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Executive Summary

The mission of the Education Quality and Accountability 
Off ice (EQAO) is to conduct assessments that 
provide information supporting accountability and 
continuous improvement of Ontario’s publicly 
funded school system. When curriculum, teaching 
approaches, and/or educational policies are failing 
to meet the needs of Ontario students EQAO is 
responsible for bringing this information to light. 
EQAO succeeded in this mission in recent years when 
declining math scores exposed the ineffectiveness 
of the "discovery math" curriculum. However, EQAO 
has failed to adequately expose the issues of systemic 
inequity caused by our current language curriculum 
and approach to teaching children to read.

When provided with appropriate instruction, more 
than 95% of students are cognitively capable of 
learning to read. In Ontario, however, we continue 
to see a large gap between human potential and 
reading outcomes. Since 2004, efforts to narrow 
this gap have largely focused on providing students 
with a larger dose of the same type of reading 
instruction. This has included increased funding 
to; reduce class sizes, expand the kindergarten 
program, and provide special education programs 
for struggling students.

During the same time, England, Australia, New 
Zealand, and many US states have taken a different 
approach. They have put pedagogy under the 
microscope and begun replacing long standing 
and often popular educational approaches with 
curriculum and policies that are supported by sound 
scientific evidence. These science-based changes  
include providing all students with systematic, 
explicit instruction in the foundational skills needed to 
decode or "sound out" words, implementing universal 

early screening to identify students at risk for reading 
difficulties, and providing early intervention to all 
students found to be at risk. This approach aims to 
prevent reading difficulties from developing, rather 
than waiting to see if children will catch up on their 
own and providing intervention only after they are 
years below grade level.

Ontario has resisted shifting to an evidence-based 
preventative model of reading instruction. This has 
in part been due to the belief, supported by EQAO 
data, that our current efforts have been successful 
in improving student outcomes. EQAO has reported 
a steady increase in grade 3 and 6 reading scores 
over the past 15 years, however the corresponding 
scores on OSSLT, PISA, and PIRLS show a very 
different picture. 

A deeper look at the EQAO data over the past 15 
years has uncovered troubling trends, including:

 ◆ A signif icant increase in the use of assistive 
technology (AT) and/or scribing on the Grade 3 
and 6 EQAO reading assessment. In 2019 18% 
of students who participated were provided 
these accommodations to enable them to listen 
to the text passages and dictate their answers, 
this rate is six times higher than in 2005 (<3%). 

18% of students used 
Assistive technology and / or 
scribing on the 2019 EQAO 
Reading assessment.
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literacy education would the Ontario Human Rights 
Commission have needed to launch the Right to 
Read public inquiry?

We recommend that Ontario immediately 
implement the following changes to improve 
reading outcomes and equity for students:

1. Adoption of scientific, evidence-based curriculum, 
instructional practices, and policies.

2. Provision of greater transparency in EQAO 
reporting.

3. Implementation of a universal baseline 
screening upon kindergarten entry to ensure 
early identification of risk factors associated 
with reading difficulties and a more equitable 
measure of school effectiveness.

4. Adoption of the "Phonics Screening Check" 
at the end of Grade 1 to support earlier 
identification of word reading difficulties and 
timely intervention.

 ◆ A continuously declining number of students 
completing (2005: 92%, 2019: 81%) and 
passing (2005: 68%, 2019: 58%) the Ontario 
Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT).

 ◆ A steady increase in the percentage of students 
with special education needs (excluding gifted) 
across all grades between 2005 (Grade 3: 11%, 
Grade 6: 13%, Grade 10: 17%) and 2019  
(Grade 3: 19%, Grade 6: 24%, Grade 10: 29%).

 ◆ Little to no improvement in the unassisted pass 
rate for students with IEPs, in 2019 only 8% 
of Grade 3 students with an IEP passed the 
reading assessment independently compared 
with 10% in 2005.

 ◆ Increasing delays in learning disability identification 
through the Identification Placement and Review  
Committee process (IPRC-LD) for all students and 
substantial inequity in IPRC-LD designation for 
students who are classified as English Language 
Learners (ELL). In 2019 only 1.2% of grade 10 ELL 
students had an IPRC-LD designation compared 
to 8.6% of non-ELL students.

 ◆ A signif icant achievement gap between ELL 
students and non-ELL students. While this 
gap exists across all assessments it is most 
significant on the OSSLT where only 38% of ELL 
students passed the assessment compared to 
60% of non-ELL students.

Our analysis also raises questions about the 
effectiveness, objectivity, reliability, and transparency 
of the assessments conducted by EQAO. We ask, 
had EQAO succeeded in its mission to provide 
accountability and continual improvement in 
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Results showed that 33% of incoming college 
students scored below the level that the HEQCO 
considers necessary to fully participate in the 
economy and society (Weingarten, 2018). This 
same assessment, when administered broadly to 
Ontarians between the age of 16 to 65, found that 
47% of adults in Ontario also failed to meet this 
same standard (Statistics Canada, 2013).

Evidence shows that over 95% of elementary  
students, regardless of background, are cognitively 
capable of learning to read when provided with 
appropriate instruction (EAB Global, Inc. 2019; 
Moats, 2020). However, in Ontario we see a large gap 
between human potential and literacy outcomes. 
For example, in 2019, the EQAO province-wide 
reading assessment found that 26% of students 
in Grade 3 did not meet the provincial standards 
for reading. The results are even more concerning 
for students with special education needs: 53% 
of that group did not meet the provincial reading 
standards (EQAO, 2019). 

Assessments of older students and adults also 
show poor literacy results. For example, in 2017 
the Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario 
(HEQCO) administered the Programme for the 
International Assessment of Adult Competencies 
(PIAAC) to assess the literacy and numeracy skills 
of Ontario’s college and university students. 

Failure in learning to read comes at a high cost to 
both individuals and the society. What starts out 
as a reading problem frequently snowballs into 
challenges with academic failure, mental health, and 
the legal system. Individuals with low literacy are:

 ◆ likely to have higher rates of anxiety, poor self-
esteem, and depression (Canadian Council on 
Learning, 2009; Alexander-Passe, 2006; Boyes 
et al., 2016),

 ◆ less likely to graduate from high school and 
transition to post-secondary education (McCloy 
& DeClou, 2013; National Center for Learning 
Disabilities, 2017; Quinn et al., 2005),

 ◆ at an increased risk of issues with substance 
abuse (Macdonald, Deacon & Merchant, 2016; 
National Center on Addiction and Substance 
Abuse, 2000),

 ◆ associated with lower income (Heisz, Notten 
& Situ, 2016) and unemployment (OECD & 
Statistics Canada, 2000).

Introduction

Gap between human potential and 
literacy outcomes in Ontario

Impact of low literacy
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A 2009 study published by the Canadian Association 
of Chiefs of Police (CACP) reported that 65% of 
people entering Canadian Correctional Facilities 
had lower than grade 8 literacy skills. The study 
also reported that individuals who interact with 
the police as suspects, victims, and witnesses tend 
to have lower than average literacy skills, and 
neighborhoods with lower literacy levels tend to 
have higher crime rates (CACP, 2009).

For these reasons, Canada considers access to 
adequate literacy instruction a basic human right. 
Concerned about the high number of students 
not meeting literacy standards, particularly those 
with reading disability, the Ontario Human Rights 
Commission launched the Right to Read public 
inquiry in the fall of 2019.

The debate about how to teach children to read 
has been raging for decades. At times it has been 
so contentious that it earned the nickname the 
"reading wars". In the early to mid-1900’s the 
disagreement was largely between those who 
believed that children should be taught the skills 
needed to sound out words (phonics) and those 
who believed that children should be taught words 
as whole units through memorization (whole-word) 
(Castles et al., 2018).

History of literacy instruction and 
achievement in Ontario

The reading wars

In the 1970s, the whole-language movement 
began to gain momentum and by the 1990s this 
had become the dominant philosophy of reading 
instruction (Willis, 1995). Proponents of this approach 
believed that children learn to read naturally on 
their own with little direct instruction required, 
provided they are immersed in a language rich 
environment and given sufficient opportunity and 
motivation. They also believe that skilled readers do 
not necessarily need to look at all the letters in a 
word to read it, instead the reader forms a hypothesis 
about what the word means by using "cues" from 
context, syntax or the visual features of the word 
such as the f irst letter or word shape. Hence, 
attending to each letter in the word and sounding 
it out is the method of last resort. This approach to 
instruction is often referred to as the "three-cuing 
method". (Castles et al., 2018, Willis, 1995).

Growing public concern about poor 
student outcomes

By the late 1990s, whole language was the 
dominant approach in many English-speaking 
areas including in Ontario. At this time student 
reading outcomes were considered very poor 
and public demands for change were widespread. 

Introduction

Learning to read is not a frill, it is not a 
privilege. It is a basic and essential skill. 

Learning to read is a human right.

Renu Mandhane 
Chief Commissioner 

OHRC, 2019
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Governments responded in a variety of ways: 
in Ontario, the focus was on the establishment 
of standardized test of reading achievement. In 
1997, the Education Quality and Accountability 
Off ice (EQAO) was established, and in 2000 the 
successful completion of the Ontario Secondary 
School Literacy Test (OSSLT) became a requirement 
for high school graduation. It was believed that 
by measuring and reporting student outcomes, 
instructional practices would evolve and become 
more effective.

Other governments chose to put instructional 
practices directly under the microscope with the 
goal of ending the reading wars once and for all. 
In 1997 the United States congress convened 
the National Reading Panel (NRP) and tasked a 
group of experts with reviewing the extensive 
body of scientific research on reading to identify 
which instructional practices are most effective. 
In England, Sir Jim Rose was enlisted to conduct 
the Independent Review of the Teaching of Early 
Reading. His findings were published in the 2006 
Rose Report. Similarly, in 2005, Australia launched 
the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy. 
All of these national reviews found that the whole 
language method of reading instruction was not 
supported by evidence and that systematic-explicit 
instruction of foundational skills, including phonics, 
was the most effective way to teach students to 
read (National Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development (U.S.), 2000; Rose, 2006; Rowe, 2005).

Gap between evidence and practice

Unfortunately, in the early 2000s the whole-
language philosophy was deeply ingrained in the 
hearts and minds of the educational establishment. 
While England began to adopt the recommendations 
contained in the Rose Report and started moving 
towards evidence-based reading instruction, very few 
other countries had the political will or leadership 
necessary to do so at the time.

In Ontario, the government saw the need for 
improvements in student outcomes, and in 2004 
announced a $2.1 billion plan to boost literacy 
scores, setting the goal of 75% of students achieving 
the minimum standard on EQAO by 2007 (Sorbara, 
2004). Despite the overwhelming evidence against 
the eff iciency and effectiveness of the whole-
language instruction method, Ontario went ahead 
to adopt a new whole-language curriculum in 2006. 

Nevertheless, since the initiation of the government 
literacy initiative in 2004, EQAO has reported a 
steady increase in grade 3 reading scores: rising 
from 50% in 2003 to 74% in 2019. Based on these 
scores, it would appear the policies which were a 
part of this initiative including reducing class size, 
expanding early learning, and focusing on special 
education, have been effective in achieving the 
goal of 75% of students reaching the minimum 
literacy benchmark. While we strongly argue that 
1 out of 4 students failing to learn to read well 
should be a cause for major concern on its own, 
we also fear that the true scale of the failure of 
Ontario’s approach to literacy education is far 
greater than reported.

Introduction
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(PISA) (CMEC, 2019). Additionally, the achievement 
gap between high and low performing students, 
and the proportion of low performing students 
increased between 2009 and 2018. (CMEC, 2019).

Similar lack of progress is evident on the Progress 
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) 
assessment of Grade 4 students. The results of 
this assessment show that the average reading  
scores for Ontario students have shown a statistically 
significant decline since 2000 (CMEC, 2017).
 (Figure 1)

Introduction

Inconsistencies in reported reading scores

While EQAO reported Grade 3 and 6 reading scores 
have shown improvement, there has been no  
corresponding increase in achievement on the Ontario 
Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) or on Ontario 
student’s performance on international assessments. 
For example, the Council for Ministers of Education 
Canada (CMEC) reported no significant change in 
the average reading score for Ontario students 
between 2000 and 2018 as reported on the 
Programme for International Student Assessment 

Percentage of students meeting Grade 3 provincial reading standard as reported by EQAO vs. 
average score for Ontario Students on PIRLS (Grade 4 students) as reported by CMEC
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The real question is: why is the trend in scores on 
international assessments different from the trend 
in the EQAO data? When asking this question, IDA 
Ontario became concerned by anecdotal stories 
about an increasing number of students passing 
the EQAO reading assessment without being 
required to demonstrate the ability to either read 
or write words independently.

Use of Assistive Technology (AT) and/or Scribing 
on EQAO 

To receive this accommodation students are not 
required to have an identified exceptionality, and 
any student who is known to have difficulty with 
reading can be provided this accommodation at 
the discretion of the school. Assistive technology 
allows the students to listen to the text of the 
reading passages and questions. Scribing allows 
the students to have an adult (either a teacher 
or volunteer) read the questions out loud to the 
student and write down the students’ verbal 
responses.

Introduction

Ontario students can use assistive technology 
when completing the EQAO reading assessments.

Percentage of students meeting provincial standard on OSSLT as reported by EQAO vs. average 
score for Ontario Students on PISA (15 year old students) as reported by CMEC
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AT and scribing are examples of valid and 
necessary accommodations that can help students 
who struggle with reading and writing access the 
curriculum and express their understanding of 
subject matter knowledge. For instance, providing 
a student who struggles with reading the use of AT 
and/or scribing on the EQAO math assessment can 
provide a more accurate reflection of the student’s 
math abilities. Without these accommodations, it 
would be difficult to determine if an unsuccessful 
student was struggling due to a weakness in 
math or their inability to read the questions. As 
the goal in this case is to assess math ability, the 
use of AT and/or scribing is a valid and necessary 
accommodation. 

On the other hand, when AT and/or scribing are 
used on the EQAO reading assessment, the results 
do not provide all of the information necessary to 
assess the students’ ability to read and write 
independently or evaluate the effectiveness of 

Understanding reading – The Simple View

the curriculum, teaching methods and educational 
policies related to literacy instruction. Without 
understanding the full extent and impact of this 
practice, it is not possible to have an informed 
public policy discussion about the effectiveness of 
the current approach to reading instruction. 

Comprehension is the indisputable goal of 
reading, and the Simple View of Reading 
provides a useful framework for understanding 
the components of reading comprehension. This 
widely accepted model of reading describes 
reading comprehension (RC) as the product of 
two basic components: word-level decoding 
ability (the ability to identify the printed word) 
(D) and language comprehension ability (LC) (i.e. 
how well one understands spoken language) 
as shown in Figure 2 (Gough & Tunmer, 1986; 
Farrell et al., 2010; Wren, 2001).

Introduction

DECODING / 
WORD RECOGNITION

Ability to read 
individual words

D

ORAL LANGUAGE 
COMPREHENSION

Ability to understand
spoken language

LC

READING 
COMPREHENSION

Ability to understand
printed text

RC

X =
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The first aspect of the Simple View, ‘Decoding/
Word Recognition’ is a function of many subskills 
including knowledge of print concepts and letter-
sound correspondence, phoneme awareness, and 
sight recognition of familiar words (Wren, 2001; 
Scarborough, 2001). Individuals with strong decoding 
skills can identify printed words rapidly with little 
conscious effort, freeing up mental resources to 
ponder the meaning of the text. The second aspect, 
‘Oral Language Comprehension’ is a function of 
background knowledge, understanding of syntax 
and semantics, vocabulary, and verbal reasoning 
(Wren, 2001; Scarborough, 2001).
 
The simple view is expressed as a multiplication 
equation because both aspects are equally important 
and neither is sufficient on its own. Skilled readers 
can automatically decode most words in the text 
to read fluently, and thereby comprehend text as 
well as they can comprehend spoken language 
(Gernsbacher et al., 1990 cited by Castles et al., 
2018). Deficiencies in either aspect results in poor 
reading comprehension.

While dyslexia is considered a "disability" in the 
decoding/word recognition aspect of reading, there 
is strong evidence that when children with dyslexia 
are identified early and provided evidence-based 
reading intervention before the end of Grade 1, they 
can learn to decode words effectively and achieve 
grade level reading comprehension (Foorman et 
al., 2016; Gersten et al., 2008; Kilpatrick & O’Brien, 
2019; NICHHD, 2000; Ozernov-Palchik & Gaab, 
2016; Mather & Wendling, 2011; McCutchen et al., 
2002; Savage et al., 2018; Scanlon et al., 2005; 
Torgesen, et al., 2006, Wanzek et al., 2013).

Issues with the use of AT/Scribing on a literacy 
assessment 

The EQAO reading assessment is designed to 
determine whether our curriculum, instructional 
approach and policies are providing students with 
the instruction they need to learn to read.

When students use AT/Scribing on the EQAO Reading 
assessment, they complete the assessment without 
the need to decode or identify words, meaning 
that the assessment is only measuring half of what 
is required to achieve reading comprehension. As 
no other measure of word identif ication ability 
is included in the assessment it is important 
to understand the extent of the use of AT/
Scribing on the EQAO reading assessment. When 
this information is not fully understood we risk 
overlooking the difficulties experienced by many 
students.

Reporting on the rates of AT/Scribing use on 
EQAO assessments

Introduction

IDA Ontario was surprised to learn that the extent 
of the use of AT/Scribing is not reported in the 
annual EQAO Provincial Reports. Additionally, the 
literacy levels for students who do and do not use 
AT/Scribing are not reported separately; there is 
no publicly available information about how the 
rates of AT/Scribing use have changed over time; or 
how the use of AT/Scribing is different for students 
with and without an Individualized Education Plan 
(IEP). While this data has been recorded by schools, 
EQAO has not conducted the analysis necessary to 
answers these questions.
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IDA Ontario engaged the services of an EQAO-
approved data partner to conduct this analysis. Data 
was requested from Grade 3 and Grade 6 reading 
assessments, and Grade 10 Ontario Secondary 
School Literacy Test (OSSLT) from 2005 to 2019.

Because we are concerned about equity issues, we 
asked that this data be compiled for all students, 
including those with special education needs. The 
analysis was also done separately for students 
identif ied as English Language Learners (ELL) 
and non-ELL. We are also very concerned about 
gender differences, especially given those noted 
in the EQAO 2019 report in both outcome and 
reading attitude measures (EQAO, 2019); however, 
our budget constraints did not allow us to carry 
out that analysis. Similarly, we are also concerned 
about the writing outcomes, but those were also 
beyond the scope of this project.

Introduction

This report provides results from Grade 3, 
Grade 6, and OSSLT (Grade 10) EQAO Reading 
assessments annually from 2005 to 2019, 
specifically:

 ◆ The rate of AT/Scribing use for all students, and 
for those with an IEP.

 ◆ The percentage of students who passed the 
test independently (unassisted) and those who 
passed using AT/Scribing (assisted).

 ◆ Participation rates.

 ◆ The percentage of students with an IEP and 
IPRC-LD.

 ◆ The pass rate for students who wrote the test 
using AT/Scribing.

 ◆ Discrepancy in the rates of special education 
support and formal learning disability (LD) 
identification for ELL and non-ELL students.

 ◆ The discrepancy between pass rates for ELL and 
non-ELL students.
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Methodology

The EQAO literacy assessments are province-wide 
tests conducted annually involving all students in 
Grade 3, 6, and 10 (OSSLT).

The data used in this report was obtained from 
EQAO. Summary data of the provincial results for 
reading from the Grade 3, Grade 6, and OSSLT 
literacy assessments was obtained for 2005 to 
2019, for English Language Learners (ELL) and 
non-ELL students separately.

EQAO reported a 97% participation rate in the 
reading assessment for Grade 3 and Grade 6 for 
each year from 2014/15-2018/19 (EQAO 2019).

OSSLT participation rates are reported separately 
for first time eligible students (93% in 2019) and 
previously eligible students (46 % in 2019). It 
should be noted that students must pass the OSSLT 
in order to graduate with a diploma. Students who 
are not successful can re-write the OSSLT in grade 
11 or complete the Ontario Secondary School 
Literacy Course. Students who have an IEP can be 
allowed enroll directly in the literacy course and 
not participate in OSSLT at the discretion of the 
school principal.

For the Grade 3 and Grade 6 assessments, EQAO 
uses a four-level scale to report on student 
achievement. Level 3 is set as the provincial 
standard. Levels 1 and 2 are below the provincial 
standard, while Level 4 indicates achievement 
above the provincial standard (EQAO 2019).

Students with an Individual Education Plan (IEP) 
include students who have been formally identified 
by an Identif ication, Placement and Review 
Committee (IPRC), as well as students who have 
an IEP without formal IPRC identification. Students 
whose sole identified exceptionality was giftedness 
were not included in the count of or results for 
students with IEPs (EQAO 2019).

The number of students (and percentages) in 
various categories, and combinations of those 
categories, were tabulated:

 ◆ Students who used scribing, assistive technology, 
or both (assisted) vs not assisted.

 ◆ Students with and without special education 
needs (IEP vs no IEP).

 ◆ Students who achieved provincial standard for 
reading (i.e., Level 3 or 4).

These analyses were done for all students, and 
for ELL and non-ELL students separately for the 
Grade 3 and Grade 6 reading assessment and the 
Grade 10 OSSLT, for all years from 2005-2019. For 
2015, due to labor issues in the public elementary 
schools, the EQAO results are incomplete. Hence, 
2015 Grade 3 & Grade 6 data were not included 
in the analysis. In 2017, an online version of the 
OSSLT was piloted and a coding error occurred 
which caused students who participated in the 
online trial to be incorrectly recorded as having 
used AT/Scribing. For this reason, we removed 2017 
from the OSSLT results.
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Results and Discussion

Use of AT/Scribing over time

Appendix A includes graphs showing the percentage 
of students who are ELL / non-ELL and special 
education students by grade and year.

The percentage of students using AT/Scribing has 
increased considerably over time for all students 
in all grades. The largest increase occurred for 
students in Grade 6 where rates of AT/Scribing 
use rose from 2.4% in 2005 to 18.3% in 2019. 
Rates of AT/Scribing use for the Grade 3 and OSSLT 
rose from 3.3% and 2.4% respectively in 2005 to 
17.9% and 9.3% in 2019.  (Figure 3) 

The rates of the use of AT/Scribing are highest 
for students with IEPs. In 2019 84% of Grade 3  
students with an IEP completed the reading 
assessment using these accommodations which 
allow them to listen to the text and dictate 

their responses, up from 36% in 2005. Rates of 
AT/scribing also increased over time in Grade 6  
(2005: 19.6%, 2019: 72%) and OSSLT (2005: 
14.25%, 2019: 38.7%).  (Figure 4)

Increase in use of AT/Scribing from 
2005 to 2019
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Figure 3 Percentage of all participants who used AT and/or scribing by grade
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While the rate of AT/Scribing use for students with 
IEPs has increased over time, this rate of increase 
(1.3 times) is substantially lower than the rate of 
increase (6 times) noted in the data for all students. 

This can be partially explained by the increase in 
the percentage of students who have IEPs, as this 
group now forms a much larger percentage of the 
total student population.  (Figure 5)

Percentage of participants with an IEP who used AT and/or scribing by grade
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EQAO reading results Grade 3

Results and Discussion

When students who passed the reading assessment 
using AT/Scribing ("assisted") are separated from 
those who passed without using AT/Scribing 
("unassisted"), we see that changes in reading 
achievement over time are significantly lower than 
the publicly reported results by EQAO across all 
assessments.

EQAO reported an increase in the percentage of 
Grade 3 students who meet the provincial standard 
from 59% in 2005 to 74% in 2019; however, our 
analysis shows that the percentage of students 
who met the standard unassisted was 56% in 2005 
rising only slightly to 62% in 2019.  (Figure 6)

Proportion of all Grade 3 students passing unassisted, passing assisted, not passing and not 
participating by year
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As noted earlier in the discussion of the simple 
view of reading   (Figure 2)   , reading comprehension 
is the product of word recognition / decoding ability 
and language comprehension. When looking at the 
2019 results for Grade 3 students with an IEP, 
we see that only 8.5% demonstrated grade level 
competency in both aspects necessary for reading 
comprehension.

For students with IEPs  (Figure 7)  , the lack of 
improvement is even more pronounced. In 2019 

Results and Discussion

The rate of participation for IEP students in 
Grades 3 and 6 has increased signif icantly as 
the use of accommodations has risen. In 2005, 
33.8% of Grade 3 students with an IEP did not 
participate; in 2019 this rate had fallen to 9.5%. 
Increased inclusion may be the result of the 
increased availability of these accommodations. 

only 8% of Grade 3 students with IEPs passed the 
assessment unassisted compared to 10% in 2005. 

Proportion of Grade 3 students with IEPs passing unassisted, passing assisted, not passing and 
not participating by year
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While word reading is not assessed when a student 
uses AT/Scribing to complete the assessment, 
the provision of these accommodations suggests 
that, in 2019, 85% of students with an IEP had 
some level of difficulty with this aspect of reading. 
For these students, the EQAO assessment only 
provides insight into the second component of 
reading, language comprehension ability. In 2019 only 
47.7% of students with an IEP demonstrated that 
they likely have the language comprehension skills 
necessary for reading comprehension (unassisted 
pass: 8.5%, assisted pass: 39.2%). This raises 
serious concerns about the effectiveness of the 

Grade 6

current curriculum and approach for teaching 
either aspect of reading.

The Grade 6 results show a trend similar to Grade 
3 students. The use of AT/Scribing for all students 
has increased over time from 2.4% in 2005 to 
18.3% in 2019 (Figure 3). For Grade 6 students, the 
unassisted pass rate has shown more improvement 
than it has for Grade 3 students, rising from 61.8% 
in 2005 to 72.23% in 2019.   (Figure 8)

Proportion of all Grade 6 students passing unassisted, passing assisted, not passing and not 
participating by year
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However, the unassisted pass rate for students 
with IEPs has not had the same growth. The 
unassisted pass rate for Grade 6 IEP students 
rose from 15.1% in 2005 to 25.9% in 2008 
before beginning a steady decline, falling to 
21.5% in 2019.  (Figure 9) 

Proportion of Grade 6 students with IEPs passing unassisted, passing assisted, not passing and 
not participating by year
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Results and Discussion

During the Ontario Human Rights Commission’s 
Right to Read Inquiry, many parents and students 
reported being streamed into programs working 
towards a certificate rather than a diploma (OHRC, 
2020). It is often reported that these students had 
been placed on modified IEPs in elementary school 
and their reading ability was years below grade 
level when they entered high school.

As these students are placed in programs not 
working towards the OSSD, they are not considered 
“eligible students” and their lack of participation in 
the OSSLT has not been previously reported. The 
non-participation rate in our analysis includes all 
students who did not complete the OSSLT including 
students not working towards an OSSD, students 
who deferred the assessment to a later year, 
students who were eligible but were exempted by 
their school, and those who did not complete the 
assessment for any other reason.

OSSLT eligibility, participation, 
and results

EQAO publishes the OSSLT pass rate for "f irst 
time eligible" and "previously eligible" participants, 
although greater focus and media attention is 
typically given to the first-time eligible pass rates. 
EQAO defines first time eligible students as Grade 
10 students who are working towards an Ontario 
Secondary School Diploma (OSSD). Students who 
are working towards the Ontario Secondary School 
Certificate (OSSC) are not considered eligible, and 
as such their literacy achievement is not reported 
by EQAO.

EQAO reports that the percent of successful first-
time eligible students has been relatively stable 
over time at 82% in 2004 and 80% in 2019. 
 (Figure 1)

The OSSC is awarded to students who receive 
a minimum of 14 credits before leaving school 
but who have not met the OSSD minimum 
requirement of 30 credits. Completion of the OSSD 
is an eligibility requirement for post-secondary 
education in Ontario.

In grade nine I was told that I could 
never get a high school diploma.

Viki

I had an IEP teacher tell me that  
I could not go to college.

Zora
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(65%) of eligible students who did not participate 
in the OSSLT did not apply to post-secondary 
education (Dion, 2013). Even less is known about 
the reading ability and future pathways of students 
who are not considered eligible.

Since 2005, the non-participation rate for the 
OSSLT has more than doubled, rising from 8.4% in 
2005 to 19% in 2019  (Figure 10).  While little data 
is available about the literacy rates of students 
who do not write the OSSLT, data from the Toronto 
District School Board indicated that the majority 

Proportion of all OSSLT students passing unassisted, passing assisted, not passing and not 
participating by year
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When looking at students with IEPs in 2019, 
33.5% did not participate in the assessment 
and an additional 35.1% participated but failed. 

Only 31.4% of students with an IEP passed the 
assessment in total, with close to one third passing 
using AT/scribing.  (Figure 11)

Pass rate for students using AT/Scribing

In addition to looking at the rate of assistance 
(percentage of total students who used AT/
Scribing), we also examined the assisted pass rate, 
which we define as the percentage of students 
who wrote the assessment using AT/Scribing and 
were successful. 

While the percentage of students using assistance 
has increased for all grades over time (Figure 3), 
the assisted pass rate shows different trends for 
Grades 3 and 6 than it does for OSSLT.
  (Figure 12)

Proportion of all OSSLT students with IEP’s passing unassisted, passing assisted, not passing 
and not participating by year
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The assisted pass rate for Grade 3 has risen from 
28.3% in 2005 to 51.4% in 2019. We see a similar 
trend for Grade 6 students with the assisted pass 
rate increasing from 27.7% in 2005 to 52.8% in 
2019. In contrast, the assisted pass rate for OSSLT 
has dropped significantly from 58% in 2005 to 
38.7% in 2019.

Concerns about reliance on Assistive 
Technology

As noted, students who pass the assessment 
using AT/Scribing have demonstrated language 
comprehension ability that meets the grade level 

standard set out by EQAO. Before students learn 
to read, language comprehension is developed 
through oral language. Early experiences such as 
the opportunity to engage in rich conversations, 
being read to regularly, and exposure to and 
participation in a variety of experiences in the 
wider world all contribute to early language 
comprehension. 

However, once children transition from "learning to 
read" to "reading to learn", foundational components 
of language comprehension such as vocabulary 
and background knowledge begin to grow rapidly 
through reading. 

Percentage of participants using AT/Scribing who achieved Level 3 or 4 by year
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When students are not able to decode words 
efficiently, they are unlikely to access the same 
volume of written material as their peers who are 
proficient readers. This slows down the growth of 
vocabulary and background knowledge and can 
impair language comprehension over time. What 
starts out as an issue with decoding quickly evolves 
into an issue with both aspects of the simple view  
of reading (Stanovich, 1986).

IDA Ontario routinely speaks with parents of students 
who are struggling with word identification / decoding 
and are being offered assistive technology in place 
of systematic decoding instruction. These parents 
report being advised that AT can allow their child to 
access the curriculum and fully participate in school. 
However, in 2019, only 38.7% of students who use 
AT/Scribing were successful on OSSLT; this approach 
is not delivering on its promise of providing equity 
in education. Additionally, individuals who rely on AT 
experience challenges outside of school with everyday 
tasks like reading a menu, filling out a form at the 
doctor’s office or completing the test required to 
receive a driver’s license. We often hear from parents 
of young adults who report that navigating the world 
with word reading difficulties has had a significant 
negative impact on the mental health of their 
children. These individual stories are heartbreaking 
and supported by extensive population level data that 
clearly show individuals who have reading difficulties 
experience higher rates of anxiety, poor self-esteem, 
and depression (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009; 
Alexander-Passe, 2006; Boyes et al., 2016).

Given the overwhelming evidence that reading 
difficulties can be prevented (Foorman et al., 2016; 

Gersten et al., 2008; Kilpatrick & O’Brien, 2019; 
NICHHD, 2000; Ozernov-Palchik & Gaab, 2016; 
Mather & Wendling, 2011; McCutchen et al., 2002; 
Savage et al., 2018; Scanlon et al., 2005; Torgesen, 
et al., 2006, Wanzek et al., 2013), the provision of 
assistive technology in place of effective instruction 
and intervention raises serious ethical issues which 
must be addressed. 

Rates and trends in identification of 
Learning Disabilities in Ontario

Dyslexia is the most prevalent learning disability 
affecting almost 80% of the students with learning 
disabilities (Fletcher et al., 2007; Cortiella & Horowitz, 
2014). Dyslexia is neuro-biological in origin; functional 
and structural differences are found in parts of the 
brain used for reading in people with dyslexia as 
compared to typical readers. These differences have 
been identified in young children before they enter 
kindergarten (Kearns et al., 2019; Norton et al, 2015; 
Ozernov-Palchik et al., 2016). 

While dyslexia is considered a „disability” in the 
decoding aspect of reading, there is strong evidence 
that when children with dyslexia are identified early 
and provided evidence-based reading intervention 
before the end of Grade 1, they can learn to decode 
words effectively and achieve grade level reading 
comprehension (Foorman et al., 2016; Gersten et 
al., 2008; Kilpatrick & O’Brien, 2019; NICHHD, 2000; 
Ozernov-Palchik & Gaab, 2016; Mather & Wendling, 
2011; McCutchen et al., 2002; Savage et al., 2018; 
Scanlon et al., 2005; Torgesen, et al., 2006, Wanzek 
et al., 2013). For this reason, early identification of 
dyslexia is imperative to student success. 

Results and Discussion
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In Ontario, students with dyslexia are identif ied 
through an Identification, Placement and Review 
Committee (IPRC) and provided with a designation 
of Learning Disability (IPRC-LD). The EQAO dataset 

Timing of Learning Disability 
identification 

The percentage of high school students with 
an IPRC-LD designation has been relatively stable 
over the years of study with an average of 8.3%. 
Every student identified with a learning disability 

Results and Discussion

provides some insight into the prevalence of IPRC 
designations at the time of the EQAO assessments  
  (Figure 13)  

in high school had a learning disability on the day 
they entered kindergarten, however, on average 
only 1.5% of Grade 3 students and 5.1% of Grade 
6 students were identified between 2005 and 2019.

Percentage of students with an IPRC-LD designation at the time of the EQAO assessment
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More concerning is the trend of delayed 
identification. As noted earlier, the Grade 10 IPRC-
LD rate has been relatively stable overtime with 
a low of 7.8% in 2005 and a high of 9.1% in 
2013. In contrast, the proportion of students with 
an IPRC-LD in Grade 3 and Grade 6 have been in 
steady decline since 2005. For Grade 3 students 
the proportion of students with an IPRC-LD 
identification was 2.5% in 2005; this fell to 0.9% 
in 2019.

During the Right to Read Inquiry public meetings, one 
barrier to identification mentioned by many parents 
was the inability to access a psycho-educational 
assessment through the school system. This type of 
assessment is required before a student can receive 
a formal identification of Learning Disability. A report 
by People for Education (2017) found that 64% of 
elementary and 55% of secondary schools reported 
set limits on the number of students who could be 
assessed each year. Due to lack of availability of 
assessment through school, many parents report 
being advised to pay for an assessment through a 
private psychologist, typically at a cost of between 
$2000 – $4000. IDA Ontario is very concerned about 
the issues of equity that this presents, however due 
to the lack of data collection the impact of socio-
economic status on LD identification could not be 
included in this study. 

Another barrier identified during the OHRC inquiry 
was the impact of common misperceptions about 
the impact of multilingualism on reading acquisition. 
Concerns were raised that reading challenges faced 
by students who are classified as English Language 
Learners (ELL) are often solely attributed to difficulties 
in the language comprehension aspect of reading, 
with little to no assessment of the underlying 
processes that result in difficulties with decoding 
(dyslexia). Additionally, many schools continue to have 
policies in place which delay assessments for ELL 
students until after they have had sufficient time to 
learn English, often 5 to 7 years (Geva, 2014). EQAO 
does collect data on English language status, so we 
were able to analyze the impact of ELL status on 
identification of LD and student achievement.

Why early identification of Dyslexia is 
imperative to reading success

Through early identif ication and intervention, 
it is possible to prevent reading failure and the 
subsequent consequences of failure to learn to 
read: poor academic performance, low self-esteem, 
behavioral issues, and other mental health problems. 
Additionally, the impact of decoding impairment 
on a child’s volume of reading experience and 
vocabulary development – key components of 
the second aspect of the simple view of reading, 
language comprehension, can also be avoided 
(Stanovich, 1986).

Early, intensive intervention is critical – it is 
more effective, it is easier to close the gap, it 
is less expensive, and the impacts on language 
comprehension, other academic outcomes, and 
mental health can be avoided (Lovett et al 2017, 
Hougen, 2014; Kamil et al., 2008; Moats 2004, 
Al Otaiba & Torgesen, 2007). Therefore, the trend 
towards delayed identif ication of students with 
learning disabilities is of great concern.

Barriers to identification
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Rates of IPCR-LD identification of ELL 
students 

among high school students. Between 2005 and 
2019, there were on average 10 non-ELL students 
identified with a learning disability for every ELL 
student identified.  (Figure 14)

While ELL and non-ELL students are equally likely 
to have learning disabilities, significantly fewer ELL 
students in Ontario had an IPRC-LD compared to 
non-ELL students. The disparity is most shocking 

Special education identification and support by language status for grade 10 
students in 2019
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Rates of IPRC-LD identification for ELL vs Non ELLFigure 14
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Achievement gap between ELL and 
non-ELL students

While ELL students face additional barriers to 
literacy achievement, evidence shows that with 
effective curriculum and timely intervention these 
students can learn to read as well as their non-ELL 
peers. For example, in the early 2000’s, Lesaux & 
Siegel studied the impact of early screening and 
intervention on the reading outcomes of a cohort 
of students in North Vancouver. All students in the 
study were screened upon entry to kindergarten 
for risk factors associated with reading difficulties 
and all students found to be at risk were provided 
early intervention. While more ELL students than 

non-ELL students were initially identified with risk 
factors for reading difficulties (37.2% vs 23.8%), 
the provision of early intervention closed the 
achievement gap. By the end of grade two, ELL 
students slightly outperformed their non-ELL 
counterparts with 96.3% of ELL students and 
95.8% of non-ELL students reading at benchmark 
(Lesaux & Siegel, 2003). 

While this evidence shows us that ELL students 
have the same potential to achieve as non – ELL 
students, the Ontario EQAO data shows that 
a signif icant achievement gap currently exists 
between ELL and non-ELL students, particularly in 
the OSSLT assessment. 

Achievement Gap: ELL vs Non ELL Students in 2019
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Recommendations

1  Adopt evidence-based curriculum, 
instruction, and policies

Ontario can and must do a better job of ensuring 
that all students receive the instruction they need 
to learn to read well. Learning to read is a human 
right and ensuring that every Ontario student can 
realize that right is vitally important not only to the 
wellbeing of the individual, but also to the future 
economic competitiveness of Ontario.

As a part of the Right to Read Inquiry, the Ontario 
Human Rights Commission has identif ied f ive 
benchmarks of an effective systematic approach 
to teaching all students to read. The first of these 
is the use of evidence-based curriculum and 
teaching methods. Ontario continues to use the 
outdated 2006 whole-language literacy curriculum 
that mandates the three-cueing approach to 
teaching word reading (Ministry of Ontario, 2006). 
Overwhelming scientific-evidence clearly indicates 
that skilled readers do not use the three cuing 
strategies to read. Furthermore, several researchers 
have raised concerns that teaching these strategies 
can harm the most vulnerable students (Tunmer 
et al., 2002; Kilpatrick, 2015; Hempenstall, 2017; 
Schwarz, 2019; Seidenberg, 2017).

As three-cueing is at the heart of the reading 
curriculum, teachers continue to be taught 
this approach in university. The resources and 
approaches used in our classrooms, such as leveled 

While some school boards do offer limited access 
to evidence-based intervention programs, it is 
typically too little and too late. The large number 
of students struggling because of poor initial 
classroom instruction, coupled with the intensity of 
the intervention required to replace the ineffective 
habits of cueing with effective decoding skills in 
older students, has overwhelmed special education 
resources. This has resulted in deep inequity in 
reading outcomes and a high degree of conflict 
between families and schools. Neither the cause 
nor the solution to this problem lies within special 
education, this is a general education problem that 
will only be solved through curriculum reform. 

books and guided reading groups, are designed to 
promote the use of these word guessing strategies. 
Additionally, many reading intervention programs 
that teach the three-cueing strategies, like Reading 
Recovery and Levelled Literacy Intervention (LLI), 
continue to be used across Ontario.

The three-cueing system is the way poor 
readers read… And if teachers use the 
cueing system to teach reading, they’re 
not just teaching children the habits of 

poor readers, they are actually impeding 
the orthographic mapping process… 

three cueing can actually prevent the 
critical learning that’s necessary for a 

child to become a skilled reader.

Dr David Kilpatrick
At a Loss for Words 2019
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We call upon the Ontario government to 
immediately begin development of a new evidence-
based curriculum based on structured literacy 
instruction. The curriculum should outline specific 
and measurable developmentally appropriate 
expectations for all the foundational skills of 
reading, writing, and spelling. Additionally, all 
elementary school and special education teachers 
should be trained in evidence-based, systematic 
and explicit instruction in reading and writing 
(structured literacy).

2  Provide greater transparency in 
EQAO reporting

To fulfill its mission of supporting accountability 
and continuous improvement of Ontario’s publicly 
funded school system, EQAO must have greater 
transparency when reporting results. 

We call upon EQAO to publish the following 
information annually in addition to current 
measures:

 ◆ The percentage of all students who met the 
provincial standard independently – without the 
use of AT/Scribing (unassisted).

 ◆ The percentage of students who met provincial 
standard while using AT/Scribing (assisted).

 ◆ The percentage of participants who used AT/
Scribing.

 ◆ The percentage of participants who used AT/
Scribing and were successful (assisted pass 
rate).

 ◆ OSSLT results for all students rather than 
focusing attention on the results of the highest 
performing subset of students the "First Time 
Eligible participants".

 ◆ The percentage of grade 10 students not 
considered eligible for writing the OSSLT.

 ◆ A breakdown of all provincial, and board level 
results by demographic groupings including 
gender, race, ELL status and socio-economic 
status to provide a greater understanding of 
issues of equity in education.

3  Improve equity by implementing 
a baseline assessment upon 
kindergarten entry 

One of the long-standing criticisms of EQAO is that 
the results are used to rank schools by student 
achievement without accounting for external 
factors that impact student performance. This 
has led to schools in affluent areas consistently 
outperforming schools in less affluent areas 
(Alphonso and Grant, 2013). This also undervalues 
the impacts of highly effective school teams who 
work with a higher portion of at-risk students. 
Measuring student progress, rather than simply 
reporting the number of children who reach an 
arbitrary minimum target at a specific point in time, 
would provide a more equitable measure of the 
effectiveness of schools. 

Implementing a standard baseline screening 
assessment upon kindergarten entry would provide 
context to better understand future assessment 
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results. After a trial that began in 2018, England 
implemented the national Reception Baseline 
Assessment in 2021 (Standards and Testing Agency, 
2021). This 20-minute assessment performed by 
classroom teachers provides information about the 
language, communication, literacy and math abilities 
of students upon school entry. The results of the 
baseline assessment are not reported numerically 
for each student or published publicly at the 
school level. Instead, teachers are given narrative 
statements about the student’s strengths and 
needs to inform early instruction and the scores 
will be use in future to provide context for the 
individual student results on standard assessments. 
The aggregate measure of progress will be used 
in place of the average score in future school level 
reporting (Standards and Testing Agency, 2021). 

We call upon the province and EQAO to implement 
universal early screening to identify the risk factors 
for reading difficulties present upon school entry. 
This information should be used by school teams to 
inform early instruction and intervention, and on a 
system level to provide a measure student growth 
to be used as a more equitable measurement of the 
effectiveness of school teams. 

4  Implement a standard assessment 
of decoding ability at the end of 
Grade One

independently. However, given the nature of the 
test, it is difficult to know if these students were 
unsuccessful due to challenges with decoding or 
language comprehension or both. 

Given that dyslexia (problems with decoding/
word recognition) is the most prominent learning 
disability, one solution to both of these issues, 
which has been found to be practical and effective 
in England and more recently in Australia, is the 
introduction of a short standard assessment of 
decoding ability at the end of Grade 1, referred to 
as "The Phonics Screening Check". This one-on-one 
assessment conducted by a teacher takes between 
five and seven minutes per child. The student is 
asked to read 20 real words and 20 made up words 
that are presented as monster names like "osk" or 
"vap" (Standards and Testing Agency, 2017). These 
non-words are included to ensure that the student 
can use knowledge of letter sounds and spelling 
conventions to decode unfamiliar words.
 
England implemented the Phonics Check nationally 
in 2012. Schools there are required to provide a 
phonics-based intervention to all students who 
are not successful on this assessment and these 
students are then re-assessed at the end of 
Grade 2. In the first year of the assessment, only 
58% of students met the standard, sparking 
increased focus on instruction in the foundational 
skills necessary for decoding. This led to rapid 
improvement in decoding instruction and by 2019, 
82% of students were successful at the end of 
Year 1, with 91% successful by the end of Year 2 
(Department of Education, 2019). 

The EQAO Grade 3 reading assessment occurs 
after the optimal window for reading intervention 
has closed. We know that 38% of students in 
2019 did not meet the Grade 3 reading standard 
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The 2016 PIRLS assessment was the f irst 
international study that included students who 
participated in the Phonics Check. Unlike Ontario, 
England saw statistically signif icant growth in 
reading results across all achievement levels 
(Figure 16). While England saw improvements in all  

Recommendations

achievement levels, the growth in the average 
score was fueled by a large increase in the 
average score of the lowest performing students. 
Performance on the Phonics Check was found to 
predict student performance on PIRLs (McGrane 
et al., 2017).

Seeing the success of England, Australia has 
made an online version of England’s phonics 
screening check available to all schools nationally. 
South Australia and New South Wales have made 
participation in the screening check mandatory 
for all schools (Baker, 2020). Introduction of this 
assessment was initially controversial and deemed 
unnecessary by many teachers who believed that 
it would not provide any new information. Parents 
also raised concerns that it would be stressful 
for children. However, after a trial period, public 
opinion shifted as children generally enjoyed the 

assessment and teachers found that the results 
uncovered decoding issues that had been previously 
undetected (Buckingham and Wheldall, 2018).

We call upon the Ontario government and EQAO 
to implement a short standard assessment of 
decoding ability at the end of Grade One, similar 
to England’s Phonics Screening Check. This would 
provide useful and timely information to parents 
and teachers, while also providing a more proximal 
measure of the success of the kindergarten and 
Grade 1 literacy programs.

Changes in PIRLS benchmark attainment in between 2006 and 2016 in Ontario and 
England

Figure 16

ONTARIO
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Conclusion

EQAO plays an important role in ensuring equity 
and accountability in education in Ontario. When the 
findings of the Right to Read Inquiry are released, 
we anticipate that the province will need to respond 
by initiating changes to reading instruction and 
assessment. This report has highlighted some key 
data already available through EQAO, and other data 
that should be collected and analyzed going forward. 

EQAO must evolve to become a more effective 
watchdog and expand its scope to provide some 
of the additional information necessary to better 
inform changes in classroom instruction, screening 
and assessment, and effective reading interventions, 
so that the devastating outcomes associated with 
illiteracy can be avoided and to improve equity for 
both students and educators. 
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Appendix

Figure 17 Percentage of students who are English Language Learners (ELL) – by Grade
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Figure 18 Percentage of students with an IEP – by ELL/Non-ELL
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