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Introduction

Parents want better schools. Students want better
schools. Teachers, counsellors, principals, superin-
tendents, members of local school boards, and of-
ficials from Alberta Learning want better schools.
Taxpayers and employers want better schools.
While there is agreement about the need for better
schools, there is no agreement about how to im-
prove our schools. One thing, however, is certain.
Any effective plan to make our schools better will
require that we regularly determine whether or
not the school is meeting its objectives. We must
measure each school’s performance.

The Report Card on Alberta’s High Schools: 2001
Edition (hereafter, Report Card) collects a variety of
relevant, objective indicators of school perfor-
mance into one easily accessible public document
so that all interested parties can analyze and com-
pare the performance of individual schools. In
this way, the Report Card encourages and assists
those seeking to improve their schools.

The Report Card facilitates
school improvement

How will the Report Card lead to better schools?
Simply measuring results is certainly no guaran-
tee of improvement. Regular measurement of per-
formance is, however, a necessary component of
any plan for improvement. Fifty years ago, Dr. Jo-
seph Juran' and others pointed out the role of
measurement in building more effective organiza-
tions. Juran recommended the adoption of a
“quality-spiral” approach to improvement. This
approach is simple. The starting point in the spiral
is the definition of the school’s objectives—what is
it supposed to do? Then, historical performance
against these objectives is documented so that the

school has a benchmark against which to compare
improvements. Once the benchmark is estab-
lished, the school then adopts a short-term goal
for improvement; develops a plan designed to
achieve that goal; executes the plan; measures the
results; revises the goal or plan as required; exe-
cutes the plan and, thereafter, continues the spiral
of action, measurement, and planning toward im-
provement into the future. It is to the continuous
improvement of all Alberta schools that the Report
Card is dedicated.

The use of the measurement of results as the
basis for improvement is widespread. In many ju-
risdictions, data relevant to education have be-
come routinely available. For example, the United
Kingdom’s Department for Education and Em-
ployment annually publishes detailed measure-
ments of the performance of primary schools, sec-
ondary schools, and colleges, which it distributes
widely.* Education authorities in Alberta and other
provinces annually release data related to K-12
school performance.’ However, the mere availabil-
ity of raw data to the public is not sufficient. Our
experience in British Columbia, Alberta, and Que-
bec suggests that action toward improvement is
encouraged when clear conclusions are drawn
from the data, disseminated broadly, and debated.
Education authorities in California and Oregon
subscribe to this notion: both have moved beyond
simply collecting and publishing performance
data. California, under the authority of the Public
Schools Accountability Act of 1999, uses an Aca-
demic Performance Index* (a single statistic much
like the Report Card’s Ouverall rating out of 10) to rate
its elementary, middle, and secondary schools. In
Oregon, the Department of Education rates each
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of its public schools from Exceptional to Unaccept-
able in student performance, student behavious,
and school characteristics. It then uses these three
ratings as the basis for an overall rating of school
performance.’

In Canada, The Fraser Institute introduced the
first report card on secondary schools in British
Columbia in 1998;° in 1999, it was followed by the
Report Card on Alberta’s High Schools.” In October
2000, the Fraser Institute and the Montreal Eco-
nomic Institute published the inaugural edition of
the Report Card on Quebec’s Secondary Schools® and,
last month, the Fraser Institute introduced the in-
augural edition of the Report Card on Ontario’s Sec-
ondary Schools.’

First, we must talk

The Report Card will only serve its purpose when
its findings are openly discussed among all those
with an interest in a school. But, frank, useful dis-
cussion can be difficult to initiate. Teachers and
school officials sometimes adopt a defensive atti-
tude and see the Report Card as an attack on their
ability as professionals. It is not. Teachers, counsel-
lors, and school administrators should be commit-
ted to continual professional development and, as
every educator knows, feedback is a necessary
component of learning. The Report Card provides
a variety of relevant, objective feedback.
Educators would perhaps prefer that school
performance data not be made public. They may
worry that parents do not have the time or the ex-
pertise to analyze and interpret such information
correctly. Naturally, there are aspects of the Report
Card that require interpretation but a broader un-
derstanding of school results will undoubtedly fol-
low from discussion and debate among all those
concerned with the effectiveness of our schools.
Teachers and principals may fear that parents
and taxpayers will understand the results per-
fectly well and that, as a result, if the school’s per-
formance is poor, they will demand change. Dis-
satisfaction among parents can be a powerful
motivator of improvement. Here, in the words of

its principal, is what happened at one school in ru-
ral British Columbia when it found itself at the
bottom of the Report Card ranking;:

the fallout or publicity it brought [my school]
has allowed me great license in instituting
change. For that I thank you (although my
thanks is somewhat like a patient thanking a
dentist after a painful root canal!!!)

Surely, when teachers, parents, students, adminis-
trators, and taxpayers all have easy access to data
on school performance and they share the will to
discuss it frankly and in detail, Alberta schools
and, therefore, the province’s students will be the
better for it.

Some schools do better than others

The Alberta Report Card, like all the other editions,
demonstrates that some schools do better than
others. Even when we take into account factors
such as the students’ family background, which
are commonly thought to dictate the degree of
success among students, individual school results
differ. This finding confirms research results from
other countries.”’ Indeed, it will come as no great
surprise to experienced parents and educators
that the data consistently suggest that what goes
on in the schools makes a difference to student
success and that some schools make more of a dif-
ference than others.

Unfortunately, while educators are eager to
trumpet the positive aspects of their school, they
are less willing to discuss its shortcomings pub-
licly. The Report Card provides objective results—
good and bad—and offers educators an opportu-
nity to accept poor results for what they are—a
starting point from which to improve.

Comparisons are at the heart
of the improvement process

Many school authorities in Alberta use student re-
port cards that include both the student’s result and
the median mark for each subject in which the stu-



Fraser Institute Studies in Educational Policy 5

dent s enrolled. They also show any previous marks
awarded to the student earlier in the year. Historical
data like this will show if the student’s marks are im-
proving or deteriorating. All such comparative sta-
tistics enable students and parents to understand
the results shown on the report card better.

Likewise, comparison of results among schools
provides a better understanding of the effective-
ness of each school. By comparing a school’s latest
results with those of earlier years, we can see if the
school is improving or not. By comparing a
school’s results with those of neighbouring
schools or of schools with similar school and stu-
dent characteristics, we can identify more success-
ful schools and learn from them. Reference to
overall provincial results establishes an individual
school’s level of achievement in a broader context.

While the Report Card is not about which
schools won and which schools lost, there is great
benefit in identifying schools that are particularly
successful. By studying the proven techniques
used in schools where students are successful, less
effective schools may find ways to improve. This
advantage is not lost on the United Kingdom’s
Department of Education and Employment. Its
Beacon Schools" program identifies schools
across the country that have demonstrated exper-
tise in a wide variety of challenging aspects of the
management of schools and the teaching and
counselling of their students.

Comparisons are at the heart of improvement
and making comparisons between schools is
made simpler and more meaningful by the Report
Card’s indicators, ratings, and rankings.

What should we measure?

While schools in Alberta may serve different stu-
dent bodies or offer specialized courses or curric-
ula, there are certain basic tasks common to all. The
school’s teachers should design and execute lesson
plans that take into account the differences among
students inevitably present in every school. They
should ensure that their students master the skills
and acquire the knowledge presented in each

course. They should develop and use evaluation
methods that provide accurate, timely feedback to
students and parents about the student’s progress.
Effective schools will encourage their students to
complete their secondary-school studies in a
timely manner. They should help their students
prepare for a variety of post-secondary opportuni-
ties by encouraging them to enroll in relevant,
challenging courses. The Report Card presents ob-
jective evidence of the extent to which each of the
province’s schools meet these basic goals.

Our choice of school-performance indicators is
dependent on the availability of relevant data. We
use only data generated annually and maintained
by Alberta Learning so that we can make compar-
isons from school to school and from year to year.

From these data, for each school, for the five
school years 1995/1996 through 1999/2000, we cal-
culated seven indicators of school performance.

1 Average diploma examination mark

This indicator (in the tables Average exam mark) is
the average percentage achieved on the uniform
final examinations in all of the diploma courses.

2 Percentage of diploma examinations failed

This indicator (in the tables Percentage of exams
failed) provides the rate of failure (as a percentage)
on the diploma examinations.

3 School versus exam mark difference
in diploma courses

For each school, this indicator (in the tables School
vs exam mark difference) gives the average of the ab-
solute value of the difference between the average
mark obtained on the diploma examinations and
the average “school” mark—the accumulation of
all the results from tests, essays, quizzes, and so on
given in class—for all the diploma courses.

4 English 30 gender gap
5 Mathematics 30 gender gap

The Gender gap indicators measure the difference, if
any, in the average English 30 and Mathematics 30
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school marks for boys and girls when their respec-
tive average examination marks in the same
courses are taken into account.

6 Diploma courses taken per student

This indicator (in the tables Courses taken per stu-
dent) measures the average number of diploma
courses completed by the students at a school
who completed their third year of high school
during the year.

7 Diploma completion rate

This indicator measures the number of first-
time grade 12 students who received a diploma
in the year.

From these seven indicators, each school’s annual
Owerall rating out of 10 is determined. The overall
ratings are intended to answer the important
question: “Generally, how is your school doing
academically?”

While the seven indicators chosen for the Re-
port Card provide a useful measure of the effec-
tiveness of the academic program at each school,
it is likely that the inclusion of additional mea-
sures of school effectiveness would make the Re-
port Card even more useful. We plan to add more
indicators as relevant data become available and
we encourage all interested parties to suggest new
measures of school effectiveness that they believe
will improve the Report Card.

The Report Card can help
parents choose

Where parents can choose among several schools
for their children, the Report Card provides a valu-
able tool for making a decision. Because it makes
comparisons easy, the Report Card alerts parents to
those nearby schools that appear to have more ef-
fective academic programs. Parents can also deter-
mine whether or not schools of interest are im-
proving over time. By first studying the Report
Card, parents will be better prepared to ask rele-
vant questions when they interview the principal

and teachers at the schools under consideration.
Of course, the choice of a school should not be
made solely on the basis of any one source of in-
formation. Nevertheless, the Report Card provides
a detailed picture of each school that is not easily
available elsewhere.

Taxpayers have a big stake
in our schools

Finally, the vast majority of Alberta’s students at-
tend schools that are wholly or largely financed
by taxpayers. For the school year 2000/2001, Al-
berta’s taxpayers will spend more than three bil-
lion dollars to operate and maintain the prov-
ince’s elementary and secondary schools. A public
expenditure of such magnitude necessitates con-
tinued, independent measurement of the sys-
tem’s results. The measurements should be easily
available to any interested taxpayer.

Does the Report Card have an impact?

While it is too early to gauge the effect of the Re-
port Card on the performance of Alberta’s schools
precisely, there is strong anecdotal evidence that
where it has been introduced, its impact has been
positive. Response to its publication is evidence of
its effect.

A growing number of school administrators
and teachers routinely study the document in
search of insights into their school’s performance.
We regularly receive correspondence demonstrat-
ing their interest:

Regardless of the changes we have made, the
results of your report have made us seriously
reflect on the academic issues of this school ...
We are not doing a very good job with our ac-
ademics. That is fact. The fact your report
makes it public has helped us to speed up the
process of [improvement] ... THANKS!

A teacher in the Greater Vancouver area

While many Ministries of Education annually pro-
duce data that may be helpful to schools, educa-
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tors can see the value of the ratings and compari-
sons included in the Report Card. A district
administrator whose schools were not included in
the Second Annual Report Card on Alberta’s High
Schools (2000) asked:

Is there any reason why our school was not in-
cluded? Is it possible for you to do an analysis
of our school and to rank it in comparison to
[other] schools and programs? I am getting re-
quests from the principal, parents, and trustees
about this and any information from you
would be most helpful.

The Report Card encourages educators to use all
relevant data about school performance when
they make their improvement plans.

Parents are equally interested in the Report
Card. Inquiries from parents tend to be of two
kinds. First, they seek objective information about
the school at which their child is currently en-
rolled. They use this information as the basis for
discussion with school administrators. Often the
Report Card is the only source of information with
which they are familiar. Second, in choosing a
school for their children, they ask for detailed in-
terpretation of the individual school results. Typi-
cal of the responses from parents is the following;:

I recently read “Grading Alberta Schools” in
the Calgary Herald. I appreciated the work that
went into this. I feel it's about time we have
more tools to evaluate our education system,
make improvements and make our adminis-
tration accountable for the tax dollars they
consume.

A parent in Alberta

Overall, the Report Cards are seen as a useful aid to
the continuing effort to improve our schools. In
October of 2000, we published the first annual Re-
port Card on Quebec’s Secondary Schools. Shortly
thereafter, a poll of 525 parents and non-parents in
Quebec asked for opinions on the merits of a vari-

ety of methods for improving the province’s
schools.” More than 75% of respondents consid-
ered the Report Card an important innovation.

What is new in this edition
of the Report Card?

Several aspects of the Report Card have been im-
proved for this edition. In the past, the ratings of
some schools have been affected by the results of
students attending continuing education classes
and other alternative programs. This year, Alberta
Learning provided data that include only the re-
sults for day students—these are the students
who attend regular daytime classes at the school.
As a result, schools can now be more fairly com-
pared. Other changes to the specifications of our
data request allowed us to include substantially
more schools in this year’s Report Card. In this edi-
tion, we report results for 276 schools, up from just
222 schools last year.

In addition, we have made a number of im-
provements to the indicators and to the methods of
calculation that make the Report Card more useful.

The Trends indicator tracks changes
in school performance over time.

The Report Card provides more than just a snap-
shot of each school’s performance. We now report
five years of historical data. Because it is some-
times hard to see if change is occurring simply by
scanning the historical data, we have analyzed it
to determine whether the school has experienced
statistically significant improvement or deteriora-
tion on each of the indicators and the Overall rat-
ing out of 10. The results of the analysis are re-
ported in the Trends column in the detailed tables.

Improved Gender gap indicators contribute
to the Overall rating out of 10

As we discussed in detail in the second edition of
the Report Card,” there is widespread concern
that, in some schools, boys and girls are not
equally successful in academics. Last year we in-
troduced a measure of this “gender gap.” This
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year, we improved the indicator’s design and in-
cluded it in the calculation of the Overall rating out
of 10. For the first time, each school’s rating will be
affected by the extent to which the school ensures
that both boys and girls are able to succeed.

A new method of calculating the
Overall rating out of 10 and
the Trends indicator

This year, we have adopted a different method of
calculating the Overall rating out of 10. The raw
data is first transformed into “standardized” or
“Z” scores. This transformation is a well-accepted
statistical method used to make differing sets of
data more comparable. For example, by first stan-
dardizing the examination marks for all courses
taken by students at a school, we can compare a
school’s most recent average examination mark

with its historical results more accurately. This is
particularly important as the number of years of
data that we report increases.

Since the several changes that we have made
to the data and methods produce somewhat dif-
ferent results and to ensure that historical data re-
main comparable, we have recalculated the rat-
ings for all five years reported. This recalculation
also allowed us to reflect the Gender gap in the his-
torical results.

Focus on the results in the most
popular diploma courses

In this edition, we report the six diploma courses
most frequently taken at each school and the aver-
age examination results in these courses. This fea-
ture provides readers with course-by-course detail
that is not available elsewhere in the Report Card.
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A measure of academic

effectiveness for schools

The foundation of the Report Card is an overall
rating of each school’s academic performance.
Building on data about student results provided
by Alberta Learning, we rate each school on a
scale from zero to 10. We base our overall rating
of each school’s academic performance on seven
indicators:

1 average diploma examination mark
2 percentage of diploma examinations failed

3 difference between the school mark and exam-
ination mark in diploma courses

4 difference between male and female students
in the value of indicator (3) for English 30 only

5 difference between male and female students
in the value of indicator (3) for Mathematics 30
only

6 diploma courses taken per student
7 diploma completion rate.

We have selected this set of indicators because
they provide systematic insight into a school’s
performance. Because they are based on annually
generated data, we can assess not only each
school’s performance in a year but also its im-
provement or deterioration over time.

Three indicators of effective teaching
1 Average diploma examination mark

This indicator (in the tables Average exam mark) is
the average percentage achieved by a school’s day
students on the uniform final examinations in all
of the diploma courses." For each school, the indi-
cator is the average of the mean scores achieved

by the school’s students in each of the diploma ex-
aminations at all sittings during the year,
weighted by the relative number of students who
completed the course.

Examinations are designed to achieve a distri-
bution of results reflecting the differences in stu-
dents’ mastery of the course work. Differences
among students in interests, abilities, motivation,
and work-habits will inevitably have some impact
upon the final results. There are, however, recog-
nizable differences from school to school within a
district in the average results on the provincial ex-
aminations. There is also variation within schools
in the results obtained in different subject areas.
Such differences in outcomes cannot be wholly ex-
plained by the individual and family characteristics
of the school’s students. It seems reasonable, there-
fore, to include the average examination mark for
each school as one indicator of effective teaching.

2 Percentage of diploma examinations failed

For each school, this indicator (in the tables Percent-
age of exams failed) provides the rate of failure (as a
percentage) in the diploma examinations. It was
derived by dividing the sum, for each school, of all
diploma examinations written where a failing
grade was awarded by the total number of such ex-
aminations written by the students of that school.

In part, effective teaching can be measured by
the ability of the students to pass any uniform ex-
amination that is a requirement for successful
completion of a course. Schools have the respon-
sibility of preparing their students to pass these fi-
nal examinations.
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There is good reason to have confidence in this
indicator as a measure of effective teaching. A stu-
dent need only successfully complete two di-
ploma courses in order to graduate. Such a stu-
dent’s course of study may not include the
prerequisites for all post-secondary educational
options but it will be sufficient for graduation
from high school. Thus, students enroll in the di-
ploma courses, in large measure, because they
want to take them. Further, their success in grade
12 reflects to a certain extent how well students
have been prepared in the lower grades. All of the
diploma courses have prerequisite courses. In-
deed, depending on the school, admission to
some of the grade 12 courses may require that the
student have received a prescribed minimum
grade in the prerequisite lower-level course. Since
the decision to take diploma courses is, for the
most part, voluntary and requires demonstrated
success in previous courses, it seems reasonable to
use the percentage of examinations failed in these
courses as an additional indicator of the effective-
ness of the teaching in secondary schools.

3 Difference between school mark
and examination mark

For each school, this indicator (in the tables School
vs exam mark difference) gives the average of the ab-
solute value of the difference between the average
mark obtained on the diploma examinations and
the average “school” mark—the accumulation of
all the results from tests, essays, quizzes, and so on
given in class—for all the diploma courses."
Effective teaching includes regular testing so
that students may be aware of their progress. For
such assessment to be useful, it must reflect the
student’s understanding of the course accurately.
As a systematic policy, inflation of school-awarded
grades will be counterproductive. Students who
believe they are already successful when they are
not will be less likely to invest the extra effort
needed to master the course material. In the end,
they will be poorer for not having achieved the

level of understanding that they could have
gained through additional study. On the other
hand, the systematic deflation of grades can work
to the detriment of students in those situations
where post-secondary admissions and scholar-
ship awards are, in part, based on school assess-
ments. Students may also lose interest in a subject
when their actual understanding of the material is
disparaged by inadequate recognition.

The effectiveness of school-based assessments
can be determined by a comparison to external as-
sessments of the students. For each diploma
course, Alberta Learning, the same authority that
designed the course, administers its uniform ex-
amination. This examination will test the stu-
dents” knowledge of the material contained in the
course. If the mark assigned by the school is a rea-
sonably accurate reflection of students’ under-
standing, it should be roughly the same as the
mark gained on the diploma examination. Thus, if
a school has accurately assessed a student as con-
sistently working at a C+ level, the student’s ex-
amination result will be at a similar level. If, how-
ever, a school is consistently granting marks
substantially different from those achieved by its
students on the final examinations, then the
school is not providing an accurate indicator of
the extent to which knowledge of the course ma-
terial is being acquired.

An indication of consistency
in teaching and assessment
The Gender gap indicators

Research!® has shown that, in British Columbia’s
secondary schools, there are systematic differ-
ences between the academic results achieved by
boys and those achieved by girls. These differ-
ences are particularly apparent where the local
school makes the assessments. These findings are
supported by data from Alberta Learning. How-
ever, the same research found that “there appears
to be no compelling evidence that girls and boys
should, given effective teaching and counselling,
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experience differential rates of success.”"” Further,
“[t]he differences described by each indicator
vary from school to school over a considerable
range of values.”™

The Gender gap indicators measure the differ-
ence, if any, in the average Mathematics 30 and
English 30 school marks for boys and girls when
their respective average examination marks in the
same courses are taken into account. For each
course, the indicator value is determined accord-

ing to the formula:

(Female school mark — Female exam mark) —
(Male school mark — Male exam mark)

The indicator reports the size of the difference and
the more successful sex.

The Gender gap indicators are affected by at
least two factors. If the components of the curric-
ulum tested at the school level are different from
those tested on the diploma examination, a high
gender gap indicates that the favoured sex is, on
average, more successful in acquiring the skills
and knowledge embodied in those aspects of the
curriculum tested at the school level. If the com-
ponents of the curriculum tested at the school
level are the same as those tested on the diploma
examination, then a high gender gap indicates
that the school-based assessment may be biased in
favour of one sex or may include factors in the as-
sessment other than understanding of the curric-
ulum. In either case, schools experiencing high
gender gaps should investigate classroom practice
to determine why one sex receives better grades
than the other.

Two indicators of practical,
well-informed counselling

While they are attending secondary school, stu-
dents must make a number of decisions of consid-
erable significance about their education. They
will, for instance, annually decide whether to be-
gin or continue learning a second language. In
grade 10, they are required to choose between

different streams in several core subject areas. In
grade 12, they may face the choice of completing
high school or abandoning it in favour of full-
time work.

Will these young people make good deci-
sions? It is unrealistic to presume that they can do
so without advice. What practical, well-informed
counselling can they call upon? While parents, in
the main, are willing to help, many lack the infor-
mation they need to be able to provide good ad-
vice. It falls, therefore, to the schools to shoulder
some responsibility for advising students and
their parents about educational choices.

The final two indicators used in the calcula-
tion of the Overall rating out of 10 assess the coun-
sel given by the schools by measuring the quality
of the decisions taken by the students about their
education. Of course, wise students will seek
guidance not only from the counsellors desig-
nated by the schools but also from teachers and
administrators, parents, and other relatives.
Where students have strong support from family
and community, the school’s responsibility for
counselling may be lighter; where students do
not have such strong support, the school’s role
may be more challenging. These indicators mea-
sure the school’s success in using the tools at its
disposal to help students make good decisions
about their education.

There are two very important decisions that
senior students must make. First, they must de-
cide whether or not to take a number of academi-
cally challenging diploma courses. Second, hav-
ing made it through school to the end of
September in grade 12, they must decide whether
to stick it out, do the work, and graduate with
their class. Effective counselling will encourage
students to make appropriate choices.

1 Diploma courses taken per student

This indicator (in the tables Courses taken per stu-
dent) measures the average number of diploma
courses completed by those students at the
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school who completed their third year of high
school during the reported year. It is derived by
summing this same statistic for all the diploma
courses.

In their senior years, students have freedom to
choose from a considerable variety of courses.
Their choices will have an impact upon their liter-
acy, numeracy, and analytical skills upon gradua-
tion. Their choices also affect the post-secondary
options open to them.

Diploma courses offer study at the senior level
in a variety of core disciplines: English language
arts (or French for francophone students), Mathe-
matics, the sciences, and the humanities. Alberta
Learning has developed courses in each discipline
that reflect the post-secondary ambitions of differ-
ent groups of students and, far from being courses
only for a university-bound elite, these courses
teach skills and knowledge that will benefit stu-
dents no matter what they plan to do after gradu-
ation. Further, it is the marks obtained in these
courses that are commonly used by post-second-
ary institutions—institutes of technology and
community colleges as well as universities—to as-
sess the applicant’s readiness for further study
and for admission to programs with limited en-
rollment. Thus, for most students a decision to
take advantage of these courses is a good one and
a school that is successful in encouraging students
to take these courses shows that it offers practical,
well-informed counselling.

2 Diploma completion rate

This indicator reports the percentage of first-time
grade 12 students who received a diploma in the
reported school year. It is derived from data pro-
vided by Alberta Learning.

Graduation from secondary school retains con-
siderable value since it increases options for post-
secondary education. Further, graduates from sec-
ondary school who decide to enter the work force
immediately will, on average, find more job op-
portunities than those who have not graduated.

By completing the 11 years of schooling in
preparation for the final high-school year, stu-
dents have already demonstrated a reasonable
ability to handle the basic courses offered by the
school. Moreover, for the majority of students, the
minimum requirements for graduation are not
onerous. The chance that students will not gradu-
ate solely because they are unable to meet the in-
tellectual demands of the curriculum is, therefore,
relatively small.

Nevertheless, the graduation rate varies quite
widely from school to school throughout the
province. While there are factors not related to ed-
ucation—emigration from the province, sickness,
death, and the like—that can affect the data, there
is no reason to expect these factors to influence
particular schools systematically. Accordingly, we
take variations in the graduation rate to be an in-
dicator of the extent to which students are being
well coached in their educational choices.

In general, how is the school
doing academically?
The Overall rating out of 10

While each of the indicators is important, it is al-
most always the case that any school does better
on some indicators than on others. So, just as a
teacher must make a decision about a student’s
overall performance, we need an overall indicator
of school performance (in the tables Overall rating
out of 10). Just as teachers combine test scores,
homework, and class participation to rate a stu-
dent, we have combined all the indicators to pro-
duce an overall school rating. The overall rating of

“

school performance answers the question, “In
general, how is the school doing, academically?”
To derive this rating, the results for each of the
indicators, for each of the five years were first stan-
dardized. Standardization is a statistical procedure
whereby sets of raw data with different character-
istics are converted into sets of values with “stan-
dard” statistical properties. Standardized values

can readily be combined and compared.
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The standardized data were then combined
as required to produce seven standardized
scores—one for each indicator—for each school,
for each year. The seven standardized scores
were weighted and combined to produce an
overall standardized score. Finally, this score was
converted into an overall rating out of 10. It is
from this Ouverall rating out of 10 that the school’s
provincial rank is determined.

For schools where only boys or girls were
enrolled, there are, of course, no results for the
Gender gap indicators. In these cases the Ouverall
rating is derived using the remaining five indica-
tors. Because no diploma completion data were
available for the year, 1995/1996, the overall rating
was calculated using the remaining six indicators.
(See Appendix 1 for an explanation of the calcula-
tion of the Ouverall rating out of 10.)



20

SC

Since the inception of the Report Card, we have
added other indicators that—while they are not
used to derive the Owverall rating out of 10—add
more information on the school’s effectiveness.

The Trends indicator

Is the school improving academically? The Report
Card provides five years of data for most schools.
Unlike a simple snapshot of one year’s results, this
historical record provides evidence of change (or
lack thereof) over time.

In order to detect trends in the performance
indicators, we developed the Trends indicator. This
indicator uses statistical analysis to identify those
dimensions of school performance in which there
has been real change rather than a fluctuation in
results caused by random occurrences. To calcu-
late the trends, the standardized scores rather
than raw data are used. Standardizing makes his-
torical data more comparable and the trend mea-
surement more reliable. Because calculation of
trends is uncertain when only a small number of
data points is available, a trend is indicated only in
those circumstances where five years of data are
available and where it is determined to be statisti-
cally significant. For this indicator we have de-
fined the term “statistically significant” to mean
that, nine times out of 10, the trend that is noted is
real, that is, it did not happen just by chance.

The socio-economic indicator

To what extent do socio-economic factors affect
the school’s overall rating out of 10? Educators can
and should take into account the abilities, inter-

14

22 Other indicators of
chool performance

ests, and backgrounds of their students when
they design their lesson plans and deliver the cur-
riculum. By doing so, they can overcome disad-
vantages that their students may have. The socio-
economic indicator enables us to identify schools
that are roughly similar to each other with respect
to the home background of their students. The ef-
fective school will produce good results regardless
of the family background of its students.

The socio-economic indicator was derived as
follows. First, using Alberta Learning enrollment
data sorted by census enumeration area and cen-
sus data provided by Statistics Canada," we estab-
lished a profile of the student body’s home char-
acteristics for each of the schools in the Report
Card. We then used multiple regression—a tool
used in statistical analysis—to determine which of
the home characteristics were associated with
variations in school performance as measured by
the Overall rating out of 10.

Taking into account all of these variables simul-
taneously, we identified one characteristic which
possessed a statistically significant association with
the Overall rating: the average number of years of
education of the most educated parent in a two-
parent family (or of the lone parent in a single-par-
ent family). When a school had children whose
parents are more highly educated, the overall rat-
ing at the school was likely to be higher. We have
adopted this statistic—noted in the tables as Par-
ents’” average education (yrs)—as the socio-economic
indicator for this edition of the Report Card.

This measure of the socio-economic back-
ground of a school’s student body is presented
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with two important notes of caution. First, when
all the schools in the Report Card are considered,
only about 17% of the variation between schools
in the Owverall rating is associated with the socio-
economic factors studied. Clearly, many other
factors—including good teaching, counselling,
and school administration—contribute to the ef-
fectiveness of schools. Second, these statistical
measures describe past relationships between a
socio-economic characteristic and a measure of
school effectiveness. It should not be inferred
that these relationships will or should remain
static. The more effectively the school enables all
of its students to succeed, the weaker will be the
relationship between the home characteristics of
its students and their academic success. Thus,
this socio-economic indicator should not be
used as an excuse or rationale for poor school
performance.

Results of the multiple regression analysis
used to derive this socio-economic indicator can
be found in Appendix 2.

Specific Course Results

Are there any academic strengths or weaknesses
at the school? While the basic academic indica-
tors and the Overall rating provide an overview
of the effectiveness of the school’s academic pro-
grams, they do not tell us anything about the

relative effectiveness of the specific academic de-
partments within the school.

For example, the students at Strathcona School
in Edmonton do better in some subject areas than
in others relative to the provincial average. In Biol-
ogy 30 and Chemistry 30, for instance, the Average
exam mark at the school is substantially higher than
for the province, whereas, the marks in Social Stud-
ies 30 and Physics 30 are close to the average.

These data, noted in the tables as Most popular
courses (1999/2000) provide a snapshot of the most
recent year’s results in those diploma courses
most frequently taken at the school so that com-
parisons between different departments at the
same school can be made. We report the Average
exam mark for each of these courses as a measure of
the department’s teaching effectiveness. The Stu-
dent participation rate indicates the extent to which
the students have been encouraged to involve
themselves in the subject area. The Student partic-
ipation rate is the ratio, for a school, between the
number of students who have completed a given
diploma course and the number of students en-
rolled in their third year of high school—usually
grade 12. This information along with course-
specific data from table 1 (page 21) can help par-
ents, teachers, and administrators select specific
subject areas where student achievement or par-
ticipation rates might be improved.
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