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Abstract 

The act of deepened learning is one of the many threads in the fabric of humankind. This fabric 

is soft and supple as it was woven under the gentle guidance, cooperation and care of a learning 

community. The material comprising this fabric is culture – stunning in its majesty and as 

delicate as it is resilient. As culture and the act of deepened learning inevitably intersect, the 

possibilities of learning are truly boundless. Unfortunately, many neoliberal public educational 

systems in the world today are focused on unravelling this fabric thread by thread through their 

obsession with maintaining the modernity perpetuated within the monoculture of high stakes 

standardized assessments. Throughout my experiences as a life-long learner and educator, I have 

witnessed the dehumanizing approaches brought forward through high stakes assessment models 

by educational institutions with the intent of gathering student achievement data. From my 

perspective, high stakes models of assessment do not honour and often misrepresent the lived 

experiences of IBPOC learners and this study aims to amplify their superdiverse voices. To 

practice reciprocity and respect towards the stories shared by the participants, I have included 

autoethnographical reflections in the form of vignettes within the study. This research is being 

conducted to hold governmental educational institutions accountable to honour the experiences 

and stories of all learners in high stakes standardized data-collection methods through the lens of 

decolonization, anti-racist and holistic mediums and I have provided recommendations for the 

practice of equitable alternative assessment practices at the conclusion of the study. 

Keywords: superdiversity, intersectionality high stakes standardized assessment, literacy 

assessment, culture, equity, diversity, IBPOC, Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test, OSSLT, 

Graduation Literacy Assessment, GLA, British Columbia, Ontario, autoethnography, narrative 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

 When I was two, my mother packed up all our belongings from our apartment nestled on 

the frozen shores of Lake Ontario and crammed everything into one cavernous, pin-striped, blue 

suitcase. I have one flickering memory whereby I stand at the base of this colossal suitcase and 

look up only to see no end to the vertical extremities of this four-wheeled wonder. To this very 

day I have no explanation as to how she lifted such a monstrous thing by herself other than the 

sheer force of will that it takes for a mother to want to ensure a better life for her son.  

 Moving to the island nation of Singapore was an experience that brought me closer to 

my family – I was raised by the ever-loving eyes and sharp tongues of five powerful and 

inspiring Tamil women. This team-focused approach to childrearing allowed my mother to work 

gruelling twelve-hour nightshifts at the Labour and Delivery Ward of a distant hospital to support 

our newly found life on a small island that was vying for an identity lost after 140 years of 

colonization under the British Crown. This search for an authentic representation and 

revitalization of Singaporean cultural identity resulted in numerous growing pains – with the 

educational system being one of them.  

 My experiences as a student in Singapore were at the very best, challenging. My mind 

hazily regurgitates memories of chalk-infused air circulating throughout the classroom by ceiling 

fans that turned lazily in the unfathomably humid tropical climate. We sat quietly in rows where 

the rule of thumb was to keep our mouths closed – for speaking out of turn in class was a sure-

fire way to be sent to the Discipline Master’s (in my case it was my Vice-principal) office where 

one may be threatened to be caned using a long, rattan stick. 

 Singapore chose to ignore many individuals along its path towards rebirth and 

sovereignty. As a country focused on shedding its colonial past to establish itself as destination 

for international free trade, it often ignored the voices of its most valuable and precious people: 

children. As a result, the educational system in Singapore was one that was reminiscent of its 

colonial history. Student success was determined by test scores that were a result of the 
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inequitable high stakes standardized tests administered by the government. These test scores 

determined your life; where you went to school, what neighbourhood you spent most of your 

time in, and your future employability due to the socio-economic stigmas in relation to these 

scores, perpetuated by local media outlets. If you did not fare well on these tests, you were 

treated negatively by society as a result. Scoring highly on the Science and Mathematics tests 

were deemed the ultimate displays of success that a child could achieve, and Arts Education 

lived on the sidelines as subjects that would encourage “hobbies” but otherwise prove useless 

in the future. As a child who expressed an interest in music as well as a passion for creative 

writing, I was a goner. Needless to say, I did not fare well on any of those high stakes 

standardized tests and felt that I had let those around me down.  

 The words above are one of the first stories that come to mind when I think about my 

educational past. It is not a good story – it is a grimy one found in the crevices where I have 

placed tales that are fundamental in my growth but ones that I have grown to learn do not define 

me. I now know what to do with these dust-covered stories through the guidance of the quote by 

Eduardo Galeano that states, “…no carpet can hide the garbage of memory” (as cited in 

Chambers, 2004, p. 15). I share this story to reinforce the notion that experiences rooted in 

learning do not have to be “garbage” for any learner in the educational system – nor should they 

be. The unfortunate reality is that this notion can only be experienced by a privileged few – 

shedding the weight of the embodied intrinsic worth of one's ability as determined through a 

standardized test result requires knowledge of the purpose and history of standardized tests and 

their role in present public educational systems.  

I recognize that as an educator and researcher, I hold these aforementioned privileges 

within my grasp through the learned knowledge to parse through evidence found in educational 

studies and within the stories of Indigenous, Black and People of Colour (IBPOC) learners who 
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have undertaken high stakes standardized assessments. I am grateful to be able to include my 

own tale alongside these stories as my learning journey has been littered with numerous 

experiences undertaking high stakes standardized assessments as well. I believe that the 

information that is evident within research, the experiences that lie within those who have sat for 

high stakes standardized assessments and the connections that are built within empathetic 

discourse through sharing stories are the keys towards unlocking equitable realities for those who 

are presently in an educational system that is determined to stifle stories through the use of 

standardized assessments. 

 Within Potlatch as Pedagogy, Sara Davidson (2018) addresses the power in stories when 

she states that stories are tools for learning, teaching and giving advice. She mentions that the 

stories she learned from came from her father who “looked to the past” to present her with 

guidance (p. 20). The immense worth of storytelling as a method of learning is integral towards 

upholding safety and identity in the learning process. Throughout my experiences in learning and 

as an educator, I have witnessed how high stakes and standardized tests actively deprive learners 

of such safety and identity, instead creating discouraging "garbage" memories of the act of 

learning. As a researcher, I will ensure that my inquiry and findings uphold the human 

characteristics of the deepened learning experience through the act of listening deeply, 

displaying empathy and maintaining respect as these are integral traits that I find directly related 

to the outward-reaching threads of my inquiry. I have learned through my experiences as an 

educator that when these human characteristics are heralded as the focus of interpersonal 

connection, trust is built, safety is fostered and stories bubble to the surface with grace and ease 

and as a result are spoken in empowerment.  
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Thomas King shares the importance of holding stories as testimonies of learning within 

his narrative text The Truth About Stories (2003) He speaks about the interrelationship between 

stories and human experiences whilst showcasing the deepened experiences that can flourish 

when they are held as the focal point of learning. He shares this poignant knowledge through a 

humorous and light-hearted tone as evident through his statement regarding the worth of stories: 

“It was Sir Issac Newton who said, ‘To every action there is always opposed an equal reaction.’ 

Had he been a writer, he might have simply said ‘To every action there is a story” (King, 2003, 

p. 29). The stories within this work are both personal and graciously donated by storytellers and 

research participants for the purpose of educational change. These stories could not be further 

from "garbage"; in fact they are the gilded representations of one's past, present and future and I 

hold myself to the reality that they must be honoured as such. The onus is now on public 

educational systems to do the same. 

Study Context 

 This study explores the impacts of the use of high stakes standardized assessments in two 

provinces in Canada: Ontario and British Columbia. The purpose of my focus upon these two 

provinces is directly related to my own experiences as an educator and learner in both 

environments. Research participants across both provinces had the opportunity to respond to 

survey questions and an opt-in interview with me discussing their experiences regarding these 

high stakes assessments. The study will be utilizing the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test 

(OSSLT) in Ontario and the Graduation Literacy Assessment (GLA) in BC as points of reference 

for the participants’ experience of taking high stakes standardized assessments at a point in their 

educational journeys – however, they are referred to simply as guidelines to establish the larger 

conversation about alternatives to the use of high stakes standardized assessments in an 
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equitable, decolonized and anti-racist public education system that honours the superdiversity of 

every learner within it (Davidson & Yee, 2021). 

My Purpose and Context 

 I am grateful to learn and grow as a settler upon Haida Gwaii, which are the traditional 

territories of the Haida Nation. The Haida have stewarded these territories since time 

immemorial, whereby their inherent rights and title exist in perpetuity. I am privileged to spend 

pensive mornings by the ocean and breathtaking star-laden nights alongside my family. I am 

thankful for the lessons that I have learned on this land steeped in cultural magnificence and for 

the elders, knowledge-keepers and community members who have shared their teachings with 

me. I hold their teachings as invaluable towards my responsibilities to ensure that my students 

are engaging with deepened learning in safe environments. Within Haida Eagle Treasures, 

Pansy Collison (2010), a teacher from the Tsath Lanas Clan states: 

Education and culture is an integral part of our lives. They cannot be separated. In this 

generation we must obtain an appropriate education to survive in this challenging, 

competitive and technological world. Our children are the most valuable resource. They 

are the enjoyment of the present generation. They are our future leaders. It is imperative to 

teach our children their culture. It is essential they get an appropriate education. (p. 208) 

 The words above are just one of the many lessons that I am grateful and privileged to 

have imparted upon me through the stories and experiences of others. It is one of the uncountable 

pieces of fabric that are bound together by the threads of memory and empathy to create the 

vivid tapestry of learning experiences that have shaped my inquiry and this study. The truth 

within Pansy Collison's words resonate as the epitome of the reasoning behind this research – for 

children are candid mirrors to our own missteps and successes. The denial of holistic educational 
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experiences rooted in culture and connection underserves the youth of the present and future; 

ultimately misshaping the world that they will lead. This is the prerogative of those who are in 

leadership or change-making positions in the public educational system today to maintain and 

must be sculpted from the experiences of those who have navigated education upon the margins 

of society. Such change requires deep and unmitigated listening alongside appropriate and 

respectful sharing of stories that honours cultural protocol, safety and comfort. As previously 

mentioned, in recognition of my privileged role as an educator and researcher as well as to 

honour the stories of those who have influenced, guided and shaped this research I will include 

elements of my own autoethnographical reflections in this research. I have done this to reinforce 

the understanding that the misrepresentation and racist tendencies of the colonial public 

educational system upon IBPOC learners is a shared experience rooted in colonialism and 

neoliberalism that knows no international boundaries. Earlier in this chapter, I described the 

nature of my experiences in taking standardized assessments in Singapore. This will be further 

alluded to later on in this study, but in this moment I would like you to move between years and 

lands with me the as we shift the landscape of the upcoming paragraphs from the folded leaves 

of the Rain Trees that adorned the streets of Singapore to the towering effervescent majesty of 

the Maple, Spruce and Cedar trees upon the land colonially referred to as Canada... 

 When I was twelve, my mother proclaimed that we would be making our triumphant 

return to Canada. The reason she provided was one of great hope for the future which lived 

under the guise of her reluctance to have me be conscripted into the Singaporean army - a 

requirement for any male-identifying member of Singaporean society at the age of 18. I was 

eager to return to the place where I was born – I had only seen glimpses of it since I left when I 

was two. I remember counting the days down before my departure – flipping the creased pages 

of the calendar back and forth as if it would make time move faster. The thought of change 
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thrilled me. Upon second thought, perhaps the thrill was not rooted in change; perhaps it was 

the sliver of hope that I would be accepted for who I was. 

 The ensuing return to Canada felt like a fever-dream. My mother worked at breakneck 

speed to secure a townhouse for us in the suburbs and within a week I was enrolled in my new 

school – eager for the new experiences that lay in the cement of the brightly coloured stairwells 

and the grains of the wood that lined the basketball court of my new school. I remember hearing 

youthful giggles pouring from a classroom and thinking to myself “their teacher must be away” 

which was quickly accompanied by my feelings of sheer shock as I looked through the glass-

paned classroom door and saw that their teacher was giggling with them. With my jaw scraping 

the vinyl tile of the school floor I realized that my learning experiences here would be much 

different than my previous ones in Singapore.  

 My first class came with my first challenge – my teacher declared that some time on this 

day would be spent on an activity involving a prop. She then went on to explain that each 

student would be responsible for delivering a short speech or a skit involving the use of a prop. 

As questions bubbled from our mouths regarding the nature of the prop, she smiled softly and 

pulled a bright crimson blanket from her desk. “This” she said with a flourish “Is your prop!” 

Amidst the audible chatter of the classroom, I sat at my table and pondered the nature of what 

was to be expected of me. Presentations did not have a place in my Singaporean education. 

Props certainly did not. When it was my turn, I remember the walk to the front of the classroom 

feeling like a kilometre in the barren desert. Furthermore, my mind was plagued by the 

inevitable pre-teenage insecurities that accompany stepping out of one’s comfort zone in front of 

peers – an echo of “What if they don’t like me…” reverberated between my ears and I could feel 

my legs shudder as I took my stance in front of my peers.  
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 I picked up the scarlet blanket gingerly at first – I still had not quite thought about what I 

was going to do. I stood there rooted to the ground when it dawned upon me that I had better 

say something soon at the risk of making an even bigger fool of myself. I gulped down air, held 

the bright red blanket by my side by two of it’s corners and whimpered “Toro! Toro!” as I 

fluttered the blanket lifelessly. I braced for impact - surely I had messed up. Surely I was going 

to be sent to the office for being unprepared and have to face this new version of “discipline”. All 

was quiet in my mind. 

 Like a spring bursting forth from the side of a cliff I heard the first giggle – then another, 

and another! Some kids were even laughing! I lifted my eyes to see my teacher clapping her 

hands alongside my peers with a smile dancing upon her lips. 

 That was the day I found myself on a life-long journey of artistic self-expression. I had 

never expressed myself with such creativity before – and once that opportunity was presented 

to me it was like everything made sense in the world. This newfound creative liberty was 

challenged throughout my experiences as a learner in the public educational system in Canada, 

as I recall memories of sitting for standardized assessments such as the Ontario Secondary 

School Literacy Assessment in Grade 10. However, my familiarity in taking such high stakes 

standardized assessments in Singapore ultimately served as a bridge and buffer between my 

prior and present educational experiences resulting in my apparent success. 

 My passion for creative self-expression in learning was fostered by my own love of 

music – I recognized the inherent positive role that musical expression had in my learning and 

gravitated towards it like a hummingbird dancing between the petals of newly-bloomed flowers. I 

listened to everything I could possibly get my hands (and ears) on and relished in the act of 

musical appreciation with literature that supported the thematic connotations of the music I 

loved. It was with this mentality that I found myself on the path of post-secondary education, 
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teacher education and my eventual role of serving as an educator in Canada's largest public 

school board – the Toronto District School Board (TDSB).  

 The culturally diverse youth within these classrooms taught me that deepened learning 

is rooted in human connection – that sharing stories of the music that we loved was a 

springboard into conversations about culture, knowledge and the meaning of life. We shared 

poetry in parks, laughter in fleeting hallway conversations and truths in classrooms whereby 

respectful silence was only interrupted by the whirring hum of the fans set up across the room to 

fight Toronto's stifling summer heat. These were the moments where learning truly occurred, 

and I recall how each fall and spring term these moments were less and less frequent as the 

day for learners to write the OSSLT came closer. I recall my learners expressing to me how they 

were feeling stressed and disconnected from their learning as a result of the curricular pivot 

required to ensure that learners were prepared to sit for the OSSLT through the undertaking of 

practice tests and entire class blocks dedicated towards the structure of the test. The youth that 

were successful in the OSSLT expressed their frustration by questioning the validity and 

requirement of the assessment whilst those who were not successful were frustrated at their 

required enrollment in after-school sessions established to support learners who were 

unsuccessful in their first attempt at the assessment. As my life-long learning journey took me to 

the archipelago of Haida Gwaii, I realized that the disempowering nature of high stakes 

standardized assessments were as standardized and commonplace as the tests themselves. 

Learners who were unsuccessful often correlated their failure with deficit-minded frames of 

thought and whilst I continually attempted to mitigate these feelings with reaffirming and positive 

words highlighting their vast arrays of knowledge, the truth of the matter was that I was going 

toe-to-toe against a standardized test that had devalued learners' own personal and cultural 

knowledge by simply practicing the colonial act of erasure through the exclusion of their 

experiences. 
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 Throughout this reflective experience I have learned that I am the sum of my stories; 

even the grimy ones. Some of these stories are my own whilst many are not. The stories that are 

my own are rooted in my past – they are experiences that have forged the person that I am in the 

present moment and the currents that will steer me towards my future. They would be worthless 

without the stories that others have shared with me during my time on this planet. These are the 

stories that float between time, where “modern” day and the past recedes towards the goal of 

cementing a future. These stories sit on a continuum as they fluctuate between the deep emotions 

and monumental experiences that they evoke. I hold these stories and their storytellers in my 

heart with deep gratitude – for they are the trails, paths, journeys and odysseys that impart 

invaluable teachings. They are paths that stretch across dimensions like the lines that run across 

our palms. They are human. I will ensure that my scope and research hold the stories and identity 

of my learners at the absolute forefront of my cause – for they are truly the leaders of tomorrow. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to uncover and explore the stories of IBPOC learners who 

have undertaken high stakes standardized assessments through the utilization of quantitative and 

qualitative data collected from graduated high-school learners in British Columbia and Ontario. 

The study questions the justification of the use of these assessments as a tool to determine 

student success, as a form of data collection and to uphold the reality that deepened learning 

experiences require personalized and holistic approaches to learning. I believe that the use of a 

"one-size-fits-all" approach to assessment actively disempowers the superdiversity of learners 

within the system and serves as a barrier to deepened learning.  

 Throughout my lifetime as a learner and the past eight years as an educator, I have 

firsthand experience witnessing the dehumanizing approaches brought forward through high 
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stakes assessment models by educational systems with the intent of gathering student 

achievement data. From my perspective, high stakes models of assessment do not honour the 

experiences of IBPOC learners through biased questions and as a result, I would like to highlight 

previously successful and holistic models of dynamic assessment as an alternative to high stakes 

assessment models. This research is being conducted to hold governmental educational 

institutions accountable to honour the experiences and stories of all learners in data-collection 

methods through the lens of decolonization, anti-racist and holistic mediums.  

Study Justification 

 This research is justified as a means to honour the learning and diverse experiences of 

IBPOC learners with a specific connection to the superdiversity that is evident within all 

learners. This research also has the intent to highlight alternative dynamic assessment models 

rooted in story-based, holistic and strength-based learning to collect student achievement data in 

lieu of high stakes standardized assessments such as the OSSLT and GLA. The knowledge that 

will be produced has the potential to propose an alternative to data-collection methods regarding 

student achievement data that honours the superdiversity of IBPOC learners – a demographic 

that is oft-misrepresented in high stakes assessment models. This research will contribute to the 

advancement of knowledge as educational systems move towards holistic, decolonized and anti-

racist approaches to assessment in education. As assessment models and reporting orders move 

towards feedback and conference-based methods of reporting student-achievement, this research 

has the potential to support an ongoing movement in education rooted in equitable assessment, 

data collection and reporting models.  
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Research Question 

 What can I learn about the experiences of IBPOC learners undertaking high stakes 

standardized assessments such as the GLA and the OSSLT through information evident within 

surveys and interviews? 

Background 

Along my path as a life-long learner, I have encountered the tribulations of high stakes 

and standardized assessments both in my childhood as a student and as an adult in my role as an 

educator. As a child, I went through the dehumanizing act of being reduced to a test score 

through the reliance on standardized testing in Singapore. As an educator in Toronto, Ontario, I 

taught the OSSLT preparatory course for learners in the largest school district in Canada. I have 

also had the pleasure of learning alongside youth whereby we share stories in learning - only to 

watch these stories dissolve as we begin our conversations about the GLA. I have experienced 

first-hand - and have learned through the power in the stories of my learners, that many 

Indigenous, Black and People of Colour (IBPOC) youth do not feel seen nor heard within these 

high stakes assessments.  

 The GLA is a standardized provincial literacy assessment designed to “assess student 

proficiency in literacy” (Government of British Columbia, 2022, para. 1) in Grades 10 and 12. In 

my opinion, the GLA ignores the fundamental and holistic recognition that IBPOC learners’ 

stories are true representations of their learning. According to researchers such as Choi et al. 

(2022), Hancock (2007), Van de Wal and Ryan (2014), in lieu of high stakes and standardized 

testing, a deepened learning experience rooted in equitable assessment would allow all learners 

to express the truth in their stories through the utilization of dynamic assessment. Dynamic 

assessment is a form of assessment that can be defined as “an assessment system that has its 
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guiding principles open and flexible” (Choi et al., 2022, p. 336).  

 According to Rezai-Rashti and Lingard (2021), historically, the use of assessments like 

the GLA have devalued learners' experiences and eradicated the human elements of learning by 

not honouring cultural identity in stories and redirecting "attention from racialized and class 

inequities in students' achievement to students' individual performance data" (p. 719). Within 

deepened learning experiences, learners' agency has the potential to lead to mastery in learning, 

which is “framed as the ability to build knowledge and demonstrate understanding as a learner. 

To experience mastery, students must be able to show what they know in nontraditional ways” 

(Safir & Dugan, 2021, p. 102). Many students are deprived of the experience of mastery within 

the confines of the “traditional” and deeply colonial practice of standardized test administration. 

In Decolonizing Education: Nourishing the Learning Spirit, Battiste (2013) states that “educators 

need to make a conscious decision to nurture Indigenous knowledge, its dignity, identity and 

integrity by making a direct change in school philosophy, policy, pedagogy and practice” whilst 

acknowledging that educators need to forge learning relationships that “make educational 

opportunities for students that nourish their learning spirits and build strong minds, bodies and 

spirits” (p. 99). 

 My inquiry is rooted in the informed belief that high stakes methods of assessment such 

as the OSSLT in Ontario and the GLA in British Columbia should use culturally and 

demographically specific curricular representations of minority populations to best serve IBPOC 

learners. My queries revolve around a desire to open decolonized possibilities through the 

utilization of dynamic assessments which facilitate learning that roots personal and cultural 

reflective stories in student agency and self-efficacy. I propose that this shift will ensure 

strength-based deepened learning experiences for IBPOC students - a demographic of learners 
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significantly underserved within the inequities perpetuated by the neoliberal educational system's 

standardized tests and high stakes assessments. However, the complexities of this proposition 

require deep steps in research of literature to inform this hypothesis.  

Definition of Terms 

 IBPOC: The term Indigenous, Black and People of Colour (IBPOC) is used within this 

research to "recognize ‘First Peoples first’ because of the unique history and context of 

colonization, displacement, and cultural genocide enacted upon Indigenous peoples in Canada, 

and the ongoing national conversation about reconciliation" (UBC Equity & Inclusion Office, 

2023, p. 1). 

Standardized Assessments: Numerous countries (including Canada) have approached 

testing through the lens of standardization, or “census” (Choi et al., 2022, p. 327) approaches to 

literacy assessments. Standardized tests are definitive by their containment of the “same set of 

questions administered in the same way and under relatively similar conditions (ideally), with the 

intent of creating comparable results” (Knoester & Au, 2017, p. 5). 

High stakes Assessments: A method of assessment that creates educational ultimatums 

rooted in test-based graduation requirements for learners which inaccurately defines “legitimate 

school knowledge”, exerts control over the “form that content knowledge takes in the classroom” 

and leverages “control over teacher pedagogies” (Ryan & Whitman, 2013, p. 170). 

Dynamic Assessments: This form of assessment can be defined as “an assessment system 

that has its guiding principles open and flexible” (Choi et al., 2022, p. 336). 

Self Efficacy: Self Efficacy is connected to concepts surrounding self-esteem and 

specifically refers to “the belief in one’s ability” (Van de Wal & Ryan, 2014, p. 15). 
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Neoliberalism: A concept related to the political and economic shift occurring in the 

1980s that, according to Rezai-Rashti & Segeren (2023), led to a form of governance that 

transformed the public sector “from a rule-governed bureaucratic management regime to a 

market - and outcomes - based management regime” (p. 261) that bears significant resemblance 

to business and economic mindsets. In education, numerous forms of neoliberalism exist which 

can be identified by “the creation of quasi-markets built on notions of school choice… a shift 

away from democratic governance, competition for resources and production of educational 

outputs (e.g., high test scores)” and in educational corporations that root practices in resource-

creation through the lens of capitalism and profiteering (Au, 2016, p. 42). 

Superdiversity: A concept that highlights considerations towards multidimensionality and 

intersectionality, which according to Vertovec (2022) was “coined to convey the 

multidimensional nature of diversification processes and how these condition social patterns and 

stratification” (pp. 2 - 6). With specific relation to education, the definition has been extended by 

researchers Davidson and Yee (2021) to “include varied and complex familial histories, 

communities, and Indigenous Nations” (p. 284). 

 Intersectionality: Intersectionality relates to the “hegemonic (ideas, cultures, and 

ideologies), structural (social institutions), disciplinary (bureaucratic hierarchies and 

administrative practices), and interpersonal (routinized interactions among individuals) playing 

fields upon which race, gender, class and other categories or traditions of difference interact to 

produce society” (Hancock, 2007, p. 74). Intersectionality also identifies the interconnected ways 

“in which multiple forms of discrimination combine, especially in the experiences of 

marginalized individuals or groups” (Lamoureaux & Katz, 2020, p. 12). 
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Study Overview 

 This chapter is followed by a literature review of pertinent sources related to the history 

of high stakes standardized assessments, their use as a neoliberal and colonial tool, the continual 

marginalization of IBPOC learners as a result of their overuse and the crucial role of honouring 

superdiversity through dynamic assessment models in lieu of high stakes standardized 

assessments. Additionally, definitions related to these considerations will be provided and 

applied to the educational context. Chapter Three of the study will define components of my 

methodology. The use of research methodologies with specific relation to this study will then be 

showcased with detailed information regarding my steps in analyzing and distilling the data 

gathered from participants. Chapter Four of the study will display the thematic evidence 

uncovered through participant surveys and interviews and will present this data through a mixed-

methods critical analysis highlighting data found in charts, participants quotes and stories shared 

in interviews and my own personal autoethnographical reflections regarding the particular 

thematic area of focus in the form of vignettes. The final chapter of this study will summarize 

and discuss the findings of this research whilst presenting identified limitations of the study. 

Present and future implications of the study will be shared in this section, alongside 

recommendations for educational change. Finally, additional suggestions for further research will 

be brought forward to establish the importance of continuity and reflection in all educational 

contexts with a specific lens on high stakes standardized assessments. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

Introduction 

 Currently, there are a variety of high stakes standardized assessments that do not display 

holistic and human components of learning and instead maintain neoliberal practices within the 

field of education through an over-reliance on their use as methods of collecting student 

performance data and their use of this data itself. The Graduation Literacy Assessment (GLA) in 

British Columbia (BC) and the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) in Ontario are 

examples of such high stakes standardized assessments that value student performance data and 

"devalue access, diversity and design" (Avalos et al., 2020, p. 238). Furthermore, research has 

identified that there is a significant marginalization of Indigenous, Black, and People of Colour 

(IBPOC) learners within these high stakes standardized assessments which further perpetuate the 

inequities evident within the educational system (Kearns, 2011; Rezai-Rashti and Lingard, 

2021). In the study High stakes Standardized Testing and Marginalized Youth, Kearns (2011) 

interviewed marginalized learners who were not successful in taking the OSSLT and revealed 

feelings of continual marginalization and shame amongst participants. The study also found that 

learners who were successful in high stakes standardized assessments were identified as 

"privileged, rewarded, deemed to be good future citizens and active contributors to society" 

whilst those who were unsuccessful were viewed as "different, deemed not up to the standard, ... 

considered to be not thriving, and, therefore, must work harder to become good future citizens by 

passing the literacy test or course" (p. 123). My experiences as an educator in both Ontario and 

BC – alongside the conversations that I have had with learners who have undertaken these high 

stakes assessments have led me to my research inquiry: What can I learn about the experiences 
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of IBPOC learners undertaking high stakes standardized provincial assessments such as the GLA 

and the OSSLT through information evident within surveys and interviews? 

 The deepened learning experience is one that is inherently human – it is forged through 

connection, community and safety which culminate to evoke feelings of accomplishment, trust 

and empowerment amongst all involved. As a result, the onus is upon those in the educational 

field to ensure that educational policies and practices reflect the holistic and human components 

of deepened learning. However, according to Dunn et al. (2021), numerous educational policies 

are rooted in systemic racial inequities and are displayed through a Eurocentric curriculum, 

police presence in schools, funding discrepancies, exclusionary practices and high stakes testing. 

As identified within this literature review, these considerations extend far into numerous 

educational settings across the world such as the United States, Australia and the UK (Archer & 

Yamashita, 2003; Au, 2016; Choi et al., 2022). In many cases, these findings are applicable 

towards drawing some conclusions regarding the use of high stakes standardized assessments in 

Canada. This can be attributed to the reality that over the course of the last few decades, 

Canada's provinces have effectively established a large-scale testing model (some of which 

utilize high stakes standardized assessments) that pays homage to the assessment practices of the 

educational system in the United States (Copp, 2018). 

To showcase these aforementioned inequities, this literature review first provides an 

exploration of the history of standardized and high stakes assessments. Then, descriptive 

background information on the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) in Ontario and 

the Graduation Literacy Assessments (GLA) in British Columbia as well as a list of key 

definitions is provided. This is followed by an analysis of the impact of high stakes standardized 

assessments on learners in BC and Ontario. An in-depth analysis of the misrepresentation of 
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learners' culture in high stakes standardized assessments and specific information regarding the 

concepts of superdiversity and intersectionality in education will then be highlighted. This leads 

to information on the disproportionate effect of high stakes standardized assessments on IBPOC 

folks and how high stakes standardized assessments have served as a tool to perpetuate racist 

systems and white supremacy. A closer look at superdiversity and intersectionality as 

educational concepts is then identified as a combatant against the colonial and racist structure of 

high stakes standardized assessments and as an alternative. A section to highlight opposing 

viewpoints and gaps in the literature concludes this literature review. 

Background 

History of Standardized and High stakes Testing 

 A standardized test is an assessment whereby structural components such as questions 

and guidelines and the conditions under which the test is written are exactly alike for each 

learner who undertakes the experience (Binis, 2024). Each test is also assessed using the same 

rubric, answer key or scoring guide. These assessments vary in severity of future implications for 

the test-taker – some assessments are low-stakes and are utilized for accountability and 

diagnostic purposes whilst others are high stakes and serve as a requirement for graduation or 

diploma exams (Copp, 2018). 

 The history of standardized assessments runs the course of over 100 years where, 

according to Au (2016), early assessment designers in the United States created questions that 

they regarded "necessary for achievement in ascending the hierarchical occupational structure" 

(p. 44) which in actuality reflected their perceived understanding of the existing hierarchy of 

social classes of the time. The results of these assessments reinforced socio-economic and racial 

biases by "providing 'scientific' proof to notions of the inherent inferiority of Black people, 
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specific ethnicities, and the poor, among other groups” (Au, 2016, p. 44). The roots of 

standardized and high stakes testing run deep within the field of education and vigorously uphold 

the colonial systemic implementation of an educational system that is neoliberal and focused on 

accountability as well as the maintenance of efficient achievement of colonial standards (Choi et 

al., 2022). This has resulted in a focus on literacy "as the 'core business' of contemporary 

education systems, and accordingly, a construct that must be rendered readily measurable, 

benchmarked, and accounted for" (p. 326). According to Rezai-Rashti & Segeren (2023) , 

educational policies dating as far back as the 1990s have displayed these neoliberal tendencies 

through the privatization of education, the lack of government funds allocated towards education, 

the centralized state of governmental institutions and the use of outcomes-based curriculum and 

high stakes standardized assessments as a means to increase accountability.  

The use of standardized testing has made significant impacts on the global stage of 

education through the use of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) which is not high stakes and 

determines the "extent to which15-year-old students near the end of their compulsory education 

have acquired the knowledge and skills that are essential for full participation in modern 

societies" (OECD, 2023, p. 3). Numerous countries such as Canada have chosen to adopt PISA 

to establish learning benchmarks as well as to compare and validate data from national high 

stakes assessments (Breakspear, 2012). Specifically, within Canada, the PISA is used by 

provinces in a complementary fashion to oversee the performance of the educational system, to 

monitor the results of specific subpopulations over time and to address key changes in learning 

trends such as learners' enjoyment of reading in provinces such as Ontario and British Columbia. 

Through the neoliberal act of mandating high stakes and standardized testing, educational 
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systems have favoured the data collected from students’ individual performances in these 

assessments over the dire attention required to address the role of inequities within class, racial 

and socio-economic factors in learner's growth (Rezai-Rashti & Lingard, 2021). Ryan and 

Whitman (2013) assert that this is an example how the governing body implementing the test "is 

better able to influence how students (or 'subjects') learn the skills and content decided on by the 

government or its representatives, which is reminiscent of residential schooling and assimilation 

procedures" (p. 167). In 2024, in spite of the steps that educational systems are taking towards 

decolonization, the provinces of BC and Ontario are still opting to gain student achievement data 

through high stakes standardized assessments such as the GLA and the OSSLT. 

 According to the results found in the study The Game of Accountability by Rezai-Rashti 

and Segeren (2023), success was defined "'as academic learning, a positive school climate, and 

students' well being'" which were significantly "different than those prioritized by the Ontario 

Ministry of Education in terms of increased student achievement on provincial and international 

standardized assessments" (p. 266). The findings in this study were derived from semi-structured 

interviews with eighteen high-school leaders across four high-schools in Vancouver, B.C. and 

Toronto, Ontario which showcases the pressure regarding fluctuating definitions of student 

"success" through the lens of school administrative staff. Van de Wal & Ryan (2014) state that 

the varying definitions of success within these tests have even created reactions in learners that 

are negative and oppositional towards the act of reading and building literacy skills and has 

instead presented the risk of increased and endorsed aliteracy – which can be defined as the 

possession of the ability to read but not the aspirations to do so.  

These standardized assessments are a snapshot of a learner's life-long learning journey – 

they do not account for the reality that learners who are navigating questions under the stressful 
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conditions of a testing environment may respond differently in other educational settings such as 

group work (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Furthermore, these high stakes assessments encourage 

teachers to teach to the test as the results of these assessments have drastic outcomes for their 

learners (Copp, 2018). Choi et al. (2022) indicate that the implementation of the literacy 

assessment has a significant impact on IBPOC youth with relation to English Language Learners 

as "monolingual tests offer invalid evidence of what multilingual students know and can do" (p. 

333) and Indigenous learners who see "language as one of the truest forms of cultural 

retention...[and] are faced with difficult decisions like abandoning their languages to master 

standardized English" (Ryan & Whitman, 2013, p. 176). 

Several authors argue that there are numerous possibilities for equitable, decolonized, and 

anti-racist approaches to gathering information about student learning such as Choi et al. (2022), 

Hancock (2007), Van de Wal and Ryan (2014). A holistic form of assessment that has "its 

guiding principles in open and flexible language, interactiveness, multiple approaches, dynamic 

assessment and integration of assessment with instruction" (Choi et al., 2022, p. 336) will 

support learners who are insecure by fostering self-esteem in activities connected to literacy that 

extends learning and celebrates successes outside of and within the classroom (Van de Wal & 

Ryan, 2014). These forms of dynamic assessment may ultimately combat the global phenomenon 

of high stakes standardized assessments. 

Canadian Context 

 As previously identified, Canadian provinces such as British Columbia and Ontario have 

used high stakes standardized assessments as a tool to establish the neoliberal and accountability-

based model of public education (Rezai-Rashti & Segeren, 2023; Copp, 2018; Breakspear, 

2012). In the case of provinces like Ontario, these high stakes assessments have been in use for 
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over 20 years (Van De Wal & Ryan, 2014). These assessments do not honour the diversity of 

learners, as evident in Ryan and Whitman's (2013) study entitled The Inequity and Effect of 

Standardized Literacy Testing for First Nations Students-An Ontario (Canadian) Outlook that 

highlights the impacts of high stakes literary assessments such as the OSSLT on Indigenous 

learners. Their findings identified that the creation of a truly standardized literacy assessment is 

effectively impossible as it would need to accommodate the vast differences in language 

structures and dialects within the country through a culturally neutral lens. These findings 

coincide with the information apparent in the text entitled Principles for Fair Student Assessment 

Practices for Education in Canada (Joint Advisory Committee, 1993): a document constructed 

by a joint advisory committee of representatives from educational professional organizations that 

sets guidelines to ensure equitable assessment practices for learners in Canada. These principles 

highlight components of equitable and fair assessment practices such as how "assessment 

methods should be developed or chosen so that inferences drawn about the knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, and behaviors possessed by each student are valid and not open to misinterpretation" 

and how these methods should honour the life experiences and backgrounds of every learner who 

has to undertake an assessment (p. 5-6). In recognition of these principles alongside the findings 

of Ryan and Whitman (2013), it is abundantly clear that cultural bias within high stakes 

standardized assessments are inherent in their design. Each province in Canada has unique forms 

of standardized assessments – this study will focus specifically on two high stakes standardized 

assessments: the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) and the Graduation Literacy 

Assessment (GLA) in British Columbia.  
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The Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) 

The OSSLT is a high stakes literacy assessment that serves as a measurement tool to 

determine if learners at the end of their Grade 9 year are meeting the ministry-set expectations 

for literacy amongst all subject areas (EQAO, 2022a). In the province, it is a graduation 

requirement to earn an Ontario Secondary School Diploma. The OSSLT is a rigid and time-

sensitive linear test that claims to consider “content and statistical specifications ahead of test 

administration” (para. 12). It is a digital assessment that “comprises two sessions (Session A and 

Session B) containing a total of 33 questions: 31 multiple-select questions (e.g., multiple-choice, 

drag and drop, drop-down menu, checklist, text selection) and two constructed open-response 

questions” (para. 12). It has an identified process in setting standards related to the assessment 

that utilizes participant nomination by the Directors of Education, senior educational officials 

and leaders in the community to serve on panels that determine the standards of the assessment 

(EQAO, 2022b, para. 2). 

The Graduation Literacy Assessment (GLA) 

 The GLA is a high stakes provincial literacy assessment in British Columbia that is 

designed to serve as a measurement tool for student learning and proficiency for ministry-set 

literacy standards in Grades 10 and 12 (Province of British Columbia, 2022). It is a graduation 

requirement that claims to assess “students’ ability to use critical and reflective thinking and 

analysis to make meaning from a diverse array of texts” (para. 2). The GLA includes two parts 

and the opportunity for students to self-reflect with an un-marked component: In Part A students 

respond directly to questions related to texts and in Part B students are asked to “communicate 

their personal interpretation and insights in an extended written response” (para. 5). In Part A of 

the GLA, learners answer selected-response questions related to an overarching concept and text 
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with connections to present day events. This concept is referred to as the "Context for Critical 

Thinking" and its purpose is to guide learners through their written answers which are expressed 

within a multi-paragraph response and graphic organizer (Province of British Columbia, 2022, 

para. 5). Part B of the GLA requires learners to express their connections to a different global 

issue that displays real-world implications through selected-response questions (para. 6). After 

responding to the selected-response questions, learners select one of two possible writing 

prompts that are related to the global issue as presented at the beginning of Part B and to respond 

to the prompt in an in-depth written piece. Whilst this component of the GLA allows for learners 

to share writing based on their knowledge and experiences, it does not include specific cultural 

information that would be required to avoid the potential for misrepresentation of learners' 

cultural experiences by the assessment marker – a consideration acknowledged in the Principles 

for Fair Student Assessment Practices for Education in Canada (Joint Advisory Committee, 

1993). Furthermore, whilst the reflective component of the assessment grants learners an 

opportunity to share cultural connections to their learning, it is an unmarked portion of the GLA 

that does not count towards learners' scores in the assessment. 

The Impact of High stakes Standardized Assessments 

 The primary demographic impacted by high stakes standardized assessments are the 

learners themselves. Studies have indicated that their physical and mental well-being are directly 

impacted by the content and ensuing results of the assessment, which correlates with deficit-

related feelings and thoughts surrounding their social class (Archer & Yamashita, 2003; Kearns, 

2011). Furthermore, the impacts of high stakes standardized assessments has resulted in some 

young learners identifying that their lack of success is internalized, pathological and related to 

their sense of worth (Archer & Yamashita, 2003).  
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Impact on Learners in British Columbia 

 The impacts of the GLA on learners in BC were remarked upon in an open letter written 

by Teri Mooring, president of the British Columbia Teachers Federation (2021) which supports 

the hypothesis that the standardized assessments used within the province are inequitable as they 

do not accurately represent the diverse needs of learners and may instead foster feelings of 

inadequacy within learners. She asserts that the standardized assessment practices of the 

province of BC have disproportionately affected learners in "low income and racialized 

communities, often resulting in a diminished sense of pride and community for students and 

families" (Mooring, 2021, p. 1). 

Impact on Learners in Ontario 

 Researchers Van De Wal and Ryan (2014) assert that the significant weight of the 

OSSLT as a graduation requirement in Ontario has created an inequitable divide between 

possible literacy intervention opportunities for all learners and the act of measuring literacy skills 

which ultimately underserves learners by not setting them up for success. Their assertion is that 

this is due to the reality that educators are consistently honouring learners in specific ways 

through interpersonal learning relationships, curricular adaptations and modifications as well as 

through documents such as Individualized Education Plans (Van De Wal & Ryan, 2014). This 

time-sensitive and crucial process results in the outcome that some learners may not enter high 

school with prior skills required for success in the OSSLT. The learning expectations of 

elementary level learners and the skills required by secondary level learners to pass the OSSLT 

are vastly different which exacerbates the separation between appropriate literacy intervention 

opportunities and learners' eventual undertaking of the OSSLT (Van De Wal & Ryan, 2014).  
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 With regards to the financial implications of large-scale high stakes standardized 

assessment practices, the OSSLT has been identified by the Ontario Secondary School Teachers' 

Federation (OSSTF) as a process that uses over $32 million of government funds (OSSTF, 

2012). In lieu of high stakes standardized assessments such as the OSSLT, the OSSTF suggested 

that "more education workers and student support professionals" would be a better use of the 

funds allocated towards the OSSLT in order to truly enact positive and immediate educational 

change in learners' worlds (p. 3). 

The Misrepresentation of Culture Through the Standardization of Knowledge 

 Many learners who undertake high stakes assessments such as the OSSLT and GLA are 

marginalized due to various factors; stated by Kearns (2011) as "sex, race, ethnicity, class, 

ability, language, and other characteristics" which are components of learner's identities that are 

omitted from such high stakes assessments in favour of the identities of those who possess 

knowledge that is considered valuable by neoliberal educational systems (p. 125). The lack of 

acknowledgement of superdiversity within high stakes standardized assessments effectively 

creates a definition of learning and knowledge that exists without the inclusion of IBPOC 

experiences, thus portraying the inaccurate sentiment that these experiences lack validity. Au 

(2008) proposes that high stakes standardized assessments are selective about student identities 

that are to be portrayed within them through the misrepresentation of "selecting student identities 

that is at once subtractive to some students and additive to others through the active regulation of 

forms of consciousness and identity deemed acceptable within pedagogic discourse" (p. 641). 

This creates a limited perspective of identities present within high stakes standardized 

assessments whereby both learner and educator identities that are deemed "acceptable" are 

funnelled through the test, whilst community-focused and personalized local knowledge rooted 
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in multicultural perspectives are omitted from the curriculum used by educators to prepare 

learners for these skewed assessments (Au, 2008). This actively substitutes the reality of many 

IBPOC experiences for inaccurate and concocted learner and educator identities within 

pedagogical practices related to the preparation and administration of these assessments. These 

curricular choices create three issues that have been highlighted by Au (2009) whereby "content 

that recognizes the diversity of student history, culture and experience becomes increasingly 

unacceptable in the classroom", leading to content that "works against a diversity of acceptable 

learner identities in the classroom" and ultimately pressures IBPOC learners to perform to a 

higher, curricular-determined standard "even as their curricular environments are becoming 

increasingly restricted and less rich" (p. 68). This has been identified by Kūkea Shultz and 

Englert (2023) in their US study which highlights the social and racial injustices in assessment 

resulting in the loss of Hawaiian language and culture whereby they declare: 

When we do not see ourselves in the standards that guide our test development work, 

when we are told that we do not need to be intentional in our integration of culture 

and language in our work because it is “understood” and has nothing to do with the 

technical quality of assessments, when our communities do not see themselves in the 

curriculum or assessments that are integral parts of their children’s education, when 

society tells our families that “the reality is” their children need to adapt to a western 

and English-only world, and when items on an assessment do not hold resonance for 

students in marginalized communities, then we should not be surprised when the 

education system, assessments, and their results do not hold any value in our 

communities. (p. 257) 

This testimonial portrays the reality of the misrepresentation and silencing of cultural identities 
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and stories within high stakes standardized assessments which disempower IBPOC learners and 

devalue any attempt of equitable, decolonized and anti-racist approaches to learning and 

assessment within educational systems. It also speaks to the lack of legitimacy afforded by the 

results of such assessments in certain communities.  

Superdiversity and Intersectionality in Education 

Superdiversity in Education 

 Superdiversity is a concept that incorporates multidimensionality and intersectionality as 

frameworks to analyze impacts on social patterns that is inclusive of communities, multifaceted 

family histories and Indigenous Nations (Davidson & Yee, 2021; Vertovec, 2022). Through the 

lens of systemic educational change, the concept of superdiversity raises issues surrounding 

holistic learning experiences rooted in multicultural education whereby "multicultural education 

has failed to contest the privileges of the dominant social group, and that multicultural education 

needs to focus on and challenge inequality and power relations" (Chan, 2020, p. 565). This is the 

crux as to why superdiversity can be theorized as a crucial concept in educational reform as a 

hybrid model that supports multicultural education as both concepts uphold the importance of 

heterogeneity in enacting equitable educational change (Chan, 2020). As a result of this hybrid 

theory, the use of the prefix 'super' within 'superdiversity' has the potential to contribute to the 

holistic approach of applying an "increased focus on the social trajectories of individuals living 

at the intersections of various categories of diversity...as well as the process of their 'becoming' 

across and within diverse communities in particular localities" (Sadownik, 2020, p. 286).  

Intersectionality in Education 

 Intersectionality can be viewed as a societal framework that acknowledges the 

interconnectivity of socioeconomic, gender-based and racial differences within humanity and 
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their relation to various human experiences such as culture, relationships and power structures 

(Hancock, 2007). Intersectionality within education recognizes the multilayered complexities 

faced by marginalized learners who have experienced the multitude of ways that systemic 

discrimination is enacted (Lamoureaux & Katz, 2020). Intersectionality within anti-racist 

educational pedagogies can be viewed as "a key concept that unlocks the education house that 

race made" (Tefera et al., 2018, p. xii). Within educational practices that are focused on 

honouring diversity and intersectionality there lies a significant opportunity for learners to truly 

see themselves in their learning through decolonized, anti-racist and equitable pedagogies. For 

students who identify as Indigenous, educational pedagogies that acknowledge intersectionality 

highlight the engrained and systemic racist ideals in Canada that can culminate "for some 

Indigenous youth, with issues of poverty, trauma, and/or disability to create a highly at-risk 

group of learners" (Lamoureux & Katz, 2020, p. 12-13). As holistic educational pedagogies 

move towards the inclusion of intersectionality and individuality in deepened learning practices, 

it is of note to state that IBPOC learners are at-risk of further marginalization should schools 

continue to operate with many current and out-dated practices such as the use of high stakes 

standardized assessments that do not honour crucial steps in decolonization. By claiming 

decolonized and anti-racist practices while still administering monocultural and neoliberal high 

stakes assessments, educational governing bodies are effectively confirming the stark reality that 

they support and uphold performative allyship, superficial activism and tokenism (wilson & 

Zuñiga-West, 2023). 

The Impact of High stakes Standardized Assessments on the IBPOC Community 

 Learners who are immersed within systems of education are superdiverse – they are the 

keepers of their stories, their histories and their cultures. Within classroom doors, empowered 
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educators facilitate learning experiences that honours superdiversity in learning through the 

building of learning relationships rooted in trust and safety. These diversified and individualized 

learning relationships are integral towards the deepened learning process and educators often 

facilitate assessment and evaluation practices rooted in these relationships to support learners 

(Kempf, 2016; Olivant, 2015). This is not replicated in high stakes assessment models as the act 

of honouring the diversity of the learners who undertake these assessments is contradictory to 

their very existence due to the inherent nature of diversity and superdiversity being "antithetical 

to the process of standardization" (Au, 2009, p. 67).   

 Furthermore, high stakes standardized assessments do not account for the lived 

experiences and stories of the learners and educators who navigate them which lacks 

acknowledgement of the crucial components of reflection and personal connection to the 

learning experience (Counsell & Wright, 2018). Upon reflection of research and analysis of the 

PISA with relation to student achievement improvement, Ungerleider (2006) includes two more 

reasons as to why standardized assessments are inadequate tools to determine student success as 

they do not "assess the broad range of knowledge and competencies that schools are intended to 

develop" such as arts education nor do they acknowledge the "breadth of knowledge in the 

domains they do address" such as reading and listening skills alongside literary thematic studies 

(p. 875). Members of the IBPOC community are left to experience these conditions in an 

educational system that fosters their "role as an assimilating agent" (Nieto, 2011, p. 18) which 

actively contributes to feelings of dismissal, segregation and loneliness that serve as obstacles 

towards the achievement of their goals (Blaise, 2018). Furthermore, educators in Ontario have 

shared accounts that many of their learners have cried, felt anxious and have lost sleep in 

preparation for the OSSLT, thus making clear that governmental bodies who insist on 
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prescribing these high stakes standardized tests are actively choosing to ignore socio-emotional 

and cultural components of learning (Kempf, 2016). 

 Amrein & Berliner (2002) note in their analysis of the negative and unintended 

consequences of high stakes testing in the US that the use of high stakes standardized 

assessments has a direct correlation with high-school dropout rates; learners who identify as 

people of colour are twice as likely as white students to drop out of school as a result of the 

increased use of high stakes standardized assessments. Laird's (2006) study analyzing school 

dropout rates found that learners from low socio-economic backgrounds are four times as likely 

to drop out of high school compared to their peers who live in high socio-economic conditions. 

Kearns (2011) speaks towards the impact of the OSSLT on learners of the IBPOC community by 

highlighting the reality that the learners who do not have successful outcomes in the OSSLT are 

identified as different and that the assessment emphasizes the marginalized experiences of 

learners who reside in communities of lower socio-economic standing. As identified by Au 

(2016), "failure, as defined by test scores, is concentrated in low-income children of color" which 

supports the notion that high stakes standardized assessments perpetuate the othering of IBPOC 

learners and are used as a disciplinary tool to "specifically and disproportionately" disempower 

Black and Brown learners of low socio-economic status (p. 52). Learners' race and 

socioeconomic status can be attributed to "about 60% of the variance that can be accounted for in 

student achievement" and socio-economic factors that impact communities of colour such as 

"family income...violence rate and average income...level of food insecurity...[and] language 

spoken at home" have determining impacts on learner's achievement (Knoester and Au, 2017, p. 

8). This variance has created an achievement gap that haunts IBPOC learners throughout their 

educational experiences as it "shows up in grades, standardized-test scores, course selection, 
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dropout rates, and college-completion rates, among other [neoliberal] success measures" (Ansell, 

2011, para. 1). The achievement gap is an undeniable fact that exposes the racist tendencies of 

high stakes standardized assessments that systems of education in the United States and Canada 

attempt to remedy through educational reforms such as increased financial support of these 

assessments which continues to perpetuate neoliberal accountability measures (Au, 2016; 

Eizadirad et al., 2022). 

 Kearns (2011) argues that "school placement (i.e., academic, applied, ESL), poverty by 

postal code" and numerous other factors rooted in racist and colonial systemic practices have 

played an integral role in further marginalizing IBPOC learners who are unsuccessful in their 

first attempt at the OSSLT (p. 126). The results of these assessments have been utilized as a way 

to falsely convince society that they serve as a meritocratic measurement tool to assess learners 

under the guise of equality which has justified their use as "a tool of white supremacy because 

they make racist outcomes of the tests appear as a byproduct of the way the world works 

objectively" (Knoester and Au, 2017, p. 7). Furthermore, the collision course between high 

stakes standardized assessments and meritocracy have political ramifications identified by 

Knoester and Au (2017) in Standardized Testing and School Segregation: Like Tinder for Fire? 

This study states that the "racist history and contemporary racist outcomes, [of] high stakes, 

standardized testing converts segregation, and its white supremacist impulses, into an ‘objective 

science’" (p. 11). The relationship between high stakes assessments, segregation and place-based 

factors within educational systemic practices correlate with the findings of the Fraser Institute 

which ranks schools based on the findings of high stakes standardized assessments (Eizadirad et 

al., 2022, p. 36 - 37). Upon consideration of the culturally diverse Jane and Finch community in 

the City of Toronto, the impact of these rankings can be defining towards a community's image 
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as "the rankings contribute to schools located in racialized communities being labelled as 'bad' 

and viewed through a deficit lens, where the assumption is made that they do not offer quality 

education" (p. 36 - 37). This in turn has adverse impacts on the members of these communities 

which are portrayed negatively in the media, where neoliberal, racist and meritocratic mindsets 

effectively blame the communities with minimum consideration towards the inequitable 

practices within educational systems that affect the academic achievement of learners (Eizadirad 

et al., 2022). This results in segregation and inaccurate portrayals of racialized communities 

cementing the reality that in the City of Toronto, realtors will compare the test-scores of schools 

within the district to sway potential buyers into the mentality that their real estate purchase is in a 

desirable neighbourhood (Kempf, 2016). This place-based discrimination displays evidence that 

high stakes standardized assessments are utilities of meritocracy and segregation that effectively 

perpetuates a white-supremacist and colonial agenda under the guise of student achievement 

data. 

Honouring Superdiversity and Intersectionality in Learning 

 Superdiversity and intersectionality as frameworks in educational pedagogy have the 

potential to engage learners in ways that showcase how "our superdiverse positionalities limit 

and open different possibilities for teaching" (Davidson & Yee, 2021, p. 288). Through this 

understanding, honouring the superdiversity of learners provides the opportunity for them to 

display their "different 'funds of knowledge'" (Avalos et al., 2020, p. 226) in holistic deepened 

learning experiences that honour the whole student. These are learning experiences that uphold 

the stories and experiences of IBPOC learners whereby learners have the potential to "see 

themselves in their curriculum, for them to develop relationships, and for them to heal in the very 
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spaces that have been built to enact pain and lies that tell them that they do not belong" (Dunn et 

al., 2021, p. 214). 

 There are numerous ways that intersectionality and superdiversity can be respected in 

systemic educational practices. In Intersectionality, Indigeneity, and Inclusive Education (2020), 

Lamoureux and Katz state that this begins with the breaking down of otherness through building 

relationships that highlight the humanizing elements of learning, awareness and education 

regarding Indigenous peoples and through the acknowledgement of one's privilege (p. 15). 

Within assessment policies, this could be enacted through the elimination of the pressure behind 

these assessments as graduation requirements and through the acknowledgement of multiple 

literacy portfolios, for example, in lieu of the singular snapshot of learning presented in these 

assessments or through the development of new and innovative pedagogies to support student 

learning (Kearns, 2011). These concepts display evidence that alternative methods of gathering 

data related to student literacy rates are possibilities within the educational field. My hypothesis 

is that dynamic assessment models will serve as a holistic, decolonized and anti-racist 

approaches to assessing student literacy that honours the intersectionality and superdiversity of 

learners within the system. 

Opposing Viewpoints 

 There is evidence to support the benefit of high stakes standardized assessments as well – 

and it is of the utmost importance to acknowledge these considerations to uphold the reflective 

nature of learning for educators and educational leaders alike. The debate as to the importance of 

high stakes standardized assessments is a crucial one to establish answers to a fundamental 

question in education: How do educators, administrators, school boards and school systems best 

support the learning of all students? As identified in Dadani's (2019) study that analyzes the 
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impact of the OSSLT on teachers, learners and administrators through personal interviews with 

educational stakeholders, the OSSLT can assist educators by providing a structure regarding the 

planning and instruction of learners to address curricular gaps. The OSSLT was also identified as 

a means to make comparisons between schools and boards within the province to support student 

learning.  

 Within British Columbia, the First Nation Schools Association (FNSA) is a non-profit 

organization that started in 1996 and is directed by and for First Nations schools in BC 

(Kavanagh, 2006). Some of the roles that the FNSA undertakes includes program 

implementation, the facilitation of professional development opportunities for those in education, 

the undertaking of research and numerous other supports and considerations to benefit the 

educational opportunities for learners in First Nations schools. In 2006, the association re-issued 

a handbook for administrators and principals of First Nations schools entitled Providing 

Educational Leadership which highlighted the crucial role that principals and administrators 

have in acknowledging the importance of school improvement for all learners in their schools 

(Kavanagh, 2006). Improvement and progress are core concepts in relation to the support that the 

FNSA holds towards the use of standardized assessments. This can be attributed to the 

importance of standardized assessments as a method of data collection to measure progress, to 

assist learners who may require additional supports and to acknowledge that it is the 

responsibility of the school to maintain accountability for the learning progress of every learner 

within it (Kavanagh, 2006). In a letter to the BCTF, the First Nations Leadership Council 

highlighted the importance of provincial standardized assessments as a tool to identify systemic 

racism within educational policy and as a method to recognize the reality that Indigenous 

learners and populations of learners are marginalized by an educational system that underserves 
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them (First Nations Leadership Council, 2022). Furthermore, the council identified standardized 

assessments as a way to acknowledge and implement equitable change regarding the 2015 

findings of the BC Auditor General which reported that First Nations learners experienced 

lowered expectations in their educational experiences. These considerations from BC and 

Ontario are important factors in the debate surrounding the use of standardized assessments as 

they provide a more complete picture of the educational landscape in Canada with regards to 

future steps in recognizing the best way to ensure that assessment of student learning is 

equitable, decolonized and anti-racist. 

Gaps in the Literature 

 Many voices in academic writing discuss the negative effects of high stakes assessments 

and standardized testing but seldom offer testimonies from graduated learners that highlight the 

perspective and stories of IBPOC individuals who have undertaken such assessments at various 

points in their learning journey. There are numerous studies conducted on the topic of high 

stakes standardized assessments from countries such as the United States, Australia and the UK 

(Archer & Yamashita, 2003; Au, 2016; Choi et al., 2022) but it is apparent that there could be 

additional contextual information regarding the impacts of high stakes standardized assessments 

in Canada, specifically in provinces such as Ontario and British Columbia which utilize these 

assessments as graduation requirements. Components of my research have explored the cultural 

biases within high stakes standardized assessments such as those utilized in BC and Ontario. 

There is a gap regarding the amalgamation of truths through a narrative lens that may showcase 

empowering stories of resilience in learning within the rigidity and dehumanization of high 

stakes standardized assessments with consideration of the impact of these assessments on 

recently-graduated IBPOC learners. The stories that learners hold have very rarely been brought 
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to the surface with regards to how their experiences can enact educational change. By honouring 

the stories of the participants of this study and sharing my own personal experiences as a learner 

and educator through the combining of our stories, there is great potential to infer the possible 

experiences of those who are presently within the educational system.  

Summary 

 The neoliberal, colonial, and racist practices of educational systems through 

administration of Eurocentric and Anglocentric high stakes standardized assessments have 

created barriers for IBPOC learners with regards to the holistic learning that occurs from being 

seen, heard, and represented in the deepened learning process. High stakes standardized 

assessments are inherently racist in their nature as they "use a tacit hegemonic white racial 

habitus as the standard for the test" (Inoue, 2015, p. 107). This reinforces the disempowerment of 

the experiences of IBPOC learners within educational systems. Any justification in the 

utilization of high stakes standardized assessments can be perceived as drawing from practices to 

establish racial equity that is focused "fundamentally about ideology and not meeting the 

material and cultural needs of children and communities of color" (Au, 2016, p. 56). The use of 

colonial and racist high stakes standardized methods of assessment to collect student literacy 

data can be replaced with dynamic assessments and pedagogies which honour the superdiversity 

and intersectionality of IBPOC learners. By ignoring student-centric dynamic assessments that 

are holistic forms of gathering evidence of learning in lieu of high stakes and standardized 

assessments, educational systems continue to repress and underserve the lives and experiences of 

many of those immersed within it. 
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Chapter 3 – Methodology and Procedures 

Introduction 

 Deep learning experiences are inherently human – they are forged through connection, 

community and safety which culminate to evoke feelings of accomplishment, trust and 

empowerment amongst all involved. These experiences create safe stories of holistic learning for 

youth rooted in equitable and decolonized assessment practices that serve as trail markers for 

life-long learning journeys. This research inquiry explores the nature of high stakes standardized 

assessments such as the GLA and OSSLT and whether they display these holistic and 

decolonized qualities. This chapter will delve into my reasoning behind the use of a mixed-

methods explanatory sequential process in this research which will be displayed through a 

background analysis of the explanatory sequential methodological process and showcase 

proponents in this field of research. An overview of the narrative and autoethnographical 

methods utilized within this study are included to reinforce the mixed-methods approach 

alongside descriptions of how I employed these research methodologies to support my inquiry.   

Methodology 

 The methodological process applied in this study was a mixed-methods approach that 

utilized autoethnographical reflections to complement quantitative and qualitative data. This 

study explored data that was collected using quantitative and qualitative methods and analyzed 

through an explanatory sequential design. The planned and close-ended questions asked in the 

quantitative survey alongside the use of interviews to elaborate upon these questions are 

identifiable traits within this study that would qualify the use of a mixed method design 

(Creswell & Clark, 2017). The explanatory sequential design for research is rooted in a two-

phase mixed-methods approach to gathering data. 
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The first phase is a quantitative form of data collection and reinforced with a second 

phase of qualitative data collection intended to shed more light on topics identified in the initial 

phase of research. The intention of this research design is to explain trends that may emerge from 

quantitative data (Creswell & Clark, 2017). The qualitative information depends directly on the 

outcome of the quantitative phase of research, and as a result, it is integral to this particular 

research design. Once both sets of data are collected, there is an opportunity to search for ways 

that the qualitative results may inform or magnify the information evident in the quantitative 

phase (Creswell & Clark, 2017). The advantages of this particular form of mixed-methods data 

analysis allows singular researchers to engage in the data-collection elements of their study in a 

compartmentalized and more direct way. However, the absence of a team also creates issues 

regarding the time required to process both quantitative and qualitative data sets. Within this 

consideration lies one of the greatest challenges brought forward by the explanatory sequential 

design. As qualitative data takes much more time to analyze, it is imperative that the researcher 

allocates an appropriate amount of time to interpret the data collected.  

 Within the field of educational research, quantitative data is used to highlight empirical 

and quantifiable data sets (Zapp et al., 2017). Quantitative figures collected from closed-answer 

questions can reveal trends within data sets to assist with the formulation and eventual synthesis 

of qualitative data through a mixed-method approach to analysis (Creswell & Clark, 2017). 

Quantitative data gathered using tools such as anonymous surveys analyzed alongside qualitative 

data provides an amalgamated form of research that utilizes evidence rooted in experiential and 

practical evidence (Zapp et al., 2017).  

 Critical qualitative research is based on ethical practices rooted in honouring human 

rights (Denzin, 2017). As a result, interview transcripts and other forms of qualitative data that 
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are analyzed through the framework of critical qualitative research must address the nature of 

power structures in the field of education to amplify the likelihood that the purpose and scope of 

the data and overall inquiry are grounded in educational change. Recorded interviews interpreted 

through the critical qualitative lens that are semi-structured, scripted and formal provide 

participants with ample opportunity to elaborate and delve deeper into points made (Hatch, 

2023). Furthermore, interviews allow for additional contextual information, noted by Hatch 

(2023) as "meaning structures...often hidden from direct observation" (p. 91). This information 

can be coded by reviewing the qualitative data using terms highlighted in the quantitative survey 

questions to build trends and patterns within the study (Saldaña, 2024). This ultimately reveals 

themes derived from the data collected within the study, defined by Saldaña (2024) as "an 

extended phrase or, preferably, a complete sentence that organizes and identifies what a group of 

repeating ideas in data is about and/or what it means" (p. 14).  

 "Autoethnography" is defined as "an autobiographical genre of writing and research that 

displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural" (Bochner and 

Ellis, 2016, p. 65). Within these connections, "concrete action, dialogue, emotion, embodiment, 

spirituality, and self-consciousness are featured in relational, family, institutional, and 

community stories affected by history, social structure, and culture, which themselves are 

revealed through action, feeling, thought, and language" (p. 65). In circumstances where stories 

are shared between researchers and participants, collaboration between both parties is crucial to 

establish reciprocity and to ensure that all voices are respected and heard throughout the research 

relationship (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). As noted by Thorne (2000), the act of “putting 

experience into words, whether we do this verbally, in writing, or in thought, transforms the 

actual experience into a communicable representation of it" (p. 69). This idea is further 
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reinforced by the importance of establishing reciprocal relationships within such research 

processes.  

There are specific benefits to the use of a narrative methodology within educational 

settings that assists with the understanding of the life experiences of learners, school staff and 

educational stakeholders (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). The intersections between life and 

educational experiences cannot be denied, as "life's narratives are the context of making meaning 

in school situations" (p. 3).  

 My epistemological reasoning behind the use of these methodologies was to honour the 

present and future learners in public educational systems by ensuring that this research is focused 

on decolonized and equitable educational systemic change (Denzin, 2017). A sentiment that I 

maintain in my epistemology as a researcher and educator is that access to equitable education is 

a human right, and all stakeholders immersed within educational systems must honour the rights 

of learners. By closely examining the stories of participants through the scope of critical 

qualitative inquiry and sharing personal reflections through narrative and autoethnographical 

lenses, I hoped to draw from authentic human experiences to reinforce my belief in one's human 

right to an equitable education. To further the importance of highlighting human rights through 

the lens of decolonization in educational research, I adhered to and honoured the "'Four R's' of 

respect, relevance, reciprocity and responsibility" (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991, p. 14) 

throughout the research process. Kirkness and Barnhardt presented the Four Rs as a series of 

methodologies that a colonial and ethnocentric educational institution such as a university can 

utilize "to foster a more productive two-way exchange that increases its capacity to respond 

effectively to the higher education and human resource needs" (p. 7) of First Nations 

communities and the learners within them. I ensured to uphold these four pillars in my actions as 



SUPERDIVERSITY	AS	A	SUPERPOWER		 	 43	

a researcher as I learned from participant stories and experiences by respecting participants’ 

cultural relationships throughout the study, ensuring that this study was relevant to the 

educational experiences of Indigenous learners, practicing reciprocity by sharing my own stories 

alongside those of research participants and by challenging educational systems' inherent 

responsibility to honour all learners by acknowledging my responsibility to ensure that this study 

does the same. Ultimately, I believe that honouring the Four R's within the scope of ethical and 

human-rights-focused research is a universal approach that can be applied to research settings 

that honour and empower participants. 

Study Design and Description 

 My experiences as an educator in both Ontario and BC – alongside the conversations that 

I have had with learners who have undertaken these high stakes assessments have led me to my 

research inquiry:  

What can be learned about the experiences of IBPOC learners undertaking high stakes provincial 

assessments such as the GLA and the OSSLT through information evident within surveys and 

interviews when interpreted through an autoethnographical narrative lens? The intent of this 

research was to:  

1) Display the immense worth of honouring the voices, experiences and superdiversity of 

IBPOC learners in education.  

2) Study the numerous high stakes assessment models evident within Canada through a 

close analysis of the GLA and the OSSLT. 

3) Identify the inequitable practices evident within high stakes assessment models and how 

they do not serve IBPOC learners.  
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4) Highlight alternative curricular-based dynamic assessment models rooted in story-based, 

holistic and strength-based learning to collect student achievement data in lieu of the 

OSSLT and GLA.  

 The use of the explanatory sequential mixed-methodology proved useful in my process of 

coding and thematic organization by providing detailed narrative explanations for data found in 

the quantitative portion of the study while also establishing a narrative thread between the 

experiences of the interview participants and myself (Creswell & Clark, 2017). The use of the 

explanatory sequential methodology was valuable as I was collecting numerous forms of data 

independently – however, I found that this was the component of the data analysis portion of the 

study that took the most time due to the specific attention that both quantitative and qualitative 

data sets required in coding and thematic analysis (Creswell & Clark, 2017).  

The autoethnographical reflections within this study took the form of vignettes that were 

written after the data collection phase to showcase my experiences in educational systems as a 

learner and educator. They were intended to parallel the data uncovered within the quantitative 

and qualitative portions of this study and to express solidarity in honour of research participants. 

These narrative inclusions in this study intended to communicate my hypothesis that the 

experiences and stories shared within these pages are not isolated and that the colonial and 

inequitable reaches of public educational systems are pervasive and deep.  

 The quantitative data in this study was derived from nine close-ended questions related to 

the high stakes standardized test-taking experiences of participants aged 18+ who identified as 

members of the IBPOC community. Google Forms™ was used as a primary mode of data 

collection regarding the quantitative data utilized in the study. If the participant indicated the 
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desire to participate in the interview portion of the study, I used email to establish interview 

dates and times for online interviews conducted using Google Meet™. 

 I conducted the interview portion of the study over one session between each participant 

and myself with no time limitations. This was done to honour each participant's story and to 

ensure ample room for descriptions of experiences and emotions regarding high stakes 

standardized assessments. I conducted each interview individually and the identities of each 

participant remained unknown to other participants. The questions I asked in the interview 

revolved around specific instances related to the questions asked in the survey portion of the 

study. Furthermore, I encouraged participants to share their views on the use of high stakes 

standardized assessments as accurate tools to measure student achievement and graduation 

eligibility. The deeply appreciated honesty of these participants often provided profound insights 

into the lived experiences of learners who have undertaken high stakes standardized assessments 

in the past and their reflections upon these experiences years after graduation. To support 

participants and to acknowledge the importance of mental health in educational settings, I 

provided links to mental health resources at the end of each interview. 

 I then created a series of autoethnographical narrative vignettes capturing my personal 

stories through reflective writing rooted in personal experiences as a learner in Singapore and 

Ontario and as an educator in BC and Ontario. Ultimately, the universality of educational 

systems' use of standardized assessments proved that I did not need to search very far into the 

recesses of my memory to find the tales that gave these vignettes life.  

Instrument Design 

Quantitative Data 

I asked the following questions in the online survey: 
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1. Which year did you graduate from high school? 

2. Are you aged 18+? 

3. Do you identify as a member of the IBPOC (Indigenous, Black, People of Colour) 

Community? 

4.  Did you feel that your culture was represented in high stakes literacy assessments such 

as the Graduation Literacy Assessment (GLA) in British Columbia and the Ontario 

Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) in Ontario? 

5. Did you recall seeing other IBPOC experiences within the GLA/OSSLT? 

6. Do you feel that the GLA/OSSLT accurately portrayed IBPOC lived experiences that 

were not of your self-identified culture?  

7. Would you describe your experiences in taking the OSSLT/GLA as successful? 

8. Do you feel that the GLA/OSSLT is an accurate assessment method to determine IBPOC 

student's academic achievement and graduation eligibility?  

9. Would you like to share your story about your experience with the GLA/OSSLT in an 

interview? 

Sample Study Population and Descriptive Demographics 

 I asked former secondary school learners aged 18+ who identify as IBPOC to share their 

experiences and personal stories about high stakes assessment models such as the OSSLT and 

GLA. The initial phase of quantitative data collection revealed 17 participants who engaged with 

the survey portion of the study by responding to close-ended questions. Two participants had to 

be excluded as they did not identify as IBPOC which left 15 results comprising the final sample 

used in this study. The participants of the study were aged 18+ and two participants indicated 
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that they had graduated from high school within the last 8 years. Two participants of the 15 who 

undertook the survey opted in to the study's interview section.  

Study Context 

 Research activities for this study took place primarily online whereby I made notes, 

conducted audio interviews, created journal entries and noted data collection on a personal 

password-protected computer. I used online email correspondence to communicate regarding 

letters of consent, the recruitment process and to provide participants with information related to 

the study.  

 I placed recruitment posters at post-secondary institutions in Ontario and BC and places 

of work within the hospitality industry to encourage IBPOC participants aged 18+ who have 

recent high-school experiences to engage with this study.  

Data Collection Methods 

 Throughout the study, I ensured to maintain and abide by the "'Four R's' of respect, 

relevance, reciprocity and responsibility" (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991, p. 14) while engaging 

with participants and synthesizing data for the study. Participants began the enrolment process 

for the study by scanning a QR code located on the recruitment poster and as a result, the time 

required for recruitment was minimal. Upon receiving information from interested potential 

participants, I ensured that I obtained consent to conduct my research by providing a detailed 

consent section at the beginning of the survey. Survey participants had the opportunity to 

withdraw from the study before submitting their responses. I sent all participants who opted in to 

the interview portion of the study a consent form and ensured they had a chance to review it 

before the interview. I followed these steps to practice respect and acknowledge my 
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responsibilities as a researcher in ensuring that all participants were aware of their role in this 

study.  

 I collected demographic data of former high-school learners aged 18+ regarding the self-

identification of IBPOC cultural and ethnic identities through their responses to the survey. I did 

this to honour the relevance of this research towards IBPOC learners and my hope that this study 

enacts change towards the misrepresentation and further marginalization of learners who identify 

as IBPOC.  

 Throughout the interview process, I acknowledged the importance of ensuring that 

participants had adequate time and space to share their truths whilst feeling that their voices were 

heard within the research relationship through deep listening by not sharing my story first 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4). I did not take this responsibility lightly – I found it 

imperative that participants felt heard as they displayed vulnerability by sharing their 

experiences. I often shared experiences related to my educational past after interviewees had 

spoken to establish empathy whilst honouring the reality that no two stories are the same. I then 

transcribed the data and sent the interview transcripts to interview participants who had an 

opportunity to review their transcripts. To respect the participants' transparency and identity, 

participants could have withdrawn from the study up to this point. I reviewed the data collected, 

coded the data thematically and applied this to my research.  

 I then began crafting my autoethnographical narrative vignettes utilizing personal 

experiences that incorporated the thematic information uncovered within the qualitative and 

quantitative data. Throughout the creation of these vignettes, I embraced the concept conveyed 

by Reed-Danahay (1997) that the "autoethnographer is a boundary-crosser" (p. 18) who 

possesses multiple identities. I began to understand components of my intersectionality and 
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superdiversity as they flourished within the writing process whilst I navigated the multiple 

shifting identities within my being and how they corresponded with my narrative tone alongside 

my ever-evolving use of the "I" pronoun as a learner, educator and researcher (Reed-Danahay, 

1997; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). My autoethnographical inclusions were intended to practice 

reciprocity in the research process – I hoped to honour the transparency and vulnerability 

fearlessly demonstrated by participants by replicating that within my narrative. The creation of 

the narratives within this study were intended to establish solidarity while honouring the courage 

of participants in sharing their own stories. The narratives were also created to humanize the 

experiences of participants and potential readers through the construction of a worded bridge of 

empathy. Upon completion of the writing process, I then emailed participants copies of the study 

to honour their involvement and to continue practicing reciprocity and transparency within the 

research relationship.  

Data Analysis 

 The data revealed in this study was thematically coded for analysis purposes. As the 

questions that interview participants were asked allowed opportunities for elaboration upon the 

survey questions, I coded key terms from the survey questions. I then systematically reviewed 

each interview transcript and highlighted phrases, sentences and terms that matched each code in 

a different colour. Codes that I utilized for the first theme of Culture were: culture, 

representation, IBPOC, self-identified, identity and visible minority. The codes that I used for the 

second identified theme of The Testing Experience were: experience, successful, unsuccessful, 

expectations and stress. I coded information from interviews and survey questions that pertained 

to the third theme of Validity using the terms: accurate, measure, graduation eligibility, student 

learning, student success, achievement, standards and support. To shed additional light on my 
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methodological coding and theming process, an example has been provided below. This example 

details two survey questions and a portion of the interview transcript that display the 

aforementioned codes of culture, representation, IBPOC, self-identified, identity and visible 

minority that eventually contributed to my construction of the first theme of Culture: 

Survey Questions: 

 Did you recall seeing other IBPOC experiences within the GLA/OSSLT? 

 Do you feel that the GLA/OSSLT accurately portrayed IBPOC lived experiences that 

were not of your self-identified culture?  

Interview Transcript:  

N - Do you feel that experiences of [non-Indigenous] visible minority groups were 
represented in that [Grade 11] assessment?  
P1 - Definitely not to the same extent and I feel that my teacher made a bit of an effort to 
broaden a little bit and say that these experiences can happen to any group but then 
obviously our class had such big focus on Indigenous literature so I would say that you 
could inquire and apply those ideas yourself to other identities or cultures, but then what 
was given was more Indigenous focused in Grade 11. 
 

As noted in the above example, all the coded terms that eventually contributed to the formation 

of the theme of Culture were evident in both survey questions as well as within the language 

used in interviews by both P1 and myself. I used the key terms within the close-ended survey 

questions to find similarities within the language used by the participants and myself within the 

interview. As I used the close-ended survey questions to steer my line of questioning, some of 

the coded terms were easier to detect than others. Once identified, I highlighted these codes 

using the same colour and sorted them to further reinforce the development of each theme. 

 My coding of the information evident from interview and survey data, the grouping of 

corresponding paragraphs, and my organization of phrases and sentences reinforced each of the 

three themes found in this study. I held these exposed themes as guiding lights throughout the 
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creation of the vignettes that concluded each thematic section. Each vignette I created was 

formed through a narrative written reflection that displayed the connectivity of shared 

experiences between the interviewer and interviewee with the intent of reinforcing the truth 

within the stories of participants and establishing a bridge between reader, researcher and 

participants rooted in empathy.  

Ethical Considerations 

 The Research Ethics Board at Vancouver Island University approved this study on 

January 12, 2024, and the certificate number of my successful completion of the Course on 

Research Ethics based on the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research 

Involving Humans is 0000944055. To respect the stories and anonymity of research participants, 

this research involved minimal risk for loss of privacy, loss of status, loss of reputation or loss of 

professional/employment opportunities. I mitigated this by removing personal information in the 

way I represent participants' stories. Additionally, by using anonymous descriptors (e.g., 

‘participant #3’), all interview participants were neither directly nor indirectly identifiable. I 

ensured to include information about privacy and anonymity in the consent letter and the 

preamble to the interview process. This research involved minimal risk for mental/emotional 

distress and I did my best to ensure this by allowing participants to be able to opt-out of the 

process at any time and by providing all participants with a link to mental health resources that 

they may choose to access. 

Reliability and Validity  

 I stored all data collected and interview transcripts on a personal password-protected 

computer and I reviewed all collected data for accuracy and legitimacy. In the inherent nature of 

the explanatory sequential mixed methodology, I triangulated quantitative and qualitative data 
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using an assortment of methods such as critical qualitative analysis, coding and theme derivation 

which I utilized to ensure that the data collected was compared fairly (Creswell & Clark, 2017). 

The quantitative data I collected provided numeric evidence found within participant responses 

to direct and closed questions, which granted a lack of flexibility in my interpretation and 

analysis of the data. The qualitative data I gathered allowed for deeper personal connections to 

be shared regarding the questions posed in the survey and provided additional depth to survey 

responses. I established continuity of participants through my survey design, which provided the 

opt-in interview option at its conclusion, ensuring that survey participants were also interview 

participants.  

 As noted by Connelly and Clandinin (1990), narrative inquiry involves benchmarks that 

are exclusive of reliability and validity – this notion is further perpetuated by the understanding 

that not forcing the data collected from a narrative inquiry into other methodological processes is 

of the utmost importance. Rather, within the realm of narrative research, the issue of judgement 

concerns the claims that are made within this study through my analysis of the information 

evident within the data collected and readers' belief that these claims are true (Polkinghorne, 

2007). I derived information from the data that challenges and attempts to convince readers of a 

strong "level of plausibility, credibleness, or trustworthiness" (Polkinghorne, 2007, p. 477) 

within my claims. I took these steps to approach this research through the lens of responsibility 

in ensuring that the claims made within this study were made ethically. I adhered to the "'Four 

R's' of respect, relevance, reciprocity and responsibility" (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991, p. 14) to 

maintain the crucial nature of upholding ethics within this study and to ensure that all facets of 

this work were conducted through the moral lens of ethical and decolonized research. 
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 I ensured that participants were always aware of their privacy rights and this was made 

evident through the detailed consent section to uphold the foundational research pedagogy of 

respect. To continue to practice this approach throughout this study, I maintained the 

participants' anonymity and was clear about how data would be utilized. I also provided 

interview participants with copies of the transcripts to review and edit before analysis. The 

stories generously shared by research participants in this study were often open and circular 

dialogues whereby both interviewee and I shared stories rooted in reciprocal acknowledgements 

regarding these stories' truths and the importance that they were shared to enact educational 

change. As the sole researcher of this study, I understood and maintained the responsibility and 

privilege that came with my role and ensured to do my utmost best to uphold this responsibility 

by prioritizing the reality that the voices and cultures that were within this text were amplified 

through the lens of respect and consent. Through sharing elements of my own experiences, I 

hoped to also establish a mutual responsibility alongside the voices of participants to honour the 

importance of ensuring that all dialogue was built on the foundations of transparency and truth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SUPERDIVERSITY	AS	A	SUPERPOWER		 	 54	

Chapter 4 – Findings and Results 

Introduction 

 The Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) and the Graduation Literacy 

Assessment (GLA) in British Columbia are high stakes standardized assessments that are 

reminiscent of racist and colonial assessment practices. The graduated high-school learners who 

served as participants in this study were invited to share their experiences in taking these 

assessments in their educational pasts. I utilized an autoethnographical scope to establish links 

between my own experiences as an educator and life-long learner in both provinces while also 

hypothesizing the reality that high stakes standardized assessments are often universal in their 

"one size fits all" design and fixed in their intent as neoliberal methods of collecting student 

achievement data. I identified three themes in the study as reoccurring facets of learners' 

thoughts regarding high stakes standardized assessments which will be detailed in later parts of 

this chapter. I analyzed each theme and reinforced them with quantitative data and quotations 

from the interviews. To connect my own experiences to the qualitative and quantitative stories of 

participants, I melded my own narrative into each theme in the form of an autoethnographical 

vignette. The intention of each vignette is to humanize the statistics found in the quantitative data 

– as at the core of this study one will hear the powerful rushes of sound from once-whispered 

tales from those at the margins of the public educational system. 

Themes Evident in Data 

 As I progressed with data analysis, I noticed emerging themes that showcased the 

interconnectivity between the qualitative data found in participant interviews and the quantitative 

data within surveys. My discovery of these themes also highlighted the reality that there are traits 

embedded into the high stakes assessment-taking procedure that knows no international 
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boundaries; this speaks not only towards the inherent standardized nature of these assessments 

within their design but also the role that educational systems across the globe play in potentially 

stifling the superdiversity of learners by utilizing such assessments. The three themes that I 

identified within this study are: Culture, The Testing Experience (regarding thoughts and 

emotions while undertaking the high stakes standardized assessment as well as perceived success 

in taking the assessment) and the Validity of standardized assessments. 

Theme 1: Culture  

 Upon consideration of the theme of culture, I am drawn to the image of a fabric store 

burrowed within the winding alleyways of Serangoon Road – Singapore's "Little India". The 

fragrance of Jasmine fills the senses as one enters the shophouse storefront neatly lined along 

the raised sidewalks of this vibrant borough. The store is alive with smells, colours and patterns 

that are naturally beautiful but outstandingly different in their distinctive designs and various 

adornments. Glimpses of garments, textiles and materials flit through my periphery and with 

each fleeting glance I am treated with pictorial delights from prints and designs that are not of 

my own culture whilst I simultaneously appreciate the familiarity of those patterns that I know 

and hold dear to me. Every single spool of material – whether it be linen, cotton, velvet or silk is 

radiant under the warm yellow spotlights within the store and each long wooden fabric reel is 

highlighted and represented in its own distinct and magnificent way.  

 I witnessed theme of culture emerged as an identifiable and impactful component of this 

study. To delve into further detail, I represent the theme of culture in two ways regarding high 

stakes standardized assessments such as the GLA and OSSLT: the representation of the learners' 

own culture within the assessment and the visibility or allusion to other IBPOC groups' 

experiences in such assessments. Within the quantitative data, 7.1% of participants felt that their 

own culture was represented in high stakes assessments such as the GLA and the OSSLT whilst 
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21.4% indicated maybe and 71.4% of respondents stated that their own culture was not 

represented.  

Figure 1:  
Representation of Self-Identified Culture 

 

 With regards to the representation of other IBPOC experiences that were not of their own 

self-identified culture in such high stakes assessments, 35.7% of participants felt that they did not 

recall seeing other IBPOC cultures within standardized tests. The exact same percentage (35.7%) 

of respondents indicated that they had seen other IBPOC experiences within high stakes 

standardized assessments and 28.6% indicated maybe.  
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Figure 2: 
 Representation of Other IBPOC Experiences 

 

I also asked participants to respond to the question: "Do you feel that the GLA/OSSLT 

accurately portrayed IBPOC lived experiences that were not of your self-identified culture?" The 

nature of this question was to determine if standardized assessments depicted the authentic, 

accurate and non-tokenistic experiences of members of the IBPOC community with questions 

related to cultural connections that are not of the participants’ cultural background. For this 

portion of the survey, 38.5% of respondents stated that they did not feel that the GLA or OSSLT 

accurately portrayed other IBPOC experiences. The same total of 38.5% indicated maybe whilst 

23.1% of survey participants felt that other cultures were authentically portrayed.  
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Figure 3:  
Accuracy of Representation of Other IBPOC Experiences 

   

 

This data displays two trends; the first is the acknowledgement that IBPOC learners do not feel 

that their own culture is represented within high stakes standardized assessments and the second 

being that learners who were not represented did witness other IBPOC experiences that were not 

indicative of their own. This second trend is reinforced by data that displays some evidence of 

the belief that learners who did see their culture represented in the high stakes standardized 

assessment did not see any other accurate or authentic IBPOC experiences included. These 

considerations raise questions regarding cultural inclusion of the diverse learners within public 

educational systems – for it seems that while high stakes standardized assessments have 

displayed some cultural connections for learners, many feel culturally underrepresented. As a 

result, there appears to be a cultural funnel whereby some IBPOC experiences are specifically 

honoured in these assessments while many are not. This is reinforced by Au (2008) who 
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identified that the selective nature of student identities present in high stakes standardized 

assessments is underserving some learners and a boon for others through such cultural and 

identity-focused parameters.  

 The findings above correlate with the stories told in the interview portion of this study 

whereby participants shared their experiences in seeing their own and other cultures represented 

within high stakes standardized assessments.  

 One participant (Participant 1) spoke about two separate incidents surrounding 

standardized assessments. Participant 1 encountered standardized assessments in both their 

Grade 11 and 12 years while studying in the province of Manitoba. The first standardized 

assessment was implemented by their English Language Arts teacher in Grade 11 and was a 

component of the course expectations. The second standardized assessment was a component of 

the Grade 12 provincial assessments determined by the Province of Manitoba and can be viewed 

as a province-wide provincial assessment. The provincial assessment can also be considered high 

stakes as the provincial test counts for 20% of students' grades for the English Language Arts 

course (Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, 2023). Participant 1 identified as an 

Indigenous person and noted the following within discussions about feeling "seen" regarding the 

inclusion of Indigenous material within the Grade 11 standardized assessment:  

N - Do you feel that being seen [as an Indigenous person] and the representation of 
Indigenous peoples within that assessment had some connection to [their success in the 
standardized assessment]?  
 
P1 - I wouldn’t say so. If anything, it almost retracted a little bit because I was just 
focusing too much on the…I was very aware that all the authors were Indigenous and that 
the pieces were to do with Indigenous history, Indigenous culture, whatever it may be. I 
won’t say that it was a negative, but I wouldn’t say that it helped me in any way. It’s also 
the fact that I’m aware that may have influenced the way that I interpreted and wrote about 
these topics.  
 
N - Would you mind elaborating a little bit on that please? 
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P1 - It’s not necessarily a bad thing, it’s just that because I’m aware of it I’m thinking in 
that lens already so I’m kind of given a box to be in. If you tell someone to think of pink 
elephants they’re going to think of pink elephants. I was already focused on that so it may 
have affected my thoughts and my writing a little bit. But I don’t think that it would just 
change them into something different. I do not think that it negatively or positively affected 
my writing and ultimately my grade. (P1., personal interview, April 4, 2024) 

	

Through my interaction with Participant 1 as seen above, it is apparent that they felt that they 

were specifically directed toward expressing their connection to their culture. Participant 1 

provided additional context concerning their feelings about the inclusion of Indigenous materials 

within courses that culminated with standardized assessments when they stated: 

 

P1 - I just don’t think that it should be the sole focus or even the primary focus of a class 
for 5 months. I don’t think there should be any cultural focus or bias and I say bias not in a 
negative way but in an objective way. There was a bias to Indigenous literature within that 
class. Obviously there are benefits to exploring it, but I don’t feel that it should only be that 
and I don’t think that it should be only on any topic, but also the fact that it’s so much more 
than topic. It’s a whole culture. It’s a whole identity and we’re presented with so many 
political issues as well. (P1., personal interview, April 4, 2024) 
 

Through the sentiments expressed by Participant 1, I derived that they felt guided into speaking 

towards one specific cultural element of their superdiverse self. Participant 1's words are 

indicative of an experience whereby "equitable" standardized assessments utilized by public 

educational systems do not account for nor honour the spectrum of superdiverse learners within 

public educational systems. Au (2008) speaks towards this by highlighting how there are only 

limited "accepted" identities present within high stakes standardized assessments and that 

individualized local knowledge systems rooted in community and multicultural positionalities 

are overlooked. 

 	 Participant 2 was an international student from China who shared experiences from their 

educational past in China alongside tales of their present learning in Canada. Participant 2 
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experienced the Chinese national high stakes standardized assessment known as the "Gao Kao" 

and expressed the following regarding the implications of this standardized assessment: "It’s a 

life decision exam. Or a life-changing exam. Every high school student’s life and future depends 

on this test. It is very stressful" (P2., personal interview, May 1, 2024). Upon my further 

questioning regarding the content of this assessment, Participant 2 shared the following 

regarding my questions about the inclusion of their own culture in this standardized assessment 

with incredibly high stakes:  

P2 - I don’t think this is what the test is about. In Canada, you have English [high stakes 
standardized] tests. In the National test, there’s a final writing section where you have to 
write a short article. Most people just write down argumentation in that style. There are 
topics that are creative or where you can follow the rules. It’s risky if you are choosing to 
be creative but it’s like gambling, you know? If you do choose to be creative for this 
article, you may have a chance to talk about other stuff other than argumentation. You can 
be creative but it’s risky so I guess most of the students don’t really want to take that risk. 
Just follow the rules.  
 
N - Talking about your culture [in the National exam] and potentially being creative in that 
way can be risky for someone who wants to do that. 
 
P2 - Well everybody wants to get a good grade right? If you choose the risky way, you 
could get a really good grade or you can get a zero from it. I chose stability. (P2., personal 
interview, May 1, 2024) 

 

Through the information shared above, it appears that Participant 2 encountered themselves at 

academic crossroads whereby they could have expressed their cultural superdiversity within the 

National exam but knew inherently that it would not fully meet the expectations of the 

assessment and would instead prove to be a risky endeavour. In a follow-up line of questioning 

regarding their present learning experiences in Canada, I inquired as to the nature of standardized 

assessments that they have undertaken and if they included opportunities for cultural 

connections: 
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N - Have you ever had an experience in Canada as an international student writing a test or 
an assessment where you’ve had the chance to share about your cultural experiences?  
 
P2 - Yes and no. 
 
N - Please feel free to elaborate.  
 
P2 - For the name I’ll write it in English. But for the signature, I always write down my 
Chinese name. So only that. Other parts, not really. (P2., personal interview, May 1, 2024) 
 

It would seem that other than the act of writing down their Chinese name, Participant 2 had 

limited opportunities in their learning in both China and Canada to express their superdiverse 

cultural self and has instead had to navigate two educational systems that choose to consider the 

words "culture" and "risk" as synonyms. 

 With regards to the observation of other cultures within their academic history in 

undertaking standardized assessments, Participant 1 shared the following regarding their 

experience in taking a standardized assessment as part of a Grade 11 English Language Arts 

course with an Indigenous focus: 

N - Do you feel that experiences of [non-Indigenous] visible minority groups were 
represented in that [Grade 11] assessment?  
 
P1 - Definitely not to the same extent and I feel that my teacher made a bit of an effort to 
broaden a little bit and say that these experiences can happen to any group but then 
obviously our class had such big focus on Indigenous literature so I would say that you 
could inquire and apply those ideas yourself to other identities or cultures, but then what 
was given was more Indigenous focused in Grade 11. 
 
N - Was there clear representation of other experiences from folks of different cultural 
backgrounds within that [Grade 11] assessment?  
 
P1 - No. There was either Indigenous or neutral which was already tainted in a way by the 
preconceived notions that everyone had. (P1., personal interview, April 4, 2024) 

 

Upon reflection of their experiences in taking the Manitoba-wide Grade 12 provincial 

assessment, Participant 1 shared: 
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N - Did you feel like you saw other IBPOC folks being represented in the Grade 12 
standardized assessment? 
 
P1 - No, it was very neutral and vanilla. (P1., personal interview, April 4, 2024) 
 

With consideration towards the previously expressed sentiments of Participant 1 feeling guided 

towards responding to questions about their Indigenous identity, it appears that this is reinforced 

by the notion that other non-dominant cultures were simply less present within the Grade 11 

standardized assessment and erased from the Grade 12 high stakes standardized assessment. This 

further perpetuates the choice that public educational systems seem to be making to showcase 

performative allyship in standardized assessments through the notion of a cultural funnel rather 

than acknowledging the broad and superdiverse cultural stories of learners within them. This 

echoes the sentiments expressed by wilson & Zuñiga-West (2023) regarding the compliance of 

educational governmental bodies in their act of practicing superficial activism.  

 Participant 2’s story reinforces this notion by confirming that China's approach towards 

learners' cultural identification is rooted in literal check-boxes when they stated:  

P2 - You have to prove that you’re a national minority.... We do have different minorities 
other than one major one. If you can prove that, you get a bonus in your grade for the 
national exam. Also, if your parents died in military duty you also got a bonus. You get 
some of those bonuses but not really something that you can write down on the test to get 
your bonus. It’s quite external from the test itself. (P2., personal interview, May 1, 2024) 
 

Other than the opportunity to prove one's culture to obtain a bonus on the standardized 

assessment, it seems that China's approach towards high stakes standardized assessments that 

honour the superdiversity of the learners within their educational system is superficial and 

tokenistic. This arbitrary method of cultural self-expression may be identified as another way to 

show how standardized assessments underserve learners by misrepresenting their cultural 

knowledge whilst claiming inclusivity. This also exhibits the dependence on educational systems 
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to maintain the neoliberal status quo of administering high stakes standardized assessments that 

favour the process of data collection over the unquestionable importance of acknowledging and 

addressing racial, socio-economic and class inequities within the lives of the learners who 

undertake them (Rezai-Rashti & Lingard, 2021). 

Vignette 1 

 I take a quick breath as the saltiness of the dusk air brings forth the scent of the 

relentless vigour of a land that is going through a metamorphosis as day becomes night upon 

Haida Gwaii. The churning water of Hl’yaalan Gandlee is the colour of steeped tea. Its brackish 

nature is a testament to the change underway as the tides rotate whilst the fresh river water and 

the salty mysteries of the Pacific meet. The lessons of the land lend themselves to me in this 

moment and with gratitude I realize that I am undertaking my own form of metamorphosis as I 

reflect upon my learning. Reflection inspires change by encouraging connection, listening and 

learning through a paralleled learning experience and this process emulates the natural synergy 

seen when bodies of water intertwine.  

I close my eyes and I am transported to my classroom in the suburbs of Toronto where 

my fingers are clenched as I feel empowerment coursing through my being. I am in a music 

classroom engulfed by the sounds of instruments and laughter. I cannot recall the instrument 

within my hands but I know I am holding one – the grain of the maple drumsticks feel just as 

familiar to my touch as the tempered silver of the flute. I see myself in the reflection created by 

the shine of the towering bell of a tuba and I notice that it is my laughter I hear ringing through 

the space creating a melody complemented by the animated voices and unconditional warmth 

of my peers. For one of the first times upon my journey as a learner, I am safe and seen. I feel 

the liberty in challenging myself alongside the safety of my classmates' acceptance and I see in 

my reflective state that this instant has been earmarked in my memories as a pivotal moment in 

my learning. I have grown since those days of my past when I simmered in the Singaporean 
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heat and now greeted the chill of the Ontario winter with a smile. However, I still felt 

disconnected and disjointed – only partially fulfilled on the path to quench the desire within me 

to simply know more about myself. I found myself fulfilled in the self-expression of my creative 

being in ways that I had never experienced before but at a loss of words to answer the question: 

who am I? I wrestled with my identity often as I navigated my own superdiversity – a Canadian 

citizen on paper, a Singaporean via lineage and experience, a South Indian through my family’s 

roots in Tamil Nadu and a person who could speak conversationally in Mandarin and English. I 

thirsted for more ways to discover more about myself yet never did until adulthood; I now realize 

that this relates to the lack of visibility and acknowledgement of learners' superdiverse selves 

within the public school system in Ontario. I felt creatively stimulated yet culturally stunted which 

led to an internal conflict within my being that I now relate to a lack of acknowledgement of my 

superdiverse self. There were minimal opportunities for me to explore or express myself 

culturally within the learning that I undertook in Canada and was certainly unable to in high 

stakes standardized assessments such as the OSSLT.  

As I stare into the depths of the river in front of me I wonder what possibilities my 

learning may have undertaken should I have had opportunities to meld my passion for creative 

expression through music alongside elements of my culture that honoured my prior experiences 

and superdiverse self. I hypothesized how my story of cultural awakening may adjoin with the 

stories of my friends and teachers like the currents of the river melded with the undertow of the 

great Pacific. 

Rather than lament on the past and the rigidness of histories unchanged, I instead set 

my eyes upon the horizon and the future: the learners of the present, the leaders of tomorrow. 

Like the waters of Hl’yaalan Gandlee steeped in the harmony of nature’s life-creating wisdom; it 

has become clear to me that specific relation to strength-based learning and learners’ 

perception of self-worth may be harmoniously connected through supported and continual 

strength-based learning experiences, educator-focused professional learning and learner-
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focused collaborative inquiry. It is integral to understand and uphold the superdiverse stories of 

learners through respect and to ensure that they are given opportunities to reflect upon their 

personal, cultural and diverse experiences in relation to their learning to ensure holistic and safe 

learning environments. 

 A large salmon thunderously breaks through the stillness of the evening, its back arching 

in the vibrant purple and gold light of the sun’s last trickling moments. The singular moment 

feels eternal and it reminds me that all good things, all important things, all wondrous things 

take time. Through bronze bands of fleeting daylight I am reminded to not rush the process that 

I am undertaking and instead to trust it; to ensure that my learning is ongoing and that my work 

must be authentic and respectful of my learners’ histories and cultures. Without a sound, the 

fish returns to the saline waters of the river. I take a breath, whisper my gratitude to the land and 

return to my parked truck grateful for the knowledge that I have learned on this day. 

Theme 2: The Testing Experience  

 As I scan the faces of the learners in the room, I am greeted by an overwhelming sense 

of unease. The bleached light thrown by the half-lit sizzling fluorescent bulbs cast shadows 

upon the afternoon light streaming in through the windows of the library and the projector 

situated in the middle of the room hums to compete with the sun. The words "OSSLT" are cast 

upon the projection screen; five letters which have undoubtedly caused great stress for both 

adults and children in this space. The final bell to signal the end of yet another day has long 

reverberated through the hallways of the school and the sounds of clubs and teams that usually 

frequent this space during this time are replaced by the silence that stifles this space instead. 

Many of the students in this room are on these teams and clubs – they are community members 

and leaders who are committed to the learning experiences offered by these programs. I have 

witnessed their power in unity through the harmony that their diverse selves established through 

respect and caring in these learning experiences. However, the youth here are, in this moment, 

connected by the reality that they were deemed unsuccessful in their first attempt at taking the 
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literacy test and are here for "remediation" before their second attempt. The power in these 

youth echoes within this room as I realize that their attendance, their presence in this moment is 

their act of retaliation against a task that tried to define who they were as learners through 

evidence collected in mere hours. This was their testament towards resilience whilst pinned 

against a colonial system. 

 An important consideration that I upheld throughout this study was the reality that the 

phenomenon of high stakes standardized testing-taking is a lived experience. To honour this, one 

close-ended survey question I asked inquired as to whether participants would describe their 

experience in taking the OSSLT or GLA as successful. In this case, the term "success" may 

relate to the act of passing the OSSLT or GLA. However, it is important to note that passing the 

OSSLT or GLA may not relate to a test-taking experience that was "successful" or positive. A 

whopping 71.4% of participants responded yes whilst 21.4% indicated somewhat and 7.1% 

stated that they had unsuccessful experiences in taking the OSSLT or GLA.  

Figure 4: 	
Success in High stakes Standardized Assessments 
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 The data that I found in this portion of the study aligns with the reality that IBPOC 

learners display perseverance and can still succeed in a colonial educational system that does not 

honour their cultural experiences in its assessment practices. This is problematic as educational 

systems in Canada tout decolonized and equitable pedagogical practices that are inclusive and 

holistic yet seem to be reluctant to display these considerations in their methods of collecting 

student achievement data. This also raises questions surrounding the potential of IBPOC learners' 

achievements as one considers the 7.1% of respondents with unsuccessful experiences in taking 

the OSSLT or the GLA and how the possibility of additional cultural visibility may have 

positively impacted their scores. On the note of considering additional ways to perceive learners' 

proficiency on such standardized assessments, the multilingual nature of English Language 

Learners is not honoured on monolingual assessments such as the OSSLT or GLA which places 

English Language Learners at a disadvantage and raises questions about the authenticity and 

validity of the data collected from these assessments (Choi et al., 2022). 

 With information evident from participant interviews, I have summarized this theme 

under two separate thoughts around the testing experience: the first being the success of 

participants in taking high stakes standardized assessments and the second being their general 

experiences in taking these assessments. Regarding successful experiences, it is clear that the 

data from the quantitative portion of this study indicating that most learners were successful in 

their undertaking of high stakes standardized assessments aligns with the story of Participant 1. 

This is evident when they state:  

N - You were able to succeed in both [Grade 11 and Grade 12] of these [standardized] 
assessments? 
 
P1 - Yes.  
 
N - In that success, you had one assessment where you saw Indigenous material, 
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Indigenous authors and artists being highlighted, but your experience was one whereby you 
felt almost guided, almost put towards a frame of thinking. Am I accurately describing 
your experience? 
 
P1 - This is correct - we were guided towards a way of thinking. (P1., personal interview, 
April 4, 2024) 

	

Within the language used by Participant 1, it appears that their success did not hinge on their 

witnessing of materials that may have pertained to their identified culture, nor the reality that 

they found themselves being guided towards making such cultural connections. This raises 

questions surrounding the general uses of such standardized assessments and may be perceived 

as superficial steps towards inclusivity and decolonization attempted by public educational 

systems that have ultimately resulted in no changes for some learners' ability to display their 

literacy skills. This now raises the issue of how curricular-based models of assessment that are 

rooted in dynamic and formative assessment models that are reflexive and interactive could be 

better utilized towards assessing student learning in holistic ways to spare learners of 

nervousness, stress and anxiety rooted in the high stakes standardized test-taking experience 

(Choi et al., 2022). Participant 2 speaks about these stresses in their interview when they said: 

P2 - You know that China is overpopulated, so with knowing that there’s many students 
writing this test that you’re going to compete with, there’s bonus stress on your shoulders. 
For the final exam or midterms, definitely less stressful but they’re hard.  
 
N - Yes, still a stressful experience, I can imagine.  
 
P2 - When I just got into high school, well actually middle school, I was pretty good at 
elementary school but when I got into middle school all of my instructors told us to lower 
our expectations but I think that was a precaution…you did your first test and then you 
found out, “Oh, that’s why they told you to lower your expectations”. It’s not relief, it’s 
like somehow it’s destroying your ambitions. (P2., personal interview, May 1, 2024) 
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Feelings of nervousness were also expressed by Participant 1 as a general sentiment regarding 

experiences in taking standardized assessments as evident through this portion of dialogue in our 

interview: 

N - I’m very curious about provincial literacy assessments because it seems like many 
provinces do them and it seems like everyone has their own story to tell with regards to 
their experiences in taking these various standardized assessments. What was your 
experience like in taking the standardized assessments in Manitoba if you don’t mind me 
asking.  
 
P1 - It was nerve racking just because it’s a big assessment and it is the final project. I’m 
also very particular about my work so I really strived hard for it to be done well. It was 
challenging in that regard. (P1., personal interview, April 4, 2024) 
 

Even for a learner who expressed successful outcomes, was particular about the quality of their 

submitted work and strived towards their work to be done well, high stakes standardized 

assessments were deemed as nerve-racking by Participant 1. The mental and physical impact of 

high stakes assessments on learners is well-documented and extraneous, as identified by the 

thoughts, feelings and sense of worth internalized by learners and ultimately determined by these 

assessments (Archer & Yamashita, 2003).  

 Regarding the general use of standardized assessments in China, Participant 2 stated that 

standardized tests were stressful to undertake because of the potentially life-altering 

ramifications of failure. They stated that in the Gao Kao, failure meant that you were viewed 

through a deficit lens: 

P2 - Well, people look at you differently, and when you’re looking for jobs, and things like 
that. You probably don’t even have a chance to get a job. Maybe some labour work? A 
low-paying kind of job you might be able to find. If you want to work in an office, no - 
goodbye. You can say goodbye to those jobs. (P2., personal interview, May 1, 2024) 

 

It appears to me upon consideration of the information shared above that the use of high stakes 

standardized assessments effectively "raises the stakes" for learners who undertake them. These 
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stakes vary by educational context and as identified from the information shared by interview 

participants – drastically so. The data collected by a standardized test is merely a snapshot of a 

learner's lifelong journey yet has potentially life-changing impacts on their futures. Furthermore, 

both interview participants expressed feelings of being stressed while undertaking standardized 

assessments in their educational past. As noted by Black and Wiliam (1998), the snapshot that a 

high stakes standardized assessment provides does not account for how a learner might display 

their knowledge free from the stress and constrictions of the assessment setting. With recognition 

of the "educational snapshot" metaphor mentioned earlier, I have derived that the stressed, 

anxious and nervous states felt in the moment by learners who are sitting for these assessments 

are not accurate depictions of their true depth of knowledge or ability. 

Vignette 2 

 The sound of my neighbourhood coming to life stirs me from sleep and with a groan I 

peel myself off the mattress covered in the sweat of another humid Singaporean night. The next 

hour is a blur - my grandmother’s words are gentle nudges towards the door and as the sun 

rises I find myself on the school-bound bus. It is the day of the Primary School Leaving 

Examination (PSLE) and my heart is already racing. Today would be the day that would 

ultimately determine my future – I pull my gaze from the streets of my neighbourhood and notice 

that the bus is silent other than the few younger students who have been spared from the exam. 

I meet the eyes of my classmate and realize that we were both stewing in the same reality of the 

upcoming day's challenge; the tense atmosphere upon the school bus is palpable and only 

permeates deeper as we arrive at school and sit at our desks. The teacher stands at the front of 

the class and begins to read the instructions for the test to us. I liked Chinese class and I was 

enjoying our class readings immensely - but I knew that there was nothing in this test related to 

the texts that we had read in class. The stacks of practice tests I had undertaken had prepared 

me for the reality of the reading exercises in the PSLE and they all looked the same: read a 



SUPERDIVERSITY	AS	A	SUPERPOWER		 	 72	

short passage of bland text, respond to some multiple choice or short answer questions. Flip the 

page. Repeat. My teacher was reading the instructions as if our classroom had suddenly 

morphed into a courtroom - the rigidity in his voice was accompanied by a complete lack of 

emotion in his eyes. As I wrote down the characters of the Chinese name awarded to me 

unceremoniously years before (my Chinese teacher had given me the name lā mǐ which 

translates to the nonsensical phrase "pull rice") I noticed my classmate from earlier this morning 

seated next to me out of the corner of my eye. What I thought would be a moment of connection 

with my peer slowly disintegrated into fear as I made eye contact with him and watched his 

eyebrows furrow. With a curt shake of his head, he lowered his gaze and we dove into the 

turbulent sea of questions within the PSLE. 

 We sat with only the backs of our classmates to keep us company throughout the exam. 

We sat quietly and watched the clock tick itself into oblivion as time stretched endlessly ahead 

of us as it does when one is young. Imaginations ran rampant, eyes glazed over and stomachs 

growled with wild anticipation of what was to be purchased at the tuck-shop after the test. 

Perhaps a scalding hot bowl of Fish Ball Noodles? Maybe some Laksa to invigorate the spirit? 

One had to be careful to not stay in this hazy state for too long – as one misstep on the PSLE 

could spell disaster for one's future. I was guilty of such a fault. As I stared blankly at the time 

remaining for us to write the PSLE inscribed upon the chalkboard of the classroom, my mind 

would float as if it were a balloon. Rather than helium, my mind would be engorged with the 

consistent fear of failure spurred on by my apparent incompetency in undertaking the test-

writing experience. My family’s expectations of my future had found me in the warm plastic chair 

of this classroom – their vision of me succeeding in the PSLE had a direct relation to how they 

perceived success in my future and this perception was commonplace in the Singaporean 

educational system. They simply wanted the best for me, and this hinged on my (in)ability to sit 

for and succeed on a standardized test. 

 As the time came to submit our examination papers, the only feeling I recall is an all-
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encompassing sense of deflation like a discarded balloon leftover from a party days before. I 

knew that I didn't score well and this was proven by my abysmal grade received a few weeks 

later and the tones of disappointment in the voices of my family.  

 On my journey as a learner, this was one of the many experiences whereby I can starkly 

recall notions of my learning style being openly rejected. The events that transpired within the 

minuscule environment of my classroom that day could easily serve as an analogy regarding 

educational systems that are unwilling to go through the unlearning that effective change 

requires. This change is necessary to honour the multitude of ways that learners experience 

deepened and holistic learning within educational systems. Now, as a learner and educator, I 

understand the importance of empathy, flexibility, reflection and how choices with these 

considerations in mind impact learners in positive ways. Furthermore, I understand the immense 

value that collaboration brings to learning experiences rooted in influential change and the 

importance of assessment models that honour this learning in holistic ways. 

 As I reflect upon my experience in sitting for the PSLE, I recall that my inquisitive nature 

upheld by my love of learning faltered in that moment. By refusing to practice flexibility in 

assessment, the curiosity that drives educational change in both learners and educators will be 

stifled resulting in an educational system cemented in compliance. Last summer, in the throes of 

my learning I had my eyes opened by a family member who lives in Taiwan and speaks 

Mandarin fluently. As I shared my story of my stunted learning experiences in Singapore with 

him, he smiled and said “You should change your name to 'là mǐ'”.  

 The simple change of intonation sent a wave of warmth throughout my body as he 

shared with me what this new word meant. Spicy. Pungent. Powerful. I smiled as I recognized 

the importance that this moment held upon my overall self-appreciation of my history of learning 

Mandarin which was ill-defined by my experience in taking the PSLE. In reflection of this 

empowering moment, I call on educators to truly relish the conversations that occur with 

learners as they share experiences that showcase their strengths. It is imperative to create safe 
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spaces for discussion in classrooms and within these spaces, the strengths within learners' 

stories come to light in magnificent and magical ways. Immersed in this magnificence, 

educators must uphold the privilege of being a facilitator within their learning experience - and 

with consideration of that privilege lies the importance that every learner experiences the 

respect and safety in being heard in their learning and assessments. 

Theme 3: Validity 

 Throughout my time as an educator, I fondly recall classrooms resembling a thriving and 

bustling ecosystem that honours every being within it so that they can grow and be a part of this 

network of learning in their own time and in their own way. Whether it be amongst the towering 

skyscrapers of the city landscape or along the shell-lined shores of the Pacific Ocean, I have 

come to understand that a learning space is defined and validated by the safety in the community 

that is established within it. Once this safety is established, deep learning can flourish in 

magnificent ways rooted in personal identity and purpose. Should these considerations be 

nurtured throughout further learning experiences, the learner can bring themselves to future 

learning experiences that may have significant positive impacts on their life. A mere snapshot 

will do no justice to find the core of strength within this learning community, in the same way 

that a picture might display the rippling muscles of a gazelle mid-bound but will never capture 

the stillness in the breeze left behind each of its leaping gaits. The majesty of nature was not 

constructed using a stop-watch nor achievement or "one size fits all" measurement tools, yet one 

cannot deny the earth-shaking strength of a towering waterfall nor the splendour in quietly 

observing a fawn learning how to run. Educational stakeholders must understand that the act of 

learning is as malleable and reflective of the growth engrained into the act of living as proven by 

the eventual emergence of a moth from its pupae. Learning, like the ebb and flow of the tides, is 

natural in its purpose. It requires no validation – only deep appreciation. 
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 The final close-ended question that I asked in the survey portion of this study revolved 

around the validity and justification of the use of high stakes standardized assessments as a 

method to determine the graduation eligibility of IBPOC learners and as a form of student 

achievement data collection. I asked if participants felt that "the GLA/OSSLT is an accurate 

assessment method to determine IBPOC student's academic achievement and graduation 

eligibility?" to which only 7.1% of participants responded positively. With regards to this final 

question, 28.6% of respondents indicated no while 35.6% and 28.6% of surveyed participants 

responded somewhat and "I don't know" respectively.  

Figure 5: 	
High stakes Standardized Assessments as an Accurate Assessment Method 

  

 

The glaring polarization of the responses to this question displays what may be perceived by 

participants as a lack of justification or validity behind the intent of the high stakes standardized 

assessment. One such possibility behind these responses could be rooted in the varying 
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definitions of success within these high stakes standardized assessments themselves (Van de Wal 

& Ryan, 2014). This is echoed in the voices of the interview participants who communicated 

their sentiments in great detail. With the knowledge shared in the stories of the interview 

participants, I observed two sub-topics with relation to the general theme of the validity of high 

stakes standardized assessments. The first sub-topic was the identification of high stakes 

standardized assessments as an accurate method to determine student success and the second was 

related to high stakes standardized assessments as a way for educators to display prior expertise. 

To elaborate, expertise for educators could refer to professional pedagogical steps undertaken to 

support student learning and how that might have to shift to accommodate the administration of a 

high stakes assessment.  

 Regarding the use of high stakes standardized assessments as a valid and accurate tool to 

measure student success, Participant 2's concerns were related to the age at which test-takers are 

expected to engage with such a potentially life-altering assessment. This is evident when they 

stated the following:  

P2 - ...I think that it’s a bit young for people to do this test because their brain is not fully 
developed. That’s what I believe.  
 
P2 - So your brain isn’t fully developed, and sometimes you make stupid decisions from 
lack of self control and you ************ your test and you get nervous. Or you get 
nervous before the test which really … it’s going to make this life changing decision for 
this life changing test. (P2., personal interview, May 1, 2024) 

	

Yet again, nervousness is showcased as a key component as to why high stakes standardized 

assessments are invalid ways to determine student success. In this study, this notion is furthered 

by the belief held by Participant 2 who felt that 18 years of age was too young for a learner to 

undertake a standardized assessment that would ultimately shape the rest of their life.  
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 With specific regards to the validity of high stakes standardized assessments concerning 

the pedagogical decisions made by educators, Participant 1 relayed experiences from their Grade 

11 year whereby "The whole 5 months were focused on Indigenous topics and the final topic was 

Truth and Reconciliation. That was just for our class though. Other classes had their own topics" 

(P1., personal interview, April 4, 2024). Participant 1 goes into detail to describe the pedagogy of 

the Grade 11 English Language Arts teacher in the interview process as noted in the following 

exchange of dialogue:  

N - Was there a similar experience for you in taking that Grade 12 standardized assessment 
and the Grade 11 assessment? Was the Grade 11 assessment one that your teacher created? 
 
P1 - Correct.  
 
N - The Grade 12 assessment was created by the province of Manitoba’s Ministry of 
Education. 
 
P1 - Correct.  
 
N - Was there a significant different in your experience in taking those assessments?  
 
P1 - No, there might be something to be said about us having the topic being explored for a 
whole 5 months compared to having the topic just for the exam. We might of had a little bit 
more experience with it in Grade 11. My Grade 11 teacher structured the exam based off of 
prior provincial exams so it was really similar. She said that even though this is not a 
provincial exam we are going to be doing this very similarly because you will have to take 
standardized test in the future. She did make an effort to make it as similar to the test as 
possible. (P1., personal interview, April 4, 2024) 
 

I believe that the experience of Participant 1 is depictive of an educator who may have chosen to 

model their pedagogy to "teach to the test", even structuring their final assignment to emulate the 

Grade 12 provincial assessment. The intent of the educator's pedagogical decision is unknown, 

but we can assume the plausible reasoning behind her choice. One possible explanation is that 

the teacher wanted to ensure that her learners were best prepared for the provincial assessment 

that they would encounter the year after. As noted by Copp (2018), high stakes standardized 
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assessments have severe outcomes for learners and as a result, educators are forced to shift their 

pedagogies to be more inclusive of gaming tendencies that "teach to the test". 

 Participant 2 expressed thoughts about the differences in learning between their past in 

China and current experiences in Canada. They spoke about the differences in pedagogy brought 

forward by their educators in Canada who utilized curricular-based activities and writing samples 

to determine student success. Furthermore, these educators chose to not incorporate standardized 

assessments as a means of pedagogical expression – a consideration highlighted in our 

discussion as noted below: 

N - Did they ever include elements of their culturally diverse classrooms in their lessons or 
assessments like in midterms or finals where they included a chapter reading or journal 
article or question sets in tests or assignments or assessments that had some connections 
that had something to do with any of the diverse cultures that were in your cohort in your 
Masters? 
 
P2 - Yes  
 
N - So there were questions that connected? 
 
P2 - Well I guess they have to, because it’s about leisure and different cultures have 
different leisure experiences and also, because it’s Social Sciences we want to consider our 
differences and diversity. We also did this “Power Play” game to let us realize how 
different we are and privileged from different cultures and countries. It was fun. 
 
N - Is there the same identification of cultural differences in midterms or tests or finals? It 
sounds like what you were doing was an activity that the whole class did together but when 
it comes down to finals… 
 
P2 - It was more of a group activity and discussion. We did have a lot of readings when 
class began. During class, we had discussions about the papers we read and we also shared 
our own experience with it. From different cultures, we shared different opinions and 
points of view of course. It always made the professor amazed or surprised by the 
feedback.  
 
N- It sounds like there’s some really great learning that happens in those moments, would 
you agree? 
 
P2 - Yes, I would agree.  
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N - Were those same kind of learning experiences evident or were there cultural 
experiences evident in the final exam for the class? 
 
P2 - We don’t have final exams for the class, we have mostly writing. 
 
N - Were you able to earn your grade by expressing thoughts related to the course material 
but also including elements of your culture? 
 
P2 - For some assignments, yes. (P2., personal interview, May 1, 2024) 

	

Through the use of curricular-based models of assessment, as indicated by the information 

shared by Participant 2, it is clear to me that there are alternatives to gathering student 

achievement data that appear far more valid than that of the data collected from high stakes 

standardized assessments. Furthermore, a curricular-based model of student assessment could 

dissolve pressures faced by educators to "teach to the test" – a notion that undermines teacher 

autonomy as well as cultural and specific knowledge about learners that educators hold. This 

knowledge allows educators to create diverse assessments rooted in prior learning that honours 

the superdiversity of all learners naturally and holistically.  

Vignette 3 

 The squeal of a streetcar churning upon its tracks engrained upon the asphalt veins of 

this city serves as the tolling of my morning alarm. I pry my eyes open and in the darkness of a 

newly-born dawn I see a glimmer of pure light through the morning haze – this light is nothing 

made my man, nothing neon, nothing requiring electricity nor a bulb. This is light which 

showcases the purity that is rooted in the natural order of this land. The moonlight's sterling 

beams shudder as a light breeze tickles the curtains in our bedroom. The sun has not risen yet 

and there is no hint of its awakening on the horizon of this winter landscape – for now, at this 

time, the light of the moon is the planet's beacon. The moon's silver rays draw me out of 

slumber like an insect to a lantern and I find myself on the balcony of the apartment that I share; 

with my eyes and heart wide open, basking in the magnitude of the full moon that rests 
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undisturbed in tranquillity above the snow-capped concrete monstrosities of the still-awakening 

city. This land did not always resemble this – Tkaronto (what is colonially known as Toronto) 

has changed drastically, yet the moon serves as the keeper of the stories told under it since the 

beginning of time. 

 Encased within an adjacent window from my apartment’s balcony sits a reflection of the 

oblong moon. It serves as a pool of memories that holds stories told and lessons learned, and 

within the small spots of the luminous giant I see these memories floating in peaceful circles, 

like koi fish in a pond. The moon’s silver beams of luminous light are reflections themselves – 

the moon does not create its own light but mirrors light from its galactic companion; the sun. As I 

watch these memories circulate and percolate I sit in the recognition that the moon holds me 

accountable towards the importance of reflection as an educator, for the moon sits in eternal 

reflection of the stories told under it. Its contemplative state is a reminder to me that bearing 

witness and holding truths whilst maintaining a desire to grow, learn and reflect upon these 

truths is of the utmost importance to honour the learners that I have the privilege of sharing 

these stories with. Furthermore, the moon showcases the importance of reflecting upon own 

experiences alongside those of my learners to reinforce the fibres of the thread that binds us 

within humanity in the fabric of empathy. As I take heed to the moon's reflective invitation I 

consider how my own teaching pedagogy has shifted and grown to accommodate the impact 

that high stakes standardized assessments have upon the learners who undertake them – I 

have ensured to prepare my learners to sit for standardized tests, whether it be the GLA or the 

OSSLT through adjustment. By shifting my pedagogy to reflect the tasks that learners may be 

experiencing in high stakes standardized assessments and reflecting upon the experience, I 

hope to ensure that their vibrant wells of knowledge are not tainted by a misstep in taking a 

standardized assessment that may influence their life. This practice is guided by my own 

experience in sitting for such assessments and my internalized feelings of failure that I have 

now learned do not define me as a learner nor as a human being. 
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 The cry of a gull pierces through the crisp morning air and I see its shadow cast in 

moonlight pass over me. The gull weeps again and is cut off abruptly by the sound of another 

bird finding its way from the shores of Lake Ontario. For a while I sit in the sounds of them 

calling to each other in jagged imperfection yet when I close my eyes and listen the beauty that 

greets my eardrums is undeniable. The birds conclude their morning banter and I open my eyes 

to notice that the moon is imperfect as well – its incompletion is indicative of its journey that 

nears its final state. For myself, it would be undeniable to resolve the eternal joy of learning and 

growth as a stagnant process that has an indefinite end like the cycle of life or the last frayed 

and browned page of a well-read novel. I’ve found joy in the process of learning over time and 

the growth that is amplified in this act has to be considerate of the reality that learning is a life-

long journey rooted in stories told and lessons learned. To be mentally stagnant in the art of 

learning is at the expense of joy and love and instead permits the negligence of ignorance to 

fester. I firmly believe that educational systems that are rooted in ignorance are neglecting the 

ever-changing and ever-growing truths that are shared in learning experiences and therefore 

are engaging with a racist, colonial and dehumanizing approach to education that harms all 

within it. The moon’s eternal evolution as it grows from a sliver to a crescent, to the oblong 

being that greets me this morning, to its eventual illuminating full wholeness – showcasing its 

eternal comfort and ease even in the throes of change as it revisits that cycle again and again is 

the wonder of nature laying a lesson in front of us. It is up to us to receive this gift of learning or 

to shrug and assume that what we know is "good enough". The use of standardized 

assessments in the public educational system is indicative of such assumptions. The deeply 

rooted racist history of standardized tests and the inequitable traits of the neoliberal educational 

system are well documented yet public educational systems appear to be simply content with 

perpetuating the status quo at the expense of holistic and deepened student learning. This 

stagnant perspective on student assessment is damaging to learners and ultimately 

counterintuitive to the nature of growth and evolution in the learning process. 
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 The moon is never solitary – it is interconnected with the tides, the land and the beings 

who live upon it. I set my gaze upon the slowly-dimming moon and as the light of the sun peeks 

over the horizon a thin wisp of cloud is brought to light. Before my eyes, the cloud stretches 

itself into another and then links with yet another, forming a web across the sky that centers the 

moon at its core. I sit in deep appreciation of this planetary lesson of interconnectivity and 

community as I consider my teaching pedagogy and values that I hold dear as an educator. 

Deepened learning experiences that uphold memory, story, patience and identity are those 

whereby all involved are rooted in the safety and connectedness of community. A thriving 

learning community upholds the lessons of elders alongside the stories of youth and within this 

generational interconnection lies the unfathomable discoveries that deepened learning 

uncovers. The isolated and insular nature of the process of displaying learning by sitting for a 

high stakes standardized assessment is one devoid of community. Instead, learners are 

required to go through this process in solitude and in some cases, educational systems even pit 

learners against each other. These traits of high stakes standardized assessments ultimately 

unravel the nature of community-based learning and instead perpetuate the agendas of 

neoliberal educational systems that are more focused on data collection than the well-being of 

the learners within them. 

 A yellow-signed taxi blares its horn at the still streetcar and jars me from my 

contemplative state. The silver of the moon’s light is slowly replaced by the gilded rays of the 

sun and it is accompanied by the cacophony of sounds that combine to create the cityscape of 

the morning commute. As I watch the moon dissolve into the unfathomable reaches of the sky I 

hold myself grateful for the lessons and reflection that I have been allowed to bear witness to 

within the welcoming and warm arms of my planetary beacons of knowledge. This morning, 

today, and always – my teacher is the moon. 
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Conclusion 

 Through the evidence noted in the qualitative and quantitative data that I gathered in this 

study, it is apparent that there may be a lack of IBPOC cultural experiences within high stakes 

standardized assessments such as the OSSLT and GLA. The data I collected within this study has 

been categorized into the three themes of Culture, The Testing Experience and Validity. 

Regarding the theme of culture, it appears that learners who felt culturally represented did not 

see the lived experiences of other IBPOC folks and that those who were not culturally 

represented did see IBPOC experiences that were not of their own identified culture. As a result, 

the inclusion of cultural diversity within high stakes standardized assessments comes into 

question in relation to showcasing a "funnelled" collection of IBPOC experiences. It appears that 

educational landscapes that utilize such assessments are at risk of displaying tokenistic 

tendencies and including IBPOC experiences to portray the illusion of inclusivity. With regards 

to the second theme of The Testing Experience, it is clear that participants in the study have 

experienced success in their undertaking of high stakes standardized assessments such as the 

GLA and OSSLT. In inclusivity of the data collected in previous questions within the 

quantitative survey, it is evident that while IBPOC learners do not feel culturally represented 

they still experience success indicative of the perseverance as seen in the truth within the 

narratives shared by interview participants. This raises questions surrounding the impact that a 

holistic and culturally accurate assessment model may potentially have on the already existing 

success that IBPOC learners experience in high stakes standardized testing scenarios. The lack of 

evolution within the high stakes standardized testing model seemingly displays the reluctance of 

educational systems to consider the lived experiences of IBPOC learners, thus highlighting 

Validity: the third and final theme of this study. Evidence from quantitative and qualitative data 
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reveals that participants generally feel a lack of validity in the requirement to sit for high stakes 

standardized assessments such as the GLA and OSSLT. I have identified this within the stories 

shared by interview participants that highlight the notion that educators are less likely to display 

prior expertise rooted in curricular-based knowledge as they navigate high stakes standardized 

assessments to best support learners toward successful outcomes. It would appear that the strife 

caused by high stakes standardized assessments permeates through to educator contexts as well – 

showcasing the all-encompassing impact initiated by public educational systems implementing 

neoliberal, colonial and ultimately racist high stakes standardized assessments such as the GLA 

and the OSSLT. 
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Chapter 5 – Discussion and Conclusions 

 As I gaze through the oblong window of the airplane I scan the vast expanses of a 

cloudy ocean 10,000 miles above sea level and uncover the landscape of the city below. A 

silver needlepoint thrusts itself into the skyline – immersed amongst the grey concrete giants 

and dark asphalt pavement the CN tower stands over all. Countless frames of light glimmer 

within my view as night becomes day – millions of lives, families and stories intertwine within the 

city below me as I hover above the urban terrain; merely a witness, a spectator, an outsider to 

the realities of the experiences of love, loss and learning upon the highways that resemble veins 

and the stories that are the lifeblood of this territory. The stories on this land have been shared 

since time immemorial by its original caretakers, the Huron-Wedndat, the Wyandot, the 

Haudenousaunee Confederacy and the Mississaugas of the Credit – and these are the oft-

silenced stories that have breathed life into the landscape that I witness before me and the 

same stories which were stifled by colonial misrepresentation and unjust legislation. The 

lessons within these stories were buried under streetcar tracks and subway lines; they were 

ignored by the lawmakers and policy creators who forced their governance upon land that was 

not theirs and mandated the forcible removal of the people who claimed otherwise. The tales 

that were shared by the original caretakers of the land encompassed a lifetime and floated 

between the present, past and the future. These stories were silenced by modernity in favour of 

the midnight chime of the subway and the early morning clatter of storefront shutters – many to 

never be uncovered again. From my airborne perspective, I am reminded of the invaluable 

nature of honouring all stories in life and in learning. I recall the importance of upholding 

learning through stories in a way that does not selfishly take like the greed embodied by those in 

the past and present who look upon the bounties of this land as nothing more than an invitation 

to pillage and claim. Instead, I have understood that learning can be a reciprocal relationship 

whereby one has an opportunity to explore oneself amongst and alongside the stories and lives 

that have existed here in the present, in transition and since time immemorial.  
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 As the clouds cradle the aircraft I am reminded of the stories that others have shared 

with me whereby bridges of empathy have been built through truths exchanged that were 

immersed in cultural connections. I believe that culture is one of the foundations of empathy and 

that culture exists like the mycelium that flourishes under forest canopies to reinforce the 

interconnectivity that makes us human. The stories of those who have generously chosen to 

lend themselves to this study have proven this to me and in so have dismantled the belief of 

monoculturalism in learning. They have taught me that cultural representation and diversity are 

combatants against monoculturalism – instead of weapons, they come to the battlefield adorned 

with the gifts of their stories that are encrusted with the radiant jewels of love, connection and 

safety. 

 As the plane circles above the city I spot familiar sights upon the land that is my 

birthplace. I am reminded of the unfathomable wealth of knowledge held by those who exist 

upon this land – whether it be those who consider it their home, those who have travelled here 

for safety and refuge or those who seek to feel the unmediated thrill of change and growth. 

These experiences are as diverse as the twinkling lights of the receding stars that surround my 

aviary point of view and I have learned that they must be respected in the same breathtaking 

way that one greets the celestial canvas of the sky upon a starry night. My teachers who have 

guided me upon this chapter of my learning journey have reinforced that – they have grounded 

me in their truths whilst holding me accountable towards my responsibility that I do not maintain 

the mindset of one who selfishly takes. They have taught me that the gift of experiential 

connection must not be taken for granted nor in vain – it instead must be reciprocated with the 

same care and tenderness that it was imparted with. 

 The voice of a flight attendant rings out over the speakers to announce the plane’s 

descent. The voice chimes in again to remind us of safety precautions to be undertaken as the 

plane approaches its landing zone and I shift in my seat to click my seatbelt into its fastener. 

The resounding purpose in the flight attendant's words to maintain safety on this metallic 
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cylinder draws from within me memories of the quandaries and internalized debates that I held 

as I embarked upon this learning journey. Questions about the validity of my inquiry and the 

legitimacy of my own stories that were rooted in personal insecurities were often all-

encompassing as I wrestled with the development of this study. The same plethora of voices 

within this study that reinforced the claim that standardized assessments lack validity in 

determining learners' success were the same voices that delicately brushed the dust off my 

memories that I have now learned do not define me yet still serve a purpose in creating 

educational change through solidarity. I share my tales with gratitude in my heart – to add my 

voice to the symphony of stories from those who have experiences like mine through the lens of 

reciprocal respect. As the rising morning sun casts a shadow upon the stream of cars 

meandering their way upon the highway below me, like salmon swimming upstream, I am 

reminded that this work is never solitary – like a salmon surrounded by its school I am never 

alone. 

Discussion 

 The findings of this study reveal that there appears to be a lack of cultural representation 

of IBPOC experiences within high stakes standardized assessments such as the GLA and 

OSSLT. I collected both quantitative and qualitative data to derive this conclusion, and maintain 

the recommendations listed below regarding the suggestions for a more equitable and holistic 

method of collecting student achievement data. The evidence and the information within my 

findings that lie within these ledgers are rooted in human experiences – they stem from the 

stories told by participants who engaged with this study to share personal experiences related to 

undertaking high stakes standardized assessments. As a result, there are truths within this 

research that deserves to be upheld and honoured by educational stakeholders, policy-makers and 

those who support educational change.  
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 Throughout my search for the truth that lay within the testimonials of graduated learners, 

I upheld the importance of considering one of the most crucial traits of the critical qualitative 

lens of this study: the importance of ensuring that the research was rooted in equity, social justice 

and methods that would make positive change in the world today (Denzin, 2017). My 

experiences as a learner and educator had provided me with contextual evidence to support my 

hypothesis as a researcher – I knew that educational change had to be enacted based on the truths 

that had been shared with me in the past alongside my own experiences. My inquiry was proven 

by the stories that research participants shared with me and as a result, these shared stories were 

centered throughout the creation of my reflective vignettes. I felt the drive to honour the truths 

that were shared with me throughout this research process by moving "beyond the telling of the 

lived story to tell the research story" (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 10). I began embodying 

the role of the autoethnographic researcher who shifted between perspectives and identities to do 

justice by the words of the participants of the study to express solidarity and continuity regarding 

the disproportionate impact that high stakes standardized assessments have on IBPOC learners 

(Reed-Danahay, 1997, p. 18).  

The collaboration between participants and myself throughout the research relationship is 

reflective of what I believe is a means towards establishing a decolonized and anti-racist method 

of collecting student achievement data – the process of developing pedagogical and systemic 

methods of ensuring holistic assessment practices is one that must be rooted in cooperation. I 

also maintain that it is imperative that educational systems listen to the learners who are 

currently within them by gathering learner-centric reflective data and feedback related to existing 

assessment practices. I firmly believe that these changes may be applied over time – as educators 

are often reflexive and accommodating in their everyday pedagogical steps and I challenge 
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policy-makers and curricular leaders to do the same. My stance that these changes should be 

made stems from the data collected within this study and the three themes that emerged from the 

testimonials of research participants. Each theme I analyzed, whether it be Culture, The Testing 

Experience or Validity was explicitly built and centred around the experiences of recently 

graduated high-school learners indicating that recent practices of educational systems are not 

learner-centric in the collection of student achievement data. Furthermore, by choosing inaction, 

it would appear that educational systems favour the misrepresentation and underserving of 

learners over their well-being reinforcing the colonial and neoliberal agenda of many educational 

landscapes in the world today. 

 I formed the theme of Culture through the use of codes derived from quantitative close-

ended survey questions and interviews that discussed components of culture and representation 

within high stakes standardized assessments. The data revealed that the attempts by educational 

systems to include IBPOC experiences can be perceived as arbitrary and superficial. This is 

derived from the findings of the qualitative survey within this study as evident within Figures 1 - 

3 regarding questions concerning cultural representation not of the participants’ self-identified 

culture. These survey questions provided data that indicated the reality that whilst some cultural 

experiences are being included in high stakes standardized assessments, many are being 

excluded. This finding is reinforced by the data collected within the study entitled The Inequity 

and Effect of Standardized Literacy Testing for First Nations Students-An Ontario (Canadian) 

Outlook by Ryan and Whitman (2013) which found that the creation of a completely 

standardized assessment is not possible for Indigenous learners sitting for literary assessments 

such as the OSSLT as it does not accommodate the differences in languages and dialects within 

Canada through a neutral cultural lens. Furthermore, findings by Au (2008) confirm the 
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superficiality of standardized assessments that are selective about the cultural identities within 

them by including learner identities that have effectively been considered acceptable by 

educational systems. 

  By abandoning high stakes standardized assessment models in favour of more holistic 

models that are rooted in learning relationships and trust, there may be a significant positive 

impact on learner well-being in the means by which student achievement data is collected. I 

believe that this correlates directly with the second theme of The Testing Experience as 

identified in this study. The voices of the participants within this study, such as Participant 1's 

description of their nervousness felt whilst undertaking a high stakes standardized assessment is 

upheld alongside proponents of educational change who have highlighted the significant 

negative impact on IBPOC students' mental health and physical well-being experienced whilst 

preparing for and undertaking high stakes standardized assessments such as the GLA and 

OSSLT (Kearns, 2011 ; Kempf 2016). This corresponds with the stories of interview participants 

such as Participant 2 who stated that standardized test-taking experiences were stressful and that 

the results of such experiences destroyed ambitions. This finding is supported by the study 

conducted by Archer and Yamashita (2003) that found that learners internalized negative 

sentiments of self-worth related to their lack of success on high stakes standardized assessments. 

An assessment model that is holistic, reflective and engrained into day-to-day learning activities 

may alleviate these negative impacts and acknowledge a focus on student well-being throughout 

The Testing Experience. I believe that such an assessment model would reinforce the paramount 

role of trust between educator and learner throughout the assessment process as the learner 

would be undertaking the assessment alongside the educator that they have developed a learning 

relationship with rather than facing the stress of an unknown assessment scored and evaluated by 
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an unfamiliar educator who only has knowledge of their learning and growth through a 

standardized snapshot. My belief is supported by the findings within this study and is fortified by 

the findings of Kearns (2011) in the study High stakes Standardized Testing and Marginalized 

Youth which revealed through interviews with learners who were unsuccessful in sitting for the 

OSSLT felt feelings of shame, perceptions of being different and evidence of continual 

marginalization. Additionally, findings by Choi et al. (2022), as well as Van de Wal and Ryan 

(2014), speak towards the positive impact that dynamic assessments that are holistic, flexible and 

integrated into instruction may have upon learners' self-esteem.  

  I observed that trust was the thread that appeared to bind all three themes of this study, 

as it was apparent through the data collected that learners do not trust the validity behind 

educational systems' use of high stakes standardized assessments as a means to determine 

IBPOC learners' graduation eligibility or student success. I bring trust into question yet again 

with relation to the theme of Validity regarding educator autonomy and assessment practices as it 

may be perceived through the data within this study that educational systems do not trust 

educators to utilize their pedagogical knowledge and developed learning relationships to create 

their own assessments that honour their learners. Instead, it appears that neoliberal educational 

systems would prefer to administer their one-size-fits-all approach to assessment which 

ultimately displays a lack of trust towards educators' pedagogy and reinforces learners' lack of 

trust in the validity of such assessments. This is evident within the findings of this study through 

the mere 7.1% of survey participants who felt that the OSSLT or GLA was an accurate method 

to determine the graduation eligibility of IBPOC learners and through my interpretation of 

Participant 1's story regarding how their educator taught to the test to prepare learners to sit for 

the provincial high stakes standardized test. These findings are reinforced within the study 
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conducted by Copp (2018) entitled Teaching to the test: a mixed methods study of instructional 

change from large-scale testing in Canadian schools that found a strong relationship between 

educators teaching to the test and provincial assessment policies. The findings within the study 

indicated that teachers chose to display gaming behaviours such as teaching to the test when 

facing high-stakes exams that navigate learners' graduation eligibility. Furthermore, findings by 

Van De Wal and Ryan (2014) display that educators who practice literary intervention strategies 

and pedagogies to acknowledge the individual needs of their learners are often doing so with 

insufficient time before learners are expected to sit for high stakes standardized assessments 

which ultimately devalues their pedagogy and underserves learners. 

 Throughout this study, I have listened closely to the "'Four R's' of respect, relevance, 

reciprocity and responsibility" (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991, p. 14) and they have been 

foundational in supporting my core values as a researcher, educator and learner. These values 

include the centring and respecting of learners in educational experiences through heralding the 

importance of learners' self-expression of cultural connections, being an active listener who 

understands the responsibility of care that deep listening entails and engaging with deepened 

learning experiences alongside learners through reflection as well as by sharing appropriate 

connections to my learning journey to build empathy and to establish reciprocity. Whilst doing 

so, I have applied the considerations shared by Battiste (2013) in Decolonizing Education 

regarding the abandonment of my research context through the lens of academic theory and 

instead upholding the importance of place, community and the stories of the people within them 

as I engage with research.  
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Study Limitations 

 The limitations faced within this study involved elements such as survey questions, the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, sample size, participant demographics and researcher biases. 

The initial scope of this research was limited to the experiences of IBPOC learners who had 

undertaken literacy assessments such as the OSSLT or GLA. These considerations were 

incorporated into my line of questioning specifically regarding the close-ended survey questions 

utilized to collect quantitative data. As a result, some elements of the study were limited to the 

high stakes standardized literacy assessments used by two provinces only, which provided an 

opportunity for a close analysis of these two assessments while also concurrently restricting the 

scope of this study. I hypothesize that this may have impacted the sample size of the study as 

many potential participants who may have expressed curiosity about the study did not enrol to 

participate as they did not sit for specific literacy assessments such as the OSSLT or GLA even 

though they may have had experiences sitting for other high stakes standardized assessments. 

Another possibility regarding the small sample size of this study may be attributed to the ground-

breaking shifts in educational policy and practices as a result of the 2019 COVID-19 global 

pandemic. Due to the pandemic, many high stakes standardized assessments such as the OSSLT 

were not administered, and in some situations, ultimately waived resulting in entire grade levels 

of learners not experiencing the undertaking of a high stakes standardized literacy assessment 

(Toronto District School Board, 2021). This immediately limited the number of eligible 

participants who were recent high-school graduates. Other considerations regarding the 

limitations of a small sample size within this study may be due to my choice to recruit 

participants using only printed posters placed in two post-secondary institutions and one 

restaurant. Due to the disproportionate number of posters placed in these various settings (many 
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more posters were placed in both post-secondary institutions) there is a possibility that the 

respondents to this study were post-secondary students that had successful experiences in 

undertaking high stakes standardized assessments undoubtedly resulting in their academic 

progress and attendance in such institutions. This socio-economic and success bias that may have 

emerged within this study was less likely to account for the realities expressed by youth who 

were unsuccessful in their experiences taking high stakes standardized assessments and limited 

the scope of the study as a result. The limited number of participants resulted in a small sample 

size of data collected which impacted my extrapolation and interpretation of the quantitative and 

qualitative data as well as my derived findings through data analysis. Furthermore, the inclusion 

of additional participants may have supported the findings of this study by reinforcing each 

coded theme with supplementary interview data that may have displayed additional personal and 

human connections to learning experiences that have the possibility to empathetically reinforce 

the presentation of this research inquiry to readers. Additionally, a larger sample size may have 

allowed me greater opportunities to analyze the data with less inclusion of my personal biases 

that may have emerged within this study. 

 The aforementioned biases that I possess are products of my own experiences in being a 

learner and educator who identifies as a superdiverse person of colour. The autoethnographical 

vignettes within this study were my methods of acknowledging these biases whilst concurrently 

sharing my story yet I must note that I still held these biases as a part of my process. The 

reasoning for this was simple: behind my biases lay my experiences. My impetus for this study 

was rooted in my own negative educational experiences as a learner sitting for high stakes 

standardized assessments alongside my observations of learners expressing stress and discontent 

in their undertaking of such assessments in my role as an educator. I also witnessed the removal 
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of teacher autonomy and pedagogical trust within the high stakes assessment administration 

process and felt the impact of being cornered by an educational system that encouraged the loss 

of my pedagogical agency as an educator. These experiences resounded within my superdiverse 

positionality as a researcher. I found human connections within these experiences and chose to 

embark upon a research path that honoured them. This was not easy – for within this process I 

learned that separating my biases from the data was integral yet at the same time contradictory to 

the empathetic and change-making reasoning behind my research. I worked tirelessly to 

dismantle my biases as I approached this research and along the way found empowerment within 

the voices of the participants of this study – they were pivotal as I unpacked and acknowledged 

my biases whilst constructing this study. 

Implications and Recommendations 

 Through the data that I have derived from this study it can be determined that high stakes 

standardized assessments are colonial methods of collecting student data collection that reinforce 

the neoliberal and racist practices of numerous educational systems worldwide. Furthermore, 

highlighting the validity of these assessments has also emphasized the effect that high stakes 

standardized assessments have on teacher pedagogy and autonomy. To reinforce the punitive 

steps being undertaken by educational systems, Canadian provinces have even chosen to include 

additional standardized assessments within their high stakes assessment arsenal, as evident by 

Ontario's decision in 2024 to add a financial literacy assessment that will be a graduation 

requirement (Government of Ontario, 2024). This assessment will be delivered in 2025 and will 

be a requirement for all Grade 10 learners in Ontario public schools. While the collection of 

student achievement data is crucial in holding public educational entities responsible for 

systemic racist practices such as the "racism of low expectations" (First Nations Leadership 
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Council, 2022, p. 2), the implications of this study suggest that the method through which 

student achievement data is being collected could be viewed in an alternative and more holistic 

lens. There are numerous methods as to how this change may be applied, such as a shift from 

snapshot-based assessments to holistic and detailed learning portfolios, the development of 

varying procedures that learning environments may undertake to differentiate approaches to 

standardized assessments that honour individual learning styles, or by simply eliminating the 

dehumanizing nature of these assessments as high stakes graduation requirements (Kearns, 

2011). Randall et al. (2022) suggests that an equitable, anti-racist and decolonized approach to 

assessment pedagogies requires a complete overhaul and re-imagining of assessment practices 

rather than the representation of those of which the assessment applies to. These considerations, 

alongside the evidence collected from the data in this study have assisted me in presenting all 

educational stakeholders who support the use of high stakes standardized assessments with the 

following three recommendations: 

1. I recommend that educational stakeholders in change-making positions support a shift in 

student-achievement data collection that supports dynamic, curricular-based and 

embedded assessment models. These assessments are organically structured and 

meticulously organized as well as reoccurring and cyclical in their nature, providing 

educators with information to acknowledge, understand and support learners individually 

and holistically over time (Treagust et al., 2001; Ball, 2021). This shift must also 

acknowledge the bias that exists in print-only assessment models that do not consider the 

multi-literacies and different learning styles that exist in all learners (Kearns, 2011). 

Ultimately, assessments must honour the various written, oral or visual ways that learners 
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choose to display their knowledge, and the present model of high stakes standardized 

assessments appear to simply ignore these vital considerations. 

2. I recommend that stakeholders in educational systems make changes to standardized 

assessment practices that honour and empower educator autonomy and expertise. In order 

for authentic IBPOC cultural experiences to be honoured within literacy assessment 

practices and to avoid tokenism, I believe that it is crucial that educational systems and 

policy-makers trust the learning relationships that educators have built alongside learners. 

This trust can be applicable in collecting student achievement data by granting the 

educator an opportunity to develop assessments that acknowledge individual learning 

styles and present the learner with opportunities to respond in ways whereby they can 

express their cultural connections and cultural identity. Current high stakes assessment 

models place educators at crossroads that ultimately force them to choose between their 

own curricular and pedagogical steps or those mandated by the standardized tests. Such 

shifts have the potential to affect educator well-being in a positive manner which may 

have impacts on student well-being as well as educator retention and longevity in their 

role (Levine et al., 2023). 

3. I recommend that until the first two recommendations are adhered to by educational 

stakeholders and policy-makers, student well-being and mental health is prioritized 

throughout the undertaking of high stakes standardized assessments. Information within 

this study and from data collected by other researchers in the field have found that high 

stakes assessments have impacts on the mental well-being of learners and may cause 

them to feel stress, shame, and humiliation (Kearns, 2011). As a result, there must be 

support for learners who are forced to undertake high stakes standardized assessments 
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and I firmly believe that the onus is on ministries and policy-makers in education to 

ensure the acknowledgement, funding and assistance for learners who may have had their 

mental well-being impacted. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

 As I engaged with the data collection phases of this study it became quite clear to me that 

the experiences of IBPOC learners who have undertaken high stakes standardized assessments 

were not limited to a Canadian or even a North American scope. I found that many learners 

shared experiences related to their educational journeys in countries worldwide. As a result, I 

believe that a wide-scale global study identifying the implications of high stakes standardized 

assessments on learners that honours reciprocity and learners' voices through interviews must be 

conducted to further knowledge in the realm of educational research and pedagogy.  

Conclusion 

 Touchdown. The open runway receives the tires of the aircraft with a resounding 

shudder as a tuft of smoke emanates from the landing gears that exemplifies the friction 

between the immovable tarmac and the plane's silken motion through air. I am grounded now. 

The miniscule figurines from above that I witnessed through the plane's porthole mere minutes 

ago have transformed into the glass-infused concrete monoliths that are the skyscrapers that 

shimmer and sway in the summer heat. My lungs long for the scent of non-recycled air and as I 

collect my bags I emerge from the airport to the sounds of the city. Thousands of people, words, 

echoes and songs dance within my periphery as I realize the power of this singular wisp of time. 

This airport is a world container – within the noise of transition and motion there are fragments 

of stillness and silence in ways that resemble the sounds from the core of the city a short 

distance from here. Every moment, noisy or still, is so culturally magnificent; the diversity that 

makes us human resounds within these instants. As I take a deep breath I marvel at the 

interconnectivity of this global community. I clutch this air within my lungs in breathtaking awe of 
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the superdiversity that we possess as human beings and the unparalleled beauty and 

unquestionable force of this superpower. I grasp binding threads between the past and present 

as I reflect upon my lone childhood memory of the gigantic blue pin-striped suitcase that carried 

pieces of our lives from Toronto to Singapore and the feeling of excitement rooted in hope within 

the vision shared by my mother and myself many years later as we returned to Canada. 

Suddenly I realize her superhuman strength in lifting this suitcase was not beyond 

comprehension – it was a continuation of the strength and hope of my ancestors that flows in 

our blood and manifests in our stories. I am reminded of the strength of the participants in this 

study who shared their distinct experiences as we exchanged stories about learning. As a 

society, our unique stories forge a superdiverse community that thrives in unity; undertaking this 

research process has proven this to me above all else.   

 As I exhale, my mind is flooded with echoes of the city that raised me, the rain-soaked 

Singaporean streets perfumed with the sweet scents of Frangipani and Jasmine that were built 

upon the sweat-stained shoulders of the superdiverse folks who shared a vision for hope and 

betterment. In conversations with my childhood friends who have lived in Singapore and are 

now parents themselves I learn that the Singaporean educational system is evolving. They tell 

me tales of a Singapore where children are now appreciated for their creativity and many 

learners are given opportunities to thrive regardless of their learning styles; where test scores 

are still important, but less definitive. Their stories remind me of the interconnectivity between 

hope and progress; the reality that stories of learning are often stories of hope and that our 

superdiversity is the spine binding together every page in the book of life. There is hope yet for 

the learners of the present and the future – as they etch their stories upon the parchment of this 

planet our role is simple; to listen, to change and to hold on to hope. 
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