62% in Grades 3 and 6 meet standard
Upward trend still holds, but Grade 9s still failing to reach expectations in applied math
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Despite test results that show less than two-thirds of elementary school students are meeting the provincial standard in reading, writing and math skills, Education Minister Gerard Kennedy insisted today the government would reach its goal of having 75 per cent of children making the grade within three years. 

"We believe we're on track," Kennedy said at a news conference. ``It's a very ambitious goal." 

Test results from the last school year showed 62 per cent of Grade 3 and 6 students met the provincial standard, which is similar to a B grade. The government has pledged that would improve to 75 per cent by 2008. 

"I don't wish to be misconstrued in any way . . . there's a big challenge to get there, we're one-third of the way to our goal, essentially," Kennedy said. 

The trend for better scores "is absolutely undeniable," Premier Dalton McGuinty said while in Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ont., but he acknowledged that there's more to be done. 

"Don't underestimate the extent of the effort that is required," he said. 

"You've got to motivate and mobilize two million students, 120,000-plus teachers in over 4,800 schools. It's a heroic effort." 

The higher scores are partly due to smaller class sizes and efforts by teachers and the government to boost students' skills in reading and math, Kennedy said. 

But the testing showed Grade 9 applied math students continue to struggle - less than 30 per cent reached the provincial standard and improvement has stalled for Grade 9 academic math students. 

Those low or static scores will be addressed, Kennedy said. 

Most students' test results are improving faster than in previous years "and if that continues we will be able to reach our target," Kennedy said. 

The provincewide standardized tests came under fire from the New Democrats, who accused the Liberal government of altering them to ensure they can reach their 2008 goal. 

The province has shortened the tests, given students more time to complete them, and allowed Grade 3 students to use calculators, New Democrat Leader Howard Hampton said in the legislature. 

"How can you compare this year's results to previous year's results when you manipulated the test and put politics ahead of pedagogy?" he asked Kennedy. 

Kennedy dismissed the NDP's claims, stressing that any changes to the tests are made by the Education Quality and Accountability Office, an independent body, and not by the government. 

Charles Pascal, chairman of the EQAO board, said changes have been made, but only on the recommendation of a panel of Canadian and international experts. 

The test was changed to two hours per subject instead of four; some students, such as those whose first language isn't English, are allowed a bit more time. And students have been allowed in the past to use calculators, he said. 

"Given the fact that today is a day of test results, I will score them 100 per cent on the dimension of political rhetoric and flourish, and a zero on content and substance," Pascal said. 

Donna Marie Kennedy, president of the Ontario English Catholic Teachers' Association, said the test scores only capture one moment and don't account for a student's progress later in the year. 

"We do not know whether any difference in the scores from year to year constitutes any real difference, or just a variation in the test difficulty, scoring procedures or data analysis," she said. 

In high school, changes to the Grade 9 applied math course in recent years were a "colossal" mistake and resulted in too many kids failing, Kennedy said. 

But this year the course curriculum has been changed so it focuses on hands-on and practical uses of math, he added. 

The course hasn't been "dumbed down" but "smartened up," he argued. 

Conservative education critic Frank Klees, whose former government brought in standardized testing, said the trend for better results began several years ago with the Conservatives, but the work isn't over. 

"What is sobering about this report is that there are still some 53,000 students in Grade 6 who have not reached the provincial standard in reading skills, and some 58,800 have not reached the provincial standard in writing skills and mathematics," he said in the legislature. 

