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Introduction

All parents want their children to receive a great education. This desire is
understandable because a solid education significantly improves a young person’s
chances of success in life. In particular, literacy and numeracy have been and still
are the foundational skills that will nhever become obsolete. No one should ever
graduate from high school without mastering these basic skills.

There are more than 170,000 K-12 students in public or fully funded separate
(Roman Catholic) schools in Saskatchewan.! The vast majority of Saskatchewan
parents rely on public education to provide their children with the skills and
knowledge that they will need in the future. In many cases, things go well, and
parents are satisfied. Unfortunately, this does not always occur.

Although Saskatchewan’s education system has many positive features, there
is significant room for improvement. Recent test results from the Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA) show that over the last decade
Saskatchewan students consistently scored below the Canadian average in
reading, mathematics and science. During that same period, the reading and
mathematics scores of Saskatchewan students declined.?

Many Saskatchewan parents are beginning to worry that the schools are not
teaching the basics and are using their children as guinea pigs for unproven and
ineffective educational strategies. They wonder why their kids no longer have
spelling tests, learn basic grammar or memorize the times tables. Often, their
concerns are dismissed with the claim that “research proves” the effectiveness of
a new strategy or initiative, no matter how bizarre it sounds to parents.

A debate over the relevance of standardized testing dominated much of the
education discussion across the province last year. Critics argued that these
tests stifle the creativity of teachers and lower the quality of education in
Saskatchewan schools, and supporters argued that standardized tests are an
important accountability tool. Both sides claimed to put the interests of students
first, but obviously only one side can be correct. In the midst of a debate that
seemed to generate more heat than light, parents were left to try to figure out
which side was right.

This confusion becomes even worse when parents get their children’s report cards
and find that traditional percentage grades have been replaced with confusing
descriptions such as “evident,” “emerging” or “needs support.” Decoding these
words is no easy task for parents and makes it that much harder for them to know
how well their children are actually doing in the core subjects. Unfortunately, the
concerns of parents have often been ignored, as school administrators continue
to blindly follow the recommendations of the latest educational gurus.

So what are parents supposed to do? Where can parents go to get information to
push back against some of the foolish fads that are taking hold of education in
Saskatchewan? Unfortunately, parents are often on their own in the fight against
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an entrenched ideology that is supported by an entrenched bureaucracy. School
administrators and teachers know that they only need to wait out the concerned
parents, who will eventually give up in frustration at the stream of edu-babble
thrown at them. Some of these parents will ultimately decide to home-school
their children or send them to private schools.

This handbook fills a void in this debate by providing parents with answers to
some of the common arguments made by proponents of the latest education fads.
It translates some of the most commonly used jargon into common English and
shows why parents should not be intimidated by the stock phrase “research shows”
when school officials spurt it out. Parents and other readers may be surprised at
just how compelling the research evidence is for the more traditional teaching
techniques. This handbook will make parents wonder how these unsupported
fads keep returning.

Let us begin by looking at the philosophy that underlies some recent education
trends.

Unfortunately, parents are often on their own
in the fight against an entrenched ideology that
is supported by an entrenched bureaucracy.
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What are the fads and where do
they come from?

In 2010, Saskatchewan’s Ministry of Education released “"Renewed Curricula:
Understanding Outcomes,” which explained the philosophy behind the recent
changes in the Saskatchewan curricula.? It emphasized that the world is changing
rapidly and that Saskatchewan schools need to change so that students are
prepared for the future.

Renewal began with the common understanding that K-12 students must
be educated to participate in a world of rapid and complex change. This
dynamically evolving environment requires that students develop multiple
literacies, increase depth of knowledge, and acquire a range of twenty-first
century skills and abilities.*

The references to “rapid and complex change” and “twenty-first century skills”
are derived from a movement known as 21st Century Learning, which has taken
root in many provinces and territories across the country. Canadians for 21st
Century Learning & Innovation (C21) is the public face of this movement, which
has had a significant impact on education in Saskatchewan.>

For example, Sun West School Division recently included the objectives of C21
in its official board policies.® The goal for Sun West staff is nothing short of
“transforming the classrooms of these educators through the implementation of
21st century pedagogies.”” So what, exactly, does this mean?

In short, advocates of 21st Century Learning say that the rapid increase in the
amount of information and its accessibility via the Internet make it impractical
for students to focus on the acquisition of knowledge. In other words, it is more
important for students to learn how to learn rather than for teachers to focus
on specific content. This is why 21st Century Learning recommends reducing
the amount of content in the curriculum, increasing the amount of personalized
instruction and making technology available to all students in classrooms.® As
a case in point, in a blog post tagged “21 century learning,” the principal of
an Estevan elementary school expressed pride at her progress in “moving our
teaching from the traditional feeding of information to allowing our students to
drive their own learning.”

These advocates of 21st Century Learning make it sound as if their ideas are
new and will be revolutionary in changing education for the better. But are they?
Consider this quote from a prominent educational leader.

The older teacher thought first of his subject matter, that it get learned....

The good teacher of the newer view well understands how it is the process
itself, especially as socially conditioned, that educates; and he makes every
effort to get and keep the process going on such terms as will cause it to
gain in ever more certain and intelligently-directed momentum. This is his
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chief aim. That attained, the rest follows.0

The author of this statement is William Heard Kilpatrick, a former education
professor at Columbia Teachers College in New York, and he wrote it in 1936.
Kilpatrick was one of the most prominent education professors in the 20th century,
and his ideas eventually came to dominate faculties of education across North
America.l! Kilpatrick’s writings make it clear that there is nothing new in the 21st
Century Learning proposal.

A consistent theme of the 21st Century Learning movement is that the world is
changing faster than ever, and education needs to change to keep up with it.
According to Sun West School Division, “Today’s knowledge and digital reality
means that changes occur at an astronomical rate.”2

Interestingly, the obsession with the rapid change in society can be traced back
to Kilpatrick. In one of the chapters in his 1925 book, Foundations of Method,
Kilpatrick asks: ““Am I wrong in thinking that education is changing now more
rapidly than ever before?’”:3 Throughout the chapter, Kilpatrick says that the
rapid acquisition of knowledge makes the old ways of teaching obsolete. He even
talks about how the world has become more interconnected. “"Life is vastly more
complex in detail, and we are far more tied up with others about us even to our
most distant neighbors.”’"14

Like the 21st Century Learning advocates today, Kilpatrick notes that we cannot
know what scientific discoveries will soon be made or what inventions will be
created. Thus, in order to help students adjust to a “rapidly shifting and changing
world, changing in unexpected ways and in unexpected directions,”” schools should
““stress thinking and methods of attack and principles of action.””*> Clearly, the
21st Century Learning movement is simply a repackaged version of the very old
20th century ideas of William Heard Kilpatrick.

However, even this would not be entirely accurate because the core idea that
Kilpatrick espoused can be traced back to 1762 when French philosopher Jean-
Jacques Rousseau published Emile. In it, Rousseau espoused a “child-centered”
philosophy that let students learn at their own pace. He opposed “rote learning”
and argued against teaching facts and concepts to students.'!® Thus, many of
the 21st Century Learning ideas can be traced back not only to the early 20th
century, but also to the middle of the 18th century.

The philosophy of education that underlies the thoughts of Rousseau, Kilpatrick,
21st Century Learning and Saskatchewan’s Ministry of Education goes by a variety
of names, but it is best known as constructivism. Constructivism argues that
students should construct their own understanding of the world around them.
Constructivists reject the idea that there is a defined body of knowledge and
identifiable skills that teachers should impart to students.

For example, constructivist math teachers think they need to help students
develop their own ways of solving math problems and that they should not teach
standard algorithms for addition, subtraction, multiplication and division. This
is why widely used math textbooks such as Math Makes Sense and Math Focus
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are so difficult for parents to understand. Instead of showing students the most
efficient ways of solving math problems, these textbooks encourage students to
solve questions on their own and write about how they did it.

Constructivism is already widely influential in Saskatchewan schools, and its
acceptance is growing. In its “Renewing Curricula” document, Saskatchewan’s
Ministry of Education explains that “"promoting a contextualized and constructivist
approach to instruction and learning” is a key aspect of renewal.l” Prairie
Spirit School Division’s annual report to the province, for example, claims
“...the constructivist approach in mathematics will improve student mathematical
understanding....”"18

Constructivist philosophy is even the basis for some new school building designs.
When Regina’s Douglas Park Elementary School opened in 2012, the school board
chair hailed its open concept design as ‘"a place of innovation, creativity, expression
and learning.”:? Interestingly, Douglas Park’s layout is remarkably similar to the
failed open-area school designs that were popular several decades ago.2® Prakash
Nair, president of Fielding Nair International, the design firm hired by Regina
Public schools, has written extensively about his support of constructivism.2! It
should come as little surprise that the open-area concept goes hand in hand with
the constructivist philosophy embedded in the curricula.

However, it is important for us to ask what works best for students. If constructivist
methodologies actually improve student achievement, then they should be taken
seriously, but if they do not work, then they should be rejected. The next section
examines this question by comparing constructivism with the more traditional
approaches. Since constructivist philosophy is at the heart of Saskatchewan’s
education renewal process, it is important to evaluate the evidence carefully.

If constructivist methodologies actually improve student
achievement, then they should be taken seriously, but
if they do not work, then they should be rejected.
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What really works in Saskatchewan’s
classrooms

In the 1960s, the United States government funded one of the largest educational
research studies ever conducted, Project Follow Through, which involved more
than 72,000 students in more than 180 schools over a 10-year period. The goal
was to find the most effective education innovations that could help break the
cycle of poverty for a great number of disadvantaged students.22

This mammoth study evaluated five major instructional techniques: direct
instruction, whole language, developmentally appropriate practices, discovery
learning and the open education model. The first of these, direct instruction, was
the only traditional teacher-directed technique that was included.?® Teachers who
use direct instruction identify learning goals, make them clear to students, show
students what they need to do, check for their understanding and provide time
for students to have independent practice.?* In contrast, the other instructional
techniques were all varieties of the constructivist approach, which emphasizes
student self-discovery.

Researchers found that students in the direct instruction group significantly and
consistently outperformed students in the constructivist groups. Not only were
their basic math and reading skills superior, the students in the direct instruction
group had more-advanced skills in reading comprehension and math problem
solving than did the students in the other groups. In addition, direct instruction
students had more positive self-esteem, which the researchers attributed to their
academic competence.?> When students from these groups were tracked for 10
years, the direct instruction students continued to outperform the other students
in math, reading and writing. In fact, these students were more than twice as
likely to complete high school as were the students in the constructivist groups.2°®

Other educational researchers have replicated these findings. Research conducted
by Jeanne Chall is a prime example. Chall was a professor of education at Harvard
University for many years. She also founded and directed the Harvard Reading
Laboratory. Her final book, The Academic Achievement Challenge: What Really
Works in the Classroom?, synthesizes all the major research studies comparing
the effectiveness of traditional, teacher-directed techniques with student-centred,
or constructivist, techniques.?” She does not mince words in her conclusion.

Traditional, teacher-centered schools, according to research and practice,
are more effective than progressive, student-centered schools for the
academic achievement of most children. And that approach is especially
beneficial for students who come to school less well-prepared for academic
learning - children of less educated families, inner-city children, and those
with learning difficulties at all social levels.28
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Other researchers have also compared these teaching techniques. John Hattie is
the director of the Melbourne Education Research Institute at the University of
Melbourne, Australia. In his book Visible Learning: A Synthesis of Over 800 Meta-
analyses Relating to Achievement, Hattie summarizes the results of thousands
of research studies into the relationship between the way teachers teach and
student achievement. In the introduction to his book, he says:

The role of the constructivist teacher is claimed to be more of facilitation
to provide opportunities for individual students to acquire knowledge and
construct meaning through their own activities, and through discussion,
reflection and the sharing of ideas with other learners with minimal corrective
intervention. These kinds of statements are almost directly opposite to
the successful recipe for teaching and learning as will be developed in the
following chapters.2?

The rest of Visible Learning bears out this statement. Notably, Hattie found that
traditional teacher-centred methodologies such as direct instruction are much
more effective than constructivist methodologies are.3°

In 2006, Educational Psychologist, a highly rated journal produced by the
American Psychological Association, published a peer-reviewed article by Drs. Paul
Kirschner, John Sweller and Richard Clark. The authors compared the effectiveness
of traditional, teacher-centred teaching methodologies with minimally guided
constructivist teaching techniques.3! Their conclusion is unmistakably supportive
of traditional teaching:

In so far as there is any evidence from controlled studies, it almost uniformly
supports direct, strong, instructional guidance rather than constructivist-
based minimal guidance during the instruction of novice to intermediate
learners. Even for students with considerable prior knowledge, strong
guidance while learning is most often found to be equally effective as unguided
approaches. Not only is unguided instruction normally less effective; there
is also evidence that it may have negative results when students acquire
misconceptions or incomplete or disorganized knowledge.3?

Another person who has critically examined the issue of teaching is Mike Schmoker,
a former school administrator and a well-known speaker and writer. In his book
Focus: Elevating the Essentials to Radically Improve Student Learning, he outlines
three simple things that schools must do to improve their students’ academic
achievement: have a coherent, focused curriculum; ensure that teachers teach
high quality lessons; and include purposeful reading and meaningful writing in
every course.?3 In other words, students should actually read substantive books
and articles and write formal essays.

According to Schmoker, present-day curriculum guides contain too much verbiage
and too few clearly defined goals and standards for the students to reach. He
suggests rewriting these guides to focus on the specific content that students need
to master at every grade level. For example, instead of meaningless verbosity
such as “[s]elect and use appropriate strategies to construct meaning before
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(e.g., formulating focus questions), during (e.g., adjusting rate to the specific
purpose and difficulty of the text), and after (e.g., analyzing and evaluating)
viewing, listening, and reading,”* English Language Arts curriculum guides
should prescribe specific books to read and the number and length of essays for
students to write. This vastly shortened curriculum would be far more meaningful
to students, teachers and, especially, parents.

To deliver sound lessons, teachers should use direct instruction techniques of
proven effectiveness. As for purposeful reading and writing, this is done by
requiring students to read quality literature and to write formal essays. Obviously,
Schmoker’s three recommendations fly in the face of constructivist ideology,
which discourages any form of direct instruction. Schmoker’s recommendations
are, however, supported by considerable research evidence.

Now let us take a closer look at two major subject areas—math and reading—that
are the building blocks of all the other subjects taught in school.

According to Schmoker, present-day curriculum guides
contain too much verbiage and too few clearly defined
goals and standards for the students to reach.
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Math instruction that makes sense

In 2007, Saskatchewan began to revise its math curriculum to fall in line with
the Western and Northern Canadian Protocol (WNCP), which forms the basis of
the math curriculum in the Western provinces.2> Nothing in this protocol requires
students to memorize times tables or learn the standard algorithms for addition,
subtraction, multiplication and division.3¢

When concerns were raised in 2011 about the Saskatchewan math curriculum,
then-education minister Donna Harpauer established a task force to examine
the problem.3” In the following year, the task force recommended leaving the
curriculum as it was and encouraged the department to help parents learn the
new math.3® This conclusion was not surprising since the task force consulted
with many educators but not many parents.

Obviously, this result did not meet the approval of a lot of parents, especially
since their children kept coming home with math assignments that did not make
sense to them. Math textbooks such as Math Makes Sense and Math Focus,
which are used across the province, did not help because they rely heavily on the
discovery approach and do not contain the step-by-step instructions that most
parents expect to see for solving math questions.

Saskatoon Public Schools has a math resources page for parents on its Website. It
contains a long list of recommended strategies for simple addition and multiplication.
While it acknowledges that students need to memorize some basic facts, the
suggestions on the Website encourage parents to put off having their children
memorize math facts for as long as possible. In regards to times tables, it states:

In the past, students memorized the facts once they had been introduced to
Multiplication as a faster method of addition.

Now it is recommended that students learn patterns and strategies
for as many facts as possible so that they strengthen their
understanding of the relationships between numbers and the patterns
in mathematics.3° (Emphasis in original)

Not only is this advice confusing, it paints a false picture of traditional math
instruction. No one suggests that students should do nothing but memorize
times tables or work on pages of math worksheets. However, there is a place for
memorization and even the much-maligned practice of rote learning. Pitting basic
skills and conceptual understanding against each other is a bogus dichotomy.#°

In fact, considerable research shows that a certain amount of deliberate practice
is essential to develop expertise in a particular skill.* Parents who have sent their
children to music or art lessons or any sports program know this is true. Children
need to memorize the musical scales to play an instrument, and they need to
memorize the rules of the game in order to play on a team.

A new study by education researchers Paul Morgan, George Farkas and Steve
Maczuga contrasted the effectiveness of teacher-directed versus student-
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centred techniques in helping more than 13,000 Grade 1 students acquire basic
math skills. In short, they found that students with teachers who used more-
traditional techniques (i.e., rote learning, memorization, worksheets) significantly
outperformed students from classrooms that were more student centred. This
was particularly true for students who struggled with mathematics.2

According to John Hattie and cognitive psychologist Gregory Yates, there is a
simple reason why this is the case. When it comes to learning math, rote learning
makes deeper understanding possible.

There was a period in which teachers were encouraged to believe that
rote learning stood in antagonism to deeper understanding. This notion
is misleading since all indices of knowledge display positive associations.
There is no meaningful cleft between “*mere surface knowledge’” and “'deep
understanding’.” On the other hand, the notion of automaticity implies
that when basic skills are automated, mental space becomes available for
deeper levels of thinking and understanding through acquiring knowledge.
Knowledge literally provides the mind with room to move, to develop, and to
change. Repetition and consolidation are vehicles enabling knowledge to be
stored within retrievable units, thereby accelerating mental growth through
conceptual mastery and deeper understanding.?3

In other words, it is important to require students to memorize the times tables,
solve a series of math problems of progressive difficulty and learn how to do
long division. Mastering basic skills makes a deeper understanding of the subject
possible. In contrast, the student who struggles to figure out 6 x 4 will quickly
become lost in solving an algebra problem such as (6x + 5) (4x) = 20. Knowing
basic math facts by memory is particularly important in algebra since multiple
steps are normally involved in solving the problems.#4

Fortunately, there are resources that are available to help parents who are
frustrated with the way math is taught in school and who want to help their
children learn the basics. Canadian mathematician and teacher John Mighton
developed JUMP Math, an instructional program. Its curriculum emphasizes
fundamental skills while also helping students develop problem-solving abilities,
so they can do the basic multiplication and algebra problems noted above. In
fact, the positive results of this program in Canadian classrooms have attracted
international attention.?> Parents can visit Mighton’s Website (jumpmath.org) to
learn more about the program. They can then help their children learn the basic
facts that they will need in later grades.

In addition, Saskatchewan parents would also benefit from reading the material on
the Website of the Western Initiative for Strengthening Education in Math (wisemath.
org). Founded by Drs. Anna Stokke and Robert Craigen, math professors at the
University of Winnipeg and the University of Manitoba, respectively, WISE Math
contains important news items, links to research reports and petitions for parents
to sign. It is a valuable source of information for those who want to know more
about the math curriculum and who want to help their children learn math better.
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Learning how to read

The debate over reading instruction and literacy in general is also between the two
clearly defined sides described earlier—constructivist and traditional. In reading,
there are two related issues. One is the phonics versus whole language debate,
and the other is over the appropriate amount of prescribed content that should
be taught. The first debate concerns the best way to decode words, while the
second is about how to improve children’s reading comprehension.

Phonics versus whole language

Phonics is a teaching strategy where teachers help students learn letter-sound
relationships (phonics). That is, in English, letters, singularly and in groups
(called phonemes) are pronounced in specific ways. Teachers who use phonics
teach students ways of sounding out words based on the letters and groups of
letters. As students become familiar with the alphabet and the groups of letters
that are used together to create phonemes (ch, sh, st, etc.), the teacher teaches
them the sounds these phonemes make when they are used in words. Soon
students will be able to sound out words because they have memorized the
sounds of the various phonemes used in the language. Not surprisingly, phonics
instruction is favoured by traditional educators, who believe that education should
be “structured, sequential, and teacher-centred.”4®

Constructivists, on the other hand, prefer the whole language approach, which
rejects the need to teach students letter-sound relationships. Instead, teachers
who use this approach think that students learn to read by reading without the
bother of learning phonemes. This approach rests on the analogy that because
“babies acquire one or more languages through actually using them, and not by
practicing the separate parts, students can learn to read in the same way, by
being immersed in rich language.”™’ Students learn how to read when they are
exposed to literature that is relevant to their lives.

Earlier, we reviewed the work of Jeanne Chall, a U.S. education professor who did
extensive research on teaching and learning. Fifty years ago, Dr. Chall examined
the research on reading instruction and student learning. She found that the
evidence overwhelmingly supported phonics over whole language instruction.4®
Likewise, John Hattie’s more recent summary of the research literature reached
the same conclusion. When it comes to helping students learn to read, it is clear
that phonics is important.

In summary, whole language programs have negligible effects on learning
to read—be it on word recognition or on comprehension. Such methods may
be of value to later reading, but certainly not for the processes of learning
to read; it appears that strategies of reading need to be deliberately taught,
especially to students struggling to read.*®
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Fortunately, whole language in its pure form has largely fallen out of favour in
Saskatchewan schools. Most teachers use balanced literacy, a hybrid that blends
whole language and phonics. While balanced literacy is inferior to a structured,
systematic phonics approach to learning how to read, it is better than the pure
whole language approach.

Prescribed curriculum content

Understanding the individual words that appear on a page is only half of the reading
equation. People also need a reasonable amount of background knowledge about
the topic under discussion. To illustrate, see if you can understand the following
sentence.

The specific teaching of the Old Testament as to predestination naturally
revolves around the two foci of that idea which may be designated general
and special, or, more properly, cosmical and soteriological predestination;
or, in other words, around the doctrines of the Divine Decree and the Divine
Election.2®

Unless you are familiar with a specific brand of Christian theology known as
Calvinism, you are probably scratching your head after reading the sentence.
While you may have been able to decode each word in the sentence, you are not
going to understand what Benjamin Warfield meant unless you possess some
background knowledge about his theological perspective. In other words, the only
way to understand Warfield’s writings is to learn more about Calvinist theology
in general.

The same principle of understanding also applies to students. Students are more
likely to understand a text if they are already familiar, to some degree, with the
topic. This is why students who are interested in certain sports can often read
articles that are well above their official reading level while they struggle with
reading topics in which they know little. Simply put, background knowledge is the
key to reading comprehension.

Well-known author and former English professor, E.D. Hirsch, Jr., has argued that
in order to be effective readers, students need cultural literacy, also known as
core knowledge. He says that students need to develop a large vocabulary by an
early age in order to be successful readers. Hirsch argues, correctly, that knowing
the meaning of words is a prerequisite for obtaining the background knowledge
that is necessary for understanding a written text. Those who fail to acquire this
vocabulary end up falling further and further behind in reading. Since reading is
a prerequisite for learning most other subjects in school, these students often fall
behind in other areas as well.

Those who know more words will learn still more by virtue of that fact, while
those who know few words will gain new ones at a slower rate. As we have
seen, experts say that we need to know approximately 90 per cent to 95 per
cent of a text’s words to understand it.>t
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This means that a content-rich curriculum is vitally important for developing solid
readers in schools. Unfortunately, the constructivist philosophy that dominates
Saskatchewan schools places little emphasis on content or knowledge in general.
If schools in Saskatchewan continue in this direction, students will likely be
affected in negative ways. Essentially, students will not learn how to read at the
same level that their parents learned to read at the same age.

If parents are experiencing these issues, they may visit the Website of Hirsch’s
Core Knowledge Foundation (coreknowledge.org). There they will find examples
of what a content-rich reading curriculum looks like. Hundreds of schools in the
United States, as well as a few in Canada, have adopted the Core Knowledge
curriculum, and comparative studies suggest that the Core Knowledge students
learn more than students in regular classrooms do. As a case in point, one recent
study of 10 Core Knowledge schools in New York City showed that their students
performed significantly better on reading tests than did students in schools using
the balanced literacy program.32

In short, teaching systematic phonics and using a content-rich reading curriculum
are the requirements for creating top-notch readers.

Unfortunately, the constructivist philosophy
that dominates Saskatchewan schools places little
emphasis on content or knowledge in general.

If schools in Saskatchewan continue in this direction,
students will likely be affected in negative ways.
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Debunking education myths

When it comes to new education initiatives such as those being implemented
in Saskatchewan, there are many competing claims. Some are based on solid
evidence while others are little more than fanciful myths. To help parents sort
the solid claims from the mythical claims, some of the most common education
myths are discussed.

1) Students have multiple intelligences

About 30 years ago, Harvard education professor Howard Gardner proposed that
people have multiple intelligences. Gardner’s supposition rejects the widely held
theory among psychometricians that while people have strengths and weaknesses
in a variety of areas, overall intelligence is strongly influenced by a general
intelligence factor (called g).>3 Instead, Gardner proposed that humans have eight
distinct intelligences (bodily-kinesthetic, intrapersonal, interpersonal, linguistic,
logical-mathematical, musical, naturalistic and spatial) that are independent from
each other and not held together by a general intelligence factor.>*

Gardner’s speculative theory is almost accepted as gospel within the educational
community. Education consultants have written books and articles filled with
suggestions about how to use multiple intelligences theory with students. For
example, to help students master grammar, Thomas Armstrong recommends
getting students to form punctuation marks with their bodies (bodily kinesthetic
intelligence), givingeach punctuation markadistinctivesound (musicalintelligence)
and assigning animals to each punctuation mark (naturalist intelligence).>>
Presumably, this way of teaching will build on the strengths of students with a
variety of intelligences, and all students will have better opportunities to learn
the subject matter.

The problem with Gardner’s theory, however, is that there is virtually no empirical
evidence supporting it. The evidence supports the theory that there are different
areas of intelligence that are held together by one overriding component, the g
factor. For example, three Canadian psychologists recently conducted a rigorous
analysis of research on multiple intelligences.>¢ Their findings “contradict Gardner’s
assertion that there are at least eight independent intelligence domains.”>” Because
it lacks empirical support, Gardner’s theory has never been widely accepted by
psychologists who are not part of the educational establishment.>®

As a result, parents should be skeptical when schools base their teaching on
multiple intelligences theory. Considering how little empirical support there is for
Gardner’s theory, it is surprising just how much credence it receives in educational
circles.
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2) Everyone has a unique learning style

Flowing from the idea of multiple intelligences is the idea that each student has a
unique way of learning and that teachers need to approach each lesson from all
these perspectives. Of all the myths in education, this one has embedded itself
most fully into the public consciousness. According to the learning styles theory,
students learn best when they experience new concepts through their preferred
or strongest learning style. For example, visual learners learn best when they see
an image or picture; auditory learners prefer to hear verbal explanations; and
tactile-kinesthetic learners need to feel things with their hands.>® Thus, according
to this popular theory, teachers should do everything possible to identify each
student’s learning style and incorporate different strategies to meet the specific
needs of each student in their classrooms.

Obviously, this is an impossible task for even the best teachers; the expectation, in
fact, defies common sense. In addition, Daniel Willingham, a cognitive psychologist
at the University of Virginia, explains that it is relatively simple to test this theory.
Take a group of people and identify each person’s so-called learning style. Then
share a story with them, but let half of them experience the story through their
preferred learning style. For example, the story could be conveyed by pictures to
visual learners and recited verbally to auditory learners. If the theory is correct,
people who experience the story through their preferred learning style will remember
it better than those who do not.%°

Psychologists Laura Massa and Richard Mayer of the University of California,
Santa Barbara, conducted such a study several years ago. They used a standard
questionnaire to classify each student as a visual or auditory learner. They found
virtually no difference between students who learned a new concept through
their preferred learning style and those who learned it a different way.%! In other
words, it did not matter if the instruction matched the students’ preferred learning
styles.

A review of the research literature on learning styles by psychologists Harold
Pashler, Mark McDaniel, Doug Rohrer and Robert Bjork concluded, “[T]here is
no adequate evidence base to justify incorporating learning styles assessments
into general educational practice.”®2 In addition, John Hattie, who has reviewed
thousands of research studies on student achievement, firmly dismisses learning
styles as a "modern fad” and “one of the more fruitless pursuits.”®3

Catherine Scott, a senior research fellow at the Australian Council for Educational
Research, agrees that there is no evidence that students learn best if lessons are
presented according to their individual learning styles. Scott argues that not only
is the learning styles theory useless for classroom teachers, it is actually harmful
because it causes teachers to label students, which often prevents them from
using effective teaching methods.%*
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However, this research evidence does not mean that teachers should teach every
subject in exactly the same way. Many teachers know that they need to vary
their instruction methods to best suit the content and the students being taught.
For example, visual images are probably more effective than verbal descriptions
for helping most students understand the structure of Mayan pyramids.® Other
topics lend themselves to verbal descriptions or hands-on projects.

The general principle of teaching—that has been known from the time of Aristotle—
is that effective teachers present lessons in a variety of ways. Simply put, teachers
should vary their instruction based on the content and the students whom they
are responsible for teaching, rather than try to present lessons that incorporate
non-existent learning styles.

3) Technology is essential to learning

Saskatchewan’s Ministry of Education thinks advanced technology should be
incorporated into all classrooms throughout the province. Its new “Technology in
Education Framework” goes so far as to state:

The integration and effective use of technology is vital to Saskatchewan’s
teaching and learning environment and to enhancing learner success.... The
acquisition of skills and dispositions related to technology is fundamental
in an information age and knowledge-based society: technology use is no
longer just an option for our students and teachers, but a fundamental
literacy.®®

As a result, schools across the province are bringing various technologies
initiatives into classrooms. Some schools are encouraging students to bring their
own devices while other schools are providing iPads for students.®’ Ministry of
Education officials obviously think that incorporating technology is an essential
component of 21st Century Learning.

However, before rushing to equip schools with the latest technological gadgets,
it is prudent to ask if this will improve the students’ learning in a cost-effective
way. Consider, for example, the significant cost of purchasing, maintaining and
upgrading technological devices such as iPads and the fact that some students
will use the devices for other non-educational purposes such as playing games
or updating their Facebook accounts. Before wholeheartedly buying into the use
of technology in classrooms, parents need to ensure that this is not another
expensive fad with little, or no, educational value.

Peter Reimann and Anindito Aditomo of the University of Sydney in Australia
recently reviewed the research literature on the impact of technology on student
achievement and concluded that most studies show only a moderate academic
benefit from its use and that “the effect of computer technology seems to be
particularly small in studies that use either large samples or randomized control
groups.”¢8
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In other words, the most rigorous research reveals that the wholesale introduction
of up-to-date computer technology into classrooms has, at best, only a relatively
minor impact on student academic achievement. Parents and teachers should ask
if the modest benefit is worth the cost and justifies making technology the focus
of school reform. We know that the effects of other less expensive interventions,
such as increasing the amount of time students spend on academic tasks,
increase the academic performances of students much more than using up-to-
date computers does.

Larry Cuban, a professor of education at Stanford University, certainly does not
think that using computer technology in classrooms is essential. In an article
published in the April 17, 2013, edition of Education Week, Cuban shows that
technology companies have claimed for decades that schools need the latest
gadgets to engage students in academic work. To make his point, Cuban quotes
from an early typewriter ad that promises a student that using a typewriter will
“raise her marks,” a filmstrip projector ad that says it can help “pupils comprehend
faster” and an Apple ad that tells teachers that an Apple "makes it easy to become
attached to your students.”®® While the technological gadgets have changed over
the decades, the overblown promises remain the same.

Overall, technology, used properly and in moderation, can be a valuable learning
tool. However, parents should remain skeptical of grandiose claims made by
manufacturers, teachers or administrators that these gadgets will have a
revolutionary effect on their children’s educational performances. Plato did not
need modern computer technology to educate his students; neither do today’s
good teachers need new gadgets to educate their students.

4) Inquiry-based Learning is the Best Way to Learn

The Saskatchewan Ministry of Education has placed inquiry-based learning front
and centre in its curriculum renewal process. In short, inquiry-based learning
relies upon students formulating questions, investigating answers and building
new knowledge.”® Thus, the government is pushing a constructivist approach,
which emphasizes students developing their own knowledge base rather than
being taught directly by well-educated, competent teachers.

While it is true that inquiry/discovery learning can be a helpful way of learning
a process (i.e., the scientific method), it is considerably less effective in helping
students master academic content.” This is because a skilled teacher can do a
much better job of distinguishing between relevant and irrelevant information
than can a student grappling with a topic for the first time.

Ironically, some research suggests that low-ability students often prefer discovery
learning methods, but they usually learn less than what they would with direct
instruction.”2 Of course, students need opportunities to discover things, but not
all the time and especially not at the expense of learning important facts. Good
teachers have always used a balance of direct instruction and inquiry-based
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exercises. This shows the fundamental fallacy with overemphasizing student
choice—students often do not know what is in their own best interests, and
teachers are not recognized as being authorities who can help students distinguish
between a good understanding of a subject and a poor understanding of a subject.

Resources for parents

Parents may want additional help in sorting through education myths similar
to the ones discussed above. If so, they can consult the following resources.
Daniel Willingham’'s When Can You Trust the Experts? How to Tell Good
Science from Bad in Education explains how to distinguish between solid
and flaky educational research.”® Daisy Christodoulou’s Seven Myths about
Education and Tom Bennett’'s Teacher Proof also debunk many educational
myths.”* Both of these books are worth reading.
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The standardized testing
controversy

In February 2013, then-education minister Russ Marchuk announced plans
to implement standardized testing across Saskatchewan for Grades 4 to 12
students. The plans met with heavy resistance from education professors and the
Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation. Later that year, Marchuk was shuffled out of
the education portfolio and replaced by Don Morgan, who immediately downplayed
the importance of standardized testing. In April 2014, Morgan announced that
the plans for large-scale standardized testing had been scrapped.?®

Obviously, the provincial government felt the heat from the opponents of
standardized testing. Many claimed that the testing was unnecessary and notin the
best interest of students.”® Some organizations, such as the Saskatchewan School
Boards Association, supported standardized testing, but their endorsements were
tepid at best.”” As a result, the government caved under pressure from testing
opponents and retreated from its plans.

This leaves Saskatchewan with one of the weakest testing programs in Canada.
While most other provinces administer annual standardized tests to students at a
variety of grade levels, Saskatchewan’s program is quite limited in comparison.’®
Minister of Education, Don Morgan, plans to set annual targets for reading, writing
and math, although he is unclear how the government will actually measure
results.”? It is difficult to imagine how this can be achieved without some form of
standardized testing, regardless of what it is actually called.

While most other provinces administer annual
standardized tests to students at a variety of grade levels,
Saskatchewan’s program is quite limited in comparison.

FCPP POLICY SERIES NO. 170 e SEPTEMBER 2014 e A PARENTS’ GUIDE TO COMMON SENSE EDUCATION IN SASKATCHEWAN

22



Should parents support or oppose
standardized testing?

In order to evaluate the merits of standardized testing, it is important to have an
accurate definition. Fortunately, “"The Glossary of Education Reform” provides a
definition of standardized testing that is easy to understand.

A standardized test is any form of test that (1) requires all test takers
to answer the same question, or a selection of questions from a common
bank of questions, in the same way, and that (2) is scored in a ‘standard’
or consistent manner, which makes it possible to compare the relative
performance of individual students or groups of students.8°

As such, standardized tests make it possible to measure student academic
achievement across the province. Because all students write the same test on the
same day, the results are more reliable than are the results of teacher-created
tests, which vary widely depending on each teacher. This does not mean that
teacher-created tests are unimportant. Rather, they simply need to be balanced
with standardized tests in order to get a true picture of the students’ achievements.

Another benefit of standardized testing is that it helps teachers focus their
instruction on the mandated curriculum. Knowing that their students will be
tested on the curriculum provides teachers with a strong incentive to cover the
material thoroughly.

For the provincial government to set meaningful targets for academic skills such
as reading, writing and math, some form of standardized testing is essential.
Otherwise, there is no way of knowing whether students have learned the
curriculum. Parents send their children to school with the expectation that they
will learn specific knowledge and skills. Standardized testing holds teachers and
principals accountable for meeting these expectations.

Nevertheless, opponents of standardized testing remain unconvinced. Marc
Spooner and Paul Orlowski, education professors at the University of Regina
and University of Saskatchewan, respectively, recently wrote an article for the
Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives in which they outlined their reasons for
opposing standardized testing.®! Let us look at the most important arguments.

1) “Standardized testing diverts teaching time and monetary resources
away from student supports, teachable moments, and direct teacher-
student contact time. 2 (Author’s emphasis in the following quotes.)

Spooner and Orlowski actually make two separate arguments in this statement. The
first is that standardized testing makes teachers spend too much time preparing for
the test and too little time actually teaching the curriculum. The problem with this
argumentis it assumes these tests are administered in the high-stakes manner used
in the United States. In reality, no Canadian province uses standardized tests to
evaluate teachers, close underperforming schools or fire principals. Critics regularly
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point to the problems with the U.S. model but ignore the fact that standardized
testing is administered quite differently in this country.

In addition, alternative assessments are often more time-consuming than
standardized tests are. For example, when the Manitoba government scrapped its
Grade 3 standardized tests in 2000, it replaced them with competency checklists
to be filled out by teachers. To the government’s surprise, these checklists took
significantly more class time than the standardized tests did. In fact, teachers
found the new assessment quite burdensome.?3?

The second argument in the above statement is that standardized testing is too
costly. Critics regularly point to the estimated $5.9-million cost of implementing
standardized testing and argue that the money could be better spent elsewhere.?*
However, this is only a tiny fraction of total K-12 spending, which is projected to
reach $1.82-billion in 2014-2015.8> In other words, standardized testing would
make up approximately 0.3 per cent of total K-12 education spending. It seems
reasonable to spend 0.3 percent of the education budget on a reliable evaluation
of academic achievement.

2) “"[Standardized tests] are one-time snapshots that do not
accurately measure how a student performs day after day,
or what a student actually knows. "©°

No one denies that standardized tests are one-time snapshots since student
performance obviously changes over time. This is why it is important for these
tests to be administered regularly and at a variety of grade levels so that student
progress can be monitored accurately.

In addition, standardized tests should never be used in isolation. Teacher-
created tests and assignments are a critical component of a balanced assessment
policy since teachers are able to consider local conditions. Combining data from
standardized tests and teacher-created tests provides a more complete picture of
student achievement than does using either of these tests alone.

3) "[Standardized tests] are culturally biased, and biased against those
for whom reading and/or English is a challenge. "’

There are two main problems with this argument. First, if it is possible to identify
examples of bias on standardized tests, it is also possible to correct these biases.
Rather than simply throwing out the entire test because of a few examples of
bias, why not make the necessary adjustments to ensure that the tests are fair
and objective? One cannot, on the one hand, claim that standardized tests are
culturally biased, but, on the other hand, not correct the biases by redesigning
the tests or adjusting the scoring.

The second major problem with this argument is that it seems to question the ability
of teachers to help all students learn the curriculum. Teachers regularly provide
special assistance to students who are disadvantaged because of their linguistic or
cultural experiences, and it is reasonable to think that this assistance will be provided
when disadvantaged students are preparing to write standardized tests.
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4) “[Standardized tests] are more reflective of depressed
socio-economic neighbourhood conditions than student learning
or quality of teaching. 8

This argument smacks of defeatism. While there is little doubt that students in low
socio-economic neighbourhoods are at a disadvantage, it is not insurmountable.
In fact, the quality of teaching makes a huge difference to student achievement,
particularly for students from disadvantaged backgrounds.® Standardized testing
can help identify successful schools in depressed socio-economic neighbourhoods,
so educators from other schools can learn from their example.

5) “[Standardized tests] often induce unhealthy anxiety in students.™°

This only occurs when standardized testing is conducted in a high-stakes manner,
which is not what happens in Canada. Nevertheless, it is true that properly
administered standardized tests will, like any regular classroom test, produce a
moderate amount of anxiety in students. However, there is nothing wrong with
students feeling moderate levels of anxiety prior to taking tests. For virtually all
students, a moderate level of anxiety can be a powerful motivator for careful
preparation, for reviewing the material, for practicing their skills and for doing
their best on the examinations.

In contrast, if students are never challenged to achieve their best, they are
unlikely to put much effort into review, practice or study. If they do not do these
things, students are not likely to understand the subject matter as well as they
should.

6) “[T]he results of standardized tests, when published in newspapers
carry negative side effects, including a significant drop in student
and teacher morale.™!

Using this line of reasoning, governments should never release any performance
data because it might damage the morale of those who work in lower-performing
departments. Just as patients have the right to know how well hospitals perform,
parents and other members of the public have a right to know how schools are
doing, even when it is unpleasant news.

7) “[T]eachers teach to the test rather than teaching students to think
through complex social problems, such as dealing with climate change
and a fragile global economy. 2

All tests, whether standardized or teacher-created, should mirror the curriculum.
Thus, teaching to the test means that teachers are, in fact, teaching the curriculum,
which is exactly what they should be doing.

Since the curriculum addresses topics such as climate change and the global
economy, it is reasonable to expect students to be knowledgeable about these
topics. Standardized tests can help evaluate whether students have the necessary
knowledge to truly grapple with these and other important issues.
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8) “[Standardized tests] run counter to Saskatchewan’s stated goal of
improving retention and graduation rates of Aboriginal students,

since these tests often serve to further marginalize and push out
students whom the system disadvantages. 3

All students, regardless of their background, need to acquire fundamental
knowledge and skills. Aboriginal students deserve the same opportunities as
students from other backgrounds. As noted in the response to argument #3, the
proper way to deal with cultural biases on standardized tests is to fix them, not
abolish them.

9) Finland outperforms Canada and the United States on PISA exams
even though it has no standardized testing. “In other words, rather
than increasing the frequency of mandatory standardized testing, it
would be more prudent to study Finnish social and educational policy.
What the Americans are doing with their teachers and school system
is what Saskatchewan should not do.™*

There are at least two serious problems with this argument. One is that
international interest in Finland’s education system only began when its students
started showing substantial gains in achievement as measured by PISA. In
other words, Finland’s high educational status rests entirely on the results of a
standardized achievement test. If standardized testing is invalid, then there is
no basis to claim the superiority of Finland’s education system. It is more than
a little ironic for opponents of standardized testing to argue against using test
results to compare schools within the same province and yet freely use them to
compare the education systems of different countries.

In addition, it is also not entirely accurate to say that Finland shuns standardized
testing. Finland requires all high school students in the academic stream to write
a National Matriculation Examination in four subject areas. Pasi Sahlberg, author
of Finnish Lessons, describes it as a “high stakes external evaluation” that has
a “"notable effect on curriculum and instruction.”®®> According to Sahlberg, these
standardized tests have a very clear purpose.

Today, the purpose of the examination is to discover whether students have
assimilated the knowledge and skills required in the national core curriculum,
as well as whether they have reached a level of maturity in line with the
goals of upper-secondary general school.®®

Since most Canadian provinces do not have a high school exit exam, the Finland
model is actually more rigorous in standardized testing.
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Evaluating the evidence

As we can see, there are many good reasons to implement standardized testing
in Saskatchewan schools. It makes sense to spend 0.3 per cent of the K-12
education budget on a reliable measurement instrument to evaluate student
achievement.

Parents should be wary of the dubious arguments made by opponents of
standardized testing. While opponents claim they are looking out for the best
interests of students, the evidence shows that their concerns are misplaced.
Standardized testing is good for both students and their parents. It is also good
for teachers and school administrators because it illustrates how well students
are doing in all public schools in the province.

While opponents claim they are looking out for the best
interests of students, the evidence shows that their
concerns are misplaced. Standardized testing is good
for both students and their parents.
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Report card controversy

Over the last year, Battle River School Division in Alberta was the scene of an
intense controversy because it had eliminated percentage grades from report
cards and replaced them with a four level Alpha grading scheme. In all subjects
and all grades, students were rated as “Beginning,” “"Developing,” “Achieving”
or “Excelling.” This new policy did not appeal to either students or their parents
because it lacked the clarity and precision of percentages. If anything, parents
want the reports on their children’s achievements to be precise and clear. After a
huge pushback from students and parents, the school trustees reluctantly voted
to return to percentages for Grades 10 to 12 students, although they kept the
new grading scheme for K-9.%7

North West School Division in northern Saskatchewan appears poised for a similar
battle. Like Battle River, it plans to replace percentage grades with a four-level
grading scheme. Instead of traditional report cards, students in K-9 will receive
student growth reports in which they will receive a designation of “"Beginner,”
“Approaching,” “Proficient” or “Mastery” for each learning outcome. Despite a
parent survey revealing significant concerns about these changes, North West
intends to move forward.®® Other Saskatchewan school divisions are also in the
process of making similar changes to report cards.®?

Canada’s most famous grading controversy took place in Edmonton at Ross
Sheppard High School. Physics teacher Lynden Dorval was suspended from his
teaching position and eventually fired for defying his principal’s no-zero policy. In
this case, the public response to Dorval was overwhelmingly supportive. Students
rallied to his defence; teachers spoke in his support; and newspaper pages were
filled with editorials and letters attacking the no-zero policy. Even an online
poll conducted by the Edmonton Journal reported that more than 97 per cent
of the 12,486 respondents opposed the no-zero policy.1% Nevertheless, it took
several months for the Edmonton Public School trustees to rescind the policy and
adopt one that explicitly permits teachers to give zeros for incomplete work.10t
Fortunately, Dorval got another job with a private school in Edmonton.

Incredibly, this controversy did not deter some Saskatchewan schools from
implementing no-zero policies. Dan Mielke, the former principal of Arborfield School
in North East School Division, publicly defended his school’s no-zero policy. He
said students who do not hand in assignments should receive an incomplete rather
than a zero.'%? Yorkton Regional High School in Good Spirit School Division also
implemented a no-zero policy. The principal’s message on the school’'s Web site
includes the statement “As a result of our studies in changes to assessment that are
being made across our province, the YRHS will be adopting a ‘no-zero’ policy.”:%3

Many parents wonder why school boards composed of trustees who supposedly
represent their interests have adopted bizarre grading practices and only retreat
(sometimes) in the face of significant public opposition. Let us look at where
these ideas originated.
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Common sense and report cards

Grading practices have changed significantly over the years. Teachers determined
students’ grades without having policies dictated by school boards. Teachers
reported percentage grades for all students in their courses, and often the range
was from below 50 per cent to almost 100 per cent. Understandably, the grading
practices varied by subject area and teacher. In fact, there was often a wide
variety of practices, some more valid than others. However, beginning about two
decades ago, researchers began examining how teachers grade students.%

Assessment experts began by emphasizing that grades must be valid and reliable.
Validity means that grades convey appropriate information about the specific
achievement in the subject, and reliability means that the grades are consistently
accurate.1?2 In other words, tests that are valid measure what they are designed to
measure and nothing more, and reliable tests will give similar results for the same
student if the test is administered a number of times.1%® Assessment experts and
many teachers prefer outcome-based reporting of grades in which the students’
achievements are reported separately for each outcome, or performance standard.

Many of these same individuals are also critical of incorporating behavioural
factors such as attendance, attitude, effort, participation and punctuality into
final grades. They argue that behavioural factors should be reported separately
on report cards, and they should not affect the students’ academic grades.t%’
Most people agree that separating intellectual understanding from behaviour and
reporting the results separately is reasonable. However, problems develop when
this general principle becomes a rigid rule.

For example, because the time at which an assignment is turned in is considered
a behavioural factor, many assessment consultants say that students should
never receive academic penalties for late or incomplete work. Similarly, given
that plagiarism is also a behavioural choice, these consultants often argue that
it is inappropriate for guilty students to receive a mark of zero. In these cases,
they argue, students should have another opportunity to complete the work
properly, and their marks should reflect their actual achievement rather than
their behaviour or the time the work was submitted.1%®

As we saw in the Lynden Dorval case, turning the separation of behaviour and
achievement into an absolute rule for teachers leads to problems. Sometimes
behaviour has a direct impact on achievement, particularly when students choose
not to hand in assignments on time. In these situations, teachers should be
allowed to incorporate lateness and/or incompletes into students’ final grades.
Thus, blanket no-zero policies are not appropriate.i%

As for percentage grades, there is no good evidence showing that students are
positively affected by reporting their achievement in categories (i.e., meeting
a standard or not meeting a standard) rather than using percentages on report
cards. Percentage grades often give the most refined indication of the students’
performances, and this is often a compelling reason to include them on report cards.
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In fact, the arguments used for removing percentage grades are surprisingly
weak. For example, Brian Hargreaves, vice-principal of Battleford Central School
in Living Sky School Division, suggests that percentage grades do not give enough
information to parents.

We know that parents, and students, are used to seeing a percentage as
a mark, but what does that really tell us? A high percentage is good and
people are generally happy; a low percentage is not so good and suggests
that there is some kind of problem. It does not indicate where the problem
might be, and therefore, does not allow for solution-based conversations
between parents and teachers on how to support learning.ti?

The problem with this argument is that it assumes that report cards cannot
convey supplemental information along with percentage grades. For example,
teachers can insert comments informing parents about specific issues. Schools
could even enclose achievement ratings for individual outcomes. In other words,
teachers should feel free to provide whatever other information that is necessary.

Well-known assessment guru Ken O’Connor makes another argument against
percentages. He thinks percentage grades have too many performance levels.
“The basic problem with the percentage system is that it has too many levels
(101). This implies a precision that simply does not exist, because no one can
describe the difference between 71 and 73 percent.”ttl

However, O’Connor is wrong to assume that the percentage system has too many
levels. If a teacher gives a test with 100 multiple-choice questions, it is not difficult
to explain the difference between 71 per cent and 73 per cent—the student with
73 answered two more questions correctly than did the student with the 71. Of
course, the difference between these two students is minor, but that is exactly
what we would expect in this situation. There is obviously a bigger difference
between students who are 12 percentage points apart than there is with students
separated by only two percentage points.

In addition, students and parents have no difficulty understanding that percentages
are not always precise. A student who writes a test and receives a mark of 17
out of 20 may have her mark converted to 85 per cent. Obviously, there would
be no difference between 85 per cent and 86 per cent in this case, but that does
not matter because no one could get 86 per cent on the 20-point test anyway. All
percentage marks in this case would appear in sets of five (0, 5, 10, 15, etc.).
In this case, the mark is converted to a percentage not because it is necessary
for accuracy, but because it is easier to compare marks from other tests and
assignments that the student has completed or will complete. It is also easier for
parents to understand.

At the end of the day, school trustees can slavishly adhere to guidelines proposed
by some assessment gurus, or they can listen to the many parents, students
and teachers who want percentage grades used on report cards. Since the public
elects trustees, they have an obligation to listen to the concerns of parents,
students and teachers.
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Where to go from here

Saskatchewan parents have a right to be concerned about recent educational
trends in the province. Not only are the ideas behind constructivism and the
21st Century Learning movement old, they are not supported by evidence or
common sense. Research studies clearly show that when it comes to improving
student achievement, traditional teacher-directed instruction along with rigorous
assessment is better than the inquiry/discovery approach and weak assessment.
Students benefit from rich curriculum content, structured classrooms and
knowledgeable teachers, and they benefit from being told exactly how well they
know the material.

Similarly, parents should not allow themselves to be taken in by opponents of
standardized testing when they claim to put the interests of students first. For
the government to set and meet targets in reading and math at certain grade
levels, it needs to be able to measure the students’ achievements accurately.
Province-wide standardized testing is the only way to do this.

Parents do not need to accept meaningless platitudes from Ministry of Education
bureaucrats or school administrators. Nor should they be intimidated by the claims
many of these people make that “research proves,” especially when the person
making the claim cannot support it with good empirical evidence or common
sense. If enough parents take action, education policy can be changed at the
provincial and local levels. Parents can work together to demand real changes.
The people elect governments and the people should have more say over what
happens in their schools.

The same can be said of report cards. The people elect trustees, and they have
the power to bring back percentage grades on report cards. This will only happen,
however, if parents voice their concerns loudly and clearly. Parents should lobby
both their local school boards and the provincial government.

In short, parents need to rise up and advocate for the return of common sense
to the education of their children. It is your school system, and you should take
it back.
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Additional resources for parents

Books

Bennett, Tom. Teacher Proof: Why Research in Education Doesn’t Always Mean What It
Claims, and What You Can Do about It. (2013) New York: Routledge.

Christodoulou, Daisy. Seven Myths about Education. (2014) New York: Routledge.

Hattie, John and Gregory Yates. Visible Learning and the Science of How We Learn. (2014)
New York: Routledge.

Hirsch, E.D., Jr. The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t Have Them. (1996) New York:
Doubleday.

Hirsch, E.D., Jr. The Knowledge Deficit: Closing the Shocking Education Gap for American
Children. (2006) New York: Houghton Mifflin Company.

Lapointe, Marc. Standing in the Education Gap: A Commonsense Approach to Helping Your
Child Succeed in School. (2013) Bloomington: iUniverse.

Schmoker, Mike. Focus: Elevating the Essentials to Radically Improve Student Learning.
(2011) Alexandria: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.

Willingham, Daniel T. When Can You Trust the Experts? How to Tell Good Science From Bad
in Education. (2012) San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Willingham, Daniel T. Why Don’t Students Like School? A Cognitive Scientist Answers
Questions about How the Mind Works and What it Means for the Classroom. (2009) San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Zwaagstra, Michael C., Clifton, Rodney A. and John C. Long. What’s Wrong with Our Schools
and How We Can Fix Them. (2010) Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Education.

Websites

Core Knowledge Foundation. http://www.coreknowledge.org/

Daniel Willingham. http://www.danielwillingham.com/

Frontier Centre for Public Policy. https://www.fcpp.org/

Jump Math. http://jumpmath.org/cms/

Michael Zwaagstra — Common Sense Education. http://michaelzwaagstra.com/
Schoolhouse Consulting. http://www.schoolhouseconsulting.ca/

Society for Quality Education. http://www.societyforqualityeducation.org/
Stuff for Parents. http://stuffforparents.com/

The Thomas B. Fordham Institute. http://edexcellence.net/
Western Initiative for Strengthening Education in Math. http://wisemath.org/
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