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Summary Report on the Effects of BC’s Grade 10 Exams

I. Introduction
In the spring of 2006, BCSPE participated in a collaborative research project looking at some of the effects of the new standardized provincial examinations on Grade 10 students in British Columbia.  The research was carried out by two university students studying applied anthropology at the University of British Columbia.  Their research and subsequent report fulfilled part of their course requirements.  

The very short timeframe available to the students resulted in findings that should only be considered preliminary.  Nevertheless, these preliminary findings point to potentially serious issues with the new standardized Grade 10 examinations.  It is hoped that a more detailed study will be undertaken in the near future to explore the impact of these exams in greater depth and across a broader geographical area.

Below is summary of the research process, background to the exams and the key findings of the project.  The summary is drawn from the report prepared by the students for purposes of their course.  

II. Research Process 

BCSPE worked with the students in January and February 2006 to identify background material, develop interview questions and select interview subjects.  In late March the students conducted interviews with six teachers and counselors from four Vancouver secondary schools and one university researcher.  As the majority of the people interviewed were involved directly or indirectly in aboriginal education, the effect of the exams on aboriginal students became a dominant theme in the students’ report.  The students presented their findings to their classmates in April 2006 and provided BCSPE with a copy of their report.   

III. Background to the Grade 10 Exams

The 2005/06 school year was the first year in which students in British Columbia were required to take standardized Grade 10 provincial examinations as a condition of graduation.  Grade 10 students must take the exams in mathematics, science and English.  They are valued at 20% of the final mark. The questions are largely multiple-choice, although the English exam has a significant writing component.
The exams are part of a wave of standardized testing which has become increasingly popular in the United States and is becoming more so in Canada. Standardized tests have features that lend themselves to ready acceptance at the political level. In particular, they provide an easy measurement of student achievement over time and in relation to other provinces and internationally. What they don’t do is take account of different learning styles, abilities, backgrounds and educational needs. Typically, students from higher socio-economic backgrounds achieve higher scores than their poorer contemporaries. 

A principle goal of the Ministry of Education is to increase aboriginal student performance and to create an education system that is in tune with their traditions and experience. This goal is in conjunction with the ambition to increase access to education for all students.
 A standardized testing system appears to be at odds with these goals. Standardized exams are generally seen to reward the types of knowledge to which aboriginal and other minority and special needs groups typically do not have equitable access.
IV. Key Findings 

A. Effects on Students
· The exams have increased the “academically-focused” years of secondary school from Grades 11 and 12 to include Grade 10.  For a number of reasons educators and administrators feel that this is problematic. Among them is that Grade 10 is viewed as a time of transition.  Many students are dealing with issues of self-esteem and self-discovery and there is a wide variation in their stages of development. The exams are seen as a source of additional stress and worry for students dealing with an already challenging time in their lives. 

· Although some students may have the capacity for the abstract thinking necessary for the exams, some do not. The exams do not allow for the different levels of understanding that exist at the Grade 10 level. Educators find that between grades 10 and 12, students experience considerable mental development.  To them, exams make more sense at a Grade 12 level. Boys more than girls are typically less prepared for the analytical thinking necessary as their maturity level is generally lower.  In the view of some of the teachers interviewed, the two years between grades 10 and 12 even out many of these discrepancies. While not objecting to Grade 12 exams, the teachers felt that standardized, provincial exams are just not appropriate for many Grade 10 students. 
· There are approximately 20 alternative programs in Vancouver, and a great number of the seats in these programs are for Grade 10 students struggling to stay in school. Grade 10 is generally seen as the minimum level of education needed for non-academic students to move on and get a job.  In the view of some teachers, these exams make it strikingly more difficult for “weaker learners” to reach this goal.
· Several of the teachers interviewed asserted that these exams fail to recognize the diversity present in their students.  

· The exams do not match the curriculum used in schools with alternative programs.  While the Grade 10 math exam exists in multiple forms, the exams for science and English have no variants.  This means that alternative school students must write the same science and English exams as academically oriented students.  Many teachers feel that getting out of Grade 12 is now easier than getting out of Grade 10.  

· There is concern that Aboriginal students may be affected more by these exams than other students.  At one school, out of a group of five Aboriginal students, only two of them passed all three Grade 10 exams.  The students who failed the exams, also failed the course and all went to summer school to repeat the course.  One of them (a young mother) also failed the summer course, and then dropped out in December after starting English 10 for the third time. 

· A teacher in an Aboriginal program believe the exams “make them [the students] feel like idiots, break down their self esteem, and slow down their education process”.  In the teacher’s experience, Aboriginal students find it difficult to study for cumulative exams that cover the entire year, in part because they do not typically keep their notes. The teacher believes that these exams will likely make Aboriginal students more likely to drop out.  

· The view that the already weak Aboriginal graduation rate will drop is shared by most of the educators and administrators interviewed.  There are studies that show that students are likely to fail courses they repeat.  With Grade 10 exams increasing the risk that students will fail, it is predicted that the exams will also increase the likelihood of students dropping out.

· The exams are seen to benefit those students who are already succeeding and hurt those who are not. The exams encourage a certain type of knowledge, the capacity for abstract and analytical thought. Certain Grade 10 students are more inclined to have this knowledge than others. Girls do better than boys. Non-Aboriginal students succeed more than Aboriginal students. Many ESL and special needs students are also disadvantaged. 

B. Pedagogical Effects 
· The teachers interviewed felt that the standardized Grade 10 exams had a number of negative effects on pedagogy.  Among them were marks-oriented teaching, grade inflation, and an unnecessary increase in standardization which neglects the social, cultural, and developmental diversity among student populations.
· The issue of grade inflation was touched on by virtually every educator interviewed.  A new slogan is apparently emerging among teachers - “62 will do.”  This is meant to illustrate that students should have 62%, or 63.5% to be exact, going into the exam in order to end up with not less than 50% for the year mark.  This figure comes from the fact that course work makes up 80% of the grade, while the remaining 20% comes from the exam.
· Teachers have concerns that success in these exams depends less on knowledge of the subject than on certain skills such as reading comprehension, writing ability, rate of output/production, intellectual stamina, and the ability to sit in a desk for 3.5 hours.

· The exams also encourage standardization in lieu of accommodation. Teachers say they have little ability to adjust curriculum to take account of students from varying socio-economic, special needs and language backgrounds. 

· For special needs students one teacher felt that the tests were simply not suited to their different capabilities. Looking at the exam results, the teacher remarked on the varied reasons for students’ failures. “They all have different stories… We work hard to meet the needs of our kids, the exams just frighten them.”
· A major objection to standardized exams was the way they are dictating the curriculum. Under pressure to ensure student success on the exams, teachers are forced to cover all possible exam material and ignore deeper explorations of particular topics that may interest their students. 
· Teachers also find themselves having to teach exam taking skills. Students must learn how to relax in the exam, how to prioritize their strengths and how to approach questions. The focus becomes the exam rather than the learning process. 
· The educators worried about the exams promotion of values of competition and marks-oriented learning.  They feel that many of their students are already “mark obsessed,” and the exams only extend this preoccupation. 
· Many educators believe the exams were developed, in part, to be able to rank schools. Schools want their students to succeed on the exams, as their ranking depends upon it. Consequently there is pressure on teachers to boost marks and pressure on students to perform. 



V.  Conclusion

As noted, a study of this size is too small to draw more than preliminary conclusions.  In addition, it looked at only one year’s experience with the new Grade 10 exams.  Nevertheless, the view of the educators and administrators interviewed was that the exams are already having harmful effects.  They see all students being negatively affected by a pedagogy driven by testing; and some students being individually penalized because of accommodation needs that cannot be met under a standardized regime.  The concern that Aboriginal students face a type of cultural barrier in dealing with this type of testing is serious issue that deserves immediate and more detailed review.   
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