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AftsiRA-8T /
. Standardsin edu4tion have generated a great deal of

dialogue. Many people who debate the question of standards in schools
ddnot.understand the term well; they do not know precisely what it
is that has supposeAly fallen or risen. In Ontario, even though there
is not a gteat deal of.evideice to indicate whether standards are
rising or falling, an4even though one must' look carefully at the
raseatct which has been conducted in this field, th4re is some proof
available which suggests'that standards in elementary and secondary ,

schools are as high, and probably higher, in" et number of disciplines,
than they Have been in the past, in .spite of the fact that there are
a cdaple of problem areas. (Author)
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4 STANDARDS IN EDUCATION: AN UP -DATE

1

In the seventies, public education has' ome,under severe

and frequent attack by both individuale and groups with regard

to the question of "sfandards".'. Everyone even remotely interested
I.

in standards in schools recognizes that the atedii often devote

.'considerable time-to the discussiOn. Anyone who has considered

this issue notes quickly that itlis often poerly defined, misunder-

stood and oversimplified.

According to a number of sources which include people from.

,several walks of life, standards hive declined alarmingly in the -

i

wake of progressive education mtually associated with "Living and.

Learning -_The Report of the'provinoial Committed on Aims and '

. Objectives of Education in the Schools oflOntario", better known-
-4. .

6

as the "hall/Denis Report". In the view of others, standards .no
. v,

' longer exist in any meaningful form'in the nation's schools. From

such widespread dissatiifaction has.emergedthe "back.toTtlasiosu
'.p .

*-
movement, characterized by heavy emphasis on written language

4 .

and mathematics skills,,; often tothe almost total exclusion of '
.. . ,

.

. . .
. 6

. . .0

many other learning activities whiCh presently comprise school

v.+

curricula. The educational system has begun to

cry for change, to this return to the three R's;

t

respond to this

LI

f t
the re-introduction

of certain compulsOry courses in 01,1tario high school progralis is'
--.7, .

, .

. . .

but one manifestation of this response. Some individuals regarb
,-- -

01--- 4%4
.

. this latteroccurrence as an admission of guilt oe failure' on the
.

. .

t . i *

parof the system. Such conclusions, however, appear to be sowarranted
.

i . . '''
:

16 light othe data currently available on'tna.topic Olen

, ,......

in the schools. _

4
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In presenting such data, the authors caution, however,
.

,

that there are several factors and conditions whieh may limit

ihe generalizability and thestrength of the conclusions in any

t

.4

_ .

one study. VoStarti-eal among these 'is. the nature of the data .

hemielves. While the standard's, issue has'been around and

discussed for many'yeia,;-dis sion regarding this concern has

only come. into trp'focus.,over the past decade. Un-fortunately,
4

at least in Ontario, there exist few easily_accealiPle longitudinal

-4'
studies of sighfficanceimA gslopic71 Furth6rmorao.lacl< of -

t ' . .
.

,

i

consistency. Tr; key desigd features suchsas sample population,
.

sampl ng technique's; testing, instruments and' and
.

Y '* 4. v

ata.analvis tends to hinder ceMparison among individual studies:

Changes in society over recent decades and the impact of

these changeson schools and educationalsystems introdude still

rester complexity to, the diicussionldf standards in )he schools.

fi st, enrolments at all levels of educational eildea'vour.have

sen almost steadily since the Second World Wax and only recently

has there been evidence of a levelling off/Snd inoreaiingly a

decline. The effect.of these' spiralling enrolme ,pt figures was,

to introduce into the schools a large proportion of students -'

whose ability levels would have precluded their admittance to

several schoolsmhers their presence would have been somewhat

difficult;

Schools no

perhaps even impossible, adecade or two ago.

longer house only the so-called "cream of the crop',
;#

must administer to huge numbers of individuals whoseI

4.

but raihee'/

I

%t
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.

academic potentials range from one extreme to another along a broad
..' -

.

continuum-'ot scholastic aptitudes and abilities. Increasingly,
. , .

pondtoo,,pLblic 4duCational'ihstitutions. Must%Seek to ;mond ef- .

..
. .

fectively tnd with increasing :effectiveness Up individuals whose

.learning abilities may be. hindered by a variety of physical

'impediments and/or disorders.

and mores over the past
.

eotional, psychological, and social
ti

4n addition, societal values

. .

twentyt6 thirty years have become increasingly peimissive, liberal
A -

and relaxed; this situationlin combination with the disintegration
.1.

.

of the exteAded family, the growing numbers of working mothers and
,

s&ngle parent families and the gradually waning influence of
. ,

the church and othe community- oriented organizations,has shifted

.
muchofthe emphasis 'and resoonsibility'for the education and

socialization df tour youth from home and church to public and

Ozivate educational institutions. Over many years, the Tunc4on

of schools has expanded steadily to the point where it would appear

society expects, in effect, that the school be "all:things to all

people", and that educators instill in the youth of today a sense

of.disc4,line, responsibility, and obligation which are so often

lacking in society at large. Given this entire set of circumstances,

it behooves each individual to examine thoroughly and objectively

current data relating to the question of standards in the schools.

6
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he Case for Elementary Schools

As reported in Duhamel, Duhamel, and.George.(l977), the

results of individual studies in both mathematics and,to a" more

limited extent, in reading at the elementary school level suggest
.

. that today'd pupils on the Whola perform as well or better than

their counierpartkof a decade and two decades 'previous. rurher-

40

.

more, in the area of mathematics, it Was reporid that both

subject matter and teaching methodology hove changed very minimally

ovei the past ten to twenty years,even in spite of new programs

and teaching techniques which have emerged during this same time

piriod (Russell and Robertson,

More recently, a province-wide evaluation of grade 7 and

1. 8 students in selected Curriculum areas reveals that
,
while there

appear to e some very specific points oQ weakness with regard to

student abilities as, for example,-in the cas of computational

skills among grade 8 students,there is, at t e safne time good

reason for optimism

65 per cent of the

In mathematics in the. 197the 1977 =1977 school year,
:r

testees were rated competerli or betier.t Ti

science, while no great strengths emerged_nondthelesii dome-79
%.1

per cent of the pupils tested achieved the level of.competeni( ce

demonstrating in general an adequate knowledge oelaSic scientific

facts in both biology and physics. rurthermore,there Was evidence

thai,, on the whole, pupil attitudes are largely favorable toward

the schools. finally, contrary to populd belief,, students ean,

in fact,communicate'intelligibly in written English,, with only 3%

7 .tr

%.

V
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of the testees failing to reach competency level. Of note too,

is thp large proportion of students, some 60 percent, whose

1 vel of performance in thi area was rated.at the honours or

high honours levels. These figures suggbst a very, definite^growth

in writing skills at the particular grade levels tested.

Yet another investigation, this one of a longitudinal

nature,examined student achievement in language%rts and mathematiCs,

in grades 5 to 8 in one school system over a forty-year span (Hedges,

. 1977). Unique in that it draws upon an extensive data bank based

on identical or highly similar tests; employed over a lengthy,
. ,

time period, this study, in addition to yielding' valuable Enformation
. .

,

and insights on a host of issues relating to student achieVement
,. .

in schools, suggests several ipjor conclusions. First, grade
.

8
.

A . r

students.performcon:istently worse than their earlier counter-
,

. .

parts in arithmetic computation andrpbboning; in.contrasti today's
-

children in grades 5 to 7 outperform their earlier counterparts in

fundamental mathematical operations. Second, reading comprehension
.

saxes reye small but steady improimment among grade.b students

over the past forty years, while grade 8 students achieve abOut
.

as wel4 or marginally better than did-aaiAIWfin earlier testing
.
. .

phases preceding the investigattiov. Finally, vocabulary skills and
- .

knowledge at all giade levels tested are sharply improved over

those ofearlier generatio ns of comparable students. -

.
, The Case for Secondary Schools
. . .

r

Much o the criticism directed at Ontario secondary schools
. . .. '

4. . _

over Recent yiers, has, tome aCou in the wake of ;changes in school
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organization As outlined in Circular H.S. 1 (1972-73).' Reeearch

by, the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE)
.

on the implementatiOnof this individualized system and the

repercussions of this major change has yielded five separate ".

reports which taken togetherconstitute the H.S..1 btudies. Some
,,

of the major findings ihich emerged from this series'of'ihvestigatiohs

include ihefollowing items.

First

system was
.

,

while the.philosophy underlying the individualized

ured by educators and parents alikeo only minimal

organizational changes hadoccurred at the time the H06). 1 st dies

were undertaken. Second, in spite of the initial "no c ory

\i\ubjects" feature of the credit system, data on the courses and

patterns of'student choice revealed that "traditional, subject

areas remained popular among students andiwith minor variations,

enrolment .rates insuth courses remained-relatively stable in

comparison to those of the earlier traditional systems. In the

A

third place, secondary school students on the Whole tended to

favour auerage and high difficulty.pvel courses with few

indiUiduili opting for low or open,lev4s of course difficulty.

Fourth, prior_to the.present:core cuiriculum,provisions, many

schoolk endorsed a core of subjects and tipulated prerequisites
1

.--
4

which,in effect limited student,choice with regard to tou se..

selection. Fifth, student influence was restricted largely to

matters of course selection and dress. In all other matters of an

organizational or educational natbre, student infAnce was-felt "
I.

to be minimal. Sixth, most students and teachers reported satisfaction

9

e

,.

.
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with the changes in schoolclimate and student social patterns

.which emerged within the individualized system. There was a

general consensus that the organizational changes occurring with
,

(
., .-

.

the fmplementation of the credit system created an atmosphere

more conducive to both eaningful teaching and learning. Finally,
.

.

in the seventh place, no conclusive data were found with regard

,----.
.

to student achievement in the traditional system as compared to

that in the Credit system. It seemed highly possible that such

1
.

influenceorganizational, change per se may not directly i learning;
e .

4

rather, improvements or declines in student-achievement were

perhaps more directly the result of interyening variables - \

___
occasioned by initial modifications in organizational structure.

a. 0
4 More recently, the Ontario,Interface Pro4ect sponsoredsby

the Ministries of Education and of Colleges andlinivertities again

while to some isolated areas of weakness, for example,

lowered test scores in grade 13 physics in'1976 as compared to

those in 1970, is on the whole favourable toward the schools and

suggests thal wide - spread deterioration in student performance
4 4

is,for the greatest part, more fiction than fact. The data

Indicate further that raw school marks 40 grade 13 today are as

accurate preactors of univerSity.performadcas were.standardized

provihce-wide examinationsn the period preced" their abolition

. in 1967. In hisipiscussion df.the fliterfacedata, Russell (1977).

suggests that the decline in both aptitude and achievement test

scone of students at the secondary and post-secondary lle vels
..

recept)years is more accurately attributable to grossly increased '

enrolments than to any clearly documented decline in standards and

"10

$
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student performance; this same point has been elaborated on earlier

in this discussion;

Conclusion

I -)

While the data on standards in tAe schools remain incomplete

and while it is unlikely that thk dilemma of standards can ever be

thoroughly resolved, nonetheless', it is perhaps time that educators

and society at large take some affirmative action on'the basis of

the evidence available to date.

"--.
First, it is crucially important to realize that whenever

a

any debate concerning standards takes place, a number of definitions

can be and often are used. Such a practice leads to fruitration,

confusionv.ana obviously, disagrednent. What is.it, that is,

which type of standard(s) is/are of most importance to

people who are involved in education, bethey parents,, students,

or educators? It has been suggested that the only'

.real .standard is a comparison between what a student achieves at

a partic44 task and the lev(l of achievement of which he/she
. .

is actually capable,, Others have stated thei socie ty must know

if a -child of me ability performs as'well, in various disciplines,

as a pupil of similar abpityAdecade or 'fore ago. Is this the

-information which is required? Are there more data needed? What

.4are they? Second, it,is imperative that more thorough study be

4

undertaken,to ),;,d a more complete assessment of student achievement
.

in all areas of school .curricula. Third, theadOcational community

must strive to maintain continued,high levels of performance where

11 P
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they already exist,while'at the same time undertaking correctiA

,measures to overcome certain weaknesses identified by curret

and future' research data. Final*, it is necessary that

educational institutions -010 sOtems look to the future to
4 4

examine and select educational objectives and practices which

will ensure an increasing quality of performance from the

learner for whatever educational tasks he /she puisues. In

so doing, and in order td maximize this postiOillty, one should

.seek to build in those ppsitive attributes in evidence in present

edUcational structures.

I

r

,
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