ ic ,  med i ated  one s ince 
The Vancouver Sun began two years  ago to  g i ve great  prominence to  the 
Fraser  Inst i tu te ’ s  elementary  school Repor t Card .  What  had  been a  debate  
among pro fess ional s  erupted into a  major  annual  med ia  event  that  colours 
publ ic  percept ion o f  our school s.  The May  8 th a r t ic le g i ves  no ment ion of  
th i s  new dynamic .  The FSA debate ,  however,  i s  no longer  in ternal  and  has  
to  be seen in  th i s  new context .  To  quote a  popular  pr inces s,  “There were 
three of  us  in  th i s  marr iage ,  so  i t  was  a  b i t  crowded .”  
 
Collaborat i vel y,  The Sun and  the Fraser  Inst i tu te became the th i rd  par tner  
in  what  had  become a  push-pull  between the Mini s try  and  the pro fess ional  
educator  and  trustee bodie s.  
 
Why  i s  mere newspaper  publ ic i t y  s i gn i f icant ?  Because the unapproved (by  
the Min i s tr y )  rank ings  created from FSA data  in  order  to  create winners  and 
losers  among our schools and  to p i t  publ ic  and  pr i v ate  schools  aga ins t  one 
another  made a  pro fess ional  pol icy  d i scuss ion into a  major  pol i t ical  i s sue .  In 
th i s  way  the FSA –  which,  a s  the DM say s ,  i s  not  in tended as  a  “h i gh 
s takes  tes t”  –  was  made into a  h i gh  s takes tes t  by  non-pro fess ional  ent i t i es  
wi th the ir  own mot i v at i ons.  The Fraser  Inst i tu te i s  well  known for  i t s  “ f ree 
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market”  economic ideology  a s  re flected  in  the school voucher in i t i at i ve  of  
Mil ton Fr iedman.  (Some call  th i s  po int  o f  v iew “market fundamental i sm.” )   
The Sun,  a l though Canwest ’ s  s t ated  mi s s ion i s  to  “ in form,  enl i ghten,  and 
enter ta in . ”  I s  a  for-prof i t  enterpr i se and  the Repor t Card i s sue i s  s a id  to  be 
the newspaper ’ s  second largest  sell ing  one o f  the yea r.  Personall y,  I  pre fer to  
entrust  our children’ s  in terest s  wi th  the Min i s tr y,  the BCT F,  our  school 
pr inc ipal s,  super intendent s,  and  trustees,  even though they  have to  debate 
the ir  way  to a  work ing  consensu s.  I  a llege the ir s  i s  an honest ,  pro fess iona l  
debate  wi th s tudent  wel fare,  not  economic or  poli t i cal  ga in  at  hear t .  
 
Final ly  there i s  the i s sue o f  va l id i t y  and  the DM makes the case for  the 
FSA’ s  use fulness  at  appra i s ing  s tudent  achievement  in  the B.C.  curr iculum 
as  a  s tep  in  improv ing  i nstruct ion.  SFU’ s  v i s i t ing  pro fesso r,  Dav id  
Berl ine r,  a  lead ing  educat ional  psycholog i s t ,  has  wr i t ten about  th i s  mat ter  
in  h i s  new book Collateral  Damage (Har vard Ed i cat ion Press ) .  He 
enumerates  four t ypes  o f  va l id i t y  and  here’ s  how,  in  my  v iew,  the FSA 
s tacks  up  in  terms  of  th i s  analy s i s  once the th i rd  pl ayer  entered the 
marr iage !  Content  va l id i t y  ( that  i s  in  rel at ion of  the FSA to the B.C.  
curr iculum) remains  unchanged ;  the FSA appears to  be rooted  in  the 
curr iculum but  funct ioning at  a  general  enough level  that  i t s  c lear  
relat ionship  to  improvement  o f  ins truct ion may  be a  d i f f i cul t  case  to  make.  
Construct  va l id i t y,  or  the “underly ing  character i s t ic s”  that  the FSA 
measures,  i s  corrupted by  the med ia  mak ing  the assessment  in to h i gh  s takes 
tes t in g.  S ince the FSA i s  used  for  school rank ing s,  a s  well  a s  in s truct ional  
improvement ,  tes t  prepping  and  tes t  t ak ing  sk i ll s have increas ingly  become 
the constructs  be ing  tes ted .  Rather  than the tes t  ser v ing  the curr iculum,  the 
curr iculum i s  man ipulated  to  serve the tes t .  Because of  the super f ic i a l  
analy s i s  o f  the Fraser/Sun d ata  presentat ion (unl ike other  models  such as  
that  o f  the C. D.  Howe Inst i tu te) ,  the in f luence of  soc io-economic s t atus  on 
FSA outcomes i s  lef t  uncons idered .  Cr i ter ion va l id i t y  a sks  what  the tes t s  are 
pred ict ing  about  future academic achievement  and the FSA was  des i gned to 
have a  role along wi th  teacher  tes t s  and  other  a s sessments  in  mak ing  th i s  
judgment .  Through the Fraser/Sun intervent ion the FSA i s  g i ven far  
d i spropor t ionate  weight  and  a  m i s lead ing  aura  o f  preci s ion in  th i s  regard .  
Consequent i a l  va l id i t y  speaks  to  the deci s ions  made in  l i ght  o f  tes t  scores .  
Once aga in ,  a s  the non-educators  at  the Fraser  Inst i tu te  and  the Vancouver 
Sun force fully  took  center  s t age in  th i s  debate ,  the FSA began to in f luence 
real  es t ate  purchases,  the m i grat ion o f  chi ldren from school to  school ,  publ ic  
percept ion o f  school  per formance,  and  parental  react ion to tes t in g.  We  have 
wi tnessed  a  movement  of  “parental  null i f ic at ion” o f  tes t ing  by  parents  who 
wi thhold  the ir  chi ldren f rom the process  a s  a  way  o f  protest ing  the 
Fraser/Sun’ s  m i suse o f  the d ata .  
 
The “ th ird  person”  ha s  for  the moment  changed  the landscape of  tes t ing  in  
B.C.  We  cannot  i gnore the impact  on the FSA d i alogue of  a  h i ghly  
publ ic i zed  and  unsc ient i f ic  use o f  i t s  d ata .  I t  i s  l ikely  that  the Fraser/Sun 
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Report  Card  i s  hav ing  a  detr imental  impact  on at  leas t  three of  the four 
types  o f  va l id i t y.  Educators  hope we can get  back  to an honest  and  
grounded debate  on evaluat ion i s sues  that  resul t  in  ongo ing,  meaning ful  
school  renewal  and  not  and Amer ican-sty le tes t ing  man ia  that  narrows 
curr iculum and urges  “one s i ze  f i t s  a ll”  school s.  The impact  o f  the FSA,  
or i g inal ly  in tended to in form parents  and  educators  and  to promote 
cons idered school choice and  re form,  i s  be ing  corrupted .  The de fac to 
resul t s,  i f  unchecked ,  wi ll  include less  var i at ion i n school exper iences and a  
f l i ght  from progress ive  educat ional  change.  These resul t s  will  al so include 
mov ing  school ing  toward  preparat ion for  tes t ing  rather  than e f fect i ve  
preparat ion for  l i fe  in  our soc iet y.  You don’ t  have to  look far  to  see i t  
happening  elsewhere.  
 
Paul Shaker is the Dean of the Faculty of Education at Simon Fraser University. 
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