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A& SYSTEM-WIDE STUDENT ASSESSMENT PROGRAM:

THE MANITOBA EXPERIENCE

Joy C. Thompsonl

Manitoba Department of Education

In North America and elaewhere pgoveraments are responding to public concern regarding the
quaiity of education for theilr children by conducting asgessment programs that provide data for Judging
the current state of education in scheols and for indicating possible changes In the school curriculum.
In Canadé education is a provincial responsibility and in one way or another every province has now
addressed itself to assessment of student achievement (W. Muir, 1980; J.J. Mussio & R.N. Greer, 1980).

This paper attempts to provide some insights into the Manitoba Student Assessment Program.
Through an examination of the development and implementatiom of the program, an attempt is made to
tdentify some of the measurement, instructional, and political implications inherent in various
decisions which shaped the program. The specifics are peculiar to Manitoba but many of the

implications are applicabke to similar projects in other settings.

BACKGROUND

In 1960 in Manitoba all students in grades 8 to 12 inclusive wrote provincially prepared
final examinations in June, as was the standard practice in Canada at the time. The decade 1%60G-1970
saw the progressive phasing-out of these exams, culminating in the dissolution of the High School
Examinaﬁ;én'ﬁoafd in 1970; A ;ﬁmﬁef'of faétors appeéf felevant te this phésing—ouc of departmental
exams, Increasing student retention rates (see Table 1), the philosophy of equality of opportunity,
introductien of other than university entrance courses, a general move to decentralization of decision
making fncluding phasing out of provincial school inspectors, emphasis on loecal control and flexibility
in catering to local program needs, pressure to relax rigid examination policles, and substantial
tmprovement in the qualifications of teachers (see Table 2) were all factors related to the change.

TABLE 1

Retention Rates, Grades 9 to 12a’b

% of Grade 9
Year Grade % Year Grade 12 Enrolment
1953 3,696 1956 3,033 34,9
1957 T . 11,880 1960 5,397 45.4
1961 16,461 1964 9,643 58.6
1965 17,054 1968 312,252 71.8
1969 18,641 1972 14,410 17.3
1973 18,884 1976 13,928 73.8

4 Manitoba Department of Education Amnual Reports

b prior to 1961, data is baged on June reports for the following year.
Other vears based on October reports. Note that these data were not
adjusted for movement into and out of the system.

1. The views here are those of the author and not necessarily those of the Department of Education.

BIVISION OF T.AFE LisARY
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TABLE 2
Qualifications of Teachers in Manitoba:

Parcentage with University Degree®

185960 1969-70 1979-80
Elementary 9.5 (406) 18.1 (1,314) 78.5 (6,168)
Secondary 66.0 (1,122} 73.6 (2,911) 90.1 (3,173)
Total 25.6 (1,528) 37.7 (4,225) 82.1 (9,341)

dStatistics Canada: Salaries and Qualifications of Teachers in Pubiic Elementary and
Secondary Schocls. Catalogue 81-202 Annual.

Commencing with the 1970-71 school year the entire responsibility for measurement, evaluation,
and premotion of students was delegated to local authorities, with consultative support from the
Department. At the provincial level there Qas an information vacuum, Research Branch activities
focused on assisting schools and school divisions in evaluating their own programs, and developing
programs to assist in the attalnment of equality of educational opportunity. Departmental
curriculum guides gave broad guidelines only, providing a frame of reference rather than detail,
regarded as prescriptive.

This perlod of decentralization of authority continued until 1976, when Research Branch
activities broadened to inciude asslsting groups of teachers develop testing programs for their own use.
Curriculum development activities began to imtensify durimg this perilod also. The Branch drew up a
draft prnposal for a pilot province«wide testing program and the Ministet of Eéucation annaunced
this Student Testing Program in the lagislature during the 1977 budget &ebatea. The program was
approved at a funding level of $150,000. Following discussions with the groups Involved, the
Minister secured approval of the proposal from Manitoba Teachers' Society (MTS), Manitoba
Association of School Superintendents (MASS) and Manitoba Assoclation of School Trustees (MAST) .

He decided to give responsibility for development and administratién‘of the program to an
Interorganizational Committee on Evaluation (IOCE), an independent body struck eariier by MAST.
From the beginning a broad consultation baéelwas established, with MTS, MAST, MASS and the
Department all having representatives on the I0CKE. Membership on IOCE was then breadened to
include representation from the Faculties of Education in the province.

The TOCE met to review their mandate and the objectives of thé program. During this review
a number of changes were recommended and subsequently approved by the Minister. Realizing that its
strengrth was in the policy area, the IOCE struck an implementation committee to carry ocut the testing
program. The Minister provided staff support through the Research Branch. Thus 1977 saw the
introduction of a pilot province-wide ffﬁﬁﬁﬁiﬁiEEEEEEEEEEﬁEEEZEZ:

Briefly, procedures followed included testing K ~ 9 objectives in mathematics on a 20% random
sample of grade 10 students using a matrix sampling procedure. Data analysis included examination
of items or groups of ftems when the average percentage of students obtaining correct answers fell
below 75%.

In 1978 a Measurement and Evaluation Branch was formed to develop and coordinate a provincial
student assessment program which would provide continuing information on the general level of student

achlevement and program quality to professional educators, various levels of government, and the
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general public. The Branch was formed following anncuncement in the legislatufre during the 1978 budget
debates by the new Minister of Education, there having been a change from a soclal democratic to
conservative government since the 1977 budget debates. This period alsc saw extensive curriculum
development by the Department including increasing specification of recommended provincial curriculum
guides.

The Provincial Student Assessment Program was established to provide data at the provincial
level on the operation of the educational system as a whole. The purposes as announced in the
legislature were:

1). to systematically gather data on a selective basis over a peried of years to
provide information to interested groups as to the level of student achlievement in various areas of the
school eurriculum that would support the overall declsion-making process ifk3gififﬂ}gﬂ_ﬂé!ﬁiﬁﬂ@gﬁihwwwn.
the task of identifying and designing rescurce material, the development of appropriate pre-service
and in-gervice training programs and the allocation of resources generaliy;

2y. to identify or develop support instruments that could be used at a local level
to assess the level of student achievement and improve.fﬁfﬂgffiifzmEEMEEEEEESEEEP at the classroom
level.

Tr was anticipated that there be a ¢lose relationship between the evaluation process, designed to span
a long period, and the curriculum, designed to develop and change durlng this peried.

The ralson d'8tre for the Manitoba Student Assessment Program then is not ev§535££ggmgf
igﬂfﬁiﬂgﬁ}w§594¢y§"pe;fgfﬂfggg - this responsibility remains at the local level. The focus instead
is on currieulum deyelopment and imstructional improvement., Nor is the data tq be usgé t? compare
school wiéh sﬁhool and divigioa with division ~ ;cﬁoolldivisions are fasponsiﬁle for determining
the extent to which the findings were applicable to thelr schools and‘students.

The Assessment Program attempts to answer the question: to what extent are all students
achieving the important objectives of the public school system? The question that appeared to be
addressed in the former departmental exams was: which students should be admitted to higher levels

of education? The distinction between these two questions has been crucial in guiding the planning

of the Assessment Program.

THE MANITOBA STUDENT ASSESSMENT PROGRAM

Questions and issues to be resolved in order to implement an assessment program are:

. What are the purposes of the student assessment program? Who decides? Who determines
the subject areas and grade levels to be assessed, and how is this decided?

. What goals or skill areas are to be assessed? Who decldes?

. How are the objectives to be tested?

. Who conducts the assessment?

. How is student performance to be judged? By whonm?

. How are recommendations developed?

. How are the results reported. To whom?

. What followup is there? Who benefits?

An assessment program 1% shaped by these decisions. This section details Manitoba's attempts



at resolving these questions and their implications, with an emphasis on potential positive outcomes,

Followlng establishment of a Measurement and Evaluation Branch, the Repartment of Education
established a Jolnt Committee on Evaluation comprised of representatives frem the various educational
groups (teachers, trustees, superintendents, faculties of education and department personnel). This
comuittee recommends to thé Department appropriate pattern§ and procedures for the on-golng wonitoring
of student achievement and acts as consultant in the formulation and implementation of specific testing
programs. Terms of referende lnclude to provide for the consideration of public, institutional, and
organizatienal concerns, to provide For the appropriate reflection of those inm the recommended patterns
and procedures, and to interpret to the member organizations the patterns and procedures developed.
mmameCmmuaMnMwwwsmdﬁm.EMMMWimdwmmafﬂlmmmmgmwswﬂms
in fostering local ownership of and support for the program. Agreement om purposes and procedures
is important, and can be fostered by involvement of all groups from the outset,

Purposes of the program as explicated by this committee and approved by the Miniater of
Education are to:

+ provide benchmark indicators about the level of student achievement in Manitoba;

- provide information to assist in curriculum development and program improvement, both at

the provincial and at the division/school levels:
. assist school divisions in conducting their own evaluation programs;

+ help teachers improve their studeat evaluation skills.

The committee developed a pattern of testing to 1585 that would best provide information for
curriculum development. This pattern was developed in consultation with the Curriculum Policy Review
Counell of the Department and with curriculum committees that operate under the juri$d1ction of
CPRC. A key feature of the pattern of testing is the repetition of assessment areas, thereby
permitting comparison of student performance over the intervening years for the objectives that
remain applicable from one assessment to the next.

For each particular assessment program, a Techa
e T N

lecal Advisory CDTTiE£9§”Q§ Elassrffm teachefs
is formed. Subject area specialists and Departmental persons involved in the particular curriculum
development groups act as comsultants to the committee. Thia helps provide a link between the
curriculum development committee and the assessment committee so the assessment procedures are
dgsigned by some of those who have been involved in the design of the curriculum. This Technical

Advisory Committee (TAC) together with a Contract Team of curriculum speciallsts carry out the testing

program under the direction of, and with staff support from, the Measurement and Evaluation Branch.
Maximum use is made of local expertise in setting up these committees and teams, and the majority of
the Technical Advisory Committee are practising classroom teachers. Acceptance of the program is

essential to successful implementation. Responsibilities of the various groups are as follows:

Committee Membership Respensibilities
Joint Committee on Manitoba Teachers' Soclety, Recommends to Department general policy:
Evaluation Manitoba Association of School recommends what should be assessed, and
(ace) Trustees, Association of Scheol how and when 1t should be assessed; acts
Superintendents, Faculties of as consultant on matters of administration,
Education, Department of scoring, data analysis, reporting and

Education. follow~up.



Committee
Technical Advisory
Committee

(TAC)

Measurement and

Evaluation Branch

Contract Team
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Membership

Subject area gpecltalists

~3 claassroom teachers per
grade level including French
language teachers
«lepartmental wmeasurement
specialist

~as consultants, Departmental

curriculum speclalists

Departmental measurement

speclalists

Curticuelun specialiats
(University persomnnel and/or

teachers)

Responsibilities

Makes recommendations regarding

objectives to be assessed, test items to
he used, additional information to
collect; based on results, makes comments
and recommendations for incorporation into
final report; reviews in detall all

materials produced.

Responsible for divecting and administra-

ting assessment program.

Acts as consultant in production of
tests and reports; produces test material
for review by the TAC; assists in

follow-up.

Province-wide asgesaments have been conducted in Manitoba in Science at grades 5, 8, and 11 in

the fall of 1980, and in Writing (397%), Reading (1980) and Mathematics (1981) at grades 3, 6, 9, and

12 in the spring.

These assessments included all students at these levels irrespective of whether or not

they were taking a relevant course at the time of testing. A latey decision of the JCE resulted in the

introduction of course-specific assessments at the H.S. level - thus students enroclled in Chemistry

grades 11 and 12 were assessed in the spring of 1981.
Each assessment program typically involves the following steps proceeding specification by the

JCE of the curricular area and grade levels, and establishment of a TAC and Contract Team (see Figure 1).

1} 8pecification of pgoals and obiectives.

These are developed from currlculum guldes whaere avallable. The ext:nsive curriculum development
work done recently by the department has been extremely valuable for the assessment program in that often
the currlculum aims and goals, subject matter, teaching and learning processes are specified explicitly.
This helps to achieve a matching between the structure of the currdculum and the assegsment system rather
than the asgessment system being somethlnag separate from it. Nevertheless the problem still remains of
specifying and operationalizing broad scope objectives for measurement, with the related problem of
selecting domains for assessment. In Manitoba 60 - 70¥ of most curriculums are common, the remainder
being free curriculum chosen from alternatives provided. Assessments to date have tended to focus on
the common aspect, and the problem of the 60% becoming 100% remains to be gatisfactorily dealt with. The
gset of objectives may include objectives that are not in the curriculum guide but that may be considered

to be important and perhaps consldered for inclusion in future guides.

2} Selection and verification of objectives.

Through a series of regional meetings, these objectives are reviewed and rated according to
importance by teachers from around the province., This procedure may be considered a retrospective

needs assessment-~determining a programs priorties throuph ratings. Note that the procedure ohtalns
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objectives of the implemented curriculum as opposed to the written curriculum. The procedure legitimizes
the objectives, and p?ovides an opportunity for explanation of the purposes of the assessment program to
teachers., The procedure may also increase acceptance of the assessment program and the objectives. Up
to 200 teachers can be involved In this procedure - at least 50 at each grade level.

Final objectives are then determined by the TAC based upon the initial core objectives and those
as priorized by teachers. The teacher ratings themselves provide important information to curriculum
development committees on the appropriateness of existing objectives or the desirability of adding others.
Initial assessments have tended to be structured with a bilas toward the Implemented curriculum, where as

it is anticipated that repeat assessments will keep closer to the written guide.

FIGURE 1

Model for the Maniroba Student Assessment Program a

TESTS, SURVEYS PRODUCED

Establish initial test and
teacher survey
Pilot the test
Final test and teacher survey
prepared
Disseminate information \\EEA
OBIECTIVES ESTABLISHED DATA OBTAINED
Acknowledge need for assessment Tests administered
. ‘ Results compiled
Assessment proposal prepared \ .
Establish Techmical Advisory Test results report produced
Committee Disseminate information
Prepare imitial list of objectives
Priorize objectives at regional
meetings of teachers
Diseminate Information
PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT RECOMMENDATIONS GENERATED
Establish menitoring committee Interpret results, compile teacher survey

data, prepare recommendations

Provide services E
; Follow-up regiqral meetings of teachers

Evaluate program
General report, summaries for parents,
Disseminate information public produced

Disseminate information

aThe process 1s cyclic. Within any given stage some steps are sequential while others may occur
simultaneously.

3. Production of student tests and teacher SULVeys.

Locally developed objectives-referenced testa are used, and these are developed in both English
and French language verslons (except for English language arts tests). The testing materials and reports

are designed to provide a profile of student performance on a number of program objectives. So far,
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testing has been limited to paper and pencil tests only, however future plams call for smaller studies
incorperating other aspects. Teacher surveys are developed to obtain complementary information on

aspects such as instructional practices, classroom activities, instructional materials,

4. Provincial administration of tests and surveys.

Teachers have the option of testing their entire class or testing Just the provincial sample.
By testing and scoring their own students' work, teachers can carry out an analysis of their own classes
to compare their resuits to those of the province. Comparisons can be made for each objective or skill
area deslgnated in the assessment. This was an important consideration that led to the abandonment of
the matrix sampling system, and there is approximately 854 participation in whole class option.
Generally, all students at a grade level are eligible for the provinecial sample irrespective
of vhether or not they are taking that subject at the time of testing. It is on data regarding the
average performance of students that curriculum development decisions should be based. Nevertheless
the population of students is not uniform and selected demographlc data can be collected to identify
subgroups that may be of interest, re curriculum development. This has engendered much debate, and in

Manitoba data is collected regarding age, gender, courses taken, courses plammed.

5. Reporting of test results.

Test results are published and distributed to all schools prior to production of a final report
to speed reporting of data to teachers. A profile reporting procedure is used to show attainment in the
various dimensiong of the curriculum and the test, based on the provice-wide sample. Results are

reported for males, females, total sample, and a£ the grade 12 level, according to type of course (general

. 9T university entrance or none).. Teachers who test their whole class cam produce Prcfiles and obtain

information on areas of underperformance and overperformance in important aspects of the curriculum, thus

obtaining data on the basis of which they could adjust their individual courses if they wished to do so.
The Manitoba Department of Education has purchased an NCS scanner to allow individual teachers

and schools to analyze their own data 1f they wish. Procedures for administering this services are

being planned at present,

6. Interpretation of results, derivation of recommendations.

An Interpretation Panel assists in interpretation of students’ results. A modified Angoff
Procedure (R. Garcla-Quintana, 1981) is used to obtain & judgement of student performance on each goal or
objective, Judgements of strengths and weaknesses are based not only on the percentage of students who
have responded correctly but also on the perceived difficulty of the test items and estimations of
acceptable and desirable levels of performance. This procedure is an addition to the program since the
pilot Mathematics program (when 75% correct on any one item was considered satisfactory) and is now
considered an essential aspect. The interpretation panel consists of 2/3's to 3/4's teachers plus
trustees, superintendents, postsecondary persons, and other specialists. An attempt 1s made to keep the
proportions of peopls representing the various groups constant from one panel to another: changlng the
proportions may change the interpretations made., The gulding principle in Manftoba has been that teachers
should be the main ones responsible for the interpretation of results, but that it should provide an
opportunity for dialogue with others.

Recommendations are produced by the Coptract Team, the Technical Advisory Committee, and
Department personnel, and are based on a consideration of all the data collected. This process, though

based on fudgement and conventional wisdem, Is important for generating follow-up actien.




7. Production of final reports and summaries.

Final reports and summaries are produced for schools, other educators, parents, and the general
public. The teacher survey data and interpretation of results are published in a final report together
with an overview of the program and the recommendations. Coples of the final report and summaries are
mailed to all schools, superintendents and trustees. A series of regional meetings for teachers and others
are then held throughout Manitoba to review the test results and recommendations. Communication between
those fnvolved 1n an assessment and others L8 vital to successful implementation and continued acceptance
of the program. Methods have been developed for communicating with parents and the general public. This
public education task helps counter misinterpretation of test results and helps inform paremta as to the
goals of schools. This is another essential aspect of the Manitoba program.

A shift in reporting methed has occurred, from Teporting numbers of students above and below
mastery to reporting data and judgements regarding average student performance. The emphasis on
proportion of students achieving mastery tended to be misunderstood, while an overall judgement of student

performance is more in harmony with the goal of agsaisting all students to learn more effectively.

8. Program development.

The results, comclusions, and recommendations of the assessments are forwarded to provincial
currleulum development committees, thereby providing systematic information to these groups. One of the
predominant concerns of curriculum developers is whether the various parts of the course lie within the
competence of students and teachers-the assessments provide them with direct data on thig question. The

information provided for the currieulum development process is actually of several types: the present
status of student achlevement on key ¢bjectives (both tes; data and interpretation of performance), the
objectives that, at the time of testing, are considered most germane by teachers, the evolutlon of the
curriculum in terms of changes of the importance of objectives, the change over time in student
achievement on those objectives that retain their impertance for assessment, as well as teacher survey
data and final report recommendations. Thus, nearly all the results of the assessment could be of use
to curriculum developers, though not necessarily leading to immediate action,

The information is on a provincial basis, but provides a profile against which local achievement

"]

of students can be compared. Thus the results and recommendations can be used to initiate a school—-based1

i

evaluation of the curriculum, including coordination of the curriculum between grade levels, and school
attainment of goals. Also, the information reflects the thinking of a large number of educators thereby

giving an outside veading on the importance of various aspacts of the program to educators involved in
development at the local or school level.
.
Potential teacher benefits, apart from direct use of tests and reports, include increasing

sophistication re student evaluation. The program also stimulates constructive discussion between

[
i
111
Ik
teacher and teacher, teacher and parent/trustee. The program serves a currlculum implementation function,

H

helping teachers understand the essential elements of the curriculum, perhaps broadening teacher

objectives, and enabling them to design and sequence more on—-target instruction. There is a need for Fj
training in use of test results, and a need to develop straight-forward ways to use test results. S—
The Assessment Program thus may have small, incremental, low-key but positive effects at a local

level, helping to refine and develop curriculum on a continuous evolutionary rather than revolutionary

basis,
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