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Given the shortage of literature examining exclusion rate practices in Canada, this study reported 

on exclusion rate practices from principals' perspectives. Specifically, factors influencing 

principals’ decision-making regarding excluding students from large-scale assessments (LSAs) 

were explored. We inquired about factors and implications of social promotion as well as 

decision-making based on compassion, particularly in relation to students who were working 

below grade level. Using a qualitative research design, we conducted interviews with eight school 

principals and one vice-principal. Findings revealed an absence of clarity and governance in 

LSAs that likely influenced differences in principals’ decision-making. Some principals would 

automatically exclude students who had an Individualized Education Plan, while others would 

review student files to determine which students to exclude. There was also a discrepancy 

surrounding which educational supports were permitted on the LSAs.  

 

Étant donné le manque de documentation sur les pratiques en matière de taux d'exclusion au 

Canada, cette étude porte sur les pratiques en matière de taux d'exclusion du point de vue des 

directeurs d'école. Plus précisément, nous avons exploré les facteurs qui influencent la prise de 

décision des directeurs d'école concernant l'exclusion des élèves des évaluations à grande échelle 

(EGE). Nous nous sommes renseignées sur les facteurs et les implications de la promotion sociale 

ainsi que sur la prise de décision fondée sur la compassion, en particulier en ce qui concerne les 

élèves qui travaillent en dessous du niveau scolaire. À l'aide d'un modèle de recherche qualitative, 

nous avons mené des entretiens avec huit directeurs d'école et un directeur adjoint. Les résultats 

ont révélé un manque de clarté et de gouvernance dans les EGE, ce qui a probablement influencé 

les différences dans les décisions des directeurs d'école. Certains directeurs d'école excluaient 

automatiquement les élèves qui avaient un plan d'enseignement personnalisé, tandis que d'autres 

examinaient les dossiers des élèves pour déterminer lesquels exclure. Il y avait également une 

divergence quant aux soutiens éducatifs autorisés dans le contexte des EGE.  

 

 

Principals perform complex work that involves cultivating a shared vision, leading instruction, 

creating a safe and inclusive climate, and ensuring accountability for student learning (Pollock et 

al., 2017). Accountability for student learning in Canada focuses on improving instruction and 

student achievement (Klinger et al., 2008; Volante & Ben Jaafar, 2008). In this context, Canadian 

school principals respond to multiple mandates regarding inclusive practices for students with 

special education needs in the administration of large-scale assessments (LSAs) at the 

international, national, and provincial levels (Pollock & Winton, 2016). Although units of analysis 
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differ within each level of LSA, each LSA purports to provide an indicator measuring the wellbeing 

of the educational system, direct educational resources to where they are needed most, inform 

educational policy, and ultimately, improve student learning. Often, LSA achievement results are 

anxiously awaited, widely publicized, and utilized politically to promote various means of school 

improvement (Grek, 2009).  

Stakeholder confidence in LSA results depends on schools’ adherence to administration 

guidelines, such as identifying which students must write the assessment and which students may 

be excluded. International and national bodies suggest a maximum 5% exclusion rate and provide 

guidance for how to make exclusion decisions (Brzyska, 2018). In provincial and territorial 

jurisdictions, LSAs and exclusion criteria are determined locally thus, exclusion practices may 

vary. High rates of exclusion in some provinces and territories contributed to Canada's overall 

exclusion rate of 6.9% on the Program for International School Assessment (PISA; CMEC, 2018). 

In this LSA and the Pan-Canadian Assessment Program (PCAP), students can be excluded from 

writing the assessment for one of the three reasons: (1) functional or physical disability that 

prevents the students from completing the assessment, (2) limited language skills that hinder 

students from reading or speaking the language of the assessments, and (3) intellectual disability 

such as a mental or emotional disability that has resulted in a cognitive delay hindering students’ 

ability to complete the assessment (CMEC, 2018; OECD, 2017).  

Given that there is a wide spectrum of intellectual disabilities, determining which 

intellectually disabled students are capable of writing the LSA and which students are not presents 

many challenges. These challenges are amplified given that nations around the world are moving 

towards more inclusive education practices for these students with special education needs and 

Canada is no exception (Brzyska, 2018). The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 

guarantees an inclusive education to children with exceptionalities; however, each province and 

territory determines how such education will be structured and delivered. An estimated 15% of 

Canadian school children are considered students with exceptionalities, encompassing 

differences in behaviour, communication, physical ability, and cognition (Timmons, 2008). 

Inclusive practice deems that all children be included to the extent possible. Efforts to include 

students with exceptionalities may result in the school’s creation of an Individualized Education 

Plan (IEP), an Academic Learning Plan (ALP), or other modifications to the curriculum or 

adaptations for the child. Adaptations may include supports such as number lines, voice-to-text 

software, or writing on computers. Decisions to include or exclude children with exceptionalities 

in LSAs or to permit adaptations are made by principals, typically in conjunction with classroom 

teachers, special education teachers, other support personnel, district administrators, and 

parents, often on a case-by-case basis.  

There are many reasons, other than exceptionality, to explain why students have been 

excluded from LSAs. For example, students can be excluded from an assessment and described 

as a non-participant for three reasons: (a) parental refusal to participate in the assessment, (b) 

students were no longer in the school, or (c) the age criterion was not matched (CMEC, 2018). 

Over the past four cycles of the PISA, there has been great variability in the range of non-

participating students. On the 2018 PISA, the range of non-participating students spanned from 

0–3.7%; on the 2015 PISA, the range was 2.8–35.7%; on the 2012 PISA, the range was 4.0–16.8%; 

and on the 2009 PISA, the range was 0–26%. These wide ranges of non-participating students 

could affect the reliability of the assessment as there is uncertainty as to whether the sample is a 

true representation of the population. PISA administrators have acknowledged concerns related 

to the representativeness of their samples, stating: “Further steps will be required in future PISA 
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cycles to address the issue of high exclusion rates for schools and students in some provinces” 

(CMEC, 2019, p.82).  

On the national PCAP, students can also be excluded under a category titled other. In this 

category, students can be excluded: 

 
(1) who are exempted by the school; (2) who are exempted because appropriate modifications could not 

be made; (3) who are no longer enrolled in the selected school/class; (4) who do not wish to participate; 

and (5) for whom no data were available (CMEC, 2018, p.156).  

 

Unfortunately, there is no additional detail describing what criteria the school can use to 

exempt a student or how many students choose not to write the assessment, assuming a choice 

was presented. These five subcategories presented under the other heading for excluding students 

on the national LSA, clouds the transparency of this LSA. On the 2016 PCAP, the percent of 

students excluded from the assessment under the category of other ranged from 1.6–6.3% (CMEC, 

2018). In prior cycles of the PCAP, the percent of excluded students ranged from 2.1–12.5% in 

2013 and 0.3–1.3% in 2010 (CMEC, 2011, 2014). On the 2013 PCAP, the percent of students 

excluded in the other category, was almost double the percent in 2017 and on the 2010 PCAP, the 

percent was a fraction of the percent in 2017. These fluctuations in the percent of students 

excluded falling into the other category warrant further investigation.  

Exclusion criteria on provincial LSAs are similar to national and international exclusion 

criteria (Miller & Yan, 2022). However, in the provincial jurisdiction we examined, students could 

be exempted from the LSA if students were on one of eight different programs or learning plans: 

alternative education, English as an Additional Language (EAL), exemption (extenuating 

circumstances), IEP, modified program, learning plan, modified program, and transition action 

plan (Miller & Yan, 2022). Also, the number of non-provincial writers increased when the number 

of students who were absent on the day of the assessment or refused to participate in the 

assessment (their own decision or their parents’ decision) were added to the total. From 2011 to 

2018, the percent of students excluded from the provincial assessment ranged from 8.4%–13% 

(Miller & Yan, 2022).  

This study builds on a previous study (Miller & Yan, 2022) that connected high rates of 

exclusion on LSAs to social promotion. The focus of this study was to understand factors 

influencing principals’ decision-making when deciding to exclude a student from a LSA. In 

particular, we wanted to know about decisions related to excluding students from LSAs who had 

intellectual disabilities or fell into the non-participant and other categories as described above. 

Previous research has shown the practice of excluding students has been fraught with 

misunderstanding due to an absence of clear guidelines and consistency from jurisdiction to 

jurisdiction (Brzyska, 2018; Gamazo et al., 2019; LeRoy et al., 2019) as well as biasing to raise the 

perception that the school is doing well (Albrecht & Joles, 2003; Braun et al., 2010; Brzyska, 2018; 

Emler et al., 2019; Prais, 2003). It is suspected that with a growing connection between LSA 

results and school accountability for the achievement of all students, combined with principals’ 

personal reasons for excluding students from LSAs as well as the absence of guidelines, 

transparency, and standards in excluding students, student samples might not reflect the true 

population, thus raising the overall perception of the school (Braun et al., 2010; Brzyska, 2018; 

Miller & Yan, 2022; Prais, 2003; Smith & Douglas, 2014). Hence, the primary research question 

focused on factors influencing the representativeness of LSA participation. Specifically, the 

research question posed in this study was: what factors influence principals’ decision-making to 
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include or exclude students from LSAs.  

This research is framed within the lens of accountability, where those responsible for 

educating children are held accountable for their learning as determined by achievement scores 

on LSAs (Leishman, 2015; Smith & Douglas, 2014). In the context of this study, accountability for 

student learning lies with school principals. Principals have adopted different leadership styles to 

respond to the challenges of LSAs (Prytula et al., 2013; Schulze, 2014). At the same time, some 

principals find it stressful to be held accountable for student learning (Prytula et al., 2013; von 

der Embse et al., 2016). Accountability for student learning is even more paramount in schools 

that practice social promotion, which has resulted in a group of students whose learning has fallen 

well below their age-appropriate peers (Miller & Yan, 2022). However, schools that combined 

pedagogical autonomy with increased accountability reported better student performance 

(Bédard, 2015; OECD, 2011). It is uncertain as to whether this sense of autonomy influenced 

principals' decisions to exclude students more liberally thus, creating a sampling bias (Brzyska, 

2018). As argued by Klieger (2016), principals' understanding of LSA results would influence the 

assessment culture and success within schools. Therefore, there is much to learn by interviewing 

principals about their decision-making related to excluding students from LSAs. 

We posit that principals exclude students from writing LSAs more liberally than permitted for 

reasons related to compassion and implications of social promotion. Social promotion is a school 

practice where students are passed to the next grade with their peers even though they failed to 

achieve the academic requirements or meet performance mandates (Doherty, 2004; McMahon, 

2018). However, students who have been socially promoted to the next level, if not receiving 

proper accommodation, would face challenges in achieving the grade level requirements (Chataa 

& Nkengbeza, 2019). The Principles for Fair Student Assessment Practices for Education in 

Canada (PFAPEC) provided support to exclude students from writing LSAs if they were deemed 

to be operating too many grade levels below the level being assessed (Rogers, 1993). The PFAPEC 

is an outdated and contentious document given that some researchers have advocated that all 

students should write LSAs; otherwise, it is not known which schools and students are in need of 

assistance (Thompson et al., 2002; Zumeta, 2015). Conversely, it is problematic having students 

who have been promoted two or three grade levels, write a LSA that they do not have the 

knowledge and understanding to write. Including such students in a LSA may have a dire impact 

on their self-worth, which is probably at the forefront of students’ minds already if they are so far 

behind their peers. In these cases, principals will likely exercise compassion and exclude these 

students from the LSA.  

 
Literature Review 

 

This literature review is organized into three sections. The first section focuses on general research 

about exclusion practices and is followed by a brief introduction to social promotion and research 

that connects social promotion to exclusion rates. Last, we synthesized research related to 

principals’ role in LSAs and factors influencing their decisions to include or exclude students from 

LSAs. 

 
Research on Exclusion Practices 

 

Previous literature has identified several factors contributing to high exclusion rates of which 

many factors stemmed from vague exclusion guidelines and a shortfall in practices documenting 
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the extent to which exclusion guidelines have been implemented (Anderson et al., 2011; Braun et 

al., 2010; Eivers, 2010; LeRoy et al., 2019; McGrew et al., 1992; Miller & Yan, 2022; Murphy, 

2014; Nichols et al., 2006; Prais, 2003; Thurlow, 1995; Wuttke, 2007; Ysseldyke & Thurlow, 

1994). Disagreements over the definitions of disabilities, ways of processing cognitive versus 

academic weaknesses, as well as various diagnostic models for identifying learning disabilities 

further muddied the ambiguity surrounding who should be excluded from LSAs (D’Alessio & 

Watkins, 2009; Gamazo et al., 2019; LeRoy et al., 2019). The current identification criteria for 

students with special education needs within PISA vary across countries with heavy reliance on 

school administrators' judgment (Gamazo et al., 2019; LeRoy et al., 2019; Schuelka, 2013). 

Consequently, the incomparability of criteria creates methodological difficulty in the 

interpretation of the LSA results. Early on, Wuttke (2007) had discussed issues within the PISA 

regarding the vague exclusion criteria and varied exclusion rates among participating countries, 

thus putting the PISA statistics and its outcome under critique. As of the 2018 PISA report, issues 

with exclusion have persisted (CMEC, 2019). 

Despite these issues, LSAs such as the PISA and PCAP have captured a growing interest from 

researchers, as they have been increasingly used to hold schools accountable for students’ 

achievement and for engaging in educational reform (Leishman, 2015; Smith & Douglas, 2014). 

LSAs are often used as measures that hold schools accountable for progress in students’ 

achievement (Smith & Douglas, 2014). In this environment, students who struggle with learning 

might be viewed as draining school resources and hindering schools’ overall competitiveness 

(Graham & Jahnukainen, 2011). Empirical evidence in the Canadian context has also shown that 

students with disabilities performed worse than others in LSAs (Hinton, 2014). Further, it has 

been noted that the loosely defined exclusion criteria might create some leeway for participating 

schools to control the participation of students, thus causing an upward bias in reporting school 

achievement (Braun et al., 2010; Brzyska, 2018; Gamazo et al., 2019; Prais, 2003; Wuttke, 2007). 

Braun et al. (2010) challenged the credibility of LSA results based on the connection between the 

substantial variation in exclusion rates and students’ performance, noting, the worse a student 

performed, the higher the probability the student was excluded. For example, in the 2000 PISA 

report, evidence was found that the underrepresentation of a particular group of Austrian 

students led to inflated scores (Eivers, 2010). Given what has been discussed so far, it is 

reasonable to infer those jurisdictions with high exclusions are likely to have inflated achievement 

scores given that achievement scores are not likely to represent the true population of students, 

which is contrary to the accurate representation of the achievement called for by Zumeta (2015). 

In a more recent study, Anders et al. (2021) provided more evidence to substantiate concerns 

related to exclusion rate practices. These researchers also challenged the creditability of LSA 

results in their examination of Canada’s 2015 PISA scores and concluded that Canada’s PISA data 

was plagued with “high student exclusion rates, low levels of school participation rates, and high 

rates of student absence” (p. 246). Available studies called for greater transparency in practices 

related to excluding students from writing LSAs as well as better guidelines governing this 

practice (Brzyska, 2018; Eivers, 2010; Gamazo et al., 2019). 

 
Social Promotion 

 

Social promotion is a school practice where students are passed from one grade to the next with 

their peers even though they failed to achieve the academic requirements or met performance 

mandates (Doherty, 2004; McMahon, 2018). Historically, decisions to promote or retain a 
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student in the unsuccessful grade were dependent on the philosophy of schools and school 

administrators (Ayers, 1909). Given the impact of social promotion or retention on students’ 

wellbeing, this practice has been a subject of long-standing debate (Ahmed & Mihiretie, 2015; 

Anastasiou et al., 2017; Crepeau-Hobson, 2016; Hwang & Cappella, 2018; McMahon, 2018). 

Social promotion can work if the student receives remediation and an opportunity to learn in the 

following grade (Connor, 2018; Wanzek et al., 2020). However, the burden of receiving 

remediation on prior concepts combined with learning new concepts may thwart intentions to 

minimize impact on self-esteem (Ahmed & Mihiretie, 2015). Subsequently, students who have 

been unsuccessfully socially promoted fall below grade-level standards (Chataa & Nkengbeza, 

2019). If these students participate in LSAs, it is likely that they will hold back school achievement, 

which presents tension for school principals who are ultimately accountable for achievement as 

measured by LSAs (Elliott & Thurlow, 1997; Smith & Douglas, 2014).  

It is unknown to the academia how widely social promotion has been practiced in the 

Canadian provinces and territories. Despite a latent connection between exclusion practices and 

social promotion, there is an absence of literature focusing on LSA exclusion practices in the 

Canadian context combined with an absence of research that links social promotion practices to 

exclusion rates on LSAs (Miller & Yan, 2022).  

 
Principals’ Role in LSAs 

 

Current literature involving school principals and LSAs have primarily focused on their role and 

leadership in implementing LSAs, while very few researchers underscored the importance of 

principals’ perspectives and decision making related to excluding students, particularly those with 

special needs (Heydrich et al., 2013; Newton et al., 2010; Prytula et al., 2013; Renihan & Noonan, 

2012; Schleicher, 2009; Sealy et al., 2016). From this perspective, principals are faced with a 

quandary between their role as instructional leaders and their role in providing leadership in the 

area of LSAs (Newton et al., 2010; Prytula et al., 2013; Renihan & Noonan, 2012; Sealy et al., 

2016). For example, in Newton et al. (2010)’s study involving interviews with 25 school principals, 

they found that LSAs had reshaped the role of principals into supporting teachers, facilitating and 

understanding LSAs, as well as monitoring interventions. They also reported that the increasing 

focus on LSAs and accountability had placed significant pressure on principals, a finding that was 

corroborated in two other studies (Prytula et al., 2013; Renihan & Noonan, 2012). Prytula et al. 

(2013) argued that overall, LSAs had a positive influence on principals through transforming them 

into instructional leaders and improving teaching and learning. However, the decentralized 

feature of Canada’s education system has led to varied accountability contexts from province to 

province, resulting in different levels of principals' engagement in facilitating LSAs (Renihan & 

Noonan, 2012). Further differences were reported by Renihan and Noonan (2012), who noted 

that contextual differences would influence principals’ leadership and involvement in LSAs. For 

example, small schools might question the value of their data in LSAs since it tended to become 

less significant in comparison with that of larger schools, which might eventually have an impact 

on small schools’ philosophy of participating in LSAs. Hence, we anticipate that our interviews 

with principals about their decisions to include or exclude students from LSAs will also vary from 

one school to the next, given the contextual differences between French and English school boards 

as well as the rural setting of schools which is all underpinned by vague exclusion guidelines.  

In summary, there is an absence of literature on principals’ perspectives on exclusion criteria 

and LSA practices embedded within the context of inclusion and social promotion. Given the 
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variability surrounding definitions of disabilities combined with the common practice of social 

promotion and high exclusion rates reported on LSAs, it is important to understand factors 

influencing principals’ decision-making to address issues of high exclusion rates and the interplay 

of inclusion and social promotion. Findings from this study have the potential to impact policy 

related to exclusion criteria.  

 
Methodology 

 

In this qualitative study, eight public school principals plus one vice-principal from one Atlantic 

Canadian province were selected to participate in a 1-hour interview. In this provincial 

jurisdiction, the purpose of the provincial LSA in grades 3, 6, 9, and 10 is for accountability, 

gatekeeping, and monitoring of student achievement (Klinger et al., 2008). More specifically, the 

provincial grade 3 and 6 assessments are designed to inform teachers, parents, and students as 

well as improve teaching and learning and guide professional development. These purposes of the 

provincial LSAs apply to the grade 9, 10, and 11 LSAs and in addition, the grade 9 and 10 LSAs 

can be viewed as gatekeepers given that students' scores on the grade 9 assessment of 

mathematics contribute 10% of their final grade; however, the LSA score does not prevent a 

student from achieving a passing score of 50% in the course (Miller, 2013). In contrast, the grade 

10 literacy assessment was a graduation component, and if students were unsuccessful, they have 

an opportunity to receive intervention and re-write the assessment. The grade 11 LSA of 

mathematics can be considered a higher-stake gatekeeper in that students' scores contributed 

25% of their final grade in a course (Yan, 2016).  

We applied a stratified random sampling technique where a minimum of two schools were 

selected to represent students in grade 3 and 6 (primary/elementary), grade 9 (intermediate), and 

10 (senior) to ensure opportunities for principals to discuss exclusion practices on provincial, 

national, and international assessments. Subsequently, principals were from a range of school 

divisions who participated in at least one LSA. One principal was from a French-language school 

and another principal was from a school with a French immersion program. The enrollment in 

schools ranged from approximately 200 (K–6 school) to 600 (10–12 high school) for an average 

school population of 386 students (Anonymous, 2020). Five participants were female and 

participants’ experiences as principals ranged from one year to 15 years. Interviews were 

conducted over two months in February and March 2020.  

Interviews were semi-structured and ranged from approximately 40 to 60 minutes. One 

interview was conducted using the software Zoom and the others were in-person at the 

participants' school. Interview questions were scenario-based and open-ended. For example, 

grand-tour questions were used to allow principals to identify factors influencing their decision 

to exclude (or not) a student from the LSA.  

Each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed. Data were analyzed using a narrative 

analysis which wove together the structural, functional, thematic, and dialogic/performance 

components of narrative analysis (Parcell & Baker, 2017). The structural analysis considers the 

characteristics of the school and principal, whereas functional analysis examines the purpose or 

significance of what is being told. The thematic analysis identifies the common threads in each 

interview such as transparency, compassion, or inexperience and dialogic/performance focuses 

on the logistics of the interview, such as where the interview was conducted, who was involved in 

the interview, and any stakes involved in the sharing of information (Parcell, & Baker, 2017). 
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Findings 

 

In this section, school profiles are provided and thematic findings are described. Findings are 

organized as (a) factors influencing principals’ decision-making, (b) the team decision-making 

process, (c) exclusion practices, and (d) changing rates of exclusion. 

 
School Profiles 

 

Nine administrators from eight schools (School A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H) participated in this study. 

(The principal and vice-principal from School G participated in the interview together). Schools 

represented a range of grades and configurations: elementary (1), elementary and middle (3), 

middle (1), high (1), and K–12 (2) schools. All schools participated in provincial assessments, 

seven schools participated in international assessments (PISA), and six schools participated in 

national assessments (PCAP). Enrollments ranged from less than 200 to more than 500 students. 

Schools were located in all regions of the province, with more rural than urban schools 

represented. Four schools (D, E, F, G) were identified as serving communities with low 

socioeconomic status (SES), while School A was identified as having students with varied SES. 

Principals of the other three schools did not comment on the SES status of their communities. 

Four principals noted a range of community services, included snacks, meals, and clothing 

cupboards at schools. Table 1 presents a summary of school profiles. 

 
Factors Influencing Principals’ Decision Making 

 

Principals considered several factors in making decisions to include or exclude students from 

LSAs, including exclusion criteria provided, students’ education plans, educational supports and 

adaptations, students’ progress on grade level outcomes, and other factors, such as community 

socioeconomics. All principals in this study referenced criteria provided by administering bodies 

and the province. Several principals in the study described in detail the differences between 

Individualized Educational Plans (IEPs) and Academic Learning Plans (ALPs). All principals 

referenced educational supports in the form of adaptations. Many noted the extent to which 

Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of Schools  

Principal Grades LSAs Enrolled Location 

Principal A    K–12* PISA, PCAP, Provincial >350 urban 

Principal B 10–12 PISA, Provincial >400 rural 

Principal C 7–9 PISA, PCAP, Provincial >500 rural 

Principal D K–9 PISA, PCAP, Provincial <200 rural 

Vice Pr. D  as above   

Principal E K–9 PISA, PCAP, Provincial <250 rural 

Principal F K–6 Provincial >200 urban 

Principal G   K–12 PISA, PCAP, Provincial >500 rural 

Principal H     K–9** PISA, PCAP, Provincial >200 rural 

 *French School 

**French Immersion Program 
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students on ALPS were working at grade levels, and almost half of the principals mentioned other 

factors, such as socioeconomics, in providing context for exclusion decisions.  

 

Exclusion Criteria  

 

Overall, principals were well aware of exclusion criteria on international and national 

assessments. However, there was some indication that exclusion criteria for provincial LSAs were 

in the process of being refined and poorly communicated and implemented. Recently, the 

province had published more detailed guidelines and criteria, including information about which 

adaptations would (and would not) be permitted during testing; however, these criteria were 

unevenly applied.  

In particular, all principals in this study distinguished between students with IEPs and 

students with ALPs. Students with IEPs were characterized as having exceptionalities that 

dictated a modified curriculum but who nevertheless participated in daily school life to the extent 

possible. For example, one principal spoke of a non-verbal, autistic student whose IEP reflected a 

completely modified curriculum. Another principal commented, “Students on an IEP would be 

learning life skills; their entire day is different than a regular school day.” Overall, principals 

reported fewer students with IEPs and more students with ALPs, particularly in the elementary 

years. By contrast, students with ALPs were characterized in terms of their mastery (or not) of 

grade-level curricular outcomes. In general, principals perceived ALPs as historical documents, 

providing teachers with specific information about which foundational outcomes (primarily in 

math and literacy) that a child had not yet mastered. ALPs were described in terms of “reaching 

back” and helping students to achieve missing outcomes. Principals explained that students with 

ALPs varied widely and could range from a child missing several outcomes to a child who was two 

or more grade levels behind in foundational curricular outcomes. Depending upon the needs of 

each child, a range of supports in the form of adaptations might be offered to support the student. 

Due to wide variation in the needs and supports of children with ALPs, principals indicated the 

need for individualized decision-making regarding exclusion from LSAs. 

 

Adaptations 

 

In making decisions about whether to include or exclude students in an LSA, principals and their 

teams also considered the nature of adaptations used by students with ALPs and whether or not 

these adaptations were permitted to be used during LSAs. Guidelines existed regarding the use of 

adaptations with all three types of LSAs; however, these guidelines were not consistent among the 

LSAs. For example, participants noted that provincial guidelines had changed from year to year, 

and principals reported differing application of guidelines for adaptations from school to school. 

Two principals described adaptations as “legal” requirements on the one hand, but on the other 

hand, these same adaptations were then disallowed on an LSA. Other principals expressed 

frustration that adaptations, such as number lines or use of computers to type, were not permitted 

during the provincial assessments, particularly if the child had been accustomed to its use for 

some time. As one principal said, “So the entire year that child used a computer [to type] but in 

the provincial assessment she should have the computer but she wasn't allowed to use the 

computer.” Another principal noted, “A number of the adaptations are not permitted on the 

provincial assessment and that is where teachers get upset; we have been testing our students all 

semester and they have been allowed to have an adaptation.” Similarly, another principal said,  
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The disconnect is sometimes not all of the adaptations are put into place in their provincial assessment 

and that's really frustrating for students and for teachers. Because we work so hard to have a kid learn 

to be successful with those adaptations. And sometimes, during the provincial assessments, they're 

taken away. And teachers feel horrible about that. And they don't like it at all, rightfully so. 

 

Conversely, another principal noted that an adaptation, such as the use of a number line, was 

permitted. In the same vein, another principal reported that adaptations were permitted, 

especially if its use was “in their [ALP] plan” and had been documented previously, noting “if they 

were using voice to text and that was a documented adaptation that they have had for the entire 

year, then they did that.” A third principal noted that the use of Chromebooks was a permitted 

adaptation. In sum, principals welcomed guidance from the province; however, criteria for the 

use of adaptations were unevenly applied.  

 

Making Decisions: A Team Process 

 

All principals in this study described themselves as the final decision maker in this process and 

held themselves accountable for decisions made; however, they did not make their decisions in 

isolation. All but one principal indicated that they would, at a minimum, make the decision in 

concert with the classroom teacher. As one principal put it, “Oh, the classroom teacher, definitely, 

yes. Their data is the strongest. They’ve got the best knowledge of the student.” Three principals 

indicated that they would consult with a district administrator in the decision and a fourth 

principal described consulting with district curriculum specialists. Four principals detailed the 

members of a student services team who would weigh in on the decision, including such personnel 

as academic resource teachers, literacy coaches, and guidance counselors. Two of these four 

principals specified behaviour resource teachers as part of their teams. One principal described 

the province as the final decision maker, indicating that guidelines provided dictated the decisions 

to be made. Finally, almost all principals mentioned efforts to educate parents about the 

importance of LSAs and almost half of the administrators (four) indicated involving parents in 

the decision to include or exclude participation in LSAs. In sum, none of the principals saw 

themselves as making decisions by themselves. As one principal put it “But the teacher would 

never decide alone, I would never decide alone, our resource teacher would never decide alone. 

But as a team of three, we will decide and then often get permission as to why they should or 

shouldn't.” Clearly, principals saw themselves as leading teams of decision-makers. 

 

Grade Level Outcomes, Fairness, and Exclusion Practices 

 

All administrators in this study confirmed that some students in their schools were working below 

current grade levels and principals across all grades discussed using grade-level curricular 

outcomes as a measure in making the decision to include or exclude a student from participating 

in LSAs. In general, principals considered whether or not students were operating two or three 

years below grade level or if students were operating somewhat below grade level. For example, if 

a student was missing selected foundational outcomes in math or literacy from the previous one 

or two years, they would be operating somewhat below grade level. Principals reported varying 

exclusion practices and often raised the issue of fairness in making exclusion decisions based on 

grade-level outcomes. 
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One principal noted that students who were two years or more behind grade level would have 

an IEP and would not participate in LSAs. The principal asked, “So why put a kid in that struggle 

when we know they are not going to achieve? They are not going to be able to write [the LSA].” 

However, this principal indicated that students with ALPs would write, noting “we try to get 

everybody to write the evaluation [LSA].” Another principal commented that students with IEPs 

would be excluded automatically from participation in LSAs due to the nature of their modified 

curriculum. This principal invoked the issue of fairness and asked,  

 
If they have not seen any of those outcomes, they should not be assessed on them. If they are in a 

completely modified program, they have never been exposed to those outcomes, so why would we assess 

them on the outcomes? 

 

The principal added that students on ALPs would be included because “if they covered the 

material … at least the majority … if they have covered some of the grade 9 outcomes, they should 

be writing that assessment.” Similarly, a third principal commented on students working 

“significantly below grade level” noting, “If you had a student in grade 6 who is working at grade 

3 or 4 curricula in math, it would not be of benefit for that student to write that grade 6 math 

assessment.” This principal went on to say that if the student were at grade level in reading and 

writing, they would participate in the writing assessment.  

In addition to issues of fairness with grade-level outcomes, two principals alluded to the 

decision-making process as time and resource-intensive. An elementary school principal gave the 

example of grade-level outcomes in the early elementary years, noting students  

 
… who haven't done all of the grade three outcomes or been exposed to all of them, because we're still 

working on kindergarten and grade one to support them. So, it isn't fair for them to write an assessment 

that they haven't seen the work. So, then it became a case-by-case basis on looking at what is the specific 

programming; what reach-back have we done? 

 

This principal went on to describe the school’s decision-making process as “lengthy”, especially 

in the case of students with ALPs. Likewise, another principal described beginning the decision-

making process “early in the year” for students with ALPs. This K-12 principal reported, 

 
Usually, in January/February, we start to identify some kids that we would naturally determine would 

be excluded. So, students on an IEP, and then we start to kind of tease out those that are on an ALP. 

And we kind of determine how far back they're reaching. So, if they're reaching back three grades, yes, 

we would exclude them. If they're reaching back a year or two, that's when we have to start having 

conversations with our inclusive ed. consultant, with our student services team ... It takes some time, 

sometimes to determine who you're going to be prepared to ... [exclude]. 

 

Both of these principals referred to the time and care with which exclusion decisions were 

considered. 

Last, three principals alluded to clearer-cut decision-making, even in the case of students with 

ALPs. The first principal estimated that 30% of students in the school were missing select 

outcomes. All students in this school wrote LSAs, even students with IEPs. Students who attended 

a transition program (which led to a certificate, not a high school diploma) would not participate 

in LSAs, nor would students with severe mental health issues (such as suicidal ideations). 

Similarly, another principal indicated that all students on ALPs would participate in LSAs, noting 
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“there are very few exceptions at our school.” Although other principals indicated being 

knowledgeable about the impact of exclusion decisions, this principal explicitly made the 

connection to the quality of the data, stating: “because we want to make sure that we're going to 

be able to read the data accurately.” Both of these principals indicated clear cut criteria and 

reported practices at their respective schools that suggested lower rates of exclusion. 

 
Exclusion Rates 

 

Overall, principals were knowledgeable about the reasons for holding exclusion rates to 5%; 

however, they held differing opinions about reasons for exclusion rates. In general, principals 

perceived their own schools’ exclusion rates as low, although rates of exclusion throughout the 

province on various LSAs had exceeded recommended levels in recent years, which suggests 

evidence of what is known as the Lake Wobegon effect which is a tendency for most people, in 

this case, principals, to believe their school is above the provincial average (Lake Wobegon effect, 

n.d.).  

A variety of factors were mentioned as influencing higher than recommended rates of 

exclusion. For example, one principal attributed higher rates to a national commitment to 

differentiation in education, noting that the practice “is creating high exclusion rates.” The 

principal went on to comment, “By trying to educate every kid differently in classrooms, then we 

exclude many kids from writing common assessments.” Two principals thought that high 

numbers of second language students or high numbers of transient students in urban schools 

might contribute to higher exclusion rates. In their own school, the latter principal noted that 

exclusion rates were highly cohort dependent and, therefore, would fluctuate from year to year.  

Three of the principals reported low or very low rates of exclusion, depending upon the grade 

level. For example, one K-9 principal reported no exclusion in the lower grades and 9% exclusion 

in the upper grade. Another K-12 principal estimated that 1-2 students, at most, per grade level 

would be excluded and described exclusion rates as “very low.” A third principal said their school 

kept to “lower” rates than the 5% maximum exclusion rate suggested. Each of the three high 

school principals and one middle school principal indicated that all students wrote the higher-

stakes assessments in grade 9 (mathematics), grade 10 (language arts), and grade 11 

(mathematics) because they “had to.”  

Several principals commented on their exclusion rates that had been higher but were now 

lower. For example, one principal reported exclusion rates that had dropped since the school had 

begun following revised regulations provided by the province, commenting, “When we know 

better, we do better.” Another new principal commented that prior to their tenure, more students 

“were being excluded” and “exclusion rates were higher.” However, this urban principal 

acknowledged that if the school were to follow the exclusion criteria to the letter, “almost 40% 

would be excluded.” Another principal acknowledged that recent exclusion rates were higher and 

that current practice was to bring the rates down to below the recommended 5%. Last, another 

principal described their school’s exclusion rate as adhering closely to the recommended rate of 

five to six percent. 

Most principals referenced the support provided by newly revised provincial guidelines and 

described exclusion practices in their own schools. Most did not comment on a system-wide 

practice. However, one principal expressed frustration with an uneven application of exclusion 

criteria across the system. In acknowledging differing rates of exclusion from school to school, 

this principal commented, “I'm not a firm believer in LSAs. Don't get me wrong. But if we are 
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going to do them, let's be consistent [in how we exclude].” These and other quotes indicated both 

an appreciation for increased guidance from the province and a growing awareness of the need to 

apply consistently such guidance in order to garner an accurate perspective of how the system is 

working for students. 

 
Discussion 

 

This study confirms what other researchers reported related to the absence of clarity and 

governance when excluding students from LSAs (Brzyska, 2018; Eivers, 2010; Gamazo et al., 

2019). In addition, we are able to extend the body of knowledge related to exclusion rates and 

identify several interconnecting factors influencing principals’ decisions to include or exclude 

students from LSAs. These factors include awareness of student supports that are permitted on 

LSAs and excluding students who have IEPs or ALPs, which is interwoven with social promotion 

and compassion.  

Principals were cognizant of guidelines for exclusion on the international and national LSAs 

but less so on provincial LSAs, which echoes previous research about loosely defined exclusion 

criteria (Braun et al., 2010; Brzyska, 2018; Gamazo et al., 2019; Prais, 2003; Wuttke, 2007). 

Specifically, there was uncertainty around what supports students could and could not use. For 

some students, their learning plan called for an adaptation in their learning, such as using a 

computer to type, voice-to-text technology, or a number line in mathematics. As we have found in 

our study, there was conflicting understanding of guidelines where one principal excluded a 

student from participating in a LSA because the student’s education plan indicated the use of a 

computer to type but the principal believed this was not allowed on the provincial LSA and 

claimed a disconnect between practice and policy. This provides evidence that exclusion practices 

can vary from one principal to the next. There was some consensus as most principals permitted 

the use of computers for typing on the provincial LSA and believed all that was required was to 

note the adaptation received on the assessment paper. It is possible the absence of oversight in 

the administration of LSAs has allowed this difference in practice to occur. Further, it raises 

awareness of the need to align adaptations received during the school day and on LSAs and to 

communicate this alignment to principals to ensure that principals’ decision-making is informed 

with current practice. It is important to note that as the number of students with special learning 

needs increases, it is likely that additional supports and adaptations to student learning will be 

required. These supports should be accommodated on LSAs, given the mandates for inclusive 

education (Joy & Murphy, 2012; Pollock & Winton, 2016). 

Students with special learning needs typically have an IEP or, in the case of the province 

studied, an ALP. There was some consistency related to automatically excluding students with an 

IEP where five principals and one vice-principal indicated that students with IEPs were 

automatically excluded. However, three principals indicated they reviewed these students’ files to 

determine whether students should or should not write the LSA. It is suspected that this 

understanding of IEPs would vary between provinces given that all Canadian jurisdictions have 

not introduced ALPs, thus in other provinces, students with IEPs would have a wider range of 

abilities, each needing individualized instruction. In the province we studied, IEPs were reserved 

for students with severe cognitive disabilities; although, two principals indicated that students 

who were socially promoted several grades also had an IEP. Thus, there does not appear to be a 

consistent practice of identifying who receives an IEP, who receives an ALP, and who participates 

in the LSAs.  
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In the province we studied, in most cases, students who fell short on meeting curriculum 

outcomes would be given an ALP. It is important to note that these students do not have 

intellectual disabilities but rather, for one reason or another, they did not achieve the curriculum 

outcomes in the prior grade(s) and were socially promoted to the next grade level. All principals 

confirmed that they had students operating below current grade level and one principal indicated 

that as many as 40% of her student population were operating below grade level. Subsequently, 

these students would be placed on an ALP. Deciding whether to include or exclude students with 

ALPs presented tension for principals, given students’ wide range of abilities.  

The threshold for excluding students appeared to be around two grade levels. For example, if 

a student was operating two or more grade levels behind their age-appropriate peers, it was likely 

that student would be excluded from writing the LSA. It would be amiss if we did not note that if 

students were operating two or more grade levels behind their peers, then despite promoting an 

age-grade correspondence, social promotion has reduced the number of achieved learning 

outcomes and the age-grade correspondence is likely to be lost when students enter secondary 

school where repetition of grades is the consequence for unsuccessful achievement (Leighton et 

al., 2019). In returning to our primary discussion, the threshold for excluding students who had 

been socially promoted was set at one or more grade levels behind for one principal. In summary, 

this study provides evidence of the entanglement between social promotion and excluding 

students from writing LSAs which can be connected to decision-making based on compassion.  

Two principals described how they based decisions on compassion. For example, one principal 

described a student who had a large math gap because it called for abstract thinking and the 

student would shut down. Therefore, the principal excluded her from the LSA. Another principal 

described a similar situation and stated, “why put a kid in that struggle when we know they are 

not going to achieve. They are not going to be able to write [the LSA].” Both cases involved 

decisions based on compassion for students' wellbeing. Further, these decisions were more likely 

to occur in the primary and junior grades and exemplify Braun’s et al. (2010) concerns about the 

creditability of LSAs in that low achieving students were more apt to be absent from the 

assessment. It is important to note that these students’ abilities were not diagnosed as intellectual 

disabilities but rather as students who had fallen far behind their peers. The question as to why 

students had fallen so far behind their peers is another research study that warrants investigating.  

Should all students write the assessment as called for by (Zumeta, 2015), or should we 

formally recognize the practice of social promotion and its implications on LSAs? In the case of 

the latter, it may be necessary to explicitly report the percent of students excluded from the LSA 

because they were operating below grade level. This delineation would eliminate the ambiguity in 

reporting the percent of students excluded from LSAs under the non-participant or other 

categories on the international and national LSAs and at the same time prevent exposing students 

to an assessment instrument they do not have the academic ability to complete (CMEC, 2018, 

2019). 

At this point, it is necessary to also raise implications of the shift towards inclusive education 

and the multiple mandates calling for inclusive practices and differentiated instruction on LSAs 

(Joy & Murphy, 2012; Pollock & Winton, 2016). As noted earlier, provincial and territorial law 

mandates that children with disabilities are entitled to receive accommodations to benefit from 

public education. The challenge here is that most children experiencing difficulties in schooling 

are not disabled but have learning difficulties which also requires some form of intervention. 

These interventions may be considered best practice rather than a legal obligation and the number 

of students requiring interventions appears to be growing (Learning Disabilities Association of 
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Ontario, 2018; National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). One principal believed that the 

practice of differentiating instruction through interventions was contributing to high exclusion 

rates, given that the multiple ways of differentiating instruction were not carried over when the 

student wrote LSAs. Thus, this principal was placed in a difficult position knowing that a student 

should otherwise write the LSA but at the same time, the principal believed it was not fair for the 

student to remove the supports they have received throughout the year.  

When the interview focused on the school’s exclusion rates, almost all principals were 

cognizant of the 5% benchmark set by provincial (as mentioned by principal C and E) and national 

regulatory bodies (OECD, 2017). Further, it appears that the gatekeeping purpose of high-stakes 

assessments results in lower exclusion rates and that principals' decision to exclude a student on 

such high-stakes assessments may be influenced by the purpose of the assessment. Based on the 

outcome of interviews with four principals, there appeared to be a provincial impetus to increase 

student participation on the lower-stakes LSAs, which likely influenced their decisions to reduce 

the number of students excluded from the LSAs. However, based on the findings from this study, 

there is still several misguided or misinformed principals along with the misalignment between 

inclusion practices and LSAs which aligns with the concerns expressed by Anders, et al. (2021) 

and Miller and Yan (2022).  

 
Conclusion and Implications 

 

In reflecting on this study, principals were faced with tension related to knowing whether to 

include or exclude a group of students who have fallen through the cracks in the education system, 

which is a decision that appears to be connected to the purpose or stake of the assessment. This 

group of students excluded from the LSAs have the necessary communication skills to write LSAs 

and they do not have severe cognitive disabilities. Instead, these students are, in most cases, 

products of social promotion that push students from one grade to the next without having 

achieved the learning outcomes. Principals were subsequently presented with two options. In the 

first option, all students should write LSAs to obtain an accurate picture of student learning and 

school accountability. In doing so, there would be many students writing an assessment who 

would have never been exposed to the types of items on the LSA. This practice would counter what 

principals know about good assessment practices, but stakeholders would have an accurate 

picture of student learning and an indicator of how well those responsible for educating children 

were doing their job. The second option would be to exclude this group of students who have fallen 

behind since it would not be fair and some may argue, inhumane to expose children to rigorous 

assessments they are not prepared to write. The outcome of this decision would result in an 

upward bias in achievement scores and the accountability framework of LSAs would be 

compromised thus raising the question, why bother with LSAs at all if the data is not accurate. We 

propose a third option which weaves together an understanding of the inappropriateness to 

include students in a LSA who are not in a position to write the assessment and, at the same time, 

accounts for their absence from the LSA. In this scenario, students who have fallen at least two 

grades behind their age-equivalent peers would be excluded from the LSA; however, the number 

of these non-writers would be documented and reported on LSA reports. Such a practice would 

provide an accurate account of student learning and not expose students to assessments they are 

not prepared to write. We recommend that this new approach to reporting student participation 

on LSAs should be piloted and validated.  
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