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Report on 2007-08 

Introduction 

This is a report on the testing carried out in 2007-08 as part of the LNS/SIP Oral 
Language Project.  LNS/SIP is a research project to develop and evaluate strategies and 
approaches to oral language assessment and instruction that will assist the language 
development of all students and help close the achievement gap between Aboriginal and 
non Aboriginal Junior and Senior Kindergarten students.  
 
LNS/SIP is a proposed three-year project comprising four activities: 
 

1. Project Planning 
2. Development/adaptation of assessment tools 
3. Development and implementation of instruction programs  
4. Evaluation  

 
These activities are envisaged as occurring broadly in the order indicated, albeit with 
some overlap.  Schools in three Boards participated in SIP in June ï August 2007, 
namely: 
 

¶ Keewatin-Patricia District School Board  

¶ Kenora Catholic District School Board  

¶ Rainy River District School Board   
 
In September 2007, the Northern School Resource Alliance and schools in a further five 
Boards joined LNS/SIP, namely: 
 

¶ Lakehead District School Board 

¶ Superior-Greenstone District School Board 

¶ Superior North Catholic District School Board 

¶ The Northwest Catholic District School Board 

¶ Thunder Bay Catholic District School Board 
 
 
In addition, it was agreed that the project would be expanded to include ongoing 
monitoring of the results of assessments used as part of the longitudinal study on oral 
language conducted by LNS over the period 2004-07.   In 2004-05, The Ontario Ministry 
of Education, via the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat, allocated funding for 
ñImproving Student Achievement in Literacy and Numeracy K-6ò. NOEL boards 
undertook a variety of projects in literacy and numeracy.  In 2005-06 a number of boards 
chose to focus on oral language as a promising strategy to meet the needs of Aboriginal 
learners.  The vision to raise the bar and close the gap, through equity of outcome 
sharpened the focus in 2006-07 to a regional oral language strategy coupled with 
culturally relevant practices. Through the research and coordination of the oral language 
strategies implementation project, the need for an even more specific, focused approach 
became evident.   
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The aims of LNS/SIP Oral Language Project are: 
 

1. To better understand the extent to which Junior and Senior Kindergarten 
Aboriginal students differ from Non-Aboriginal students in terms of their 
readiness to gain literacy skills and in particular in the oral language skills 
required to be successful readers and writers.  

 
2. To develop and evaluate efficient processes for ongoing, systemic collection 

of information relevant to guiding instruction and evaluating programs to 
improve oral language outcomes and close the achievement gap for 
Aboriginal and other óat riskô Junior and Senior Kindergarten students. 

 
3. To develop and evaluate an effective instructional program for improving oral 

language instruction for all Junior and Senior Kindergarten students, and in 
particular Aboriginal and other óat riskô students. 

 
4. To provide information and protocols of relevance to policies for Voluntary 

Self-Identification within the Ontario schools context. 
 

5. To continue to monitor trends in studentsô oral language as measured by the 
Woodcock-Johnson III Picture Vocabulary and Word Identification subtests. 

 
 
During 2007-08, the emphasis was on further developing and validating oral language 
assessment tools and initiating professional learning sessions aimed at assisting schools 
to use assessment data to improve instruction. 
 
In September 2007 and in June 2008, a short screening test, the Oral Language 
Assessment (OLA) was administered by class teachers to all students in Junior and 
Senior Kindergarten classes in participating schools.  District School Board staff entered 
the results into the NOEL MISA system to enable the automatic generation of online 
reports for individual schools.  In addition, at the beginning and end of each school year, 
students were assessed on two subtests of the Woodcock-Johnson III, namely Picture 
Vocabulary and Word Identification. This report is based on an analysis of these data as 
provided via MISA, focusing on results for those students with complete data for both the 
September 2007 and the June 2008 administrations of the OLA. 
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The Oral Language Assessment (OLA) 

 
Table 1 summarizes the number of students with valid OLA pre-test and post-test data.  
There were 3390 students in 91 schools, of whom just over 19 percent self identified as 
Aboriginal.  This is a slightly higher figure than recorded in September and indicates 
upwards adjustments of self-identification records during the course of the school year. 
 

Table 1. Numbers of Students with Valid Phase 2 Pre-Test Results 
 

  Number Percent 

 All  3390 100.0% 

 Male  1733 51.1% 

 Female 1657 48.9% 

 Junior Kindergarten 1634 48.2% 

 Senior Kindergarten 1756 51.8% 

 Aboriginal 662 19.5% 

 Non Aboriginal 2728 80.5% 

 

 
The OLA (Crévola and Vineis, 2004) is a short screening test, consisting of 15 
sentences, comprising three sets of five sentence types. A student receives a score of 
ó1ô for every sentence repeated correctly.  The possible range of total scores is thus from 
0-15.  Table 2 summarizes basic statistics for the OLA for those students with complete 
pre-test and post-test results. There was a correlation of 0.76 between studentsô scores 
at the beginning and end of the school year. 
 
 

Table 2 Summary Statistics for the OLA: September 2007 and June 2008 
 
 Mean Standard deviation Reliability 

September 2007 7.69 4.11 0.89 

June 2008 9.87 3.54 0.87 

 
 
It can be seen that on average, students answered about two fewer questions correctly 
in the September (beginning of year) testing than they did in the June (end of school 
year) testing.  There was also a slightly larger narrower spread of marks at the end of 
the school year (as indicated by the standard deviation of scores), and a correspondingly 
decreased index of reliability.  The reliability of the OLA was estimated to be 0.87 in 
September and 0.89 in June1.  From this it can be inferred that the OLA is a very reliable 
instrument given that it is comprised of just 15 items. 
 
Figure 1 provides a plot of the proportion of students correctly repeating each sentence 
of the OLA for those students with complete results in both September 2007 and June 
2008. A sentence in which the proportion was 1 is a sentence that is repeated correctly 
by all students, whereas a sentence in which the proportion is 0.5 is a sentence that is 
repeated correctly by half the students. 
 

                                                 
1
  As measured by Cronbachôs alpha. 
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It can be seen that there was a fairly uniform increase in the proportions correctly 
answering each item between the beginning and end of the school year. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Figure 1.  OLA September 2007: Proportion correctly repeating each sentence 
 

 
Table 3 gives more detailed scale analysis statistics for the 15 items comprising the OLA 
for both the June 2008 and September 2007 administrations. The pattern of results for 
September closely follows that for June. All items had positive item-total correlations.  
Once again, there were two very difficult sentences (3.3 and 3.4) that because of their 
difficulty had lower item-total correlations.  Sentence 3.3 had a mean of 0.04, meaning 
that it was repeated correctly by only 4% of the students, while Sentence 3.4 had a 
mean of 0.07, meaning that it was correctly repeated by 7% of the students. 
 

Table 3.  OLA: Item Statistics September 2007 and June 2008  

 

No. Item 

Mean 
Item-Total 
Correlation 

Sept 
2007 

June 
2008 

Sept 
2007 

June 
2008 

1.1 The puppyôs tail is curly. 0.77 0.91 0.58 0.54 

1.2 Mommy is baking a cake. 0.76 0.88 0.58 0.55 

1.3 The teacher told them a story. 0.73 0.88 0.62 0.56 

1.4 There are the children. 0.83 0.93 0.52 0.47 

1.5 Sheôs eating her lunch slowly. 0.75 0.87 0.60 0.56 

2.1 That red bike over there used to be my uncleôs. 0.48 0.68 0.63 0.62 

2.2 The girl in the car is waving her hand. 0.66 0.83 0.66 0.60 

2.3 Over the weekend Jane bought us some cookies. 0.43 0.65 0.59 0.58 

2.4 Here comes the machine that digs the big holes. 0.45 0.62 0.60 0.57 

2.5 The bird built a nest high in the tree. 0.49 0.67 0.56 0.50 

3.1 Be ready to come inside when the bell rings. 0.47 0.65 0.63 0.61 

3.2 The car and the truck were carrying some large boxes. 0.27 0.41 0.48 0.49 

3.3 The brave fireman showed our class the big red truck. 0.04 0.09 0.22 0.24 

3.4 There go the men who clean the playground at our school. 0.07 0.12 0.25 0.24 

3.5 My friend likes to eat ice cream when itôs very hot. 0.48 0.67 0.59 0.57 
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The two graphs in Figure 2 show the proportion correctly repeating each sentence (item 
difficulties) and item-total correlations for both the September and June administrations 
of the OLA. It can be seen that the items behaved in very much the same fashion on 
both occasions, but with the easier and harder sentences in September being relatively 
harder in June and with the average difficulty sentences becoming relatively easier.  The 
greatest difference was for Sentence 2.3, which as a sentence of average difficulty 
proved relatively easier in June 2008 than in September 2007.  In terms of item-total 
correlations, the greatest differences were for Sentence 2.2 and 2.5, which were slightly 
more discriminating in September than in the following June.  Overall, however, it can be 
concluded that the OLA continued to provide consistent and reliable measures of 
studentsô oral language. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.  Item difficulties and item-total correlations for the OLA: 

September 2007 and June 2008 

2.5 

2.2 

2.3 



 7 

 
 
To check for any evidence of bias, the item difficulties for the June 2008 administration 
were calculated separately for Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal students.  The results are 
summarized graphically in Figure 3.   

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3.  Item difficulties for Aboriginal and  
Non-Aboriginal students, June 2008 

 
 
In Figure 3, the black line represents a line of best fit through the item difficulties for 
Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal students.  Most of the points on the graph are close to this 
line, indicating that they performed similarly for both groups.  The two notable exceptions 
are the two easiest sentences, 1.2 and 1.4.  Sentence 1.2 proved relatively harder for 
Aboriginal students, while Sentence 1.4 proved relatively easier. 
 
Taken together, the above analyses indicate that the OLA continued to provide a reliable 
and valid measure for all students in determining which structures of English as used by 
adults, students can listen to and understand.   

 

1.2 

1.4 
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OLA ï Score Distributions 

This section describes the pattern of total scores of students at the beginning and end of 
the 2007-2008 school year for the whole group and for subgroups of students. As noted 
earlier, complete records were available for a total of 3390 students. 
 
 
Overall Distribution 

Table 4 gives the total scores on the OLA of all students in SIP September 2007 and 
June 2008. 
 
The first column gives the different possible scores on the OLA, ranging from 0-15.  The 
second and third columns indicate the percentages of students at each score point.  The 
fourth and fifth columns give cumulative percentages.  The last two columns give 
percentages of students within the ranges 0-5, 6-10 and 11-15. 
 

 

Table 4.  Frequencies, Percentages and Cumulative Percentages of Scores on the 
OLA: September 2007 and June 2008 

 
 

Score 
Percent Cumulative Percent Percent 

Sep 07 Jun 08 Sep 07 Jun 08 Sep 07 Jun 08 

0 7.1 2.8 7.1 2.8  
 

29.8 

 
 

12.7 
1 4.0 1.1 11.1 3.8 

2 3.9 1.7 15.0 5.5 

3 3.9 1.8 18.8 7.3 

4 5.2 2.3 24.0 9.6 

5 5.8 3.0 29.8 12.7 

6 6.2 3.5 36.0 16.2  
 

38.7 

 
 

32.8 
7 6.3 4.2 42.2 20.4 

8 7.5 6.4 49.7 26.8 

9 8.3 8.5 58.1 35.2 

10 10.4 10.2 68.5 45.5 

11 9.9 11.8 78.4 57.3  
 

31.5 

 
 

54.5 
12 11.1 16.9 89.5 74.2 

13 7.3 17.4 96.8 91.5 

14 2.7 7.2 99.6 98.7 

15 .4 1.3 100.0 100.0 

 
 
 

The information from the second and third columns is shown graphically in Figure 4, 
using smoothed curves to give a visual impression of the overall distributions.  The 
increase in scores between September and June is very evident.  It is important to note 
that the greatest gains were made at the upper end of the score range of the OLA. As 
such, these results present a very positive picture for this combined group of JK and SK 
children with age ranges of 4.0 to 5.5 years, given that the OLA is designed for children 
aged 5.0 to 7.0 years.  But it must also be noted that the growth at the lower end of the 
OLA (scores 1-3) was the smallest. Scores in this range are normal for 3-4 year olds but 
would be considered in an óat riskô range for 4.2-6 year-olds. 
 
Focusing on the final two columns of Table 4, the score range 0-5 has been identified 
because a score of 5 is what would be expected for a 5 year old for whom English is a 
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first language. The 2.8 percent of students scoring zero probably understand little or 
nothing of the structures of English as used by adults. Those zero-scoring JK students 
entering SK, and those SK students entering Grade 1 will be at major risk as they will be 
unable to understand enough to learn.  A further 9.9 percent scored 1-5.  These students 
will likely have great difficulty in understanding all but the simplest instructions and will 
struggle to understand a story read to them. In total, then, 12.7 percent of students 
entering SK or Grade 1 in 2008-09 will need modified instructional programs and specific 
intervention strategies to accelerate their oral language development. 
 
At the other end of the OLA scale, there were 54.5 percent of students who scored in the 
range 11-15.  This is a typical score range for students aged 6.0-6.5 years and for whom 
English is their first language. These students are operating at the higher levels of 
receptive oral language and thus need to be provided with different learning 
environments and learning opportunities than those required for the 12.7 percent of 
students who scored in the 0-5 range. Whole class teaching if used as the main medium 
of instruction will fail students at both ends of the continuum. Small group personalized 
instruction is critical to maximize the progress of all students. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.  Distribution of OLA Total Scores: SIP, September 2007 

 
 

 

Distribution by Grade 

As expected, further breakdown of the overall distribution revealed that there were 
significant differences in the results for Junior and Senior Kindergarten, but with a great 
deal of overlap.  The results are displayed in Table 5. Complete records were available 
for 1634 Junior Kindergarten and 1756 Senior Kindergarten students. 

 

September 2007 

June 2008 
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Table 5.  Percentages and Cumulative Percentages of Scores on the OLA by 
Grade: September 2007 

 

Score 

Junior Kindergarten Senior Kindergarten 

Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 
Percent Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Percent 

Sept June Sept June Sept  June Sept June Sept June Sept  June 

0 11.2 4.2 11.2 4.2 

42.8 18.5 

3.3 1.5 3.3 1.5 

17.7 7.2 

1 6.7 1.9 17.9 6.1 1.4 0.3 4.7 1.8 

2 5.4 2.4 23.4 8.4 2.4 1.0 7.1 2.7 

3 5.5 2.8 28.9 11.3 2.4 0.9 9.5 3.6 

4 6.4 2.8 35.3 14.1 4.0 1.8 13.5 5.5 

5 7.5 4.4 42.8 18.5 4.2 1.8 17.7 7.2 

6 7.5 3.9 50.3 22.4 

37.9 38.7 

5.0 3.1 22.6 10.4 

39.4 27.4 

7 6.5 5.9 56.8 28.3 6.1 2.7 28.7 13.0 

8 7.0 8.0 63.8 36.2 7.9 4.9 36.6 17.9 

9 8.1 10.6 71.9 46.8 8.6 6.5 45.2 24.4 

10 8.8 10.3 80.7 57.2 11.8 10.1 57.1 34.6 

11 7.5 11.3 88.2 68.5 

19.3 42.8 

12.2 12.2 69.3 46.8 

42.9 65.4 

12 7.5 14.1 95.7 82.6 14.5 19.5 83.8 66.3 

13 3.5 12.9 99.1 95.5 10.9 21.5 94.7 87.9 

14 .7 4.2 99.9 99.6 4.6 10.0 99.3 97.8 

15 0.1 0.4 100.0 100.0 0.7 2.2 100.0 100.0 

 
 

Table 5 indicates that scores increased for both Junior Kindergarten and Senior 
Kindergarten students.  It can be seen that the starting scores for the SK students were 
almost identical to the end-of-year scores for the JK students. Given that many of the JK 
2007-08 students had received enhanced oral language instruction, it might have been 
expected that the JK student would have made greater progress by the end of the year. 
Perhaps the data for the 2008-09 cohort of SK students will show that they have different 
starting points than the 2007-08 cohort. 
 

The two graphs of Figure 5 displays the distribution of OLA total scores by grade in 
graphical form and using smoothed curves to give a visual impression of the overall 
distributions. They reveal the wide spread in oral language ability in both Junior 
Kindergarten and Senior Kindergarten classes and the considerable overlap between 
the two grades.  They also provide evidence of the need for teachers in JK, SK and 
Grade 1 classes in 2008-09 to become more skilled at providing personalized and 
precise instruction to cater for this wide spread. 
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Figure 5.  Distribution of OLA Total Scores by Grade:  
September 2007 and June 2008 

 
 
 

 

September 

June 

September 

June 
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Distribution by Gender 

A breakdown of total OLA scores was also carried out to reveal gender differences.  The 
results are displayed in Table 6. Complete records were available for 1733 boys and 
1657 girls. 
 
Consistent with findings noted in an earlier report describing the outcomes of the pre-
testing, gender differences were not large, although there were somewhat larger 
proportions of lower-scoring boys.  The distribution of scores by gender is shown in 
Table 6. 
 
The most notable feature of these data is the way in which the gap between boys and 
girls (the so-called ógender gapô) was reduced over the course of the school year, 
especially for lower-scoring boys. 
 

 
Table 6.  Frequencies, Percentages and Cumulative Percentages of Scores on the 

OLA by Gender: September 2007 
 

Score 

Boys Girls 

Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 
Percent Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Percent 

Sept June Sept June Sept  June Sept June Sept June Sept  June 

0 8.3 2.8 8.3 2.8 

34.6 14.6 

5.9 2.7 5.9 2.7 

24.7 10.6 

1 4.8 1.3 13.1 4.1 3.1 0.8 8.9 3.6 

2 4.7 2.1 17.8 6.2 3.1 1.2 12.0 4.8 

3 4.6 2.1 22.3 8.3 3.2 1.6 15.2 6.3 

4 6.1 3.0 28.4 11.3 4.2 1.6 19.4 7.9 

5 6.2 3.3 34.6 14.6 5.4 2.7 24.7 10.6 

6 5.8 3.6 40.4 18.2 

35.3 33.8 

6.6 3.4 31.3 14.0 

42.3 31.8 

7 6.5 4.8 46.9 23.1 6.1 3.6 37.4 17.6 

8 6.0 6.7 52.9 29.8 9.1 6.0 46.5 23.6 

9 8.2 8.3 61.1 38.0 8.5 8.7 55.0 32.3 

10 8.8 10.4 69.9 48.4 12.0 10.1 67.0 42.4 

11 9.2 11.1 79.1 59.5 

30.1 51.6 

10.7 12.6 77.7 54.9 

33.0 53.6 

12 10.4 15.5 89.5 75.0 11.8 18.4 89.5 73.3 

13 7.4 16.6 96.9 91.6 7.3 18.2 96.8 91.5 

14 2.6 6.9 99.5 98.4 2.8 7.5 99.6 99.0 

15 0.5 1.6 100.0 100.0 0.4 1.0 100.0 100.0 

 
 
This can be seen more clearly in Figure 6, which displays the distribution of total scores 
by gender in graphical form, once again using smoothed curves to give a visual 
impression of the overall distributions. 
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Figure 6.  Distribution of OLA Total Scores by Gender:  
September 2007 and June 2008 
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Focusing on the bottom graph showing the June results, it can be seen that the gender 
gap is greatest in the scores ranges 2-3 and 11-13.  In other score ranges there is a very 
small gender gap. Why is this so?  One possible answer concerns the precision of 
instruction. Students who are at greatest risk are the hardest to teach, while students at 
the higher end of the ability continuum provide an instructional challenge if the teacher is 
not sensitive to the particular difficulties of the boys.  It is important that teachers note 
which boys fall into these score ranges and adjust their instruction to meet their specific 
needs. 

 

Distribution by Age 

Making use of data on the ages of students, analyses were carried out to explore the 
relationship between age and OLA scores.  The relevant data are summarized in Table 
7, which gives mean OLA total scores of students at different ages as at June 2008.  
Ages for which there were 20 or less students were deleted from the table. 

 
Table 7.  Mean OLA scores and Number of Cases: OLA, September 2007 

 

Month of Birth 
Number of 
Students 

Age in Months 
Mean OLA Score 

September June 

December 2003 111 54 4.84 7.85 

November 2003 148 55 4.76 8.19 

October 2003 139 56 5.58 8.69 

September 2003 159 57 5.72 8.48 

August 2003 154 58 5.92 8.9 

July 2003 170 59 6.38 8.97 

June 2003 138 60 6.65 8.85 

May 2003 167 61 6.98 9.98 

April 2003 137 62 6.77 9.13 

March 2003 141 63 7.62 9.83 

February 2003 145 64 7.25 9.68 

January 2003 117 65 7.52 9.87 

December 2002 141 66 8.52 10.44 

November 2002 129 67 7.72 9.79 

October 2002 139 68 8.5 10.38 

September 2002 172 69 8.49 10.61 

August 2002 162 70 8.44 10.53 

July 2002 167 71 9.24 10.79 

June 2002 166 72 9.54 11.18 

May 2002 171 73 8.94 10.8 

April 2002 163 74 10.01 11.35 

March 2002 166 75 9.03 10.55 

February 2002 141 76 9.72 11.09 

January 2002 146 77 9.55 10.86 

 
  

 
The above information is displayed graphically in Figure 7.  It can be seen that in 
general, older students were more advanced than younger students.  However, at the 
end of the school year, the gap in mean performance between the oldest and the 
youngest students had closed significantly relative to the gap that existed at the 
beginning of the year.  In other words, younger students made more rapid progress over 
the course of the school year. 
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Figure 7.  Distribution of Average OLA Total Scores by Age: 
September 2007 and June 2008 

 
 
 

Distribution by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

A key aim of this project is to better understand the extent to which Junior and Senior 
Kindergarten Aboriginal students differ from Non-Aboriginal students in terms of their 
readiness to gain literacy skills and in particular in the oral language skills required to be 
successful readers and writers.  Thus use was made of self-identification data to 
compare the performance of Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal students on the OLA. 

 
There were 2728 non-Aboriginal students and 662 students who self identified as 
Aboriginal students. As noted earlier, this is a slightly higher number than recorded at 
the beginning of the year due to further self-identification during the school year. 
 
The distribution of scores for Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal students is summarized in 
Table 9 and graphically in Figure 8.  The data reveal that Aboriginal students scored at a 
lower level than Non-Aboriginal students on the OLA at both the beginning and the end 
of the year. However, from a lower base they progressed at the same rate as Non-
Aboriginal students.  In addition, the scores of Aboriginal students were spread out 
across the full range of oral language ability as measured by the OLA.  In other words, 




