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Each year thousands of students in Canada and around the world undergo the ritual 

of standardized testing.  These tests have existed for well over a century but recently the 

push for provincial, national, and international examinations has shown a dramatic increase.  

As the demand for testing has intensified, so have the stakes that accompany them.  In the 

United States, college admissions are linked to scores on tests such as the general SAT 

reasoning test and in Germany students must attain a certain level of achievement on the 

‘Arbitur’ in order to be accepted to higher education.  In Ontario, standardized testing has 

gained a critical level of importance to educators, parents and students. EQAO testing is an 

inevitable part of student’s grade three, six and nine school years and the grade ten literacy 

test must be passed in order for students to achieve their Ontario Secondary School 

Diploma.  As standardized testing gains momentum in the eyes of both the general public 

and policy makers, it is important that research and scholarly study guide the future direction 

of these assessments.  Reflective practice advises that the history of standardized testing be 

examined to ensure that previous mistakes are not repeated and that recommendations from 

prior research are implemented.  Research helps to offer effective means to implement 

standardized testing and also provides a great deal of insight into their benefits and 

disadvantages.   

Standardized testing is generally referred to as tests that are uniformly administered 

and uniformly scored (Graham & Neu, 2004).  The results of these tests can be compared to 

the normal distribution of results in a population (norm-referenced) or can be compared to a 

specific performance level (criterion-referenced).  At a local level, the Ontario government 

has moved quickly to implement criterion-referenced tests at several grade levels and has 

attached high stakes for both educators and students as they seek to attain ‘the Provincial 

Standard’.   
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As testing gains greater significance, it is important to reflect on current and past 

practice to ensure that the current goals of standardized testing are aligned with the best 

interests of students. In the age of globalization, with a competitive focus, one could argue 

that the impetus for standardized testing is politically motivated and that governments are 

more concerned with creating a fallacy of accountability than they are with the effects of 

these assessments on students.  An examination of current research will be performed to 

reflect on the history of standardized testing in North America, to determine the positives 

and negatives of this type of assessment, with an end goal of attempting to determine 

whether standardized testing, in it’s current form, is best meeting the needs of Ontario’s 

students.   

 

History 

High stakes standardized testing has been a prominent part of education since the 

late nineteenth century.  As early as 1887 in England and Wales, funding grants to individual 

schools were based on test results, and thus teacher salaries were directly linked to student 

achievement in reading and math,  

“The political demand for school accountability led many teachers to 
concentrate on drilling their pupils to prepare them for the tests, at 
the expense of broader objectives of instruction.” (Jones, 1999, p. 4)  

  
This type of high stakes test highlights the importance of standardized testing in education 

history.  Many reasons exist for why assessment has evolved to its current form. Educational 

policy makers have played a large role in the development of standardized testing and, from 

a North American perspective, testing can be traced back to its beginnings in the mid 19th 

century.   
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During the age of industrialization the focus of education shifted from educating 

only the elite, to the education of the masses that were congregating in urban areas 

(Haladyna, Hass, & Allison, 1998).  In this early age of North American education, it was 

thought that all students could learn equally if taught properly and effectively (Clarke, 

Maduas, Horn, & Ramos, 2000).  Industrialization meant more children in schools and a 

large variation in achievement was found amongst students.  Testing was seen as a way to 

determine why these large variations existed and standardized testing helped to ensure that 

all children were receiving the same standard of instruction (Haladyna et al, 1998).  A need 

for uniformity with regards to college acceptance was also recognized and thus, in 1900, the 

American College Board created and instituted the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) (Clarke et 

al, 2000).  As one of the first North American standardized tests given to high school 

students, it is interesting to chart its progress through history and compare its development 

to that of the standardized testing movement.   

In the early 1900’s, two major factors contributed to the rapid growth of testing in 

North America.  In 1914 the multiple choice format was invented by Frederick J. Kelly 

(Clarke et al, 2000).  This dramatically increased the efficiency with which testing could be 

administrated and also decreased the associated costs.  Previously, testing was completed 

using essay formats and was time consuming to administer and cumbersome to score.  

Multiple choice allowed testing to be completed more rapidly.  More importantly, it also 

allowed unskilled clerks the ability to score the tests objectively, which significantly decreased 

the cost of testing, and decreased the interval between testing and grading (Clarke et al, 

2000).  This format became so popular that by 1926 the SAT was composed mostly of 

multiple choice questions and by the late 1940’s all essay and short answer questions were 

abandoned in favour of multiple choice (Clarke et al, 2000).  The advent of computer 
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scanning technology in the middle of the century further entrenched multiple choice as the 

format for standardized testing, one that continues to remain prevalent to this day.    

The second major factor that contributed to the advancement of standardized testing 

in the early 20th century was the advent of the IQ test.  Previously, it was thought that poor 

achievement was the result of poor instruction.  This test allowed educators to shift the 

responsibility for poor achievement from teachers and the education system to a student’s 

lack of ability (Clarke et al, 2000).  Once this distinction amongst students was recognized, 

the ‘scientific’ merit of these assessments grew rapidly, and they were frequently used to 

place students in different academic ability levels.  High scores on achievement tests 

indicated an academic placement for students while low scores meant placement in an 

opportunity class or vocational training (Trone, 1999).  The original IQ test, designed by 

Binet, was cumbersome, as a psychologist was needed to interpret and score the test (Clarke 

et al, 2000). However, when the principles of multiple choice were applied to the IQ test, its 

use and importance for education reached new heights.  More people could take the test 

with near immediate results, and this allowed educators to place students in appropriate 

curriculum levels in a quick and economical way.   

The time following World War II also led to an increase in standardized testing.  

Public dissatisfaction with the quality of education in North America was high, specifically 

with regards to Sputnik and the ‘space race’ of the 1950’s, and there was a large wave of 

support for education reform (Clarke et al, 2000).  Policy makers used testing as a way to 

demonstrate accountability in the education system and these tests created scientific data that 

could be used to “categorize people, educational institutions, and problems according to 

abstract, impersonal and generalizable rules”(Clarke et al, 2000, p.164).  The 1990’s brought 
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forth even more education reform policies and an unprecedented level of testing soon 

followed (Clarke et al, 2000). 

As we begin the 21st century virtually all students in North America are subjected to 

several standardized tests over the course of their education career.  The methods used for 

administering these tests, and the reasons for their use, have not changed dramatically in the 

past century.  Therefore it is important to reflect on this history to ensure that future testing 

is used to best meet the needs of today’s students. 

 

Benefits 

Three commonly held benefits of standardized testing are espoused to teachers on a 

regular basis, particularly around testing time (Phelps, 2006).  The first is that the collection 

of data on students helps to inform and guide teacher instruction.  The information from 

standardized tests helps teachers to understand specific areas of student weakness and 

strength and therefore, teachers can plan to use specific strategies to target the areas of 

weakness.  The second is that standardized tests help administrators ensure that the 

curriculum is being taught as intended.  This is the accountability factor in testing and is large 

part of what can create stress and anxiety for teachers.  The third benefit of these 

assessments is that all education stakeholders (students, parents, teachers, administrators, 

government) will be able to clearly identify where they stand in comparison to others.  The 

use of these statistics for ranking purposes is perhaps the most significant of the three 

because it can have serious consequences with regards to accountability and teaching 

practice.  Each of these three benefits can be defended by those who pledge support for the 

current testing process, or by those who propose a larger testing program in schools.  
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However, each must be carefully examined to ensure that they are actually beneficial to the 

student and that the benefits are actually demonstrated in the education system.   

A question that could be posed by those in support of standardized testing is, what 

would be the consequence of eliminating these tests?  Phelps (2004) suggests four 

consequences of removing standardized tests.  First, is the creation of a system of social 

promotion, whereby students are promoted to the next grade based on age and socialization 

instead of academic achievement.  Second, “is the large scale institution of remedial 

programs in colleges to compensate for any deficiencies of instruction in elementary and 

secondary school” (Phelps, 2004, p. 25).  Third is the loss of reliable data with regards to 

student achievement, as he states that teacher assessment is unreliable and unable to be 

generalized.  Lastly, he states that without standardized testing there is no way to tell which 

teachers are performing well and which are not (Phelps, 2004).  It could be argued by those 

in opposition to the current state of standardized testing that all of these things are currently 

taking place, while standardized testing is fully implemented in our schools.  In his own 

article, Phelps (2004) points out that standardized testing achievement targets must be 

sufficiently low enough so that a large number of the student population will be successful.  

If this is the case, the focus of school boards, schools and individual teachers will be to move 

those achieving below the set standard to the standard while shifting focus away from those 

who are already at the standard.  This creates a great inequality in terms of which students 

receive the greatest amount of attention.   

 

Negatives 

There are also many educational researchers who support the idea that standardized 

testing is not a benefit to the student and they offer many different reasons for their 
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rationale.  Graham and Neu (2004) contend, “The Ontario tests, although carried out on 

students, are quite openly designed as tests of curriculum, teachers, schools, and districts” (p. 

296).  In examining standardized testing in Alberta they found no rationale provided by the 

government for the implementation of compulsory grade twelve examinations, nor could 

they find a rationale provided when, ten years later, the testing program was expanded to 

include grades six and nine (Graham & Neu, 2004).  They went on to conclude that in a free 

market education system where the public is free to choose which schools to send their 

children (public, separate, private, home), the statistics created by standardized testing are 

given a great deal of legitimacy and importance.  A private school in particular could profit 

considerably from the use of these statistics if they were able to attain high test scores.  They 

also point out that teachers are encouraged to spend time explaining techniques for 

improving scores on multiple choice questions, which is certainly not a method supported by 

‘best practices’ or ‘differentiated instruction’.   

In his report prepared for the National Issues in Education Initiative in November 

1999, Bernie Froese-Germain also points out many of the negatives of standardized testing 

as it is practiced today.  He states,  

“Aside from advances in electronic scoring, analysis and reporting of 
results, many standardized achievement tests have changed very little over 
the past fifty years despite claims that they have become more ‘scientific’ 
and despite advances in our knowledge about what makes for good teaching 
and effective learning” (Froese-Germain, 1999, p. 4).   

 
In order to compare the results of testing from year to year, it is necessary for tests to remain 

very similar and this prohibits testing from keeping up with the advances in educational 

research.  Further, when tests are given, no feedback other than results are given to students 

or teachers and therefore the feedback process is excluded.  Students do not know where 

they went wrong, nor are they ever given the opportunity to correct their mistakes, which is 
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a drastic contradiction of ‘best practice’ teaching philosophy.  The standardized testing 

movement is also motivated by politics, whereby politicians are able to create an illusion that 

the quality of education is improving (Froese-Germain, 1999).  Testing data is very 

susceptible to manipulation and public and political misinterpretation of this data, which 

drives policy development, can create more problems than it solves.  When parents feel that 

their child is receiving an inferior education compared to others in their district, province, 

country or internationally, policy makers can respond by increasing the “emphasis on 

standardized testing as a measure of accountability” (Froese-Germain, 1999, p. 37).   

It is also important to recognize that while some teachers disagree with the merits of 

standardized testing, most recognize the importance of assessment and evaluation and they 

do evaluate student progress on a regular basis.  Teacher evaluations of student achievement 

can be “remarkably good predictors of their students’ future success, both in other courses 

and in life” (Froese-Germain, 1999, p. 66).  Stiggins (as cited in Froese-Germain, 1999, p. 50) 

suggests that, “the path to school improvement lies not through more standardized testing, 

but through the development and use of the best quality classroom assessment we can 

generate!”   

There are many different viewpoints on the merits and disadvantages of standardized 

testing.  Governments regularly spend millions of dollars each year on testing, presumably 

because they feel that the money spent on testing is an important part of improving the 

quality of education.  Research does not necessarily support that viewpoint and points out 

many of the deficiencies of standardized testing in its current form.  Based on the literature 

reviewed, it is very difficult to say that current research in education is the driving force 

behind standardized testing: 
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“Proponents of standardized tests ignore, or perhaps are unaware of, the 
rich literature that identifies a large number of critical deficiencies in such 
tests” (Meaghan & Casas, 1995, p. 34)   
 

Very little points to significant changes in standardized testing development, implementation 

or administration over the past century that is a result of educational research.   

 

An Ontario Perspective  

Ontario had virtually no history of standardized testing, especially that of the high 

stakes variety, until the early 1990’s (Volante, 2007).  However, this all changed when,  

“In May 1993, the Province of Ontario established the Royal Commission 
on Learning to ensure that Ontario's youth are well-prepared for the 
challenges of the twenty-first century.  After exhaustive public consultation, 
the Commission released its report, entitled For the Love of Learning, in 
January 1995. The report was to suggest a vision and action plan to guide 
the reform of elementary and secondary education. This would include 
values, goals and programs of schools, as well as systems of accountability 
and educational governance” (Ministry of Education, 2006). 

An announcement following the release of the report from the Minister of Education stated 

that the province “intends to introduce a battery of province wide tests in Grades 3, 6, 9, and 

12 to make schools more accountable and give the ministry a better understanding of the 

effectiveness of its school curriculum" (Meaghan & Casas, 1995, p. 34).  Thus, as had been 

stated by previous North American governments, the reason for the implementation of 

standardized testing was to initiate educational reform and to increase systems of 

accountability.  In 1995, the Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) was 

formed and with the help of classroom teachers, large scale assessment programs in literacy 

and numeracy were developed for grades 3, 6, 9, and 10 (Volante, 2007).  EQAO states their 

mandate as follows;  

“EQAO will ensure greater accountability and contribute to the 
enhancement of the quality of education in Ontario. This will be done 
through assessments and reviews based on objective, reliable and relevant 
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information, and the timely public release of that information along with 
recommendations for system improvement” (Education Quality and 
Accountability Office, 2008) 

 
However, research points to many flaws in the standardized testing process and Ontario is 

not immune.  Both academics and teachers have argued that high stakes testing places 

students at an increased risk of failure and statistics compiled by EQAO support this 

belief.  From the mid 1990’s to 2001, the high school completion rate stayed steady at 

approximately 78%.  However, since 2001, which coincides with the implementation of 

the mandatory Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT), the high school 

completion rate has stayed steady at 71% (Volante, 2007).  In light of this drop, one of the 

current Ministry of Education initiatives is to improve the high school completion rate to 

75%, a goal 3% lower than the levels prior to the implementation of high stakes testing.   

 Similar to other provincial, national and international tests, the government of 

Ontario has chosen to focus its testing programs on the areas of literacy and numeracy, 

which creates an imbalance in the focus of education.  Subjects such as art, music and 

physical education often get overlooked as ‘accountable’ schools strive to improve tests 

scores in the two tested areas.  High achieving students also miss out on a diverse education 

experience as they are subjected to a constant stream of literacy and numeracy.  If the goal of 

testing is to get as many students as possible to achieve at, or above the provincial standard, 

the focus of the teachers attention, and often times the focus of administrative funding is 

shifted away from those who are already achieving at that standard.   

Research also points to the misuse of results as being on of the greatest 

shortcomings of standardized testing (Froese-Germain, 1999; Linn, 2000; Meaghan & Casas, 

1995).   Through the immediate release of testing results to the general public each year, the 

Ministry of Education is enabling and condoning the ranking of schools, a practice that is 
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not part of EQAO’s mandate.  Reflecting on the research of Graham and Neu (2004) with 

regards to free market education, this approach by the government of Ontario to create 

accountability could in fact create many more challenges than it solves.     

 

Conclusions 

Over the past one hundred years, there has been great debate as to the merits of 

standardized testing.  The need to create accountability between the three main stakeholders 

in education, tax payers, elected officials and teachers, seems to be the driving force behind 

the testing movement of today.  Stakeholders in education must be careful to remember that 

the original intent of standardized testing, as stated by Thorndike in 1903 was to have 

“evaluation that would compare student work to standards instead of each other’s work” 

(Meaghan and Casas, 1995, p. 38).  As referred to earlier, the American SAT reasoning test is 

perhaps the best of example of the evolution of the intent of standardized tests.   

“Originally designed to predict a student’s potential for success in their first 
year of college in the U.S., the SAT has been used as a criterion for 
determining such things as athletic eligibility, student loan eligibility and 
awarding scholarships … the SAT has arguably become the single most 
important test for American high school students” (Froses-Germain, 1999, p. 
13) 

 
A review of literature has shown that the challenges of standardized testing have not 

been solved over the course of the last century and governments have exacerbated 

some of these problems in an attempt to create accountability.  High stakes testing, 

in the form of the OSSLT, has caused a decrease in the high school completion rate 

in Ontario and, like the SAT, has become one of the one of the most important tests 

a student will take in their school career.  Standardized testing has also not stayed up 

to date with current best practices in education.  Research into pedagogy has 

improved the skills, knowledge and techniques of teachers and yet the method by 
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which standardized tests evaluate students has remained virtually unchanged.  

Accountability continues to be the mantra behind which those who support 

standardized testing stand, however, research does not support this as being the way 

to best meet the needs of Ontario’s students.   
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