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MEASURING WHAT MATTERS
People for Education – working with experts from across Canada – is leading a multi-year project to 
broaden the Canadian definition of school success by expanding the indicators we use to measure 
schools’ progress in a number of vital areas.
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important than literacy and numeracy in supporting and defining 
long term student success3.
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Overall, scholars found the domains to be widely represented in existing policy 
and curricula. For example, reviewing creativity and health, Upitis; and Atkins, 
Ferguson, Leschied, Rodger, Tucker and Hibbert state:

The possibilities for learning opportunities that engage students in creative 

processes are rich and diverse. The curricula that are most supportive of 

creative engagement are those associated with the fine and performing arts 

and technological education, the latter being, perhaps, the most integrated and 

exciting curriculum, with the most potential to involve creativity in multiple 

contexts and across fields of study.17

… successful ‘academic’ learning is comprised of numerous factors that include 

emotional wellbeing. This acknowledgment we believe opens the door for 

increasing emphasis on supporting our students as learners within the broadest 

definition possible. It is, again from our reading of the documents, evident that 

we have finally put to rest what has been for too long, a too narrow definition of 

what it takes to be academically successful that has been limited to an emphasis 

on cognitive development as opposed to physical and emotional development.18 

This sentiment was expressed across all domain reviews to varying degrees.  
The larger implication is that the domains are well represented in policy and 
curricula from kindergarten to grade 12 and, should, logically, exist within 
Ontario’s core practices of learning in schools. That they are not currently subject 
to evaluation and measurement to the degree that traditional academic subjects 
like reading, writing and mathematics may have implications in the quality of 
attention that schools and school boards may give to broad areas in relation to 
resources and focus. 

Along with noting the domain’s presence in policy, the review brought up gaps, 
inconsistencies and weaknesses in the ways that the domains are articulated and 
supported within curriculum and policy in the following areas:

CITIZENSHIP
The review of citizenship noted some important strengths across Ontario’s 
policy and curricula documents, including a pedagogic approach to student 
learning that recognizes students as active, meaning-makers who need to use 
previous knowledge and ideas in building new knowledge or perspective.19 Sears 
also praises Ontario for explicitly articulating citizenship’s cross-curricular 
importance within the front matter of all curricula documents. 

However, the review also flagged several concerns in relation to citizenship 
education. In particular, Sears found that differences in the grades 9 and 10 
applied and academic social studies curriculum may have serious implications 
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to Ontario’s curricula and policy, we engaged research, measurement and 
policy experts in a series of working meetings and discussions regarding the 
possibilities and the problems in measuring broad areas of student success at 
both system and local levels.34 

These conversations covered a wide range of topics and issues from the technical 
challenge of measuring ‘non-cognitive’ competencies (competencies that do 
not measure subject or discipline knowledge through academic performance) 
to Ontario’s current measurement system—its problems and benefits. The 
discussions challenged the viability of achieving system coherence towards 
measuring broad areas of student learning. 

People for Education used the previous year’s insights and questions generated 
from a large public consultation to further refine thinking and generate 
understanding of implications in creating a public set of measures for 
creativity, social-emotional learning, citizenship, health, and quality learning 
environments.35 Ideas from these meetings were then consolidated and used 
to generate further discussion at various international research conferences. 
Presentations at the conferences were designed to provide People for Education 
with educational expert feedback and perspective on effective ways to establish 
a publicly reported and educationally useful set of measures for broad areas of 
student learning and school conditions. Ideas from the sessions further refined 
challenges that cluster around 5 large questions: 

•   How can we introduce broader goals and measures without simply 
adding to schools’ workloads?

•   What steps can be taken to ensure that new goals and/or measures 
won’t be misused in the same way current test scores are often 
used to rank schools?

•   Are there communications strategies we should undertake to 
ensure that this initiative doesn’t reinforce the misconception  
that schools bear sole responsibility for students’ success in all  
of the domains?  

•   Is it possible to develop sets of measures that can be relevant to 
both local needs and context, as well as applicable to a central 
understanding of the domains?

•   How can we resolve the tension between the complexity of 
education and the public desire for concise reports or simple proxy 
measures of success?

Some of these questions move beyond the scope of this section and all remain at 
least, partially, unresolved. However, the questions help frame our thinking around a 
potential approach to measurement that seeks to address these issues. Throughout 
the year several themes consistently came up in our work on measurement. These 
themes provide insights into a potential way forward that recognizes the inherent 
challenges articulated in the project. It is clear to us now that any good system of 
public measurement needs to attend to each of these issues or ideas. 
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PURPOSE OF MEASUREMENT GUIDES TYPE OF MEASUREMENT
The purpose of measurement is a valuable anchor to any work that advances 
broader measures in student success. All educational measurement has implicit 
or explicit purpose(s) including:

•   individual student assessments both formative and summative to 
advance learning

•   insights into classroom and/or school practices generated through 
student learning experiences

•   
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provide rich information for the public, the province and regions while also 
drawing productive attention to critical issues at school levels without providing 
opportunities for misuse of data.

On the other hand, using individual student outcome measures in areas like 
creativity or citizenship in tests of whole student populations could constrain 
or inhibit the very areas that assessments are designed to enhance. High and 
medium stakes testing and reporting environments can have adverse effects 
on competencies and supporting conditions in areas such as risk taking, 
experimentation and student, teacher and school confidence.40 Forms of 
testing and public reporting have been shown in a variety of studies to inhibit 
professional risk taking and experimentation while narrowing pedagogic 
approaches used by educators for the fear of potential failure.41 This is 
problematic for teacher professional growth in that the reporting on school 
performance can inhibit key qualities needed for educators to build reflective and 
reflexive stances to their practice.42

While some areas of each domain can be expressed in a ‘one off’ testing 
environment, others cannot. Competencies within ‘social awareness’ in social-
emotional learning or ‘taking feedback from peers to improve work’ in creativity, 
for example, are better assessed within and through critical evaluation of the 
learning environment by educators. Whole population testing and reporting lends 
itself to misconceptions on what is being measured and what can be reliably 
said about the quality of learning within broad student areas of learning. In 
short, whole population testing to achieve system perspectives in these areas of 
learning may not be the most productive approach to the problem. 

WORKING IN AN ALLIANCE OF EDUCATION STAKEHOLDERS/ORGANIZATIONS
This work is clearly not the work of one organization. It requires an alliance of 
diverse education stakeholders. The collaborative use of a matrix of opportunities/
weaknesses of different approaches to potential measurement, for example43, could 
produce new, innovative approaches in Ontario to measurement and reporting.44 
Such collective work would help unpack measurement methods, the purpose of 
measurement and trade-offs regarding types of measurement used (e.g. sampling 
versus whole population assessment) as well as the potential local-provincial trade-
offs in either approach. 

Overall, People for Education’s work on measurement helped refine and articulate 
opportunities and problems within the work. Different approaches to measurement 
and accountability cannot occur without careful consideration of what currently 
is measured and reported on—its value, its purpose and its problems. We are now 
working to continue to promote this discussion, to enable a deepened responsive 
and balanced approach to measurement that may require a different way to think 
about what it means for systems, schools and teachers to be publically accountable. 
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next stePs

In 2015/16, we are partnering with a wide range of stakeholders including school 
districts and schools to use the Measuring What Matters sets of competencies 
as a means to plan, act, evaluate and reflect on their existing work while also 
providing us with information about the competencies and conditions as drafted.
We will use the practical knowledge generated from partnering to re-draft the 
competencies and conditions for public use and understanding in practice.
 
Along with building a refined set of competencies and conditions from the 
ongoing work detailed below, we will produce a report on measurement and 
assessment that includes a critical discussion of Ontario’s existing assessment 
and accountability system, and suggest a way forward. 
 
Overall, the work in Phase 2 of the Measuring What Matters initiative has brought 
definition and insights to support new perspectives about school measurement 
and accountability. We now know that despite the fact that the opportunities for 
students to develop broad learning competencies are supported within current 
curricula and policy, there are also significant gaps. We also recognize that any 
new approaches to reporting, evaluation and measurement of these competencies 
will require a different way of thinking about measurement and accountability 
than currently exists in Ontario. Moving forward with broad areas of student 
success will require system coherence and a degree of inter-organizational 
collaboration across the education sector that has not yet been achieved. This is 
an incredibly exciting opportunity for Ontario to move from a largely rhetorical 
stance that points at broad definitions of student success, to purposeful and 
innovative actions, which better serve the needs of society today and in the future.  

The list below provides a brief description of our work with a variety of partners.

FIELD TRIALS IN 
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EQAO’s student, teacher and principal questionnaires. This joint exploratory 
study will provide insights into the domains and their usefulness within large-
scale assessment and measurement environments. Specifically, we are interested 
in the language of some of the domain competencies and conditions and the 
degrees to which they might exist in school practice as referenced by educators 
and students. Ultimately, this work is meant to explore different ways to consider 
assessment for broad learning areas, its potential and its problems in provincial 
assessment environments. 

ONTARIO MINISTRIES OF EDUCATION, CHILDREN 
AND YOUTH SERVICES AND HEALTH
We are working with a variety of policy specialists within these Ministries to 
explore the use of a common lexicon through which we can gain coherence 
in relation to policy and evaluation. The work provides opportunities to build 
coherence across diverse policy areas that target children and youth, such as 
Ontario’s fourth education goal in well-being and MCYS’s “Stepping Stones”  
youth development resource.47 As is the case across our work with the education 
sector, we are continually gathering information about the language of the MWM 
framework as well as its usefulness in informing policy design and evaluation.
 

ONTARIO INSTITUTE FOR STUDIES IN EDUCATION AND YORK UNIVERSITY 
With faculties of education in Ontario, we are working with graduate students 
and scholars to help puzzle through the tricky, complex problems in building 
innovative and broad assessment systems. People for Education is bringing specific 
information and challenges to a variety of scholars and graduate seminars in policy 
and measurement for discussion and further insights. We are also tapping into 
current international thinking in education research and scholarship to further 
deepen our thinking in relation to the project. 

OTHER PARTNERSHIP WORK ACROSS CANADA AND INTERNATIONALLY
McConnell Foundation
With the McConnell Foundation’s WellAhead project, People for Education is 
partnering to elicit new understanding of how systems can integrate broad areas 
of student well-being and how we might expand Canadian understanding of the 
role schools and communities play in supporting broad areas of success. 

Brookings/unesCo
As part of the Brookings/UNESCO Learning Metrics Task Force (LMTF), People 
for Education is working internationally with a variety of countries worldwide to 
gain insight into the connections between infrastructure, practice and policy in 
designing and developing broad assessment areas for students. 

higher education Quality Council of ontario
People for Education is working jointly with HEQCO on a collection of Learning 
Outcomes Assessment projects. The central purpose of the partnership is to 
make connections and explore areas of alignment between the work in Measuring 
What Matters in kindergarten to grade 12 assessment and the post-secondary 
school environment.

MwM advisory Committee 
With key Canadian education leaders49, we are gathering information through 
consultation and ongoing collaborative work to continue to infuse the project 
with perspective about qualities of educational practice, policy and measurement.
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how often?
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results ...
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aPPenDix 2

Measuring 
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Schools and school districts participating in the MWM project would use the 
competencies and conditions in the five domains to understand the ways in 
which they support existing work. Participation in this project will include the 
use of the MWM framework, allowing educators to create a common language 
that defines what the student competencies and learning conditions are and 
how they might be supported, understood, and evaluated in daily practice. While 
participating schools and school districts would not necessarily integrate all 
of the competencies or learning conditions described by the MWM project, the 
following provides a description of the protocol for each case site (i.e., schools 
and school districts) involved in the project. 
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overwhelming the participating educator(s). 
•	 Information collected should enhance assessment and planning 

demands of educator(s), as well as, inform immediate next steps 
educator(s) take. 

3.    school team meetings: 
•	 Periodic team meetings will serve as sources of information/data 

sharing and points of analysis in the project’s process. 
•	 The development of new understandings and potential actions across 

educators will occur here. 
•	 These meetings will also serve to anchor group and individual 

understanding across participating educators by revealing what the 
relevant competencies under study mean; how they differentiate in 
understanding; and, how they develop a contextual ‘sense’ of the 
competency in relation to each educator’s classroom.

4.    Development of the single narrative: 
•	 The local facilitator will co-select information from participating 

educator(s) and school team(s) to build a single narrative. 
•	 The single narrative summarizes and defines core parts of the process 

describing the inquiry and its relationship to the five domains, as well as, 
the related competencies and conditions being studied. 

sChool FielD trials: results anD aPPliCations 

The information generated from the school field trials will produce three key 
pieces of information in response to the 5 questions (above):

1.    refinement of student competencies and learning conditions: 
•			Information	from	the	schools	about	the	value	of	the	competencies	and	

conditions as a framing and evaluation tool for addressing the broader 
areas of success will be used to re-fine, adapt and re-draft the competencies 
and conditions where relevant. 

2.   understanding the interrelationships across the five domains:
•			The	school	field	trials	will	provide	descriptive	cases	of	classroom	and	

educator experiences for the MWM competencies and conditions. 
•			The	research	narratives	will	allow	for	a	local,	specific	understanding	of	
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