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Abstract 

In the discouǊǎŜ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘǿƻ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭƛƴƎ 

epistemological tensions exist between two competing rationalities: (1) an instrumental 

rationality that privileges sense-making born out of data-gathering, and (2) a values-

rationality that is discernibly more context-dependent. The seeds for public discord are 

sown when a particular kind of logic for capturing the complexity of any problematic is 

privileged over a competing (counter) logic attempting to do the same thing. The Fraser 

Institute proposes to the public a particular vision on how to improve secondary schools by 

manufacturing annual school report cards that are published in newspapers and online. 

Proponents of school report cards believe that school improvement is predicated on 

measurement, competition, market-driven reform initiatives, and choice. They support the 

strategies and techniques used by the Fraser Institute to demarcate the limits and 

boundaries of exemplary educational practice. Critics of school report cards object to the 

way ranking rubrics highlight and amplify differences that exist between schools. They 

believe that the rankings devised by the Fraser Institute rewards certain kinds of schools 

while statistically sanctioning others. Drawing principally on published media accounts and 

ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ Ƙŀǎ 

mounted an effective public critique on the state of public secondary schools. It describes 

how statistical revisions made to the ranking matrix from 1998-2010 resulted in a marked 

redistribution of top-ranked schools in British Columbia that privileged certain kinds of 

private schools over public schools. School rankings designed to locate and fix their 

respective subjects in this way call on agents to compete for, acquire, and leverage different 

kinds of symbolic capital on the field of power, which they use to promote their respective 

political agendas. When the kinds of stories that can be told about schools become narrated 

through a statistical régime of truth they may negate capital disparities that exist between 

schools and the population of students they serve. At stake is the emancipatory belief that 

different kinds of schools operate to serve the diverse educational needs of different kinds 

of students in different kinds of ways.
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CHAPTER 1: School Rankings Contextualized 

 
In the spring of 2006, Peter Cowleyτthe Director of School Performance Studies 

at the Fraser Instituteτaddressed a room full of teachers and administrators at 

±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊΩǎ !Ǌōǳǘǳǎ /ƭǳō. As one of two principal authors of the ΨwŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ƻƴ 

Secondary Schools in British Columbia and the Yukon'Σ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǘƘƛǊǎǘ ŦƻǊ 

holding schools accountable (Cowley & Easton, 2006). Cowley explained the genesis of 

the controversial Fraser Institute ranking of public and private schools that he 

coauthored with Dr. Stephen Easton by relating a personal story. 

In the mid-90s Mr. Cowley wanted to get information about how students in his 

ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ Ǉǳōlic high school had performed on standardized provincial examinations. 

IŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

information, and the frustration he felt as a concerned parent being denied access to it. 

(The principal explained that school exam results were confidential and not for public 

consumption.) Cowley talked about how a sympathetic teacher secretly provided him 

with the information he wanted, and how he felt empowered as a resultτPeter could 

finally make a personal ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

high school. He talked about how he was approached by the Fraser Institute to develop 

a school report card that helped British Columbia parents do precisely what Cowley had 

difficulty doing for himselfτassess the educational experience of students attending 

.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ tŜǘŜǊ ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ŀ 

concerned parent suddenly had access to the intellectual, financial, and human capital 

of an advocacy think tank with political clout. He talked about the first ΨwŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘΩ 

being published in Ψ¢ƘŜ tǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩ newspaper in the spring of 1998, and the maelstrom of 

controversy that accompanied itτeveryone, it seemed, had an opinion (Cowley, Easton, 

& Walker, 1998; Proctor, 1998a, 1998b, 1998c, 1998d, 1998e). He talked about how five 

άYey Performance Indicatorsέ (hereafter: KPIs) that informed the first published ranking 

in 1998 had grown to eight in 2006 and why vocal critics of the report should perceive 

ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƴǳŀƴŎŜŘΣ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ 
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incarnation. He talked about the ΨDŀǊŦƛŜƭŘ ²Ŝǎǘƻƴ !ǿŀǊŘǎ ŦƻǊ 9ȄŎŜƭƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

luncheon hosted by the Fraser Institute every spring at which deserving principals were 

ƘƻƴƻǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 

ranking from the previous year, and the pride each of them felt for being recognized in 

this way. 

Peter Cowley talked passionately about education and I was left with the 

impression that he was committed to improving the educational experience of students 

in British Columbia. My observation, however, was that in talking about education that 

ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎΣ aǊΦ /ƻǿƭŜȅΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀƴŎƘƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ particular kind of instrumental 

rationality that troubled his critics because it reduced schools to measurable 

outcomesτexclusively. Critics of the ranking challenged Cowley to consider the 

obstacles educators faced in meeting the diverse needs of a diverse student population 

and they objected to the complexity of school systems being reduced to KPIs. Schools 

were not homogenous places and they reasoned that it made no sense for the Fraser 

Institute to compare different kinds of schools that served different kinds of students. 

Apparently sympathetic to the concerns being expressed by hardworking 

teachers that evening, Cowley defended the logic of the ranking and explained why it 

was usefulτit helped parents make informed choices about where to send their 

children to school. He described how each of the KPIs included in the report had been 

taken from data the Ministry had collected on students and schools and the role 

teachers played in setting the provincial exams. The evening concluded with Peter 

challenging his critics assembled in the audience to provide an alternative to the 

ranking, or to suggest ways that it could be improved. His closing remark, however, 

ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎȅΣ άLŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

we have a narǊƻǿ ŦƻŎǳǎΣ ƎƛǾŜ ǳǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŀǘŀΦέ1 /ƻǿƭŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ǎǘǊƛƪŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ƻŦ 

the ranking debate because it is predicated on the presumption that school ranking 

instruments (like the one developed by the Fraser Institute) is key to improving schools. 

It also invites school ranking critics to engage the Fraser Institute on its own 

                                            
1
 Personal notes made by Michael Simmonds while attending a PDK - UBC Chapter, dinner meeting at the 

Arbutus Club, Vancouver, April 19, 2006. 
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epistemological terrainτa terrain defined by standardization, performativity, and the 

use of measurement. 

Lǘ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

heŀǊŘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛƴƴŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ 

articulated within a polemical discourse. It seemed that two giant, tectonic plates of 

truth collided that evening and the controversy surrounding the ranking was the end 

result. And while Cowley was open to the possibility of expanding the focus of his 

ranking by including more data, his critics discounted the stories the Fraser Institute told 

about schools as they were narrated by statistical discourses that did not include a 

άƳƛǎŜǊȅ ƛƴŘŜȄϦ (Kozol, 2005, p. 51). They argued the voices of students should be heard 

outside the boundaries imposed by the Fraser Institute and their position had been well 

documented in published media accounts ǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ 

regional and provincial newspapers (Beyer, 2000; Editorial, 1999; Hughes, 2005; Johal, 

2001a, 2001b; Knox, 2005; Masleck, 2000; McDonnell, 2005; Proctor, 1998a; 

Steffenhagen, 2002b, 2003c, 2004a). 

As the evening unfolded I was struck by an interesting paradox that I believed 

was taking place in the room. It occurred to me that were it not for the publication of 

the Fraser Institute ranking in a provincial newspaper every spring, the dinner (and the 

heated conversations that informed the evening) would not be happening in this very 

public way. If nothing ŜƭǎŜΣ /ƻǿƭŜȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǎǇŀǊƪŜŘ ŀ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ 

education about the purpose and nature of schooling and the filled-to-capacity-room 

was evidence that it was a conversation worth having. It was within this space that 

student voices were articulated through a story told by high school rankings. And it was 

within the same space that student voices were articulated through the stories told by 

teachers working in low-, medium-, and high-ranked schools. I wondered if these stories 

were ever told before, and if they were, from whose perspective? Whose voices were 

included; silenced; marginalized; discounted; hidden; and amplified? I wondered what 

kinds of stories ranking discourses told about students, teachers, and schools? But 

mostly, I wondered what (or whose) purpose they served. 
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When I left the dinner I began to reflect on an important question that framed 

the conversations about the school accountability movement that emerged at the 

Arbutus Club dinnerτby what techniques are truths about student achievement told in 

British Columbia and why do prevailing truths seem to be anchored in a particular kind 

of rationality that Peter Cowley represented that evening? My questions at the time  

were triggered by my fourteen-year professional practice working at York House School 

(YHS), an independent k-12 school for all-girls that was founded in 1932 in Shaugnessyτ

one of Vancouver's wealthiest neighbourhoods. YHS belongs to a number of 

organizations that includes: the Independent School Association of British Columbia 

(ISABC); the Federation of Independent Schools (FISA); Canadian Accredited 

Independent Schools (CAIS); the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS); 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DƛǊƭǎΩ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ όb/D{ύΦ ¸ƻǊƪ IƻǳǎŜ ƛǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ DǊƻǳǇ н 

school in the Independent School Act of British Columbia. 

 

άDǊƻǳǇ н ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ор҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ ǇŜǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 
operating grant on a per full-time equivalent (FTE) student basis. They 
employ BC certified teachers, have educational programs consistent with 
ministerial orders, provide a program that meets the learning outcomes 
of the British Columbia curriculum, meet various administrative 
requirements, maintain adequate educational facilities, and comply with 
municipal and regional distǊƛŎǘ ŎƻŘŜǎΦέ (British Columbia Ministry of 
Education of Independent Schools, 2010). 
 

York House School (YHS) is a college-preparatory, day school that has a selective 

admissions policy for all prospective students. It has a population of six hundred 

students and every one of its (approximately fifty-five) graduating students gets 

accepted to highly competitive, post-secondary institutions throughout the world. On 

average parents spend about $14,000 (after tax) dollars on annual tuition and it is not 

uncommon for students to have spent twelve or thirteen years at the school. YHS 

employs a team of full-time fundraising development professionals whose sole task is to 

raise money for the school to assist in meeting (and exceeding) the operating and 

capital costs of running a mission-driven, independent school. Annual giving campaigns 
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from parents bring in approximately $500,000 per year. Its annual budget is 

approximately 7.5 million dollars. YHS is one of three all-ƎƛǊƭǎΩΣ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎƻƳŜ 

families living in Vancouver might consider as being a best-fit school for their daughter. 

There are also a number of other independent, (k-12), co-ed schools in the city from 

which some families may choose. What is relevant to note at this juncture, however, is 

that YHS is endowed with high levels of financial, human, social, and cultural capital 

thatτtaken togetherτmake it a relatively resource rich school in comparison to most 

other British Columbian schools. As well it is important to note that YHS is enmeshed 

within a network of power relations that span provincial, national, and international 

boundaries. The ISABC, FISA, CAIS, NAIS, and NCGS are different kinds of organizations 

that have in common the belief that mission-driven independent (and private) schools 

best serve the diverse educational needs of students. 

When the Fraser Institute published its second school ranking in 1999, York 

House School scored eight-point-six out of a possible ten-point-zero (Cowley, Easton, & 

Walker, 1999, p. 43). For the past eight years, however, the school has been identified 

with other independent and private2 schools in Vancouver as being a ΨǘƻǇΩ-ranked (ten-

out-of-ten) school. By that singular measure, York House lays claim to its status as being 

ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άōŜǎǘέ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ (Chung, 2006). Students complete all 

ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΩǎ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƛƴ DǊŀŘŜǎ мл-12, and may 

self-select from a number challenging, college-level, Advanced Placement (AP) courses 

that are offered in science, humanities, languages, English, and the fine arts. The 

teachers of York House School belong to the British Columbia Government and Service 

Union (BCGEU) and pay annual union dues. A full-time teaching load in the senior school 

(Grades 7-12) is six courses and the maximum class size is 20 students. (Some AP classes 

are taught with as few six students, but whether small classes run at all are left to the 

ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IŜŀŘΦύ !ƴ ŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ .ƻŀǊŘ ƻŦ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊǎ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŀǘ ŀǊƳΩǎ-length with the 

                                            
2
 The important distinction between a private and an independent school has to do with governance. An 

independent school is governed by an elected board of trustees and operates outside the boundaries 
imposed by public school boards. A private school can be part of another entity such as a for-profit 
corporation or a not-for-profit organization such as a church or synagogue. All religious schools are 
private schools. Most secular schools are independent schools. 
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Head of School to assist in directing thŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¸ƻǊƪ IƻǳǎŜ ƛǎ ƛƴǎǇŜŎǘŜŘ 

periodically by the Independent School Branch of the Ministry of Education to ensure 

that it complies with all aspects of the Independent School Act of British Columbia. 

Collectively these factors created a highly structured web of support for students 

aspiring to continue their educational pursuits at highly selective post-secondary 

institutions throughout the world. As importantly, they helped contribute to the school 

moving up the ranking one-point-four points to achieve a perfect ten-point-zero on the 

Fraser InstituteΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ranking scale of performativity (Cowley & Easton, 2001). In that 

incremental step York House made an enormous leap by joining the extremely small 

ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ΨŜƭƛǘŜΩ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴ ±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŜŀǊƴŜŘ 

perfect scores. That was twelve-years ago, and with the most recent published ranking 

of the Fraser Institute report card on secondary schools in May of 2010, only two 

±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŜǾŜǊ ŀǘǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀ ΨǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΩ ǘŜƴ-point-zeroτ

Prince of Wales Secondary (Cowley, et al., 1999) and University Hill (Cowley & Easton, 

2003). How was this possible? What information about school culture was missing from 

ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ƛǎ ƛǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ǉlace? 

Are private schools really ΨōŜǘǘŜǊΩ than public schools, and if so why? 

That is when I began to seriously consider the possibility that school rankings 

measured organizational capacityτforemostτŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

ƎƻƻŘƴŜǎǎΩΦ L ǎǳrmised that top-ranked schools like York House had the human, financial, 

and cultural capital necessary to achieve top-ranked scores in ways that most other 

public and private schools throughout the province may have lacked. These reflections 

have led me to explore three ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨCǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ƻƴ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 

{ŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¸ǳƪƻƴΩΥ όмύ Ƙƻǿ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜƭȅ ǘƻ 

construct the realm of schooling, performance, and accountability; (2) what ideological 

assumptions underpin the statistical formulae used to construct the rankings in the first 

place; and (3) why the Fraser Institute has garnered so much traction on the field of 

education in promoting its school ranking reports. These reflections have informed the 
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way in which I have come to problematize the school ranking accountability 

phenomenon within the context of British Columbia in the broadest sense. 

 

The Problem and its Significance 

The Fraser Institute is a non-elected, libertarian think tank that promotes an 

agenda of improving schools through competition, choice, and market forces. Declaring 

ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ǘƻ ōŜ άŀƴ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘΣ ƴƻƴ-ǇŀǊǘƛǎŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέ (The Fraser Institute, 

2010a). The Fraser Institute is comprised of academics, business executives, and former 

politicians that espouse and promote right-leaning, conservative political agendas and 

ideologies. Every spring the Fraser Institute publishes a ranking of public and private 

schools in Ψ¢ƘŜ tǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩ3 ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ Řŀǘŀ ƛǘ ƎƭŜŀƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΩǎ 

website. Entitled ΨwŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ƻƴ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ ŀƴŘ ¸ǳƪƻƴΩ, the 

rankings represent the collected efforts of statisticians, computer technicians, 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛǎǘǎΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ άǘƻ 

measure, study, and communicate the impact of competitive markets and government 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎέ (The Fraser Institute, 2010a). That a single 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǎŀȅǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŘŀǎ ŀƴŘ 

ideologies from special interest groups can be both promoted and humanized at the 

same time. This is an important consideration because in assigning scores to schools, 

the Fraser Institute effectively names-schools by numbering-schools. The public, 

however, responds best to messages communicated by human beings, and not 

organizations (and institutes per se). In this way, Peter Cowley has become the 

spokesperson associated with school-wide accountability issues in British Columbia and 

elsewhere. This is relevant ƎƛǾŜƴ tƛŜǊǊŜ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ assertion that language and power 

                                            
3
 !ǇǊƛƭ ƻŦ нллт ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ мффу ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ΨwŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ƻƴ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 
{ŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ψ¢ƘŜ ±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊ {ǳƴΩ and not Ψ¢ƘŜ tǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩ newspaper. Ψ¢ƘŜ ±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊ {ǳƴΩ 
has a weekly readership of 848,300. Ψ¢ƘŜ tǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩ, by comparison, has a readership of 865,000 (Source: 
Anne Crassweller, President Newspaper Audience Databank (NAD) Inc., (Personal email correspondence, 
May 22, 2007). 



 

 8 

have profound political implications when an authorized someone speaks on behalf of 

an entire group. At stake is the deployment of power through language. 

 

ά¢ƘŜ ǎǇƻƪŜǎǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ƛƴ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ƻƴ ōŜƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ŀ 
ƎǊƻǳǇΧƛƴstitutes the group, through the magical operation that is 
inherent in any act of naming. That is why one must perform a critique of 
political reason, which is intrinsically inclined to abuses of language that 
are also abuses of power, if one wants to pose the question with which 
all sociology ought to begin, that of existence and the mode of existence 
of collectives" (Bourdieu, 1985, p. 741). 

 

The existence and the mode of the existence collective to be questioned here is the 

constellation of power forces that underpin and shape the Fraser Institute, and more 

specifically, its annual ranking of secondary schools. 

  !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ 2007 Annual Report entitled, Ψ/ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

²ƻǊƭŘΩ, 87% of its 12.7 million dollar operating budget came from unnamed 

organizations, corporations, and foundations (The Fraser Institute, 2007). The remaining 

мо҈ ŎŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘƻƴŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳŜǎ 

from the corporate sector, the 2007 Annual Report indicates that the majority of Fraser 

Institute supporters are individuals, accounting for 85% of its support base. This is an 

important consideration because it suggests that there exists strong grassroots support 

for an advocacy think tank ǿƘƻǎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ΨōƛƎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΩ ǎŜǘ ƻƴ 

ΨŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ (The Fraser Institute, 2007). The mode of the collective broadens to 

include a list of researchers who are currently associated with the Fraser Institute. There 

are now more than three hundred and fifty researchers in twenty-two countries 

associated with the Fraser Institute; four of whom have been awarded Nobel Prizes4 in 

Economics (The Fraser Institute, 2007). With offices in Vancouver, Calgary, Montreal, 

and Toronto, άǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ similar independent 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ тл ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ (The Fraser Institute, 2007). 

                                            
4
 Freidrich A. von Hayek (1974); Milton Freidman (1976); George J. Stigler (1982); and James M. Buchanan 

Jr. (1986). 
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Again, this is an important consideration because it speaks to the epistemic sources of 

power from which the Fraser Institute gains its legitimacyτa legitimacy it uses to speak 

with authority on issues such as education, health care, taxation, and immigration 

within the public domain. The Fraser Institute occupies an important place, therefore, in 

a broader constellation of power brokers because it is well funded, well connected, and 

well placed. 

  Today, the Fraser Institute is associated with: The Hudson Institute, C.D. Howe 

Institute, Free The World, Atlantic Institute for Market Studies, Montreal Economic 

Institute, State Policy Network, Institute of Public Affairs (Australia), EKOME5 (Society for 

Social and Economic Studies), and Frontier Centre for Public Policy, among others (The 

Fraser Institute, 2010c). What these institutes from around the world have in common is 

the developmentτand promotionτof policy platforms that are closely aligned with the 

CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΦ .ŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘ Ŏƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

tanks, therefore, substantially empowers the Fraser Institute because it allows for 

discourses to be cast, and recast, in ways that can be universally packaged and 

disseminated. If league tables could be used to improve the educational condition in the 

United Kingdom, for example, something approximating themτlike school rankingsτ

Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘΣ 

however, is the considerable power the Fraser Institute wields in its own rightτ

independent of a worldwide coalition of like-minded think tanks. If numbers tell the 

ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƭƛƪŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜΣ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 

statistics that were published at the end of their 2007 Annual Report (The Fraser 

Institute, 2007). 

 

                                            
5
 EKOME is headquartered in Greece. 
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Numbers Tell the Whole Story 

 

214,000,000 combined circulation & listenership of Canadian media coverage 

3,807,728 files, including podcasts & videos, downloaded from all Fraser Institute web sites 

3,000,000 students attend 6,300 schools rated in Fraser Institute School Report Cards 

1,331,549 visits to Fraser Institute web sites 

59,000 copies of monthly magazine Fraser Forum mailed to subscribers 

24,884 inquiries from around the world handled by Fraser Institute staff 

6,243 news stories in print, on line, and broadcast around the world 

4,012 subscribers to Fraser Institute e-mail updates 

3,656 Fraser Institute supporters from 12 countries 

1,058 mentions on external web sites and blogs 

350 authors from 22 countries have contributed to Institute research 

282 commentaries published in newspapers across North America 

225 news releases & media advisories issued 

188 presentations given around the world by Fraser Institute staff 

117 Fraser Forum articles on wide variety of public policy issues 

98 requests from around the world to reprint Fraser Institute material 

24 languages in which Fraser Institute books have been published 

5 Fraser Institute office locations to best influence the North America policy debate 

1 of the most influential think tanks in the world 

 

 What is most striking about these statistics is the extent to which the Fraser 

Institute occupies entirely different fields that reach entirely different populationsτ

physicians respond to its surveys; principals are honored at its award luncheons; Fraser 

Institute publications are translated into different languages; and offices have been 

ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ǘƻ άōŜǎǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 

ŘŜōŀǘŜέ (The Fraser Institute, 2007, p. 52). 
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²ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀǘ {ǘŀƪŜΚ 

The Fraser InstiǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ 

practice that endeavors to hold educational professionals accountable for what goes on 

within them. In one sense, the invisible work of educational professionals is rendered 

visible in that parents ΨǎŜŜΩ a small part of what goes on inside classrooms every time 

the ranking is published. The assumption is that good teaching occurs in the classrooms 

of top-ranked schools and that problems exist in the classrooms of low-ranked ones. 

The ranking, therefore, provides parents with an instrument by which they can choose 

good schools for their children and avoid bad ƻƴŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ 

annual report card is perceived by some to serve a public service (Bierman, 2007; 

Cowley, 2005b, 2007; Editorial, 2001, 2002c, 2003; McMartin, 2010b; Raham, 1999). But 

in reducing the pedagogical, social, cultural, and economic complexities of public and 

private secondary schools to KPIs, the Fraser Institute forces a consciousness on the 

public about what they think matters in schools by effectively promoting a culture of 

ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΦ !ǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ 

message about education is well articulated in media accounts that include print, radio, 

the internet, and television (Abelson, 2002; The Fraser Institute, 2006, 2007, 2008a, 

2009, 2010b). By this measure, the Fraser Institute commands significant attention on 

the public media stage being cited six times more than its left-leaning policy institute 

counterpartτthe Canadian Center for Policy Alternatives (CCPA) (Abelson, 2002, pp. 98-

99). As such it is important to critically examine the assumptions made by the Fraser 

Institute in publishing its annual school ranking for five principal reasons: (1) the Fraser 

Institute ranking is fast becoming a national fixture in Canada as it begins to publish 

school rankings in Alberta, Ontario, Quebec, New Brunswick, and the Yukon Territory. 

That the Fraser Institute has established score-board-like-school-rankings in provinces 

and territories that are culturally, politically, and economically disparate speaks to the 

inroads it has gained in the minds of Canadians everywhere. This is important because, 

like published school rankings in other parts of the world, they are used by British 

Columbians, Albertans, Quebecers, and Maritimers alike to make inferences about 
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ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴΣ ƘŀǾŜ άǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎϦ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ 

may not always be in the best interest of students (West & Pennell, 2000, p. 434); (2) as 

a non-elected entity the Fraser Institute influences public educational policy and, has as 

its prevailing goal, the promotion of neoliberal market forces to improve both public 

and independent/private schools. This speaks to the imposition of a particular ideology 

that has both political and pedagogical implications that need to be problematized; (3) 

the data-driven educational reforms supported by the Fraser Institute are steeped in 

neoconservative standardization movements and accountability systems that areτby 

their very natureτlimiting, reductive, and potentially harmful to schools and students 

(Rowe, 2000). This belief is reflected by published media accounts that have framed the 

ranking debate within a polemical discourse that juxtapose two competing core 

rationalities and will be explored in this project; (4) the Fraser Institute ranking of 

schools impacts leadership practices within schools. Increasingly school leaders seem to 

be developing strategies for playing the ranking game that make between-school 

comparisons highly problematic (Wilson, 2004). This kind of complicit school-

accountability game-playing can have deleterious consequences. In their book, 

Collateral Damage: How High-{ǘŀƪŜǎ ¢ŜǎǘƛƴƎ /ƻǊǊǳǇǘǎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ, Nichols and 

Berliner (2007) explain Ƙƻǿ Ψ/ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΩǎ [ŀǿΩ can shape human behavior. When single 

measures (or indicators) of success and failure in a profession take on too much value, 

/ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΩǎ Law asserts that the exaggerated reliance on the measure can create 

conditions that promote corruption and distortion; and (5) a final reason for critically 

examining the Fraser Institute report card on secondary schools is that rankings derived 

from a statistical language privilege a particular kind of instrumental rationality that has 

profound sociological and pedagogical implications (Apple, 2000; Goldstein & 

Spiegelhalter, 1996; Norris, 2011; Whitty & Edwards, 1998). The end result may be the 

ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ΨǿƛƴƴŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƭƻǎŜǊǎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

consideration because in ranking schools the Fraser Institute effectively rewards and 

punishes schools, if rewards and punishments are reflected by choices parents make 

about where to send their children to school. Winning schools attract the brightest 
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ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ [ƻǎƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘŀƪŜ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƭŜŦǘ ƻǾŜǊΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ 

public continues to view the published school ranking as a legitimate authoritative 

document. This is highly problematic because authoritative documents are constructed 

ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊόǎύ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΦ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ 

achieved through the ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎȅƴǘŀŎǘƛŎŀƭΣ ƎǊŀƳƳŀǘƛŎŀƭΧŘŜǾƛŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊ 

ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŜƳǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊέ όhȊƎŀΣ нлллΣ ǇΦ мфύΦ 

 

άώ¢ϐƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ 
make up their mind about its merits and demerits, but is positioned 
within a discourseτa way of understanding relations within the worldτ
which, if successful, restricts and constrains the reader from 
understanding the world in any other way. This discourse is characterized 
as common sense, whereas in fact it is merely one way of viewing the 
ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭέ (Ozga, 2000, p. 19). 
 

Problematic 

 The emergence of school rankings and their impact on shaping educational 

discourse spans at least three continents (North America, Europe, and Australia) and has 

been ongoing for at least three decades (Cowley & Easton, 2006; Dwyer, 2006; 

Goldstein & Spiegelhalter, 1996; Rowe, 2000; Tight, 2000; West & Pennell, 2000). The 

¦ƴƛǘŜŘ YƛƴƎŘƻƳΩǎ [ŜŀƎǳŜ ¢ŀōƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ 

universities have been well established since the mid-1980s (West & Pennell, 2000). 

League tables in the UK consist of ranking schƻƻƭǎ άŎƻƳǇǳǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ 

achievement scores (raw and unadjusted) on national curriculum test results at ages 7, 

11 and 14 years, together with similar scores for the General Certificate of School 

Education (16 year-olds) and A-levels (18 year-ƻƭŘǎύέ (Rowe, 2000, p. 75). In the United 

{ǘŀǘŜǎΣ άŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ {ǘŀǘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘŜǎǘ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ƛǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǾƛƎƻǊƻǳǎ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

consequences of basing performance indicator and accountability arrangements solely 

on the outcomes of system-wide, standardized testing/assessment programsέ (Rowe, 

2000, p. 74). Closer to home Canadian colleges and universities have been ranked by 

aŀŎƭŜŀƴΩǎ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ мффм ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ΨōŜǎǘΩ Ǉƻǎǘ-
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secondary institutions (Fillion, 2006; Hunter, 1999; Kong & Veall, 2005; Stevenson & 

Kopvillem, 2006). Despite the geographic expanse over which ranking debates occur 

nationally and internationally, they have at their core the expression of common 

concerns about the impact school rankings have on teaching and learning on many 

levels that include: teacher morale, teacher effectiveness, socioeconomic disparity, 

selective admission procedures, and the erosion of professionalism in an educational 

system that values standardized testing and market driven reforms (Ball, 1997; Gaskell 

& Vogel, 2000; Lucey & Reay, 2002; Masleck, 2000; Rist, 2000; Shaker, 2007; Webb, 

2005, 2006, 2007). 

 Although the literature is replete with studies that examine the impact school and 

university rankings have on the life-world of students, teachers, parents, professors, and 

administrators the focus of this project is to examine the effect a local ranking has on 

shaping how the public perceives secondary schools in British Columbia. Since 

publishing its first secondary school ranking the Fraser Institute continues to present its 

understanding on the public about what constitutes a quality educational experience for 

students in British Columbia (Cowley, 2005a; Cowley, Easton, & Walker, 1999; Rocky, 

2003; Schmidt, 2005). It does this by first selecting some data that is collected by the 

Ministry about students and schools, and then interpreting that information in a 

ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƎƻƻŘƴŜǎǎϥΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŜŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǎŎƻǊŘ ŀǊŜ 

sown when a particular kind of logic for capturing the complexity of any problematic is 

privileged over a competing (counter) logic attempting to do the same thing. In this 

debate, some quantitative data counts while all qualitative data does not when the 

Fraser Institute compiles its published ranking of best-to-worst performing schools. This 

is extremely problematic on many levels that will be addressed in this project, but some 

scholars have argued that it may be considered a form of epistemic assault on teachers 

and schools alike (Apple, 2000; Webb, 2007; Whitty & Power, 2002b). 

 Despite the data-centric focus on school-wide accountability, the Fraser Institute 

promotes itself in a way McHoul and DǊŀŎŜ όмффоύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀǎ άƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜƭȅ 

ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ƛǘǎ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘϥ ōȅ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨǎǘƛǘŎƘ ǳǇϥ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ 
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ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊέ (McHoul & Grace, 1993, p. 23). I am interested in unstitching 

the techniques adopted by the Fraser Institute in promoting a particular logic; a logic 

that followsτwhat Foucault calledτa régime of truth (Foucault, 1977). This logic aims 

to reduce the socially complex world of schools into an overall mark out of ten, and for 

the purpose of this study is considered as being a statistical régime of truth. This is 

especially important given the influence the Fraser Institute has managed to exact on 

public opinion about school accountability and the school choice movement, not only in 

British Columbia, but throughout Canada as well. A central argument I will make is the 

capitalist rhetoric used by the Fraser Institute to promote its free-market agenda for 

school reform overshadows the constellation of deeper (hidden) forces that operate at 

the nexus of discourse, representation, and power to effect educational policy-making. 

Additionally, I am interested in examining how statistical discourses used by the Fraser 

Institute to construct secondary school rankings have changed over time, and how those 

changes have reconfigured the school ranking landscape. I am also interested in 

understanding how information is packaged and disseminated by the Fraser Institute for 

public consumption that results in school rankings (and the KPIs that comprise them) 

becoming the accountability litmus test for school goodness in British Columbia. This is 

an important consideration because secondary schools, and the people working within 

ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǊŜǿŀǊŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǳƴƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ 

relative position on the ranking: Top-ranked schools are perceived as being better than 

mid-ranked schools, and mid-ranked schools are perceived as being better than low-

ranked schools. 

Herein lies my entry point into a research project, that has as its principal focus, 

a discursive analysis of the Fraser Institute ranking of secondary schools: That a 

statistical language is used to promote and legitimize how schools have come to be 

represented in the educational field. I argue this mode of representation is made more 

palatable to the public because it is presented as being objective, fair-minded, and 

steeped in a particular kind of instrumental rationality that allows for it to be universally 

applied to all schools. My study will explore how discourse is contained within language 
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ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ άƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΧǇƻǎǎŜǎǎŜǎ new powers, and powers peculiar to it alone" (Foucault, 

2006, p. 53). I am interested in problematizing the legitimacy of school rankings in 

general by unpacking some of the underlying assumptions the Fraser Institute makes 

about schools in particular. 

The Arbutus Club dinner was evidence the accountability issue was not only 

controversial but also polarizing. Both sides seemed trapped by their own perspective; 

ǳƴǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǘƘŜǊϥ ǎƛŘŜΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΦ ²Ƙȅ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ 

middle ground in the debate? Is it possible to delineate a new discursive terrain that 

transcends polemical discourse when talking about educational reform in the context of 

school rankings? Or, as was the case in advancing civil rights in the 1960s, are there 

some issues for which polemical debate is warrantedτindeed necessary? That is, are 

there some social justice related issues within education for which no middle ground 

should ever be established, and should the debate on school ranking be considered one 

of them? These kinds of questions not only inform the school ranking debate but they 

areτat their coreτpolitical in nature. 

 

Polemical Models 

aƛŎƘŜƭ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ άǾŜǊȅ ǎŎƘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΧǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǇƻƭŜƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ 

three models: the religious model, thŜ ƧǳŘƛŎƛŀǊȅ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭέ 

(Foucault, 1997, p. 112). In religion, polemical debates are dogmatic in nature and deal 

principally with human moral failing. The judiciary model examines, prosecutes, and 

sentences the case. But it was the political model that Foucault believed was most 

ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ΨƻǘƘŜǊϥ ŀǎ ŜƴŜƳȅΦ 

 

άtƻƭŜƳƛŎǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜǎΣ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘǎ ǇŀǊǘƛǎŀƴǎΣ ǳƴƛǘŜǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƻǊ 
opinions, represents a party; it establishes the other as enemy, an 
upholder of opposed interests against which one must fight until the 
moment this enemy is defeated and either surrenders or disappears. Has 
anyone ever seen a new idea come out of a polemic?" (Foucault, 1997, 
pp. 112-113). 
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This was an interesting insight and one I felt had tremendous implication on my 

ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ L ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ōȅ /ƻǿƭŜȅΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ŀǘ 

the dinner to the position he took as an advocate for educational reform, the more I 

ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭŜƳƛŎŀƭ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ōƻǊƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΦ 

And how could it be otherwise? The Fraser Institute is, by definition, a political entity. 

Born out of the policy institute movement of the mid-1970s and 1980s advocacy think 

tanks, like the Fraser Institute, marketed their ideas to target audiences. They sought to 

accomplish specific political agendas and worked hard to see their sociopolitical visions 

realized above all others. 

 

άCƻǳƴŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ǘƘink tanks understood the importance of 
immersing themselves in the political arena. Ideas in hand, they began to 
think strategically about how to most effectively influence policy makers, 
the public, and the media. It also stressed the importance of marketing 
ƛǘǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀέ (Abelson, 2002, p. 31). 

 

 It was during this era that the Vancouver-based Fraser Institute was founded to 

counter the left-leaning politic of then Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau. Increasingly 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ όŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ 

NDP government in BC in 1972) Patrick Boyle, a senior industrial executive for 

MacMillian Bloedel, began considering how best to inform Canadians about the crucial 

role markets play in economic development (Abelson, 2002). His dream became a 

reality on October 21, 1974, when the federal government granted the Fraser Institute a 

charter. Named for the mighty Fraser River, it was deemed politically prudent to give 

the new institute a geographical, rather than ideological, reference point. And if Boyle 

and his supporters had any doubt about why the institute needed to be established in 

the first place, they were assuaged of their uncertainty in December of 1974 when 

¢ǊǳŘŜŀǳ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ /ƘǊƛǎǘƳŀǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜΣ άǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǇƭŀŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ 

reliable economic institution and would increasingly have to be replaced by government 

action in order to sustain the economic well-ōŜƛƴƎ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴǎέ (Abelson, 2002, p. 44). 

The seeds for a new hegemonic alliance were planted and the crop yielded a potent 
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hybriŘ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǳǎƘŜŘ άŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎέ (Apple, 2004b, p. 174). In this way alliances were formed between right-

ƭŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ŘƛǎǇŀǊŀǘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǳƴƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǝƻŀƭ ǘƻ ǎƘƛŦǘ άǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

debate onto their own terrainτthe terrain of traditionalism, standardization, 

productivity, marketization and indǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎέ (Apple, 1998, p. 5). 

 

Tout Courtτά¢ƘŜ hƴƭȅ ²ƻǊƭŘέ 

 Apple (2004) identifies four distinct groups that have emerged as 21st century 

forces that he feels profoundly shape the educational policy landscape. They are: 

neoliberals, neoŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǇƻǇǳƭƛǎǘǎ όŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǎǘǎύΣ ŀƴŘ άŜȄǇŜǊǘǎ 

ŦƻǊ ƘƛǊŜέ (Apple, 2004b, p. 176). Each group exerts power on the educational field to 

varying degrees, but according to Apple (1998), two dominant groups have emerged in 

this period of modern conservative restorationτneoliberals and neoconservatives. 

While both groups promote educational reform agendas that are geared at improving 

the overall educational condition for students in British Columbia they approach the 

issue from different ideological perspectives. 

 Neoliberalǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ άŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛȊŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŀƴǘ 

educational policy to be centered around the economy [and] around performance 

ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎέ (Apple, 2004b, p. 174)Φ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛȊŜǊǎ άǎŜŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ƛƴ 

need of being transformed and made more competitive by placing them into 

marketplaces through voucher plans, tax credits, and other similar marketizing 

ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎέ (Apple, 2004b, p. 175). By comparison, neoŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ άŘŜŜǇƭȅ 

committed tƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƛƎƘǘŜǊ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΧǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

national or state curricula and national or state-ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜŘΧǘŜǎǘƛƴƎέ (Apple, 2004b, p. 

175)Φ .ƻǘƘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǎŀǘǳǊŀǘŜ ƻǳǊ ǾŜǊȅ 

consciousness, so that the educational, economic and social world we see and interact 

with, and the commonsense interpretations we put on it, becomes the tout court, the 

ƻƴƭȅ ǿƻǊƭŘέ (Apple, 2004b, p. 4). Herein lies the potential power (and I argue the 

potential danger) of the new hegemonic alliance. Although neoconservatives and 
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neoliberals make different assumptions about schools and how best to improve them, 

they are similar in that both ideologies promote their respective agendas through 

discursive techniques that intersect at the nexus of educational reform. The economic 

deregulation agenda of neoliberals like, for example, the Fraser Institute shapes every 

policy reform initiative proposed by that particular advocacy think tank (not only in 

education) but in health care, taxation, immigration, and global warming as well. 

 

άhǳǊ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ŦǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƻǳǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ 
greater choice, competitive markets, and personal responsibility. Our 
mission is to measure, study, and communicate the impact of 
competitive markets and government interventions on the welfare of 
ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎέ (The Fraser Institute, 2010a). 

 

The social regulation agenda of neoconservatives like, for example, the British Columbia 

Ministry of Education, shapes educational reform initiatives in a myriad of ways some of 

which include: prescribing curriculum, setting standardized exams for high school 

students, and establishing compulsory skills-based assessments for elementary 

students. In fact the parameters that help the Ministry of Education establish the social 

regulation agenda for the entire province is entrenched in law. One need only consider 

the preamble to The School Act. It reads: 

 

ά²I9w9!{ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƛǘǎ 
members receive an education that enables them to become literate, 
personally fulfilled and publicly useful, thereby increasing the strength 
and contributions to the health and stability of that society; AND 
WHEREAS the purpose of the British Columbia school system is to enable 
all learners to become literate, to develop their individual potential and 
to acquire the knowledge, skills and attitudes needed to contribute to a 
healthy, democratic and pluralistic society and a prosperous and 
sustainable economy; THEREFORE HER MAJESTY, by and with the advice 
and consent of the Legislative Assembly of the Province of British 
/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΣ ŜƴŀŎǘǎ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΧώƛƴǎŜǊǘ ¢ƘŜ όwŜǾƛǎŜŘύ {ŎƘƻƻƭ !Ŏǘϐέ (The 
Legislative Assembly of British Columbia, 1996). 

 



 

 20 

There clearly exists an ideological tension embedded within the School Act itself 

ŀōƻǳǘ άŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǊŘŜǊƛƴƎέ (Godwin & Kermerer, 2002, p. 65). On the 

one hand schools enable students to become engaged members of a democratic and 

pluralistic society, while on the other hand schools help students acquire the skills and 

attitudes they need to contribute to a prosperous and sustainable economy. This 

ideological tension exists regardless of what political party holds officeτLiberals, 

Conservatives, NDP, or the Green Partyτbecause the tension resides in the inter-

textuality between The School Act and the political agendas set by power wielding 

brokers whose interests are affected by the legislation. And while an uncontestable 

outcome of education is that students become literate in ways that enable them to 

actively participate in a democracy, what is highly contestable is how this outcome is 

best achieved. 

In their book, School Choice Tradeoffs: Liberty, Equity, and Diversity, Godwin and 

YŜƳŜǊŜǊ όнллнύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŦƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ !ǘ ƻƴŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ 

the political spectrum is classical liberalismτan approach that limits the role of 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ƭƛōŜǊǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΦ /ƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀ άƘŜŀǾȅ 

ōǳǊŘŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ƧǳǎǘƛŦȅ ƛǘǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜέ (Godwin & 

Kermerer, 2002, p. 67). In this paradigm the state funds education, but it does not 

provide it. Classical liberalists view the state as something to fear and forbid the state to 

άŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴέ (Godwin & Kermerer, 2002, p. 72). At the other 

end of the political spectrum is communitarianismτan approach that advocates for the 

ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƳƻƴƻǇƻƭȅ ƻƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴƛǎƳ άǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ Ǝƻŀƭǎέ (Godwin & Kermerer, 2002, p. 85). Here the goal of education 

is to develop participatory citizens who share common values. Communitarianists do 

not support private schools in any form. 

Positioned between the poles of the political spectrum are political liberalism, 

comprehensive liberalism, and progressive liberalism. At their core these approaches 

are differentiated by the degree to which parental and state rights drive educational 

outcomes. Political liberalsτlike, for example, the Fraser Instituteτexpect the state to 
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protect constitutional and charter rights that promote pluralism and autonomy. When 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŜƴǘǊŜƴched in 

the law, political liberals would advocate for the rights of the individual to supersede the 

rights of the state. As such, political liberals expect the state to fund and regulate 

schools, but not as a monopoly. Political liberals support the role that private schools 

can play in educating students and advocate for minimal state regulation of them. 

Comprehensive liberalism is an approach to education that supports highly state-

regulated private schools to co-exist with their public school counterparts. 

Comprehensive liberals expect the state to protect constitutional and charter rights that 

ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΦ ά¢ƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ 

ǘƻΧŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘŜ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊŜƧǳŘƛŎŜǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ 

unŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘέ (Godwin & Kermerer, 2002, p. 90). This approach elevates reason over 

faith and perceives the role of publically funded schools to socialize students to that 

ƛŘŜŀΦ tǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ άŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

elimination of all illiberal asǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎέ (Godwin & Kermerer, 

2002, p. 93)Φ tǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭǎ άƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜǎǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜȅ ƎƛǾŜ ƛǘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǘƻǘŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭƛƴƎέ (Godwin & Kermerer, 2002, p. 92). This 

approach to education is aimed at creating a deliberative and egalitarian democracy 

ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ŦǳƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻ 

provide experiences for students in ways that promote emancipatory outcomes. These 

approaches to education (political liberalism, comprehensive liberalism, and progressive 

liberalism) are different because they balance the rights of the individual and the rights 

of the state in different ways, but they are similar insomuch as they challenge society to 

ŀǎƪ ƻŦ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ άǿƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎΚέ (Godwin & 

Kermerer, 2002, p. 65). This is an important consideration and one that lies at the heart 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

agenda is concomitantly aligned, and at odds, with the School Act. It aligns with the 

parts of the legislation that promote free-market approaches to building a prosperous 

and sustainable economy through, for example, consumerism, competition, and choice. 



 

 22 

But it resists those parts of the School Act that make room for plurality, diversity, and 

egalitarianism when students are required by law to attend local public schools situated 

within designated catchment areas until the School Act itself was amended in 2003. 

With the amendment came the possibility thatτfor the first time in British Columbiaτ

students could apply for admission to public schools beyond the limits imposed by state-

designated catchment areas called school districts. When this occurred the contours of 

the educational landscape shifted away from a terrain defined by the politic of 

comprehensive liberalism towards a terrain defined by the politic of political 

liberalismτa politic more in keeping with the mission-driven agenda of the Fraser 

Institute itself. The effect of the amendment amplified the relevance of school rankings 

ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǊŜƴŜǿŜŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 

card. I will show how voices expressing dissent about school rankings (and the choice-

based-reforms that underpin them) promote counter agendas that are anchored in 

social justice issues and the emancipatory hope the educational encounter can provide. 

Such position taking is not new. Nor is it born out of the school accountability and 

choice movementsτexclusively. 

¢ƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ the educational field through 

discourses that have accountability as its most dominant discursive feature, therefore, is 

to discount the influence of overlapping social justice discourses that are positioned in 

relation to critical theory and political action. 

 
άvǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŀǾŜ ώŀƭǿŀȅǎϐ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 
educational thinking as long as there has been a formal schooling system. 
The introduction of mass schooling itself arose in the broader context of 
a struggle for social improvement and transformation, to provide 
ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƻǊŜǊ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΩέ (Taylor, Rizvi, Lingard, & Henry, 
1997, p. 126). 
 

Education brings with it potential opportunities that can lead to an overall improved 

quality of life in the struggle for upward social mobility. But opening doors of 

opportunity for students comes at a substantial cost. Education is an expensive 
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undertaking. In 2007 the Ministry of Education spent $5.07 billion on the (k-12) 

educational system alone (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2010). 

Given the great expenditure of public funds on one of άthe best educational 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ (Bond, 2007)6 it is not surprising that some stakeholders endeavor 

to hold schools accountable in ways that can be objectively measured. So when Ministry 

ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ άƳŀƪŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ-

educated, Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜ ƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴŜƴǘέ (Bond, 2007), questions about 

performance outcomes and student achievement are concomitantly raised. Questions 

like: How does a government measure grade-specific educational success? What 

standards should be used to measure student (and teacher) performance? What cost 

effective initiatives can be implemented in schools without compromising educational 

quality? What does it mean to be an educated person living in the 21st century? Should 

all schools look and feel the same? For many, these questions are best answered when 

decisions about spending are informed by quantitative assessments about the 

educational system. It is no longer sufficient to say that literacy rates have significantly 

improved in Grade 4 students, for example. A discerning tax-paying electorate, and the 

politicians beholden to voters everywhere, want to know by how much literacy rates 

have improved, and at what cost? These questions beg data-driven responses through 

which entire régimes of truth are manufactured about the educational system. For how 

else can Shirley Bond make the following ΨƛƴŘƛǎǇǳǘŀōƭŜΩ claim in her web-published 

educational report? 

 

άhƴŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǎǇǳǘŀōƭŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ .Φ/Φ 
students rank among the best in the world is the dedicatiƻƴ ƻŦ .Φ/ΦΩǎ 
Ƴŀƴȅ ǎƪƛƭƭŜŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎέ (Bond, October 10, 2007). 
 

In ranking students, therefore, against an international standard the Ministry of 

Education implements a discursive practice that is not unlike the one adopted by the 

                                            
6
 {ƘƛǊƭŜȅ .ƻƴŘ ǿŀǎ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ June 2005 to June 2009. 
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Fraser Institute. They are similar because they are both anchored in measurement and 

performativity. 

Notwithstanding the increasing hold the Ministry of Education and the Fraser 

LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŎƻƴǎŎiousness about the school 

accountability movement, a study that challenges prevailing statistical régimes of truth-

telling contributes to the accountability dialogue by providing alternative rationalities by 

which schools are measured and compared. Herein lies the emancipatory potential of 

my study: Not only do I problematize ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ 

discourses in ways that account for the statistical and contextual assumptions it makes 

about secondary schools in British Columbia, but I will also illustrate how debates and 

controversies over accountability and policy making are not confined to the formal seat 

of power; as power is defined in a legislative (democratic) sense. More specifically, I will 

show how discursive practices are used to demarcate the limits and boundaries of 

ŜȄŜƳǇƭŀǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ άǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻǎŜǎ ŀ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎέ (Foucault, 1997, p. 11). When a particular kind of 

school is consistently held up by the Fraser Institute as being an exemplar for all schools 

ǘƻ ŜƳǳƭŀǘŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ άǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻgy" has been deployed that is considered by Ball 

(2003) as being integral to the new mode of state regulation. 

 

άLƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƎǳƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜΨτ
and it is applied with equal vigor to schools, colleges, and universitiesτ
are embedded on three interrelated policy technologies; the market, 
ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊƛŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾƛǘȅέ (Ball, 2003, p. 215). 
 

It is interesting (and I believe relevant) in a study that has as its principal focus 

the critical examination of school rankings to consider performativity in the way Ball 

suggestsτŀǎ ŀ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ άǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΤ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅǎ 

judgments, comparisons and displays as means of incentive, control, attrition and 

changeτōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǊŜǿŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴǎέ ό.ŀƭƭΣ нллоΣ ǇΦ нмсύΦ ²ƘŜƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

performances begin to serve as measures of productivity, output, and/or displays of 

quality they do so within a field of judgment. άThe issue of who controls the field of 
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ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭέ ό.ŀƭƭΣ нллоΣ ǇΦ нмсύΦ tŀǊǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

agents with different visions for school reform compete for capital to dominate the field 

of judgment. When schools become complicit in their own subjugation because they 

subscribe to policy technologies that promote régimes of performativity it leaves open 

the possibility that individuals and organizations fabricate the educational experience 

for students in ways that align with the metrics of accountability (Ball, 2003; Webb, 

2006). This dynamic creates tremendous institutional tension; a tension that manifests 

in media accounts between competing agents. 

 

Dissertation Roadmap 

The Fraser Institute ranking of schools is regarded by some to be an objective 

measure of the overall quality of high schools in British Columbia (Editorial, 2003; Foot 

& Benzie, 2001; Raham, 1999). It has sparked tremendous public controversy since it 

was first published in The Province newspaper in the spring of 1998 (Bierman, 2007; 

Cowley & Easton, 2000; Cowley, et al., 1999; Derworiz, 2002; Fine, 2001; Foot & Benzie, 

2001; Johal, 2001a; McMartin, 2010a; O'Connell, 2002; Proctor, 1998a; Royce, 2010; 

Sokoloff, 2005; Steffenhagen, 2000, 2002b, 2008). This study questions, problematizes, 

and unpacks many of the assumptions made by the Fraser Institute about secondary 

schools and what it takes to improve them. 

Chapter 1 has contextualized for the reader the impact the Fraser Institute 

ranking of secondary schools had on my professional practice working in one of 

±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊΩǎ ΨōŜǎǘΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ Lǘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭŜƳƛŎŀƭ 

debate that emerged in British Columbia as a result of the Fraser Institute publishing its 

annual secondary school ranking. At issue is the collision of two competing epistemic 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭτone anchored in a 

particular kind of instrumental rationality, whereby schools (and the students attending 

them) are reduced to a set of measurable KPIs; the other anchored in a belief that 

schools are complex organizations that provide opportunities that serve the diverse 

educational needs of all studentsτan understanding that transcends measurement on 
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YtLǎΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǊƻǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀƴd serve different 

kinds of students in different kinds of ways. 

Chapter 2 establishes the theoretical grounding for my project. My intent is to 

show how modern disciplinary power operates on the fields of accountability and 

judgment through the Fraser InstƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ school-ranking rubric. A principal argument I 

ƳŀƪŜ ƛǎ ŀƴŎƘƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ (1977) understanding of how power is operationalized in 

prisonsτthat statistical rankings cast their omnipresent gaze on secondary schools from 

published tables in the same way prison guards cast their omnipresent gaze on 

incarcerated prisoners from Panoptic prison towers. I draw ƻƴ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ 

how capital imbalances between agents playing the school accountability game result in 

power imbalances between agents onτwhat Brighenti (2007) callsτthe field of 

visibility. Here I am interested in exploring the possibility that political formations 

compete across fields in ways that seek to force a particular vision on schools. Five 

research questions are posed at the end of Chapter 2 as they relate to discourse, 

political praxis, capital acquisition, and governmentality. 

Chapter 3 outlines the methodological approach that I bring to bear on this 

project. Specifically, I will be analyzing the Fraser Institute ranking of secondary 

schoolsτthe case under investigationτthrough a critical discourse analysis (CDA). CDA 

focuses on the role of discursive activity in constituting and sustaining unequal power 

relations (Phillips & Hardy, 2002). It άŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀέ 

(Phillips & Hardy, 2002, p. 6). CDA also focuses on how particular kinds of discourse 

privilege some agents at the expense of others. More specifically, CDA examines how 

άŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΣ ƻǊ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέ (van Dijk, 1993, p. 259). ¸ƛƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ 

ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿƘŜƴ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ άŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǊŜŀƭ-

ƭƛŦŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘέ (Yin, 2003, p. 13) is something I draw on to help frame my study. 

Chapter 4 unpacks and problematizes the development and use of the Fraser 

Institute ranking rubric with a particular emphasis placed on demonstrating how 

semiotic ranking discourses have shifted and mutated from 1998-2010. My interest and 
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focus here is not in critiquing the myriad of complex statistical equations the Fraser 

Institute has developed to measure the overall quality of secondary schools in British 

Columbia as a mathematician, statistician, or actuary might, but rather to explore how 

the language of statistical rankings have been used by the Fraser Institute as a discursive 

strategy to tell particular kinds of stories about schools. Here I argue that embedded in 

ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭŜƳƛŎŀƭ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ 

ǊŀǊŜŦŀŎǘƛƻƴέ (Foucault, 1984, p. 116). The principle of rarefaction describes the 

relationship between epistemologies and discursive practices whereby one position 

supplants another. I am interested in analyzing how a particularτimpenetrableτ

statistical gaze has been manufactured by the Fraser Institute to highlight and amplify 

the differences between schools with the goal of promoting its privatization agenda 

through choice and market-based reform initiatives in this province and elsewhere. As 

importantly, I will be arguing how the principle of rarefaction operates within school 

ranking discourses to supplant counter discourses made by teachers and the political 

organizations to which they belong. Here I will demonstrate how the market, 

managerialism, and performativityτwhat Ball (2003) calls interrelated policy 

technologiesτare strategically deployed by the Fraser Institute on the field of visibility 

to shape how the public perceives (and judges) schools and school systems. 

Chapter 5 explores the polemical nature of the school ranking debate. 

Specifically the chapter focuses on how particular régimes of truth are manufactured by 

political agents about secondary schools and how they are presented in the media to 

ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

education in British Columbia. Here I will be analyzing the mechanics underpinning the 

discursive strategies deployed by agents invested in the school ranking debate. I argue 

that discourse is a form of symbolic capital that is used in strategic ways by the Fraser 

Institute to manufacture public support for an educational reform movement that is 

principally rooted in privatization and choice. I also focus on how different political 

agents that include (but are not limited to) the Fraser Institute acquire and the BCTF, 

consolidate, and leverage symbolic capital on the field of power to promote divergent 
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visions about the role school rankings should play in holding teachers accountable for 

their work. Finally, I describe how the Fraser Institute expands its presence on the 

educational field by devising school-ranking rubrics for elementary schools and 

Aboriginal students both within, and outside of, British Columbia. 

Chapter 6 begins with a synopsis of the study. It has been written with the goal of 

repositioning the reader within the confines defined by the original problematic. This is 

followed by a description of the major findings that emerged in response to the 

research questions posed. Very generally these findingsτwhich are presented as 

empirical assertionsτrelate to: (1) how disciplinary power is exercised through 

published school report cards; (2) how technologies of representation inform, shape, 

and manage the field of visibility through surveillance; (3) how competing agents use 

language to mediate relationships of power; and (4) how symbolic capital is acquired, 

mobilized, and leveraged through storytelling, coalition building, and policy borrowing. 

My goal here is to review how each finding resonates with the literature on discourse, 

surveillance, accountability, the acquisition of symbolic capital, and policy theory. These 

points are contextualizedτnot only in relation to British Columbiaτbut in relation to 

England, New Zealand, and the United States. This is relevant because those countries 

have also emphasized the benefits gained when market-based reform initiatives are 

paired with standardization movements that promote the development (and 

publication) of school ranking tables. The chapter continues with a critical analysis of the 

single case study approach that was used to conduct this investigation. Here a focus is 

placed on the extent to which this particular methodological approach could be deemed 

successful in this case. The chapter concludes with my personal reflections on how the 

Fraser Institute ranking of schools has shaped my thinking about teaching, leadership, 

and accountability. 
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CHAPTER 2: Theoretical Framework 

Introduction 

Chapter 2 establishes the theoretical framework for my project. It focuses on 

how asymmetries of power are established and promoted by examining the relationship 

between knowledge, discourse, and truth as that relationship is informed by a particular 

kind of representationτthe statistical ranking of schools. A central argument I make is 

that in using statistical rubrics to describe the experiences of students in secondary 

schools, the Fraser Institute employs a particular kind of logic that not only limits the 

kinds of stories that can be told about schools, but as importantly shapes how they are 

ΨǎŜŜƴΩ by the public. This is especially relevant because the Fraser Institute has become a 

significant force in determining how educational issues are discussed in the public realm 

since their school rankings were first published in 1998. A study that questions how 

language is used by one group to describe the experiences of another must also have as 

its focus questions that relate to agency. This is an important consideration because 

language, knowledge, and truth are enmeshed in discourse, power, and agency. Where 

there is knowledge there is language. Where there is language there is discourse. Where 

there is discourse there are truth claims. Where there are truth claims there is 

difference. Where there is difference there is power. And where there is power there is 

the potential for agency that can take the form of a political struggle. 

Without exception political struggles are situated within a socio-political context 

and to some the Fraser Institute acts as a proxy for conflict within the British Columbian 

context because its mission-driven agenda ǘƻ άƳŜŀǎǳǊŜΣ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ 

impact of competitive markets and government interventions on the welfare of 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎέ ƛǎ ǎǘŜŜǇŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎƛŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǇǊƛǾŀǘƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ (The 

Fraser Institute, 2010a). I argue this reform initiative is communicated to the public 

through a ranking discourse that highlights visibility asymmetries between schools and 

school systems. How different schools are represented on the report card, therefore, is 

at the core of the Fraser Institute ranking because published accounts of ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭ 
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goodnessΩ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ōƻǘƘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎΦ wŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘǎ 

are familiar because teachers, and schools, have traditionally communicated student 

achievement through reporting documents that cast student performance against a 

backdrop of achievement possibility.7 Report cards take on a strategic role because they 

ŀǊŜ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ 

newspapers and online. In sorting schools according to how well students perform on 

compulsory standardized provincial examinations the Fraser Institute has devised an 

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻƭ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴ άŜȄǘǊŀƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ώōȅϐ 

establishing what is normal and what is not [and] what is necessary and what is 

peǊƛǇƘŜǊŀƭέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ schools (Pignatelli, 2002, p. 172). In this regard I agree 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ǊŜŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŜ ǿƘŀǘΣ !ƴŘǊŜŀ .ǊƛƎƘŜƴǘƛΣ 

Ŏŀƭƭǎ άǘƘŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎέ (Brighenti, 2007, p. 323). According to Brighenti 

(2007) the epistemology of seeing defines fields of visibility on which human activity is 

perceived and judgedτcontextually. For many people it is through school rankings that 

ǿŜ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿΣ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǿƘŀǘ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ 

particular epistemology of seeingτan epistemology presented by the Fraser Institute 

through its school ranking discourse. Bȅ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ΨōŀŘΩ 

schools while, at the same time, renders invisible alternative ways that schools can be 

presented in the public realm. A central focus of my study will investigate and clarify 

how this representation takes place in the public domain through published school 

report cards. 

In understanding how the field of visibility is constructed, Ball (2003), focuses on 

how technologies of governance can identify certain performances as being exemplar 

ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƴƎ ŀ άƴew mode of state regulation which makes it possible to govern in 

ŀƴ ΨŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǿŀȅΩέ (Ball, 2003, p. 215). By this logic, the ranking of school 

                                            
7
 In British Columbia students receive letter grades and/or percentages in compulsory and elective 
ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ DǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ tǊƻƎǊŀƳΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƻǊȅ 
Foundation Skill Assessment (FSA) results for students in grades 4 and 7 are reported to parents in three 
categoriesτnumeracy, reading comprehension, and writingτas: not yet meeting (NWM), meeting (M), 
or exceeding (E) expectations. In many respects student report cards are perceived by the general public 
as being the traditional and normative way for educators to document student progress at every grade. 
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performance is associated with a culture that defines relative quality, net worth, and the 

value of individuals and organizations. When viewed in this context, rankings can be 

thought of as a governing technology through which schools can be regulated (Ball, 

2003; Rowe, 2000; West & Pennell, 2000). Governing technologies (like school rankings) 

exercise disciplinary power when they are introduced across the social space and insert 

themselves into an ever-changing web of power relations under the guise of 

accountability régimes. 

I argue that within the British Columbian context the school report card serves as 

a kind of governing technology that is used by the Fraser Institute, the Ministry of 

Education, political organizations that represent teachers, and other professional and 

parental groups to play the ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƎŀƳŜΩ on the field of visibility. The 

debates about the local report card are reflected in the discursive practices through 

which each agent (or player) constructs their respective vision of schools. Here it would 

be important to understand how ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŀƴǘΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƛƴ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

game unfolds relative to other agents playing the same game and, moreover, in the 

broader debates and controversies that stem from the Fraser Institute publishing its 

annual school report card. Clarifying this problematic would help explain why the 

discourse that surrounds the Fraser Institute ranking of schools is polemical in nature. 

This is why I believe there is something essential at stake that underpins the ranking 

phenomenon and that warrants further investigation: To be successful in the school 

ranking gameτand to be a successful school by making a positive difference in the 

diverse lives of studentsτƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΣ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΣ άŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ 

do not see students as objects, but as a potentiality that triggers the oppressed, 

ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘŜŘέΦ8 

Herein lies my point of entry into an analysis of the Fraser Institute ranking of 

secondary schools as a case study. So far the polemical debate has focused on the 

impact school rankings have on teacher and student morale ("BCTF responds," 2006; 

McDonnell, 2005; O'Connell, 2002; Proctor, 1998a). However, very little scholarship has 

                                            
8
 5ǊΦ !ƴŘǊŞ aŀȊŀǿƛΦ tŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƴƻǘŜǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 5ǊΦ aŀȊŀǿƛΩǎ 95{¢ рср ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜΣ ¦./Σ !ǳƎǳǎǘ пΣ нллрΦ 
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been devoted toward understanding how rankings operate discursively to create self-

disciplining dynamics that co-opt professionals working within schools into playing by 

rules imposed by the Fraser Institute. This shortcoming reflects a major gap in the 

literature and brings to light an important element that is not discussed in the public 

realmτthe relationship between power and discourse in the production of knowledge 

and truth claims about schools and school systems. 

 I also argue that ranking discourses promote the Fraser InsǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ǘƘŀǘ 

market forces will lead to an overall improvement in the educational experience of 

students when two criteria are met: (1) when an interested public perceives the ranking 

instrument to be a legitimate way to measure the overall quality of schools, and (2) 

when the public perceives top-ranked private schools as being model schools to be 

emulated by their public school counterparts. By this logic, the Fraser Institute becomes 

influential in driving an educational reform initiative that is principally anchored in 

visibility, school performativity, market forces, and school choice. This is relevant 

because it implies that private organizationsτlike the Fraser Instituteτacquire and 

mobilize symbolic capital in ways that can influence public educational policy within the 

broader field of political power. It also implies that the Fraser Institute promotes its 

privatization agenda by using discursive practices in strategic ways to shape and manage 

the public field of visibility andτby extensionτthe public field of judgment. 

 Michel Foucault (1926-1984) and Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) have written 

extensively about how the state, individuals, and groups procure and leverage different 

forms of capital that I believe are relevant to the school-ranking phenomenon. I draw on 

their work to support my argument that different agents use different strategies on the 

field of power to shape and manage how the general public perceives secondary 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ L ǳǎŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘand how instruments 

of disciplinary power operate within a ranking discourse to produce ΨǿƛƴƴƛƴƎΩ and 

ΨƭƻƻǎƛƴƎΩ schools. I argue that discourse can be thought of as a form of capital that is 

used by the Fraser Institute to promote its political agenda. I dǊŀǿ ƻƴ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ 

understanding of how class-based struggles are steeped in the acquisition and 
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mobilization of different kinds of capital by competing agents playing the ΨŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

ƎŀƳŜΩ on the field of education. Class-based distinctions, therefore, are at the heart of 

.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƛƴǘƻ ƘƛƎƘΣ ƳƛŘΣ 

and low-ranked institutions in a journalistic mediated space that is of principal interest 

to me. What follows is a description of how I apply some of their work to my analysis of 

the school ranking phenomenon. 

 

Foucault and School Rankings 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǇǊŜƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǇǊŜƳŜŘƛǘŀǘŜŘ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ǊŞƎƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ 

ǘǊǳǘƘΦ IŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊǳǘƘ ǿŀǎ ōƻǊƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ άƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘέ (Foucault, 

1980, p. 131). He also believed that each society had its general politics of truth. 

Foucault understood that politics made possible, 

 

άǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ώǎƻŎƛŜǘȅϐ ŀŎŎŜǇǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘǊǳŜΤ ǘƘŜ 
mechanisms and instances that enable one to distinguish true and false 
statements; the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and 
procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those 
ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ Ŏƻǳƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǘǊǳŜέ (Foucault, 1994, p. 
131). 

 

Foucault understood that the deployment of discourse was an area where truth is 

manifested, expressed, sanctioned, and seized. As such, it becomes important to 

problematize the epistemic and semiotic foundations of the statistical language 

operating in school rankƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊǳǘƘΩ is told about schools. 

[ƛƪŜ ŀƴȅ ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴΩ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƛǊǎǘ to be translated if the stories 

told about schools are to be critically interpreted. Part of my study will focus on this 

enterprise. 

 Like Foucault, I am also interested in problematizing truth-claims made about a 

matterτin this instance the ones made by the Fraser Institute about schools. And like 

Foucault, I am less interested in understanding what power is per se, as I am in 

explaining how power operates within a published ranking system that identifies the 
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ΨōŜǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǿƻǊǎǘΩ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΦ tǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭƭȅΣ L ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

rankings function as a particular kind of knowledge discourse that exercises disciplinary 

ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΨǎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǎ 

relevant in this regard because he concerned himself with the relationship between 

speech, language, and textτŎƻǊŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴτin the 

production of régimes of truth. He was instrumental in awakening scholars to the 

limitations imposed by discourse analyses relating to the structural, linguistic, and 

hermeneutical dimensions associated with language (Foucault, 2006). Before Foucault 

intellectuals thought about taxonomic discourses that named, classified, and organized 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴ άǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴά (Foucault, 2006, p. xxv). By drawing on 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ L ƛƴǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛȊŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǳǎŜǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ 

to name, classify, and organize schools in the practice of representation to legitimize its 

position that report cards, tables, and numbers speak for themselvesςcategorically. 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ǘǊǳǘƘ 

embedded in the production of knowledge, language, and discourse. He understood, 

άǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ōǳǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴέ 

(Rabinow, 1984, p. 113) in constructing an instrument like, for example, the Fraser 

Institute school ranking. Furthermore, Foucault believed that when authors write, 

άƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΣ ƴƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƛƴƎέ (Gutting, 2005, p. 13). By this logic, power is 

operationalized through discourse as opposed to the kind of sovereign power that a 

single group or institute wields over another. 

 In his essay, The Order of DiscourseΣ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ όмфупύ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ 

the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organized and redistributed 

by a certain number of procedures whose role is to ward off its powers and dangers, to 

Ǝŀƛƴ ƳŀǎǘŜǊȅ ƻǾŜǊ ƛǘǎ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƻ ŜǾŀŘŜ ƛǘǎ ǇƻƴŘŜǊƻǳǎΣ ŦƻǊƳƛŘŀōƭŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅέ 

(Foucault, 1984, p. 109). In many respects Foucault is describing the mechanics 

underpinning polemical debates because he recognizes that opposing sides develop 

discursive strategies to gain mastery on the field of power. In the same essay Foucault 
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ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ƻŦ ǊŀǊŜŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅΣ άƴƻƴŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ 

if he does not satisfy certain requirements or if he is not, from the outset, qualified to 

Řƻ ǎƻέ (Foucault, 1984, p. 120). This underscores the epistemic and ontological divide 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻ Ŧŀr has characterized the 

school ranking debate because both sides feel uniquely qualified to speak from positions 

of authority about what goes on within secondary schools. 

I argue that the polemical debate that plays itself out in the media over the 

Fraser LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƎǳƛŘƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ 

Foucault in his preface to the English edition of The Order of ThingsΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ 

on which we are able to establish the validity of [considered] classifications with 

coƳǇƭŜǘŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΚά (Foucault, 2006, p. xxi). This is an important consideration and it 

underscores why I am drawn to Foucault as one of two principal theoretical anchors for 

this project: He exposed the historical specificity of discourse by suggesting that 

discourses always functioned in relation to power relations; that power was 

everywhere; and that power was inextricably connected to truth-telling.9 Herein lies 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΦ IŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ Ǉolitical 

and social conditions necessary for the production of truth claims and related that 

production to knowledge itself (Foucault, 1980). In this way Foucault argued that power 

and knowledge directly implied one another andτthat unlike universal laws of 

gravitationτthere were no absolute truths in the social domain. This is an important 

insight, and one that is especially relevant in a study that problematizes school rankings 

devised by non-government organizationsτlike the Fraser Instituteτbecause it 

underscores the ambiguity associated with the construction of knowledge in the 

                                            
9
 Foucault recognized that truth, power, and knowledge were related andτthat in the absence of 

absolute truthτknowledge and power colluded to promote prevailing truth claims that he termed 
régimes. Absolute truth transcended the influence of religion and politic when absolute truth was 
expressed through the physical sciences because truth had a predictive element. Humans could predict, 
for example, the rise and fall of tides; the time of the next solar eclipse, etc. These absolute and 
irrefutable truths that were steeped in rational epistemologies allowed, for example, Galileo to challenge 
the church. Consequently, predictive epistemologies became privileged epistemologies because they 
were premised on irrefutable truths that were steeped in the collection and interpretation of data. The 
data spoke for itself and, in GalileƻΩǎ ŎŀǎŜΤ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦŀƭƭƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ мтǘƘ 
century pope. Foucault, on the other hand, concerned himself with the social world and perceived this 
other world as being distinct from the physical world and the universal laws that governed it. 
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production of truth. It also points to how socially constructed régimes of truth gain their 

legitimacy when they take the form of privileged epistemologies; ones that are steeped 

in data-centric notions of reality like, for example, school rankings. To focus on the 

ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ƴƻƴ-government 

organizations construct régimes of truth about what schools should, and should not, be. 

In part this project will focus on this insight and question the relations embedded within 

networks of power relations that are established by the Fraser Institute to promote 

school rankings in British Columbia and elsewhere. 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΨǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŞƎƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǘƘ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

realm to promote political agendasτand that not every citizen was equally served in 

the processτis an insight that still resonates today. He believed the key to political 

agency was in problematizing the relationship between knowledge, power, and 

discourse (Foucault, 1994, 1997, 2006; Rabinow & Rose, 2003). Foucault located power 

at the extremitiesτthe place where official discourses over-asserted their authority. 

Furthermore, Foucault understood that power extended well beyond state imposed 

limits wƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ώƛǘǎϐ ƻƳƴƛǇƻǘŜƴŎŜ ώǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎϐ ŀǇǇŀǊŀǘǳǎŜǎ ƛǎ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ 

ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƻŎŎǳǇȅ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΧōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ 

operate on the basis of other, already-ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎά (Foucault, 1994, p. 77). 

Foucault is saying here that non-state agents canτand doτoperate within the broader 

ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ŜȄŜǊǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΦ IŜ ƛǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άώǘϐƘŜ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ 

ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΣέ ƛƴŘividual or collective; it is a way in which some act 

ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ (Rabinow & Rose, 2003, p. 137). This implies that power is not a matter of 

consent, and that power is exercised in relation to existing power dynamics and 

enmeshed networks of connectivity between multiple agents. Herein lies a principal 

interest I have in studying how a non-state agent (like the Fraser Institute) positions 

itself in relation to already-existing, state-sanctioned, power relations between the 

Ministry of Education, schools, teachers, and unions. 

I am especially interested in explorƛƴƎ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ 

power (power that disciplines) and its relationship to knowledge and discourse because 
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I think it operates throughout emerging power relationships that have developed since 

ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ its secondary school report card to punish entire 

ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ !ǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ 

power and its relationship to surveillance theory is something I believe warrants further 

consideration in thinking about schools, in general, and published school rankings, in 

particular. This is especially true given how the Fraser Institute uses standardized 

examination results to compile its annual ranking. To that end, I intend to draw on 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ όмфтт) seminal work, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, to show 

how ranking discourses reward and punish different kinds of schools. A principal 

argument I will make is that school rankings operationalize disciplinary power through 

similar techniques Foucault described were at play in relation to surveillance in prisons. 

While schools and prisons are designed with decidedly different purposes in mind I will 

show how school rankings can elicit institutional compliance in the same way panoptic 

prisons were designed to elicit prisoner compliance. 

At this point it is worth noting that for disciplinary power to operate within any 

human field techniques for observing subjects within the field have to be established 

and ritualized by an authority figure. Foucault (1977) identified three distinctively 

modern techniques for observing subjects within a field: (1) hierarchical observations, 

(2) normalizing judgment, and (3) the examination. The art of discipline presupposes the 

exercise of discipline and Foucault was clear on the means in which he felt disciplinary 

power operated.  

 

ά¢ƘŜ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻǎŜǎ ŀ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻŜǊŎŜǎ ōȅ 
means of observation; an apparatus in which the techniques that make it 
possible to see induce effects of power and in which, conversely, the 
ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƻŜǊŎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻƴ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜά 
(Foucault, 1977, pp. 170-171). 
 
 

This is an important point that Foucault raises which I draw on to argue that, in British 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΣ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ school ranking represents a modern technique for 

observing subjects because it incorporates hierarchical observations that are made 
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about student performance. As such, it becomes possible for the Fraser Institute to 

manage how the public ΨǎŜŜǎΩ schools because the Fraser Institute manages how student 

achievement data is made visible to the general public. 

A second feature of modern disciplinary power is concerned with normalizing 

ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘΦ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŦƛǾŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ άƴƻǊƳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ 

within the régime of disciplinary power: (1) it referred individual actions to a whole that 

is at once a field of comparison, (2) it differentiated individuals in terms of following an 

optimum toward which one must move, (3) it was measured in quantitative terms, (4) it 

introduced the constraint of a conformity that must be achieved, and (5) it traced the 

limit that would define dƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎά (Foucault, 1977, 

pp. 182-183). I argue that this normalization process is at play every time the Fraser 

Institute publishes its annual school ranking because school improvement is always 

measured in relation to an arbitrarily defined optimum score of tenτa normalizing 

judgment rendered by a non-elected institute that exercises disciplinary power. 

As for the examination, it combines hierarchical observations with normative 

judgment. If the examination is to work as a technique of disciplinary power, there has 

to be associated with it an artifact of the exam process; a document; a paper; a product 

that is held up for scrutiny by someone in a position to judge based on some criteria. 

The exam, therefore, not only situates students in relation to a Ministry prescribed 

curriculum but it situates students in relation to other students and agents in the 

broader field of power. Foucault made specific claims about the examination and its 

mediation to knowledge and power. In Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison he 

ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ άǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƻŦ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ into the exercise of 

ǇƻǿŜǊΤ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴέΤ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ 

άŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ όǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƭƭ ƛǘǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎύ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǘƻ ŀ 

ŎŀǎŜέ (Foucault, 1977, pp. 187-191). 

If disciplinary power has a functional dimension, Foucault recognized that it also 

has a structural one. In writing about the Panopticon, Foucault had this to say about the 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ǇƻǿŜǊΥ άLƴǎǇŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŎŜŀǎŜƭŜǎǎƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎŀȊŜ ƛǎ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜά 
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(Foucault, 1977, p. 195).  I believe this conceptualization of power is especially relevant 

to a study that has as its focus the institutional practice of school rankings because the 

effect of school surveillance is made permanent by students writing compulsory, 

Ministry-set, standardized exams, the results of which, are published in newspapers and 

onlineΦ ά¢ƘŜ ŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ Ƴǳǎǘ ǊŜǎǘ ƻƴ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴά 

(Foucault, 1977, p. 104). The technology associated with exam setting and exam 

marking, therefore, transforms the theory of representation into the practice of 

representationτa concern that stands at the centre of my project. 

 

The Panopticon 

 It is a bleak comparison, but a principal argument I make in my analysis of the 

CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΨǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƛƪŜ WŜǊŜƳȅ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ 

17th century proposal for a model prison. The all-seeing Panopticon was designed to 

surveil inmates 24-hours a day in a cost-efficient way. An essential architectural function 

ƻŦ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŦŜǿ άƻǾŜǊǎŜŜǊǎέ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴƛȊŜ 

the behaviour of prisoners (Foucault, 1980, p. 155). This omnipresent functionality was 

achieved through structural means because an all-seeing tower was positioned in the 

central courtyard of the Panoptic prison. Consequently, inmates would never know 

when guards stationed within the tower were observing them. This speaks to the 

powerful relationship between structure and agency because, as Foucault noted in 

Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the PrisonΣ άǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀ ǘǊŀǇ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎǎǳƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛŎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊέ όCƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΣ мффрΣ ǇΦ нллύΦ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ 

panoptic architecture had on human behaviour. 

 

άIŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀƴƻǇǘƛŎƻƴΥ ǘƻ ƛƴŘǳŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƳŀǘŜ ŀ 
state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 
functioning of power. That this architectural apparatus should be a 
machine for creating and sustaining a power relation independent of the 
person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates should be caught up in 
ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǊŜǊǎέ (Foucault, 
1977, p. 201). 
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In its 21st century extension of the Panoptic prison Thomas Mathiesen (2006) writes 

about the need for panoptic surveillance mechanisms to be augmented by the 

recognition of synoptic ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎΦ ά{ȅƴƻǇǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ 

ƭŀǊƎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎέ (Haggerty & Ericson, 

2006, p. 28). It is the opposite of panopticism whereby a few prison guards scrutinize 

the actions of many prisoners. Synopticism, therefore, is a function of contemporary 

mass media because the detailed actions of groups are made public through 

ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎΣ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎ ƻŦ ǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ 

central argument that panopticism was an essential component of disciplinary power 

because it contributed significantly to its production as a mechanism (or instrument) of 

power, is something that I feel may be operating within published school rankingsτ

synoptically. 

Earl (1999) describes the economic relationship between test-taking, surveillance, 

and scarce resources. 

 

ά9ȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǘŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 
clear and singular purpose: making decisions about the educational 
status of individual students. They have been seen as a fair way to 
identify the best candidates for scarce resources, and they have been the 
vehicle for directing students into various programs or into the world of 
ǿƻǊƪά (Earl, 1999, p. 4). 

 

I maintain that compulsory provincial exams and school ranking systems that are 

advocated by neoconservatives as being essential ways to improve schools serve the 

same principal function as prison towers because both instruments operate as cost-

effective technologies of governance of scarce resources that make possible the 

surveillance of prisoners and teachers alike. In the same way, therefore, the state is able 

to reduce the operating costs associated with prison reform by employing a few guards 

to view many inmates, so too does the ranking of schools have the potential to reduce 

the costs of, and resistance to, educational reform by employing technologies of 
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ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ άƴŀǊǊƻǿƭȅ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ work, [and] 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎά (Pignatelli, 2002, p. 157). 

 

Systems of Accountability 

 Pignatelli (2002) suggests that educators are increasingly subject to educational 

ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ άƳŀǊƪŜd by evermore centrally designed and monitored 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅά (Pignatelli, 2002, p. 157). And just as the Panopticon created 

ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ǌendered the 

ΨǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎƻ ǘƻƻ Ŏŀƴ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀƴ 

analogous power relationshipτa relationship in which the subjects become complicit in 

their own subjugation. For example, Webb (2006) identified how teaŎƘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ άƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ 

ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ 

άŎƘƻǊŜƻƎǊŀǇƘŜŘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜǎέ (Webb, 2006, pp. 201-202). I argue that it is not just 

educators that are targeted by accountability systems, but other agents that also 

participate in the educational projectτstudents, parents, school trustees, politicians, 

and political organizations like, for example, the British Columbia College of Teachers 

(BCTF)τthat are also targeted in ways that underscore and highlight a network of 

power relationships I am interested in problematizing. 

In an unpublished doctoral study, Kuchapski (2001) identifies three key principles 

that accountability systems seem to have in common: (1) disclosure, (2) transparency, 

and (3) redress (Kuchapski, 2001). My intent is to link these accountability markers with 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƭȅ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ 

ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ǘƻ άƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴƛȊŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƭƻŎation in the social 

hierarchy in the new politic of surveillance and govern-ƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅά (Haggerty & Ericson, 

2006, p. 6). In large measure this politic is made possible because of the ubiquitous 

presence of the media that has the capacity, not only to shape public opinion, but as 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƳƛƴŘΦ 
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Disclosure 

Although fundamental to the idea of accountability, disclosure is a problematic 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅ 

(Kuchapski, 2001). For the purposes of this analysis disclosure pertains to the sharing of 

information about student achievement by the Ministry of Education. The Ministry uses 

two large-scale assessments to gather information about student achievement at five 

different grades: (1) Foundation Skill Assessments (FSAs) in Grades 4 and 7, and (2) 

Standardized Provincial Exams in Grades 10, 11, and 12.10 The collection and analysis of 

information about people in this way in order to govern their activities is fundamental 

to the new politic of visibility. Consider what Haggerty and Ericson (2006) have to say 

about data-gathering as an important dimension of surveillance technology. 

 

ά{ǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΧƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀǎǎŜƳōƭƛƴƎ 
and reassembling. People are broken down into a series of discrete 
informational flows, which are stabilized and captured according to a pre-
established classification criteria. They are then transported to 
centralized locations to be reassembled and combined in ways that serve 
ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŘŀǎά (Haggerty & Ericson, 2006, p. 4). 
 

I argue that this understanding of surveillance theory is fundamentally no different from 

how data is gathered about students in British Columbia. The Ministry discloses 

individual student results to parents and school administrators with one hand 

(disassembling data) while it reassembles (repackages) the collective experience of 

entire groups of students for publication in provincial newspapers and online, within the 

broader field of power. 

 

Transparency 

If corruption is symbolized by darkness and secrecy, transparency serves as its 

polar opposite accountability marker. Visibility seems to be synonymous with 

transparency as evidenced by multiple dictionary definitions that reference light, clarity, 

                                            
10

 The compulsory standardized provincial exams that all British Columbian students write since 2005 are: 
English 10, Math 10, Science 10, humanities 11, and English 12. 
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and openness in defining the term. When school rankings are made transparent to the 

public agents understand how information is used by the Fraser Institute to compile its 

annual report card. Transparency limits the possibility that people, organizations, and 

corporations can misrepresent their respective positions on the field of power. Enron is 

an example of what can go wrong when corporate accounting practices are non-

transparent. Enron collapsed because its senior accounting team consistently overstated 

revenues and underreported liabilities in a cloak of secrecy. Transparent due process 

reduces the possibility that these kinds of willful misdeeds occur within organizations. 

It is important that I contextualize transparency within a business discourse 

because it speaks to a particular accounting phenomenon called the audit that I believe 

has become entrenched within school culture. Auditing is made possible to the extent 

complex human behaviour within organizations is reduced to objective measures that, 

in turn, become entries on a spreadsheet. Auditing, therefore, may be thought of as a 

particular kind of surveillance tool (technology) that promotes a particular régime of 

truth. In the realm of business, spreadsheets can be thought of as a kind of numerical 

text that, like any hermeneutic, is subject to interpretation. As importantly, however, 

the audit as a surveillance tool has found a home in schools. 

 

άhǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀΣ ŀǳŘƛǘƛƴƎ ƴƻǿ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎŜǎ 
various efforts to render institutions more transparent and more 
accountable. This quest for visibility through surveillance has come at a 
cost. Auditing disproportionately values criteria that are amenable to 
being audited, often to the detriment of other outcomes that are less 
easy to measure. For example, standardized test scores in education are 
prominent auditing criteria that are only loosely connected to the diverse 
goals and accomplishments of schoolsά (Haggerty & Ericson, 2006, p. 7). 
 

In this context, transparency can be considered a powerful condensation symbol within 

educational policy because it serves an anti-corruptive (or counter-corruptive) function 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƳƛƴŘΦ Furthermore, the very real limitations embedded within auditing as 

a surveillance tool are effectively diminished because auditing criteria may serve to 

άdistort organizational mandates, as the phenomena being measured is maximized at 
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the expense of other ŜƴŘǎά (Haggerty & Ericson, 2006, p. 7). It is precisely for this reason 

that critics object to school ranking instruments that negate, devalue, and/or ignore 

important aspects of school culture that matter in the lives of students, teachers, and 

parentsτthings like: how approachable do students find their teachers?; to what extent 

are parents engaged in their respective school communities?; and what kinds of 

curricular and extra-curricular opportunities do students have at their schools, which 

help connect students to each other and their teachers beyond the classroom. These 

ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ΨŦŜƭǘΩ ōȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

but they are equally important because they contribute to the overall ethos of any 

ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ 

 

Redress 

Redress operates where disclosure and transparency intersect. It represents that 

accountability marker that functions to remedy, or set right, an undesirable or unfair 

situation. Redress may be thought of within the greater context of emancipatory 

discourses that percolate within the public space. Redress begs the question: What 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǿŜ Řƻ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǿŜ Řƻ ƛǘΚ Lƴ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ άƎƻƻŘέ ǊŜŘǊŜǎǎ 

underscores a fundamental belief that underpins critical social theory at its coreτnot 

only that society can be engineered and arrangedτbut that society should be 

engineered and rearranged. But engineered and arranged for whom, and with what 

purpose in mind? 

The civil rights movement of the 1960s, in which the United States Supreme 

Court ruled that it was unconstitutional for public schools to provide separate but equal 

educational opportunities for black students, speaks to the power of redress in 

ǊŜŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ {ǳǇǊŜƳŜ /ƻǳǊǘΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ 

possible, in part, because the educational experience of black students was 

demonstrated to be significantly compromised compared to their white peers. In 

disclosing the inequities of a two-tiered public educational system made transparent in 

a court of law, redress was made possibleτat least in principle. Herein lies the potential 
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ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎ ƻŦ ǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ Lƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ 

visible the diminished educational opportunities that black students experienced 

systemically decades ago, the political climate and will of a nation was altered in a way 

that opened doors of opportunity for students of colour where they might otherwise 

remain closed. In this example disclosure, transparency, and redress changed the way 

black students came to think about themselves. It also changed the way white students 

came to think about black students. This warrants serious consideration in the context 

of school rankings because, I argue, there exists within them an opportunity for 

different kinds of stories to be told about different kinds of schools. 

²ƘƛƭŜ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƘŜƭǇǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ Ƙƻǿ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǎƘŀǇŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

relations, it is important to note that he is concerned much less with the material, non-

material, and symbolic distribution of capital that make playing the accountability and 

ranking game easier for some schools than others (Bourdieu, 1985; Callewaert, 2006; 

Foucault, 1977). Herein lies the limitation of applying FoucaulǘΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘτ

exclusivelyτto an analysis of the Fraser Institute ranking of schools: The social field of 

schooling is not just defined by discourse but also to the material and symbolic aspects 

of politics. Moreover, discourse does not cause or explain human agency in isolation 

from the material context of political action. Discourse holds meaning in relation to the 

cultural and social fields that discourse encounters. {ƻ ǿƘƛƭŜ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ 

was in understanding the relationship of individuals to society as forms of discourse, 

.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ 

 

Bourdieu and School Rankings 

 Bourdieu was also interested in deconstructing social realities but he approached 

the problematic differently. He believed that the nexus of power resided not so much in 

discursive practices per se, but in the amount of social, political, cultural, and symbolic 

capital that agents had either inherited, accumulated, and/or mobilized in playing a 

game on the field of power (Bourdieu, 1985)Φ L ŀƳ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

he brings to bear on this project an epistemological bridge between discourse and 
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power; structure and agency; in proposing the concepts of habitus and field. This is an 

essential theoretical component to my study because I argue that habitus gets 

expressed through discursive practices that are employed by the various agents active in 

the field of power. I also argue that the Fraser Institute ranking reflects class-based 

distinctions between schools that have always existed. Classes, understood from the 

objectivist point, are categories of people who occupy similar positions within a field 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΥ ά¢ƘŜ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǘƘŜ positions are, the more likely is 

the participation of their occupants in a shared habitus, the possibility of their 

constitution as a social group through political struggle, and their collective recognition 

of their identity as distinct from other groups ƻǊ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎέ όWŜƴƪƛƴǎΣ нллнΣ ǇΦ ууύΦ 

 Habitus is the product of individual and collective history; a history steeped in 

ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎΦ ά²ƘŜƴ habitus encounters a social world 

ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΣ ƛǘ ŦƛƴŘǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ Ψŀǎ ŀ ŦƛǎƘ ƛƴ ǿŀǘŜǊΩΤ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘέ (Brown & Szeman, 2000, p. 14). 

Habitus άŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƻǳǘƭƻƻƪτthe beliefs, values, 

conduct, speech, dress, and mannersτwhich are inculcated by everyday experiences 

within the family, the peer group and the school. Implying habit, or unthinking-ness in 

actions, the habitus operates below the level of calculation and consciousness, 

underlying and conditioning and orienting practices by providing individuals with a 

ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ Řŀƛƭȅ ƭƛǾŜǎέ (Mills & Gale, 2007, p. 

436). Habitus ōǊƛƴƎǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘǎ άŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΣ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ 

consciousness and unconscious, or the individual and societyέ (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 54). 

Habitus shapes understandings, behaviour, and outlooks but it does not define them. 

Habitus ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άƛǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎέ (Rawolle & Lingard, 2008, p. 731). 

 Fields are socially constructed areas defined by human activity. They are a 

configuration of [objective] relations that include political organizations, public schools, 

private schools, boarding schools, day schools, single sex schools, provincial statutes, 
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and think tanksτto name a few. Bourdieu theorized that different fields had their own 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΣ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǊǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘΦ Lƴ 

this way, fields can be thought of as a kind of social arena within which struggles take 

place between agents steeped in different habitus. And just as there are winners and 

losers on the soccer field, so too are there winners and losers in the ranking field of 

school-wide accountability. 

 In many respects fields are defined bȅ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ CƻǊ 

example, in the field of education, Bourdieu would say that intellectual distinction, 

economic prosperity, self-esteem, and the emancipatory potential for redress are at 

stake. In the field of politics, power is at stake; in the acting (theatre) field it might be 

fame, and so on. Social spaces consist of a number of overlapping, autonomous, and 

interconnected fields that operate interdependently but with their own logic of practice. 

Bourdieu recognized that relational power between agents competing for limited 

resources on various fields resulted in strategies being adopted by the agents 

themselves. These strategies help tip the balance of power in ways that promote the 

interests of some agents while simultaneously disadvantage the interest of others. 

.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎƳ ƛǎ 

especially relevant in a study about school rankings that are published in provincial 

newspapers. 

 

ά/ƻƴǎǘŀƴǘΣ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ Ǌelationships of inequality operate inside this 
[journalistic] space, which at the same time becomes a space in which the 
various actors struggle for the transformation and preservation of the 
field. All the individuals in the universe bring to the competition all the 
(relative) power at their disposal. It is this power that defines their 
Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎέ ό.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΣ мффуΣ ǇΦ 
40). 

 

This is an important point for my study because in emphasizing the relationship 

between power and power-operationalized, Bourdieu clarifies how agents adopt 

strategies to win the game being played on any given field. Bourdieu realized what was 

at stake in the struggle of the disempowered when the media was involved in telling 
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their stories. Iƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎŜŘ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅΣ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΥ ά!ǘ ǎǘŀƪŜ 

today in local as well as global political struggles is the capacity to impose a way of 

ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜŀǊ άƎƭŀǎǎŜǎά ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊŎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ 

divided up ƛƴ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǿŀȅǎά ό.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΣ мффуΣ ǇΦ ннύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

and one that I intend to explore in depth throughout my analysis of school rankings in 

British Columbia. A central argument I make is that by imposing its way of seeing 

schools through the media the Fraser Institute effectively makes class-based distinctions 

between schools that are disconnected from what really goes on inside them and that 

primarily reflect the ways symbolic capital is unequally distributed throughout the 

educational system. Class-ōŀǎŜŘ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ŀǊŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ 

work and it is the division of schools by the Fraser Institute into high, mid, and low-

ranked institutions in a journalistic mediatised space that is of principal interest to me. I 

argue that media (principally newspapers) play an important role in this regard because 

they shape, not only how we understand-self in relation to the plurality of other, but 

how we experience-self in relation to the plurality of other. I refract these theoretical 

insights through BourdieuΩǎ lens to examine how different agents like, for example the 

Fraser Institute, the BCTF, the Ministry of Education, teachers, parents, and journalistsτ

mobilize various resources to advance their relative positions over the field of education 

within the context of an ever-changing field of power. The strategic positioning and 

repositioning of agents in this way shapes how school communities are viewed because 

the struggle takes placeτin partτas a public spectacle in the media. 

Bourdieu (1998) also talked about the relationship between journalism and the 

ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨhǘƘŜǊΨΦ IŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΥ 

άǘƘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŀŎǘ ƻǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎΣ ƻŦ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ŀǎ a reporter, always 

implies a social construction of reality that can mobilize (or demobilize) individuals and 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎά (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 22). I argue that different groups compete for different 

media representations that promote different reality effects. In my analysis of the 

school-ranking rubric I explore how different agents engage the media about its 

characterization of schools in the practice of representation. While divisions make 
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ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻōƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ άŎŀƴ ŜȄŜǊǘ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ƻōǘŀƛƴ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ 

ŦƻǊǘƘά (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 22), divisions also make possible the imposition of socially 

constructed dominant views by one power-wielding group over another like, for 

example, the Fraser Institute imposing its view on how secondary schools should be 

ΨǎŜŜƴΩΦ .ȅ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƻƎƛŎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ 

engaged in the school accountability debate mobilize to promote their political agendas. 

How groups mobilize the media to leverage reality effects on the field of judgment 

become an important determinant in their location on the field of power. 

 Another way to think about fields is as a social space that is comprised of multi-

faceted, inter-dependent, context-dependent fields of human activity in which political 

struggles play themselves out between teams. For Bourdieu, it is necessary to 

understand the relationship of the field in question to the field of power because it 

spoke to the issue of legitimizing the game being played and the efforts exerted to that 

end. Furthermore, Bourdieu argued that it was not only essential to analyze the field-

play of various teams involved in the game itself, but as importantly his methodological 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƳŀŘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘŜŀƳ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ 

outcome. In other words, Bourdieu was interested not only in who played the game, but 

also how they played it: Was every team equally adept at playing?; Did everybody 

understand the rules?; Were all teams equally prepared to play?; Who was benched for 

the duration of the game and why?; And were the officials refereeing unbiased in calling 

the game? Team ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨŀƎŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƎŀƳŜ-

specific strategies concerned with preserving (or improving) their relative positions 

within the field of power according to logics of practice. For Bourdieu there were two 

principal logics under which agents negotiated fields and engaged in practice. Bourdieu 

ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƭƻƎƛŎǎ ΨǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜŦƭŜȄƛǾŜΩ (Schirato & Webb, 2002). Practical logic 

refers to a feel for how the game is played. Agents engaged on the field must know how 

ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƛǎ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ άǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ƎŜƴǊŜǎΣ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΣ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ 

unwritten rules, values and imperatives that inforƳ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ŀƎŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎέ 

(Schirato & Webb, 2002, p. 256). By comparison reflexive knowlŜŘƎŜ άƛǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ 
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and development of this practical sense away from habituated practice to a more aware 

ŀƴŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘέ (Schirato & Webb, 2002, p. 255). 

Embedded within reflexive knowledge is the concept of strategy; that agents can learn 

from the game in ways that allow for them to develop and implement new strategies 

that affect the outcome of the game. Simply put, agents play the game to the extent 

they understand and abide by the rules of the game (practical logic of practice) and to 

the extent they can change the rules by which the game itself is played in the 

deployment of strategy (reflexive logic of practice). 

 As importantly, however, Bourdieu was interested in knowing what makes the 

ƎŀƳŜ Ǝƻ ƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ǎƻ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅΦ ²ƘŜƴ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ άŀŎŎŜǇǘ 

the game of the field on its own tŜǊƳǎ ǳƴǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎƭȅέ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ 

up in, and by, the game itself then agents are enmeshed in a condition he called 

ΨƛƭƭǳǎƛƻΩτŀ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀ ǘŀŎƛǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ōȅ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƛǎ 

ǿƻǊǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘέ (Schirato & Webb, 2002, p. 256). ΨLƭƭǳǎƛƻΩ is like an ontological spell 

that is cast on agents engaged in any game on any field. ΨLƭƭǳǎƛƻΩ gives agents the 

motivation to play the game and ΨƛƭƭǳǎƛƻΩ drives their actions. Consider what Bourdieu 

said about how competing agents acquire social, cultural, and political power when cast 

under the spell of ΨƛƭƭǳǎƛƻΩΥ 

 

"It becomes clear why one of the elementary forms of political 
ǇƻǿŜǊΧŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀǎƛ-magical power to name and to make-exist 
by virtue of naming. The capacity to make entities exist in the explicit 
state, to publish, make public (i.e., render objectified, visible, and even 
official) what had not previously attained objective and collective 
existence and had therefore remained in the state of individual or serial 
ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΧǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳƛŘŀōƭŜ ǎocial power, the power to make 
groups by making the common sense, the explicit consensus, of the 
whole group. In fact, this categorization, i.e., of making-explicit and of 
classification, is performed incessantly, at every moment of ordinary 
existence, in the struggles in which agents clash over the meaning of the 
social world and their position within it, the meaning of their social 
identity, through all the forms of benediction or malediction, eulogy, 
praise, congratulations, compliments, or insults, reproaches, criticisms, 
accusations, slanders, etc. It is no accident that the verb kategoresthai, 
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which gives us our "categories" and "categoremes", means to accuse 
publicly" (Bourdieu, 1985, p. 729). 
 
 

What is at stake in the struggle for competing agents, therefore, is to establish a 

prevailing logic of practice through which the school accountability game is played. I 

argue that the Fraser Institute accumulates capital in the field of power because it has 

changed the rules of the accountability game by importing and consolidating its own 

reflexive logic of practice. To change the rules of the game, therefore, agents 

accumulate, mobilize, and leverage capital in ways that promote their respective 

(reflexive) logic of practice, whichτin the habitus of the Fraser Instituteτis anchored in 

the discourse bounded by school rankings, privatization, and market-driven reform 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

schools by showing how both social and political forces get imported into the 

educational system is an important aspect of my project. Additionally, I show how the 

Fraser Institute engages in building networks and coalitions over the field of power by 

ŀƭƛƎƴƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ōŀǎŜ habitus. In this 

regard I am interested in unpacking the strategies different agents use on the field of 

power to build networks of influence with the goal of mobilizing capital and shaping the 

educational field. 

Bourdieu recognized that capital imbalances between groups resulted in power 

ƛƳōŀƭŀƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦ IŜ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǎǘƛŎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

explained by understanding differences in social provenanceτespecially when the 

culture of pupils and their backgrounds meshed or clashed with the dominant culture of 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎά (Grenfell, 2004, p. 58). It is therefore, important that 

.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ power be brought to bear on this project because it strikes a 

balance between an analysis that focuses on discoursesτexclusivelyτand an analysis 

that focuses on resourcesτexclusively; as those forces play themselves out over the 

larger field of power. Simpƭȅ ǇǳǘΣ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ 

ranking solely from a discursive perspective sees schools (and the communities that 

ƛƴƘŀōƛǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎύ ŀǎ ǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ 
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contributes to my analysis by focusing on the contextual dynamics relating to capital 

imbalances that clearly exist between individual students and ordered groups of schools 

as they move over the field of power politics. 

.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜ ŀ Ƴethodological approach that is able 

to capture the ability of agents to mobilize diverse forms of capital to further their 

position oƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ L ŘǊŀǿ ƻƴ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ 

work to understand how school rankings operate within the wider realm of power and 

the dynamics associated with the mobilization of capital among contending groups. I am 

interested in exploring the possibility that political formationsτlike advocacy think 

tanks, research centres, professional organizations, etc.τcompete across the field of 

power in ways that seek to force a particular vision on schools. Their vision is imposed 

on the public by mobilizing various forms of cultural, symbolic, and political capital, 

which are leveraged to either promote and legitimize or discount and undermine the 

introduction (and continuance) of school rankings into the educational system. 

In sum, the ongoing and successful reproduction of relationships of domination 

and subjugation lies at the heart of Bourdieu's social theory. These relationships are 

informed by how the ΨŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƎŀƳŜΩ in British Columbia is played out between 

competing agents involved in political struggles over the institution of schooling. I argue 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ Ǌŀƴƪing are part of a larger struggle over the 

role and function of schools, in particular, and rankings in general. In that sense, how 

different social and political groups in British Columbia (and beyond) coalesce in the 

current struggle over education and schooling is conceived as part of the broader 

reconfiguration of the field of politics currently taking place in British Columbia and 

other jurisdictions. An examination of the school ranking phenomenon through Foucault 

and Bourdieu makes possible, not only an analysis of power that focuses on the 

intersection of shifting discourses within a shifting accountability field, but also the 

unpacking of strategies through which various actors/agents mobilize different forms of 

capital on the field of education to enhance their respective positions. 
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Limitations of Foucault and Bourdieu in Explaining School Rankings 

 While Foucault investigated the discursive techniques through which power 

operaǘŜǎ ǘƻ ƴŀƳŜΣ ōƭŀƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀƳŜ ΨhǘƘŜǊΩΣ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴg the 

sociocultural mechanisms by which power produces (and reproduces) class-based 

struggles. Clearly both scholars have something relevant to contribute in problematizing 

prevailing truth claims that surround the secondary school ranking debate, however, 

their respective epistemological approaches also invite critique. Many scholars have 

ǘŀƪŜƴ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ƘŀƴŘ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳ ƛǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ŀ 

possibility for agents to acquire new skills and apply different (winning) strategies that 

could result in different (emancipatory) outcomes. On the other hand, he is saying that, 

άhabitus ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨǎŜƭŦΩΣ ΨŎƘƻƛŎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ōȅ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ own repeating 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅέ ό.Ǌƻǿƴ ϧ {ȊŜƳŀƴΣ нлллΣ ǇΦ нлύΦ WŜƴƪƛƴǎ όнллнύ ƛǎ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭΦ IŜ 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜǎ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ Şƭŀƴ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ŀǎ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ άŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛǎǘƛŎ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ƻŦ 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ (Jenkins, 2002, p. 175). 

 I argue that there exists within .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ άŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ǘǊƛŀŘ ώƻŦϐ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ƘŀōƛǘǳǎΣ 

ŀƴŘ ŦƛŜƭŘέ ǘƘŜ emancipatory possibility of redress (Rawolle & Lingard, 2008, p. 3). I 

ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊ ǘƻ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ 

understood that it made no sense to speak of a highly structured, deterministic, social 

space in absolute and definitive terms. His theoretical accountings factor prominently in 

understanding how individuals play the sociopolitical game of anything and Bourdieu 

did not accept that social practice could be understood solely in terms of individual 

decision-ƳŀƪƛƴƎΦ IŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƭƛŦŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōe understood as being the 

aggregate of individual behaviour. For Bourdieu, marginalized agents could enhance 

their position when they acquired enough capital to implement winning strategies on 

political fields. My intent is to show how competing agents involved in the school wide 

accountability struggle, debate, accumulate and leverage capital over the course of 

time. By analyzing these strategies my aim is to show that story-telling and coalition 

building through capital mobilization stand at the core of the school ranking debate, 
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thus helping me bring together the works of both Foucault and Bourdieu to bear on 

framing this study. What is different between agents is how they mobilize different 

forms of capital across the field of power in ways that leverage their respective 

discursive practices to promote their respective agendas. 

 Finally, it is not surprising that published ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀǎǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀǎ ΨōŜǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨǿƻǊǎǘΩ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ reflexive logic of practice invites agents involved in the 

ranking game to respond critically. The epistemology of seeing schools through a 

statistical lens that is manufactured in this way engages agents on the broader field of 

power because they are made visible. Here then is opportunity for voices of 

marginalized students to be heard in relation to discursive practice. Embedded, 

ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ sociological theory is what Mills and Gale (2007) describe 

ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ ŀƎŜƴǘǎέ (Mills & Gale, 2007, p. 437). The revolutionary 

potential of agents is made possible in the new politic of visibility because it highlights 

the uneven playing field, on which different kinds of schools compete for, and leverage, 

capital. This is something I feel warrants serious consideration because an uneven 

playing field defines what strategies agents employ on the field of power to promote 

their respective agendas. 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀǊŜ ŜƴƳŜǎƘŜŘ Ŧŀƛƭǎ ǘƻ 

recognize that discursive practices become active in relation to multi-layered, complex, 

intersecting social fields. Callewaert (2006) described the essential difference between 

Foucault (the philosopher) and Bourdieu (the sociologist) when he noted: 

 

ά!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ώCƻǳŎŀǳƭǘϐ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŀƎŜǎ ƻƴ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ƘŜ 
never wrote about power as a social activity in action. He wrote only very 
marginally about forms of exercise of power, or about power as an aspect of 
ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜέ (Callewaert, 2006, pp. 90-91). 

 

/ŀƭƭŜǿŀŜǊǘΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜŘ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΦ 

 

άώCƻǳŎŀǳƭǘϐ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǊŜŦǳǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΩ ŦƻǊ 
the principle, which would elucidate discourses within it. He ǊŜƧŜŎǘǎΧǘƘŜ 
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ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ǇƻƭŜƳƛŎǎΩ ƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛǾŜǊƎŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 
ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƻǊ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩΧǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƻǊȅ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ 
ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ (Bourdieu, 1992, pp. 
195-206). 

 

 I argue that an analytical approach that weaves together Bourdieu and Foucault 

would salvage some of the limitations expressed above. The approach explains how 

shifting discourses may be leveraged as forms of capital mobilization on a shifting field 

of power that promotes political agendas through context-specific action strategies. The 

next section outlines the guiding principles of an integrative approach that I have 

proposed, which builds on the theoretical insights provided by Foucault and Bourdieu. I 

use this approach to explain how the Fraser Institute has effectively managed to 

promote its school ranking agenda, not only within British Columbia, but throughout 

Canada as well. 

 

An Integrative Approach of Foucault and Bourdieu 

 To illustrate the shifting configurations of complex alliances, political forces, and 

strategies that are at play between the Fraser Institute and other competing agents in 

the broader fiŜƭŘ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ L ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƴƪǎ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ 

testimony that régimes of truth are manufactured to promote political agendas through 

discursive practices with .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ habitus, field, and capital. In 

the approach, different agents compete for (and/or inherit) cultural, social, symbolic, 

and political capital that is used to promote different agendas. This integrative approach 

is depicted in Figure 4 as schematic, but it has been conceived in three interdependent 

parts. 

 Figure 1 illustrates how Foucault thinks about knowledge, language, truth, and 

discourse. In this representation three overlapping circles (knowledge, language, and 

truth) intersect at the nexus of discursive practiceτǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ άǿƘŜǊŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘ 

ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘέ (Foucault, 2006, p. 41). The Fraser Institute uses the 

semiotic language of statistical rubrics, for example, to promote a particular régime of 
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truthτa régime that is principally anchored in standardization, measurement, and 

ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΦ {ƻ ǿƘŜƴ tŜǘŜǊ /ƻǿƭŜȅ ǎŀȅǎΣ άLŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ŦƻŎǳǎΣ 

ƎƛǾŜ ǳǎ ƳƻǊŜ Řŀǘŀέ11, he is really emphasizing the value the Fraser Institute places on 

how the ΨobjectiveΩ language of data can be used to know something in particular about 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ 9ƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ /ƻǿƭŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ Ǉƻǎƛtioning by the Fraser 

Instituteτfor the Fraser Instituteτwhich, in turn, informs its discursive practice. The 

discursive practices used by competing agents opposed to this kind of stance like (for 

example) the BCTF are anchored in different truth claims because that truth is born out 

of a different experienceτan experience that is discernibly more contextual by 

comparison. What the BCTF ΨƪƴƻǿǎΩ about schools is different from what the Fraser 

Institute ΨƪƴƻǿǎΩ about schools because teachers operate from different epistemic and 

ontological vantage points. 

 

Figure 1: Discursive practices (DP) emerge from the conflation of knowledge (K), truth 
(T), and language (L) 
 

 
 

 

                                            
11

 Personal notes made by Michael Simmonds while attending a PDK ς UBC Chapter, dinner meeting at 
the Arbutus Club, Vancouver, April 19, 2006. 
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Figure 2 represents how knowledge (K), language (L), truth (T), and discursive practices 

(DP) are shaped by habitus, which is represented in this approach as a box containing 

three overlapping circles. Habitus explains why different agents experience the same 

accountability game in different ways. The Fraser Institute perceives school rankings as 

a way to promote educational reform initiatives that are principally rooted in 

privatization and choice (Cowley, 2003b, 2005b). The BCTF perceives school rankings as 

undermining the work of teachers (Clarke, 2004; Kuehn, 2002). These disparate 

perspectives are shaped by disparate habitus. 

 

Figure 2: Discursive practices (DP) are shaped by habitus 
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Figure 3 depicts the net-capital acquisition of different kinds of symbolic capital by 

agents. Capital acquisition takes place in strategic ways over time. The acquisition and 

mobilization of capital by competing agents on the field of power is essential to winning 

the school wide accountability game. The discursive practices used by agents on the 

field of judgment can be seen as a form of capital that is leveraged by competing sides 

to win the school accountability game. At stake is ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀry 

schools in British Columbia. The more net-capital that is acquired by agents is reflected 

in this figure by an increase in the height and base of the triangle. 

 

Figure 3: Agents acquire capital (C) on the field of power 
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Figure 4 illustrates how the school accountability game is played. Competing agents 

develop strategies they believe will result in the acquisition and mobilization of capital. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƛǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ!ƎŜƴǘ !ΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ agentτ

the BCTFτis represented as Agent B. The sizes of the arrows pointing towards the lever 

are intended to reflect the relative effectiveness of the agents in developing game-

winning strategies. What is key to understanding this integrative approach is that the 

acquisition and mobilization of symbolic capital is a complex, on-going exercise that 

occurs over time. Here, capital reflects all the political, symbolic, social, and cultural 

capital that agents acquire (and mobilize) while playing the accountability game. I argue 

that discourse can be thought of as a form of capital that is leveraged by competing 

agents to sway public opinion about the value of school rankings. When the discursive 

practices used by the Fraser Institute (Agent A) prevail in promoting their agenda the 

capital fulcrum shifts to the right. When the BCTF and the constellation of other like-

minded political forces (Agent B) prevail in promoting their competing agenda the 

capital fulcrum shifts to the left. The net effect of a shifting fulcrum (which represents 

the mobilization of capital in this approach) is that one agent gains ground on the field 

of power at the expense of the competing agent. This tips the balance of power. 
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Figure 4: Analyzing the school accountability game through an approach that integrates Foucault and Bourdieu  
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Research Questions 

 It is possible to formulate the following research questions in relation to the 

theoretical testimony presented throughout this chapter. These questions emerge as 

well from the debates, struggles, and controversies underpinning the introduction and 

ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ secondary school report card in British Columbia and will be 

addressed in Chapters 4 and 5 respectively. 

 

Chapter 4 
 

1. How have the statistical components of the Fraser InstituteΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 
school ranking in British Columbia changed over time in terms of their 
modes of statistical representation? 
 

2. What implications do these statistical changes have for the way 
secondary schools come to be known by the public, and how do they 
shape the field of visibility through which secondary schools are viewed? 

 
 
Chapter 5  
 

1. How can agents use language to mediate relationships of power and 
privilege in social interactions, institutions, and bodies of knowledge? 
How does the naturalization of ideologies come about? 
 

2. What particular régimes of truth are manufactured by the media about 
ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘ 
the state of secondary school education in British Columbia? 

 
3. How do different agents involved in the ranking debate mobilize different 

forms of capital on the field of power to promote their respective 
agendas with respect to schools? 

 

 These questions will be examined through a critical discourse analysis (CDA) of the 

CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΦ /5! άǎhould deal primarily with the discourse dimensions of power 

abuse in ways which make manifest ǘƘŜ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘέ (van 

Dijk, 1993, p. 252). CDA άǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ Ƙƻǿ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

populate the world were created in the first place and how they are maintained and 
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ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜέ (Phillips & Hardy, 2002, p. 6). It describes and explains how 

power abuse is enacted, reproduced or legitimized by the talk of the dominant groups 

and institutions (van Dijk, 1993). 

 CǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ άƛǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ōȅΧŀ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎǇǳǘƛƴƎ 

ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ Lǘǎ ƎǳƛŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ 

(Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2003, p. 110). A critical theory approach to the Fraser Institute 

ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ άǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ 

historically created and heavily influenced by the asymmetries of power and special 

inteǊŜǎǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜέ (Alvesson & 

Skoldberg, 2003, p. 110). 

 I use CDA and critical theory as the epistemological lenses through which to view 

ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ of secondary schools for three principal reasons: (1) it 

makes possible the unpacking of discursive practices and technologies of governance 

ǘƘŀǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘΣ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎΤ 

(2) it brings to light the politics of power associated with agents promoting different 

visions for secondary schooling within the fields of visibility, judgment, and power; and 

(3) it provides an epistemic framework on which to build an integrative theoretical 

approach that explains how shifting discourses can be used as instruments of 

disciplinary power to acquire and mobilize capital within a shifting accountability field of 

judgment to create a reality effect that private and independent school system is 

ΨōŜǘǘŜǊΩ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎhool system. 
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CHAPTER 3: Methodology 

Research DesignτCase Study 

 In the broadest sense, a central question that underpins the methodological 

approach used in this study is: What is the school ranking phenomenon a case of? Given 

the thirteen-year monopoly the Fraser Institute has on ranking schools in British 

Columbia a more nuanced and relevant central question becomes: What is the Fraser 

Institute ranking of schools phenomenon a case of? This is an important distinction that I 

believe warrants consideration because it shifts the focus of my research away from a 

study about the Fraser Institute per seτan institutional case studyτtowards an 

investigation that has as its focus the case of school rankings as they are conceived, 

published, and promoted by the Fraser Institute. In essence, the case study at issue here 

is secondary school rankings (the phenomenon under investigation) and not the Fraser 

Instituteτan advocacy think tank. This important distinction has clear methodological 

implications because it requires that I problematize the school ranking issue through a 

case study approach that accounts for the discursive, contextual, and statistical 

elements that frame the ranking phenomenon being studied. It also informs the kinds of 

research questions that will establish the methodological trajectory of this study. 

 Yin (2003) suggests that ΨƘƻǿΩ and ΨǿƘȅΩ questions are most appropriate for case 

ǎǘǳŘȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ άōŜƛƴƎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ƻǾŜǊ 

which the investigator has littƭŜ ƻǊ ƴƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭέ (Yin, 2003, p. 9). This kind of investigation 

demands that multiple sources of data be used because the phenomenon under 

investigation is highly contextual. 

 

ά/ŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
the examination and understanding of context is important. Multiple 
sources of evidence are used and the data collections techniques include 
document and text analysisέ (Darke & Shanks, 2002, p. 113). 

 

 Like other research strategies the case study is a way of investigating an empirical 
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topic that not only relies on multiple sources of evidence (see Table 1), but also 

άƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǊŜŀƭ-ƭƛŦŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘέ (Yin, 2003, p. 

13). The phenomenon of interest in this case study is secondary school rankingsτthe 

primary unit of analysis. Yin (2003) indicates that four tests are commonly used to 

establish the overall quality of any empirical social research design. A good case study is 

strong in construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability. These 

quality control research markers will be demonstrated in this investigation throughτ

what Yin (2003) describes as beingτa Type 1, single-case, holistic case study design. This 

particular design matrix is appropriate when a single case represents the critical case in 

testing a well-formulated theory and when the single-case is studied at two or more 

different points in time (Yin, 2003, pp. 39-42). DƛǾŜƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ 

ŀƴŀƭȅȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘƛǊǘŜŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ΨŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎŀǎŜΩ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ƭƻƴƎƛǘǳŘƛƴŀƭ ŎŀǎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǘ ǘǿƻ ƻǊ 

more different points in time. 

 

Triangulation 

 
Yin (2003) describes the important need for case study researchers to use different 

sources of information as a way to ensure the investigation is valid. He metaphorically 

calls this ΨƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎΩ, but Yin clearly establishes the rationale for using multiple sources of 

evidence in conducting robust case studies. Multiple sources of evidence develop 

άconverging lines of inquiry, a process of triangulŀǘƛƻƴέ (Yin, 2003, p. 98). Triangulation 

is usually defined as using two or more methodologies to look at the same broad 

research topic (Olsen, 2002). It is generally regarded as a methodological approach that 

strengthens the validity of the findings obtained through a single qualitative method. 

ά²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘǊƛŀƴƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΣ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ ŦŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƘŀǾŜ 

ōŜŜƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜέ (Yin, 2003, p. 99). Using both 

qualitative and quantitative evidence helps establish the validity of claims made in 

response to the research questions posed. This kind of convergence is called data 

triangulation. Theoretical triangulation combines two or more different theoretical 
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perspectives to examine the same phenomenon. They converge in this study through 

my use of Foucault and BourdieuΩǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘeoretical testimonies in the ways I 

described earlier. 

 

Data Gathering 

 Yin (2003) indicates that evidence for case studies may comeτindeed it must 

comeτfrom a variety of sources if the investigation is to satisfy the validity and 

reliability tests described earlier. Documents are relevant to every case study topic and 

include: memoranda and communiqués, written reports, and newspaper clippings and 

other articles appearing in the mass media (including the internet). These kinds of 

documents are important to ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŜƭǇ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ άŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƭƛƴƪǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ŘǊŀǿƴέ (Yin, 2003, p. 83). 

Documents are stable, unobtrusive, exact, and broadly elucidate the questions under 

investigation. Their weakness lies in an obvious reporting bias that is author-specific. 

 The documents used in this study come from three principal sources: the Fraser 

Institute, the Ministry of Education, and published print and online media reports, 

articles, and accounts. These documents may be consideredτwhat Smith (2001)τcalls 

άƻǊƎŀƴƛȊƛƴƎ ǘŜȄǘǎέ (Smith, 2001, p. 174). In her paper, Ψ¢ŜȄǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ hƴǘƻƭƻgy of 

hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ, Smith (2001) described how organizing texts mediated 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Řŀƛƭȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ǎƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ΨǘŜȄǘǎ ƛƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ǘƻ άŎƻ-ordinate multiple sites oŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎέ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ άƻǊƎŀƴƛȊƛƴƎ ǘŜȄǘǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǊŜŀŘŀōƭŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 

even though they are taken up and interpreted differently in the different settings in 

which it is read to the organizing system of texts that co-ordinates multiple sites of such 

ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎέ (Smith, 2001, p. 174). I will be drawing on Fraser Institute produced 

school reports that describe in detail how successive ranking iterations are 

manufactured. This is important because the rationale is given for why some key 

performance indicators (KPIs) are included in the ranking rubric while others are 

neutralized and/or excludedΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ όǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎύ ΨŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜ 
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ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΩ as Smith (2001) suggests, then it must be 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǿƘȅΣ ǿƘŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ 

school ranking instrument that exerts some degree of control. 

 Direct observation can run the gambit from casual to formal data collection and 

include observations made at meetings and other public gatherings. They are useful 

because they cover events in real time and are highly contextual, however issues of 

selectivity (what is remembered) and reflexivity (how the event proceeds because it is 

being observed) both factor into the data collection process. The direct observations 

that I have conducted are defined by the twenty-one years of professional experience 

that characterize my time as an educator. 

 Yin (2003) describes ŀǊǘƛŦŀŎǘǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ άǘŜŎƘƴological device, a tool or 

ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘΣ ŀ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŀǊǘΣ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜέ (Yin, 2003, p. 96). Artifacts 

are relevant in case study research when they assume an important component in the 

overall case. In this study the artifact is the essential component of the case because the 

ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ 

online reports. I am arguing here that the Fraser Institute uses particular discursive 

strategies to promote its privatization agenda by publishing a ranking artifact called a 

ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘΩ with which readers engage. 

 Having established the rationale for adopting a case study approach to 

investigating the Fraser Institute ranking of secondary schools in British Columbia, it is 

important to elucidate in more specific terms how the case under investigation will be 

analyzed. At its core this project brings together critical social theory and critical 

discourse analysis to άdescribe, interpret, and explain the ways in which discourse 

constructs, becomes constructed by, represents, and becomes represented by the social 

ǿƻǊƭŘέ (Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui, & O'Garro Joseph, 2005, p. 366). 

 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

 I need to say at the outset that I am not approaching the statistical dimension of 

the Fraser Institute ranking of schools as a statistician mightτfocused in the critique of 
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the kinds of multivariate regression formulae used by the Fraser Institute in the 

construction of its school ranking rubric. But I am saying that statistical rankings 

constitute a particular kind of discourse that is grounded in a sociopolitical context. A 

critical discoursŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ό/5!ύ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƻƴ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 

schools, therefore, ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ άǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜέ (van 

Dijk, 1993, p. 254)Σ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ άŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘƻƻƭ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜǎ 

relationships of power and privilege in social interactions, institutions, and bodies of 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ (Rogers, et al., 2005). Social power is based on privileged access to socially 

valued resources like income, position, status, group membership, education, and/or 

knowledge. van Dijk (1993) notes that modern poweǊ άƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŀŎǘŜŘ 

by persuasion, dissimulation or manipulation, among other strategic ways to change the 

ƳƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎέ (van Dijk, 1993, p. 254). 

CDA is specifically interested in the deployment of power in discourse, which van 

Dijk (1993) calls dominance. Dominance is seldom total, and as van Dijk (1993) points 

out in his paper, ΨtǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ /ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 5ƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ !ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΩ, dominance may be restricted 

to specific domains. He very clearly establishes when dominance crosses into the 

domain of hegemony when he says, 

 

άƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 
accept dominance, and act in the interest of the powerful out of their 
own free will, we use the term hegemony. One major function of 
dominant discourse is precisely to manufacture such consensus, 
ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ ƻŦ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜέ (van Dijk, 1993, p. 255). 

 

 van Dijk (1993) argues that power and dominance can be institutionalized to 

enhance their effectiveness and can be sustained and reproduced by the media. This is 

an important insight because it highlights a principal argument that I intend to make 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ /5! ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ranking of secondary schoolsτthat 

ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ άŦŀŎƛlitate the formation of social 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέ (van Dijk, 1993, p. 259). In other words a CDA reveals how agents 

άŜƴŀŎǘΣ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ΨŜȄƘƛōƛǘΩ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜέ (van Dijk, 1993, p. 259).  
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aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ άǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ƎǊƻǳǇ Ƴŀȅ ƭƛƳƛǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜŜdom and actions of others, 

ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛƴŘǎέ (van Dijk, 1993, p. 254). 

 In his paper, Critical and Descriptive Goals in Discourse Analysis, Fairclough (1985) 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƻƴŜ-to-one relationship between ideological formations and 

ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎέ (Fairclough, 1985, p. 751). He referred to institutions as a 

άǎǇŜŜŎƘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ (Fairclough, 1985). Speech communities determine άǿƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƴŘ 

should ōŜ ǎŀƛŘέ (Fairclough, 1985, p. 751). He characterized the inseparability of Ψǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ 

ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎΩ and Ψǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎΩ ŀǎ άƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎ όL5Cǎύέ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ 

ǘƘŀǘ L5Cǎ ǿŜǊŜ άƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜέ (Fairclough, 1985, p. 751). A feature of a 

άŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ L5C ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊŜΩ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ōȅ ǿƛƴƴƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ 

as non-ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎŜƴǎŜΩέ (Fairclough, 1985, p. 752). 

 

ά¢ƻ ΨŘŜƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊŜΩ ǘƘŜƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
ŀŘƻǇǘǎ ΨŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭΩ ƎƻŀƭǎΦ L ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜƴŀǘǳǊŀlization involves showing 
how social structures determine properties of discourse, and how 
ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎέ (Fairclough, 1985, p. 739). 

 

I am interested in denaturalizing how language is used to construct meaning within a 

field of judgment that has as its central feature the culture of performativity. As such, 

my focus is on disrupting and destabilizing the epistemic and statistical assumptions that 

underpin the Fraser InstituteΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ secondary schools and which construct a one-

size-fits-all-school-ranking-rubric. It is essential that a CDA of the statistical aspect of the 

Fraser Institute ranking be carried out in this way because the Fraser Institute report 

card is compiled entirely from quantitative data provided by different ministerial 

branches of provincial government. ! /5! ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ Ψinvolves examining the production, 

consumption, and reproduction of the texts [but] the analysis of sociocultural practice 

[as well], which includes an exploration of what is happening in a particular sociocultural 

ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪέ (Rogers, et al., 2005, p. 371). The interdependency of CDA and critical social 

theory is not difficult to appreciate given, 

 

άώǘϐhe ǿƻǊŘ άŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΩ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ [ŀǘƛƴ discursesΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎΣ άǘƻ 
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Ǌǳƴ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻΦέ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƳƻǾŜǎ ōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊǘƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 
reflecting and constructing the social world. Seen in this way, language 
can not be considered neutral because it is caught up in political, social, 
ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎέ (Rogers, et al., 2005, p. 
369). 

 

 By definition a CDA of school rankings also focuses on sociopolitical dimensions at 

play when a de facto policy document is produced by an advocacy think tank with clout. 

It will be important, therefore, to analyze policy documents that are published by the 

Fraser Institute with the goal of establishing prevailing ideological stances this particular 

advocacy think tank promotes. This is an important consideration because in promoting 

school rankings the Fraser Institute also promotes its ideological position about how 

best to improve schools. In exploring how rankings have changed and evolved over time 

a CDA makes possible an examination of how published school rankings have 

overexerted their authority on the accountability field by promoting neo-liberal 

ideologies that privilege certain kinds of schools. 

 .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǎȅǎǘŜƳ 

consecrates privilege by ignoring it, by treating everybody as if they were equal when, in 

ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎ ŀƭƭ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƘŀƴŘƛŎŀǇǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜƴŘƻǿƳŜƴǘέ 

(Jenkins, 2002, p. 113). School rankings, therefore, may be thought of as being schemes 

of construction thatτby their very natureτinclude and exclude certain kinds of schools 

that serve certain kinds of students. CƻǊ ƛŦ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŀl groups occupy 

similar positions within a field because they share a common habitus is operational 

within a school ranking discourse, then an analysis of statistical data should reveal 

contextual similarities and differences between schools that obtain similar overall 

scores. By this logic it is entirely possible that a particular kind of independent school is 

more likely to achieve the highest possible ranking. 

 I am also interestedτnot only analyzing how the ranking rubric has shifted and 

mutated over timeτbut in looking at how the general public engaged with published 

school reports through published media accounts from 1998-2010. Smith (2001) 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ άǘŜȄǘ-reader conversations in which, unlike real life conversations, one side of 
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the conversation is fƛȄŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜέ (Smith, 2001, p. 

175). 

 

άLƴ ŦŀŎŜ-to-face conversations among people, the utterance-response 
sequence is one in which each next utterance is modified as a response 
to the utterance that preceded it. In text-reader conversations, one side 
is obstinately unmovable. However, the reader takes it up, the text 
remains as a constant point of reference against which any particular 
ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƘŜŎƪŜŘέ (Smith, 2001, p. 175). 

 

 I will be using CDA to show that people make sense of school rankings from 

(private) text-reader conversations that people engage in when reading published 

annual rankings, and in (public) face-to-face conversations that take place in the media 

and online. Furthermore, rankings could not be created without the help of 

technological devices (like computers) and the technologies of governance that make 

possible the data from which school rankings are derived in the first place. By this logic, 

published school rankings become physical artifacts and serve as a primary source of 

data for this project. School ranking tables/documents are relevant here because they 

exemplify ǿƘŀǘ {ƳƛǘƘ όнллмύ Ŏŀƭƭǎ άǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛȊŜŘ ƎŜƴǊŜǎέ (Smith, 2001, p. 173). Textual mediation, therefore, creates 

aǊǘƛŦŀŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ άǘƘŜ coordinating machinery of organization and inǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴέ 

(Smith, 2001, p. 174). For the purpose of this investigation textual mediation principally 

takes the form of school reports cards that place an emphasis on key performance 

indicators (KPIs) and their relationship to the phenomenon of school performativity. In 

large measure the Fraser Institute compiles its annual secondary school report card 

from average exam results that students achieve on standardized (compulsory) Ministry 

examinations. These subject examinations are based on a Ministry prescribed 

curriculum and are carried out within schools across the province. Foucault believed 

ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎέ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴώŜŘϐ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜέ (Rabinow, 1984, p. 198)Φ IŜ άǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ 

and evolution ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΧŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǎǳŎƘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ 
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ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊκƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎέ (Rogers, et al., 2005, p. 370). It is 

essential, therefore, that a CDA of school rankings be made with the goal of 

problematizing the statistical techniques used by the Fraser Institute to manipulate the 

climate of public opinion because they are perceived by many to be ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ constructs 

that operate within the domain of school peformativity. Table 1 lists the documents that 

will be analyzed in this study. Each document may be considered a discursive event that 

has three dimensions: (1) it is a spoken or written text; (2) it is an instance of discourse 

practice involving the production and interpretation of texts; and (3) it is a part of a 

broader sociopolitical context (Rogers, et al., 2005). 
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Table 1: Documents used for critical discourse analysis 
 

Sources of Data τ Collecting the Evidence 

 
Primary Sources 

 
Fraser Institute Produced Documents 

¶ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘǎ ƻƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ όмффу-
2010) 

¶ Fraser Institute Annual Reports (1998-2010) 

¶ Fraser Forum Magazine Articles 

¶ Information publisheŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ 

 

Newspaper & Magazine Articles, Editorials, & Letters to the Editor 

¶ As published in The Province, The Vancouver Sun, Globe & Mail, The National 
Post, & other regional newspapers (1998-2010) 

¶ BCTF Newsletters, aŀŎƭŜŀƴΩǎΣ ϧ other printed news-related sources 

 

Secondary Sources 
 

BC Ministry of Education Produced Documents & Reports 

¶ School & District Reports 

¶ Federation of Independent School (FISA) generated data 

¶ Garfield Weston Awards for Excellence in Education 

 

Tertiary Sources 
Interviews 

¶ Webcasts 

¶ Radio and print interviews 

 

Personal Observations 

¶ Arbutus Club Dinner: Peter Cowley Guest Speaker 

¶ Twenty-one years experience working as a teacher, administrator, and leader in 
the independent school system of British Columbia (September 1991-December 
2010) 
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Data Sources Contextualized 

It is not an overstatement to say that the most important document source for a 

ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

the Fraser Institute itself. By analyzing thirteen years of secondary school report cards I 

document and explain how the Fraser Institute has effectively managed to ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊŜΩ 

its ideological stance that it is ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ ΨōŜǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨǿƻǊǎǘΩ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ .ȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ άŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴ Ŏŀǎǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ άIƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

naturalization of ideologƛŜǎ ŎƻƳŜ ŀōƻǳǘΚέ is possible (Fairclough, 1985, p. 747). 

CŀƛǊŎƭƻǳƎƘ όмфурύ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘΣ ŀǎ L ŘƻΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ άŀƴ ŀǇǇŀǊŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ǾŜǊōŀƭ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƻǊ ŀƴ ΨƻǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΩέ (Fairclough, 1985, p. 749). I will be analyzing the 

various iterations of the CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ Ƙƻǿ 

they operate as disciplinary ΨƻǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΩ to reward and penalize different kinds of 

schools on the field of visibility. Moreover, the analysis of the report cards in this way 

will document how, and when, the ranking rubric has changed over time. This is 

important because I argue there exists a circumstantial relationship between the 

ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǊǳōǊƛŎΦ 

As well, the analysis will show how changing the ranking over time has significantly 

reduced the likelihood that public secondary schools in British Columbia could achieve 

top-ten-school status. Finally, secondary school report cards that have been devised 

(and published) by the Fraser Institute on its website since 1999 contain important 

information that are not otherwise published in newspapers featuring the Fraser 

Institute school report cards.12 

                                            
12

 The kind of information that is presented in the Fraser Institute generated reports will be unpacked and 
problematized in sufficient detail in Chapters 4 and 5, but in general terms it relates to providing more 
detailed accounts of how key performance indicators are calculated; the kinds of schools not included in 
the ranking; relationships the Fraser Institute has developed with other like-minded organizations 
throughout the world; as well key insights made by the authors of the report card that are relevant to the 
analysis. 
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!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ΨFraser Institute Annual 

ReportsΨ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ мффу-2010. They are relevant to an 

investigation about school rankings because they serve to contextualize the Fraser 

LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƻǇŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

policies. As well the annual reports identify the Board of Trustees and the Executive 

Advisory Board by name. This is helpful information because it documents and situates 

people and groups that are associated with the Fraser Institute within broader networks 

of power relations. As well the reports contain additional information about the Fraser 

Institute and its membership that does not usually get reported. 

The Federation of Independent Schools Association represents a cohort of 

private and independent schools in British Columbia that includes: the Association of 

Christian Schools International in British Columbia (ACSIBC), the Associate Member 

Group (AMG), Catholic Independent Schools (CIS),13 the Independent Schools 

Association of British Columbia (ISABC), and the Society of Christian Schools in British 

Columbia (SCBC)14 (The Federation of Independent Schools, 2010a). FISA is not unlike 

ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άnumbers supply quantitative evidence of 

ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎέ (The Federation of Independent Schools, 2010b). I will be drawing 

on FISA generated data that gives an accurate historical accounting of student 

enrolment in different kinds of independent schools since the Fraser Institute published 

its first school report card in British Columbia. This information is relevant because it will 

document any demonstrated relational trends that may exist between student 

enrolment patterns and the ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ ƻŎŎǳǇȅ ŀǎ ΨǘƻǇΩ 

ranked schools by the Fraser Institute. 

Another important source of data for this project comes from published 

newspaper and magazine articles, newsletters, and editorials. I will be using them to 

highlight and explain how and why the polemical debate around school rankings is 

ongoing and highly contestable. In a paper published in Discourse & Society, van Dijk 

(1993), notes that άƻƴŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƛǎ 

                                            
13

 Formerly called Catholic Public Schools (CPS). 
14

 Formerly called National Union of Christian Schools - District 12. 
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unŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜέ (van Dijk, 1993, p. 254). He 

ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ by (members of) one group over (those 

ƻŦύ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇǎέ (van Dijk, 1993, p. 254). Given that the Fraser Institute ranking exerts 

disciplinary power over schools through a statistical discourse it is not surprising that a 

counter discourse has emerged in response. The polemical debate that has defined the 

school ranking initiative is one that has emerged between ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩ and ΨǘƘŜ 

ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩ (Fairclough, 1985, p. 749). ¢ƘŜ άŎƭƛŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ώƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

institution] who nevertheless takes part in certain institutional interactions in 

ŀŎŎƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻǊƳǎ ƭŀƛŘ Řƻǿƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴέ (Fairclough, 1985, p. 749). By way 

of example Fairclough (1985) identifies the physician/patient relationship as being 

analogous to the institution/client relationship. This pairing is not unlike the relationship 

school rankings have with secondary schools becauseτlike the patientτsecondary 

schools are complicit in their own (institutional) examination by the Fraser Institute15. 

Clearly, schools cannot respond to the Fraser Institute ranking per se, but the people 

working within them can. An analysis of published media accounts of the school ranking 

phenomenon by the people who work closely with students is an essential part of this 

project. 

Reports and documents produced by the British Columbia Ministry of Education 

about secondary schools constitute another important source of textual data. My intent 

is to highlight aspects of school and district reports that the Fraser Institute ignores in 

generating its school-ranking rubric. This is relevant because it underscores the 

statistical bias inherent in a ranking rubric that excludesτwhat is arguablyτimportant 

data. Radio interviews, podcasts, and published online debates make up another 

tertiary source of data. These recordings will be analyzed critically in much the same 

way as the textual data described above, but that information is delivered verbally and 

                                            
15

 I do not mean to suggest here that secondary schools in British Columbia willingly submit to the Fraser 
LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘǎ ǎǳōƳƛǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǇƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴΦ L 
am saying that secondary schools in British Columbia cannot opt out of being included in the Fraser 
Institute ranking and are therefore drafted into a process that many school leaders say they object to. 
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ƴƻǘ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ǘƻ ōǊƻŀŘŜƴ άŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ŜǾŜƴǘώǎϐέ (Rogers, et al., 2005, p. 371) that 

constitute the case being analyzed. 

Finally, the personal observations LΩǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛenced as an educator and leader 

working within the independent school system for the past twenty-one years serve as 

an important source of data as well. This potentially rich source of data that has inspired 

and motivated me to study the Fraser Institute ranking of secondary schools in the first 

place ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ άŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ exists 

between distance and closeness in the research setting [that] is often blurred in 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘέ (Rogers, et al., 2005, p. 382). This point will be taken be taken up in 

the next section. 

 

Limitations of Critical Discourse Analysis 

 Reflexive intentions endeavor to account for the interpretative dimension of 

empirical research (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2003). That is to say it is impossible for the 

researcher to remove him or herself from the phenomenon under investigation 

completely, and that it is the responsibility of the researcher to recognize and 

acknowledge any positional bias (s)he may bring to the investigation. Rogers et al., 

όнллрύ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǊŜŦƭŜȄƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ƛƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƎŜƴŘŀǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ /5! ƛƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƻften researchers of familiar education 

ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΧŀƴŘ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ǿŜ ōǊƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎ όƻŦǘŜƴ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭύ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎέ (Rogers et al., 2005, p. 382). In 

other words, the perspective of educators who work directly with students in different 

educational settings informs the understandings they have about teaching and learning. 

Rogers et al. (2005) emphasizes the important need, therefore, for researchers to 

situate themselves within the research project. 

 A second limitation of my conducting a CDA of the Fraser Institute school ranking 

is that all of my data is limited to publically available sources. Without exception, every 

document, article, report, and interview that is part of this project is also a part of the 

public domain. I did not conduct a single interview or collect any data. In fact, this 
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project unfolded without the need for an Ethics Committee to be struck at the 

University of British Columbia, but given the very public nature of the polemical debates 

that surround the school ranking issue limiting the CDA to public data in this way isτI 

believeτwarranted. 

Finally, it is important to note here that my experience as a teacher, 

administrator, and school leader is defined by my work in the British Columbia 

independent school system. As I have already mentioned, my interest in understanding 

the Fraser Institute ranking of secondary schools was born out of my experience 

wƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊΩǎ ΨŜƭƛǘŜΩ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŀǘτinitiallyτdid not 

perform well on the ranking. An important part of my job then (as the Director of the 

Senior School) was to understand a ranking instrument that made York House School 

look ΨōŀŘΩ to parents, alumni, andτmost importantlyτprospective parents. This was 

especially important given that a number of (free) local public high schools 

outperformed York House. It is not a stretch to say that the long-term future of the 

school was potentially at risk if York House could not significantly improve its ranking 

score. I understood what it felt like to have an excellent school be reduced to a single 

measure and it wasτin partτmy job to understand and implement whatever strategic 

changes were necessary to play (and win) the Fraser InstituteΩǎ school ranking game of 

accountability. Furthermore, my professional practice as an educator is (mostly) 

informed by the relationships I have establiǎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŜŀŘǎΩ ƻŦ 

independent schools that belong to the Independent Schools Association of British 

Columbia (ISABC)τa cohort defined by a group of schools that have consistently 

ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

beginning (see Appendix G). It could be argued that the longstanding academic, 

financial, and institutional success these kinds of schools enjoy can be attributed to 

them effectively leveraging the very neoconservative and neoliberal forces that are the 

subject of critique in this project. 
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CHAPTER 4: A Changing School Ranking Rubric 

Introduction 

The purpose of Chapter 4 is not only to show how the ranking rubric devised by 

the Fraser Institute has changed over time, but to examine how these changes have 

shaped the field of visibility through which secondary schools are perceived in the public 

domain. Initially the changes made to the ranking rubric reflected new key performance 

indicators (KPIs) the Fraser Institute felt were important to introduce to its ranking like, 

for example, subject-specific gender gap measures that compared the achievement 

results of boys to girls in mathematics and English (Cowley & Easton, 2001). Other 

changes were introduced because the ranking rubric was not immune to modifications 

the Ministry of Education made to its own secondary school graduation program (British 

Columbia Ministry of Education, 2004). As well, the recruitment of foreign ESL students 

ǘƻ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 

requirements by Canadian universities that de-emphasized the importance placed on 

Grade 12 examination results, altered how the Fraser Institute devised its school-

ranking rubric (Cowley & Easton, 2003; McGill University, 2010; The University of British 

Columbia, 2009). The impact these (and other) changes had on the ranking rubric is 

depicted in Table 2. It documents how, and when, changes made by the Fraser Institute 

were incorporated into the statistical rankings to say something ΨƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ about 

schools from 1998-2010. The table also highlights the descriptive data used by the 

Fraser Institute to say something ΨŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭΩ about schools during the same period. My 

goal is to use the data presented in the table throughout this chapter to show how the 

Fraser Institute leveraged disciplinary power within its ranking discourse to tell 

particular kinds of stories about particular kinds of schools. It is important to note that 

the chapter has been organized around five key iterations16 that I believe characterize 

important modifications that were made by the Fraser Institute to its school-ranking 

                                            
16

 Iteration # 1 (1998-2000); Iteration #2 (2001-2002); Iteration #3 (2003-2006); Iteration # 4 (2007); 
Iteration #5 (2008-2010). 
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rubric over its thirteen-year history. These changes delineate the data points used in the 

analysis to address the following research questions: 

 

1. How have the statistical components of the FrŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 
school ranking in British Columbia changed over time in terms of their 
modes of statistical representation? 
 

2. What implications do these statistical changes have for the way 
secondary schools come to be known by the public, and how do they 
shape the field of visibility through which secondary schools are viewed? 

 

An analysis of the historical data presented will show that modifications made to the 

ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǊŜǿŀǊŘŜŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

kinds of schools in British Columbia while statistically sanctioning others. Moreover, the 

Řŀǘŀ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 

rating by the Fraser Institute in 2001 (Iteration #2) resulted in a significant decline in the 

number of public schools achieving an overall ranking between 9.0 to 10.0τthe highest 

ŘŜŎƛƭŜ ǎŎƻǊŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ΨōŜǎǘΩ schools has 

remained consistent since the first revision was made and it has not been well 

documented in the mainstream press, if it has been documented at all. Finally, by 

ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

documents, this chapter will illustrate howτin devising a statistical narrative about the 

state of the secondary school system in British Columbiaτthe Fraser Institute has 

leveraged discursive power to control how schools are perceived in the public realm. In 

so doing I argue that the Fraser Institute has effectively managed to cast the public 

school system as being inferior to the private school system, which operates on 

competition, market forces, and parental choice. What follows is an analysis of how the 

Fraser Institute established the terms by which secondary schools in British Columbia 

ǿŜǊŜ ΨǎŜŜƴΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ 
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The Epistemology of Seeing 

Initially, the Fraser Institute was motivated to devise and publish a secondary school 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ άƴƻ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

schools in ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜέ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ (Cowley, et al., 1998, p. 4). Moreover, the 

authors noted that no evaluative procedure was contemplated by the British Columbia 

Ministry of Education to determine how well thŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƻǊƪŜŘΦ ά¢ƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǿŀȅ 

ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǳǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƨƻō ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊƛƭȅέΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǿŀǎΣ άǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƴǘƛŦƛŀōƭŜ 

ǿŀȅέ (Cowley, et al., 1998, p. 4). The data-driven initiative of a school-ranking rubric 

ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƛǘǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ƳƻǘǘƻΣ άLŦ ƛǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΣ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƛǘέ (Levant, 2005, p. A19). Additionally, the Fraser 

LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ of 

ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŀǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ƛǘǎ ǘƘŜƴ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ 

Director, Michael Walker,17 when he said, 

 

ά[ŜǘΩǎ ƎŜǘ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘΦ 
The process of continuous improvement, to which we all aspire, consists 
of measuring performance, making corrections to what we are doing and 
ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ƻƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴέ 
(Proctor, 1998d, p. A3). 

 

Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ²ŀƭƪŜǊΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ 

through continuous improvement is positioned within a specific epistemology of seeing 

called positivismτάŀ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ŀǎ 

knowledge can only be validated through methods of observation which are derived 

                                            
17

 aƛŎƘŀŜƭ ²ŀƭƪŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ 
(1998) in British Columbia. 
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Table 2: Changing iterations of the Fraser Institute ranking rubric (1998-2010) 
Key Performance Indicator (KPI) Iteration 1  Iteration 2 Iteration 3  Iteration 4  Iteration 5 

 1998 199918 200019 200120 200221 200322 2004 2005 200623 200724 2008 2009 2010 

1. Average exam mark 20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

15% (Grade 12) 
5% (Grade 10) 

25% 
Grade 10-12 

25% 
Grade 10-12 

25% 
Grade 10-12 

2. Percentage of exams failed 20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade12 

20% 
Grade12 

20% 
Grade 12 

20% 
Grade 10 & 12 

25% 
Grade 10-12 

25% 
Grade 10-12 

25% 
Grade 10-12 

3. School vs. Exam 20% 20% 20% 10% 
20% (sss) 

10% 
20% (sss) 

10% 
20% (sss) 

10% 
20% (sss) 

10% 
20% (sss) 

10% 
20% (sss) 

10% 
20% (sss) 

13% 
25% (sss) 

13% 
25% (sss) 

13% 
25% (sss) 

4. Graduation Rate 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 10% 
20% if 

composite 
dropout is 0% 

10% 
20% if 

composite 
dropout is 0% 

10% 
20% if delayed 
advancement 

rate is 0% 

10% 
20% if delayed 
advancement 

rate is 0% 

10% 
20% if delayed 
advancement 

rate is 0% 

12.5% 
25% if delayed 
advancement 

rate is 0% 

12.5% 
25% if delayed 
advancement 
rate is 0%% 

12.5% 
25% if delayed 
advancement 
rate is 0%% 

5. Number of exams taken per student 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 20%  
 

Revised Graduation Program 
6. MATH 12 gender gap  D 5% 

n/a (sss) 
5% 

n/a (sss) 
5% 

n/a (sss) 
5% 

n/a (sss) 
5% 

n/a (sss) 
5% 

n/a (sss) 
5% 

n/a (sss) 

7. ENGLISH 12 gender gap D 5% 
n/a (sss) 

5% 
n/a (sss) 

5% 
n/a (sss) 

5% 
n/a (sss) 

5% 
n/a (sss) 

5% 
n/a (sss) 

5% 
n/a (sss) 

8. Composite Dropout Rate /  
Delayed Advancement rate 
ό5ƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŜƭƛǘŜǎύ 

  
 

 
D 

10% 
0% if there is no 

composite 
dropout rate 

10% 
0% if there is no 

composite 
dropout rate 

10% 
0% if there is no 

delayed 
advancement 

rate 

10% 
0% if there is no 

delayed 
advancement 

rate 

10% 
0% if there is no 

delayed 
advancement 

rate 

12.5% 
0% if there is no 

delayed 
advancement 

rate 

12.5% 
0% if there is no 

delayed 
advancement 

rate 

12.5% 
0% if there is no 

delayed 
advancement 

rate 

9. MATH 10 gender gap        6% 
n/a (sss) 

6% 
n/a (sss) 

6% 
n/a (sss) 

10. ENGLISH 10 gender gap 6% 
n/a (sss) 

6% 
n/a (sss) 

6% 
n/a (sss) 

11. Average Income D25 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/  n/a n/a n/a D D 

12. Parents avg. education in yrs. n/a D26 D D D D D D D D D D D 

13. Kind of School (Public/Private) n/a n/a D D D D D D D D D D D 

14. Socio-economic indicator (Actual vs. Predicted) n/a D
27

 D D D D D D D D D D 

15. Grade 12 Enrolment n/a D D D D D D D D D D D D 

16. Trend/Progress Indictor n/a D D D D D D D D D Removed Removed Removed 

17. Subject Specific Exam Averages & student participation rate D D28 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

18. % ESL Students & % Special needs n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a D D D D D D D 

19. Sports Participation Rate n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a D D n/a n/a n/a n/a 

20. % French Immersion n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a D D D D 

Table compiled from the following sources: (Cowley & Easton, 2000, 2001; Cowley & Easton, 2002; Cowley & Easton, 2003, 2004b; Cowley & Easton, 2005, 2007, 2008; Cowley & 
Easton, 2009; Cowley, Easton, & Thomas, 2010; Cowley, et al., 1998; Cowley, et al., 1999; Cowley & Easton, 2006) 

Legend: sss= single sex schools; D = Descriptive; n/a = not applicable 

                                            
18 Gender Report Published by Cowley indicating girls outperform boys on school-issued marks but that boys outperform girls on provincial exams. 
19 Value-added trend indicator for SES; Gender gap reported but not counted; subject-specific exam averages reported; subject-specific participation rate reported but not counted. 
20 The BIG statistical switch (new method of calculating overall rating); Gender counts; Fraser Institute recalculated the rankings given the new gender indicator. 
21 Introduction of the ΨComposite Drop OǳǘΩ YtL ŀǎ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ YtL ǿŀǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ CǊŀƴŎŜΦ 
22 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŎƻƘƻǊǘ ƛǎ άǊŜŦƛƴŜŘέ ǘƻ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊnational students from the ranking. This results in a re-calculation of previous ranking scores with the άǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ŘŀǘŀέΦ 
23 First time Yukon is included in the British Columbia report card. 
24 First ranking published with Grade 10 exam data. 
25

 Reported for public school parents only in 1998. Median income of parents sending their children to independent/private schools not included. 
26 Initially reported for public school parents only. 
27 Reported for all schools included in the Fraser Institute ranking. A larger positive difference would suggest that the school is effective in enabling its students to succeed regardless of their socio-economic background. 
28

 ENGLISH 12 (provincial exam averages compared with school). 
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ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǎŜǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎέ (Sedgwick & Edgar, 2003, p. 290). This 

position privileges sense-making born out of data-gathering and it serves to highlight 

the prevailing ideological discursive formation (IDF) the Fraser Institute used to promote 

its school-ranking rubric from the beginning. Moreover, Walker clearly established the 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳŜŘΣ άώŦϐƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀ 

variety of relevant and publically available data were combined to produce academic 

rating of public and ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎέ (Cowley, et al., 1999, p. 3). In this way the 

Fraser Institute established the initial boundaries of the accountability playing field. 

They were: Ministry collected data about public, private, and independent secondary 

schools throughout British Columbia compiled according to a Fraser Institute developed 

statistical rubric. Given the original five key performance indicators (KPIs) initially 

chosen by the Fraser Institute to rank secondary schools in British Columbia it is 

essential to highlight the source of their data. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ΨhŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭ tŀǇŜǊΩ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘΣ Ψ! {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ 

ŦƻǊ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩ, Cowley, Easton, and Walker (1998) explain howτin the interest of 

transparencyτthe staǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΩǎ Ǌŀǿ Řŀǘŀ ǿŀǎ ƪŜǇǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

άǾŜǊȅ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳέ (Cowley, et al., 1998, p. 6). As well, they described how the KPIs used in 

the first school ranking Iteration #1 (1998-2000) were derived from publically accessible 

databases maintained by two different Ministry of Education organizational branches: 

(1) the School Finance and Data Management Branch, and (2) the Evaluation and 

Accountability Branch (Cowley, et al., 1998). The Ministry of Education used some of the 

information obtained from these ministerial branches to quantify student enrolment 

numbers, as well as to provide information to school districts about annual per-student 

operating grants. The Fraser Institute used some of the data they extracted from the 

same ministerial databases to develop their first five KPIs. It is important to 

problematize the sources of data used by the Fraser Institute to develop its school-

ranking rubric at this juncture for two principal reasons: (1) it highlights the nature of 

selective data mining in the construction of statistical storytelling, and (2) it illustrates 

how the Fraser Institute begins to exert control on the field of power by exercisingτ



 

 83 

what Foucault (1977) callsτa distinctly modern technique for observing subjects. What 

follows is my analysis of these two points. 

In selecting the data it wanted to use to construct its school-ranking rubric the 

Fraser Institute made a decision about what information to include, and what 

information to disregard. It did not, for example, use data available from the Ministry of 

Social Services to construct its school-ranking rubric. Nor did it use all of the data 

provided by the School Finance and Data Management Branch, and the Evaluation and 

Accountability Branch. It did, however, recognize the statistical limitation of extractingτ

and usingτsome of the data provided from two different ministerial branches to 

construct its first school-ranking rubric when the authors of the first report card noted, 

 

άώōϐŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ 
Education for the purpose of evaluating the performance of schools, they 
are not entirely suited to the purpose and the indicators derived from 
them are far from perfect. Nevertheless, the databases include valuable 
information from which we have been able to extract five statistics for 
ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ Ψ{ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ ./Ω (Cowley, et al., 1998, 
pp. 5-6). 

 

What is relevant to note is the value the Fraser Institute places on its ability to extract 

information it deems useful from an available source. Here, we have an example of how 

the Fraser Institute mines raw data thatτlike any raw material ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ 

crustτis first processed before it becomes valuable. As well, the authors acknowledged 

the inherent bias contained within the KPIs when they noted in their first published 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘ άώǘϐƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ built-in bias is in the selection of the dŀǘŀ ƛǘǎŜƭŦέ (Cowley, et al., 1998, 

p. 6). 

 {ŜŎƻƴŘƭȅΣ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǘƻ ŀǾŀƛƭ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƻŦ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ-

acquired data the exercise of disciplinary power. Here is an example of how hierarchical 

observations made about student achievement are leveraged by the Fraser Institute to 

construct a school-ranking rubric ǘƘŀǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ .ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ tŀƴƻǇǘƛŎ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ǘƻǿŜǊΦ 

They are similar because they both have structural dimensions that are designed to 

locate, fix, and observe their respective subjects. This is made possible because school 
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rankings and panoptic prisons have surveillance at their functional core. And just as 

panoptic prisons have at its center a single imposing tower from which guards could cast 

their omnipresent gaze on incarcerated prisoners without being seen, so too do school 

rankings have at their centre statistical rubrics that cast their omnipresent gaze on 

secondary schools andτby implicationτthe teachers working within them. Published 

school rankings, however, are different from prison towers because they have a 

multiplying effect. Hundreds of thousands of papers are published daily for the public to 

read andτevery springτa provincial newspaper publishes ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘool 

report card. As such, every single published newspaper that contains the school ranking 

tables acts like a single panoptic prison ǘƻǿŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƎŀȊŜ ƛǎ Ŏŀǎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

object of scrutinyτsecondary schools. The collection and analysis of data by the Fraser 

Institute in this way is tied directly to disclosure and the (new) politic of visibility 

becauseτlike Panoptic prison towersτthe school accountability system is also 

predicated on surveillance. 

Notwithstanding the inherent limitations embeddedτnot only within the 

Ministry databases used to manufacture the school-ranking rubric, but with the KPIs 

derived from themτthe Fraser Institute published its first school report card in The 

Province newspaper (Cowley, et al., 1998). What follows is a descriptive and critical 

analysis of each of the five key iterations developed by the Fraser Institute from 1998-

2010. A number of tables and graphs appear throughout this chapter that reflectτnot 

only how entire populations of secondary schools were impacted by the Fraser 

LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǊǳōǊƛŎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜτbut as importantly, how a single school was 

impacted by the statistical mechanics underpinning the ranking rubric. 

 

Iteration #1 (1998-2000): Five Key Performance Indicators 

 There were initially five KPIs identified by the Fraser Institute to construct its 

inaugural school-ranking rubric. They were: (1) average exam mark, (2) percentage of 

exams failed, (3) school vs. exam mark difference, (4) exams taken per student, and (5) 
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graduation rate. These KPIs are noted in Table 3 along with their relative percentage 

weights for both co-educational and single sex schools. 

 

Table 3: Relative percentage weights of KPIs for iteration #1 
 

 Iteration #1: 1998, 1999, and 2000 

Key Performance Indicator (KPI) Co-Educational and Single Sex Schools  

1. Average Exam Mark 20% 

2. Percentage of Exams Failed 20% 

3. School vs. Exam Mark Difference 20% 

4. Exams Taken per Student 20% 

5. Graduation Rate 20% 

TOTAL 100% 

Descriptive Measures 1998 1999 2000 

сΦ tŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ Average Education in Years n/a Descriptive 

7. Kind of School (Public or Private) Descriptive 

8. Grade 12 Enrolment n/a Descriptive 

9. Semiotic Trend Progress Indicators n/a Descriptive 

10. Subject-specific exam averages29 n/a n/a Descriptive 

11. Student Participation Rate n/a Descriptive 

12. Gender Gap Indicator n/a n/a Descriptive 

Table compiled from the following sources: (Cowley et al., 1998, 1999; Cowley & Easton, 
2000) 
 

What is important to note here is that descriptive measures were absent in the first year 

(1998) the ranking was published. As well, it is essential to bear in mind that during the 

first three years that the Fraser Institute published its school report card the same five 

KPIs were uniformly applied to all of the schools they ranked. This meant that secondary 

school report cards that were published in British Columbia in 1998, 1999, and 2000 did 

not statistically distinguish between public, private, independent, co-educational, and 

single sex schools.30 In this way the statistical logic embedded within the ranking rubric 

                                            
29

 The following Grade 12 provincially examinable subjects were noted in the 2000 version of the Fraser 
Institute school report card: English, math, biology, chemistry, geography, history, physics, and French. 
The participation rates associated with each subject were also noted.  
 
30

 Single sex schools are comprised of all-boys or all-girls. Single sex schools are de facto private and 
independent schools because there are no public schools in British Columbia that are also single sex 
schools. 
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itself was uniformly discerning because it was uniformly applied to all schools captured 

in the FrasŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ 

that defined iteration #1. 

Table 4 shows how a single Vancouver schoolτYork House Schoolτwas 

ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀōƭŜ ŀǇǇŜŀred in 

the Fraser Institute published document, Ψ! {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩ (Cowley, et al., 1998). KPIs 1-3 were devised by the Fraser Institute to reflect 

effective teaching practices (Teaching) within schools, while KPIs 4 and 5 were devised 

to reflect effective student counseling practices (Advising). It is evident from the table 

that York House School achieved an overall ranking of nine-point-zero (9.0) on the first 

secondary school report card published by the Fraser Institute in British Columbia. 

 

Table 4: First school ranking table published for YHS (1998) 
 

 York House School (YHS) 

 Teaching Advising  

Year KPI 1 KPI 2 KPI 3 KPI 4 KPI 5 Overall 

1996/97 2.4 / 10 77.9 / 10 5.9 / 5 100.0 / 10 5.8 / 10 9.0 

1995/96 1.2 / 10 79.5 / 10 4.3 / 8 96.2 / 9 4.8 / 10 9.4 

1994/95 1.0 / 10 78.2 / 10 5.9 / 5 100.0 / 10 5.1 / 10 9.0 

1993/94 1.5 / 10 79.7 / 10 4.9 / 7 100.0 / 10 5.1 / 10 9.4 

1992/93 1.4 / 10 76.6 / 10 4.7 / 8 100.0 / 10 5.0 / 10 9.6 

Table compiled from the following source: (Cowley, et al., 1998, p. 41). 
 
Legend: 
KPI 1 = Exams Failed / Fraser Institute Ranking 
KPI 2 = Average Exam Mark / Fraser Institute Ranking 
KPI 3 = Exam vs. School Mark / Fraser Institute Ranking 
KPI 4 = Graduation Rate / Fraser Institute Ranking 
KPI 5 = # Courses Taken / Fraser Institute Ranking 
Overall = Average score of five KPIs 
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What follows is a descriptive and critical analysis of each of the five KPIs used during this 

time. As well the descriptive measures introduced by the Fraser Institute to its school-

ranking rubric will also be described and analyzed. 

 
KPI #1: Average Exam Mark31 
άCƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ school, the indicator is the average of the mean scores 
ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ the provincial examinations 
at all sittings during the year, weighted by the relative number of 
students ǿƘƻ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴέ (Cowley & Easton, 2000; Cowley, 
et al., 1998, 1999). 

 

 It is not uncommon for mean scores to be included in a statistical analysis of any 

kind, and its measure can say something meaningful about any given data set. However, 

average examination scores in a school setting have been shown in the literature to be 

directly impacted by two variables: (1) class size, and (2) the amount of out-of-class 

support that students get from private tutoring. In an article about class size, student 

achievement, and the policy implications associated with their relationship, Odden 

(1990), reported on meta-ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ άǘƘŜǊŜ was a clear and 

ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘέ (Odden, 1990, p. 213). 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇŀǇŜǊ ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άresearch is rather consistent in showing that 

smaller classes have a positive impact ƻƴ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎϥ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊέ 

(Odden, 1990, p. 218). Not only were teachers able to develop their lessons in more 

depth and move through the curriculum more quickly, but the study noted that 

άǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎέ (Odden, 1990, p. 218). Studies also 

indicated that small classes function more smoothly; that less time gets spent on 

discipline; and that student absences are proportionately lower (Odden, 1990). Boozer 

ŀƴŘ wƻǳǎŜΩǎ όнллмύ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘǊŀ-school class size 

                                            
31

 Cowley & Easton (2000) reported the examination averages achieved by students on the most 
άǇƻǇǳƭŀǊέ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀōƭŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ άǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 
ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎέ ό/ƻǿƭŜȅ ϧ 9ŀǎǘƻƴΣ нлллΣ ǇΦ ммύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
participation rateτthe ratio for a school between the number of students writing the provincial 
examination in a particular subject and the number of students in grade 12. This data served a descriptive 
ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎt-specific data did 
ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ 
Columbia. 
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variation indicated ǘƘŀǘ άƭƻǿŜǊ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎƛȊŜǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǘŜǎǘ ǎŎƻǊŜ Ǝŀƛƴǎέ 

(Boozer & Rouse, 2001, p. 187). 

 This kind of research is relevant to a school ranking system that compares student 

achievement results between public and private schools becauseτin generalτprivate 

schools have smaller class sizes than do their public school counterparts. This distinction 

is used by many fee-paying schools as being an important difference between private 

schools, and many private and independent school personnel spend considerable 

energy highlighting the difference to prospective parents. At York House School, for 

example, the largest class size was twenty students, and it was not uncommon for 

senior classes to have between twelve and sixteen students.32 As well, some Advanced 

Placement (AP) courses were offered at York House School to classes of seven to ten 

students. In addressing prospective families admissions personnel working in many of 

±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊΩǎ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜ Ƙƻǿ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ Ŧŀƭƭ 

between the cracks in schools that offer small class sizes. 

 Another factor that has been shown to correlate positively with student 

achievement is the amount of out-of-school-support students obtain. My experience 

working at York House School helped me understand that it was not uncommon for 

ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ΨǘƻǇΩ students to receive additional (out-of-school) tutoring support 

in mathematics, English, and Frenchτa phenomenon called ΨǎƘŀŘƻǿ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ in the 

literature (Ireson, 2004). Students engaged in this kind of after-school, subject-specific 

support have been shown to outperform control students on examinations (Cohen, 

Kulik, & Kulik, 1982)Φ !ǎ ǿŜƭƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΩ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƻŦ 

tutoring indicated that tutored students developed more positive attitudes toward the 

subject matter covered in the tutorial program (Cohen, et al., 1982). More recently, 

Mischo and Haag (2002) conducted an empirical study to determine the effectiveness of 

private tutoring in a prepost-control-group-design. They compared the results of a 

group of one hundred and twenty-two students that received private tutoring over a 

period of nine months to a same-sized group that did not receive private tutoring. Their 

                                            
32

 In British Columbia class sizes are have been enshrined in law since 2002. There can be a maximum of 
32 students in any regular class. 
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ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ά[p]upils receiving paid tutoring as remedial instruction showed an 

improvement ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƳŀǊƪǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǇǳǇƛƭǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘǳǘƻǊƛƴƎέ (Mischo, 

2002, p. 270). 

 These findings are relevant to consider for a school-ranking rubric that includes 

student examination results as a KPI because they demonstrate the relationship 

between the positive impact that small class sizes and additional after school tutoring 

can have on improving student achievement. The presumption made by the authors of 

the ranking is that good examination results reflect good classroom teaching. The KPI 

does not make roomτor accountτfor conditions that exist outside the classroom that 

positively, and negatively, affect the level of student achievement inside the classroom. 

 

KPI #2: Percentage of Examinations Failed 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ όŀǎ ŀ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜύ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
provincial examinations.33 It was derived by dividing the sum, for each 
school, of all provincial examinations written where a failing grade was 
awarded by the total number of such examinations written by the 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭέ (Cowley & Easton, 2000; Cowley, et al., 1998, 
1999). 

 

While this index may approximate a fair measure of exam performance within 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨōŜǎǘΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƻǇ ƳŀǊƪǎ ŦǊƻƳ мффу-2000 

when less than 6.2% of the class failed. This is problematic when one considers the 

adverse effect very small increases in the failure rate above 6.2% have on a school's 

over-all ranking. The implication here is that schools (in which 2% of the class fail) 

receive the same top score as schools in which 6.2% of the class fail. This scaling creates 

a relatively wide margin for accountabiƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ΨōŜǎǘΩ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ όл-6.2%) when 

other schools are significantly penalized for the slightest increase in the rate of 

άŦŀƛƭǳǊŜǎέ όмΦот-2.61%) in the percentage of provincial exams failed (see Appendix A). 

                                            
33

 Provincially examinable courses during 1992-1997 included: Biology 12, Chemistry 12, Communications 
12, English 12, English Literature 12, French 12, Français Langue 12, Geography 12, Geology 12, German 
12, History 12, Japanese 12, Latin 12, Mandarin 12, Mathematics 12, Physics 12, Spanish 12. In the 
1997/98 school year, three new coursesτTechnical and Professional Communications 12, Applications of 
Mathematics 12, and Punjabi 12τwere added to the list of examinable subjects and Latin 12 was 
eliminated. 
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Finally, students who fail provincial exams could end up passing the course because a 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƳŀǊƪ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀōƭŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ƛƴ мффу-2000 

by blending the school-issued mark (40%) with the provincial exam mark (60%). There is 

no KPI that reflects the percentage of courses failed by students whichτarguablyτ

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƘƻƭƛǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ 

given provincially examinable course. The Fraser Institute places an emphasis on the 

percentage of exams failed. Finally, it is not uncommon for students who may want 

pursue a post-secondary discipline like Architecture, for example, to take a subject like 

Principles of Math 12 because their post-secondary admission requires that students 

successfully complete that compulsory course. As such, the assumption made by the 

CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ DǊŀŘŜ мн ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ άŦǊŜŜŘƻƳέ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

enjoy and/or are genuinely interested in does not square with students who are 

compelled to take required courses based on their university and post-secondary 

aspirations (Cowley, et al., 1999, p. 78). This is especially true for students pursuing 

undergraduate engineering, science, and computer science programs. As well the 

assumption that all schools require students to complete prerequisite courses before 

taking provincially examinable subjects is not always true. Some courses like Biology 12, 

for example, did not require students to take a prerequisite Biology 11 course because 

the course syllabi were very different from one another. This made it possible for Grade 

11 (or Grade 12) students to take Biology 12 without having taken Biology 11. 

Geography 12 and History 12 were two other provincially examinable courses that did 

not require prerequisites. 

 

KPI #3: School vs. Exam Mark Difference 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ƎƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ 
between the average mark contained on the provincial examinations and 
ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ άǎŎƘƻƻƭέ ƳŀǊƪτthe accumulation of all the results from 
tests, essays, quizzes, and so on given in classτfor all the provincially 
examinable grade 12 courses. Top marks are awarded to schools that 
predict how closely students' final exam marks correlate with their 
school-issued mark in provinŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀōƭŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎέ (Cowley & 
Easton, 2000; Cowley, et al., 1998, 1999). 
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 The Fraser Institute's rationale for including this particular KPI is that marks 

assigned by the school should be roughly the same as the mark achieved by the student 

on the provincial examination. ά¢ƘǳǎΣ ƛŦ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ Ƙŀǎ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜƭȅ ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀǎ 

ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀ /Ҍ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀǘ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ 

ƭŜǾŜƭέ (Cowley, et al., 1998, p. 74). Expecting such a direct correlation to exist between 

school-issued and provincial examination marks reflects a particular logic that is 

embraced by the Fraser Institute while concurrently discounting the possibility that 

different schools have different visions for how to measure student achievement. The 

assumption made by the Fraser Institute is that students perform on time-limited, 

standardized, provincial examinations in the same way they perform throughout the 

year under the guidance of their respective subject teachers who are trained (and 

expected) to assess student progress and understanding in ways that expand the limits 

imposed by pen-and-paper testing. The assumption here also undermines some of the 

subject-specific prescribed ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ όt[hǎύ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ 

using traditional pen and paper tests and exams like, for example, the ability of students 

to work effectively in groups.34 Embedded within this KPI, therefore, is the tacit 

implication by the Fraser Institute that teachers artificially inflate school-issued marks. 

Cowley et ŀƭΦ όмфффύ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴ мффтκфуΣ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ту҈ ƻŦ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ 

average school marks were higher than the corresponding average examiƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŀǊƪǎέ 

(Cowley, et al., 1999, p. 6). This statistical observation does not make room for the fact 

that the vast majority of classroom teachers throughout the province know their 

students in ways standardized examinations cannot. It is a statistical construction that 

does not account for the lived experiences of teachers working with students in ways 

ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƎŀǳƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ-specific strengths 

and limitations. As well it can be argued that some teachers are especially discerning in 

awarding marks to their students in an attempt to raise the intellectual standard in the 

                                            
34

 The prescribed learning outcomes (PLOs) set the learning standards for the provincial K-12 education 
system and form the prescribed curriculum for British Columbia. They are statements of what students 
are expected to know and do at the end of an indicated grade or course. Schools have the responsibility 
to ensure that all subject-specific PLOs are met. 
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classroom. If, for example, a student receives 86% from a hard-marking teacher and 93% 

on the provincial exam, the school (and teacher) is penalized by for preparing the 

student to write a stellar final exam with confidence. What else would be at stake if 

schools adopted the Fraser Institute's policy of assessment? Science teachers might well 

decide not to devote considerable class time developing students' lab skills because lab 

ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜϥǎ ΨōŜǎǘΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ 

ones in which educators taught to the provincial exam. Student achievement would best 

be measured by a series of tests, quizzes, and mid-term exams that reflected the types 

of questions on final examinations. These assessment strategies are not only limiting in 

scope but, used to exclusion; promote a particular kind of knowledge.  

 

KPI #4: Exams Taken per Student 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎƛŀƭƭȅ 
examinable courses taken by students at any given school and is derived 
by first summing the number of students at each school who wrote 
provincially examinaōƭŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ όңȄύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ŘƛǾƛŘƛƴƎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ 
grade 12 students enrolled in the school (n). Average # of exams taken 
ǇŜǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ Ґ ңȄ ҏ ƴέ (Cowley & Easton, 2000; Cowley, et al., 1998, 1999). 
 
 
The assumption made by the Fraser Institute is twofold: (1) that most high 

school students are bound for post-secondary institutions; and (2) the more provincially 

examinable subjects students take the more opportunity they will have once they 

graduate. These assumptions do not apply to all secondary school students, but they are 

made by the Fraser Institute to gauge how effective schools counsel their students to 

make good course selection choices. Many graduating students pursue careers in the 

trades wherebyτin 1998τthey were required to take a single (compulsory) Language 

Arts examination in Grade 12 (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 1997). Here we 

ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǊǳōǊƛŎ ǳƴŘŜǊ-estimates the 

strategies that some high school students leverage to plan for their future because it 

does not make room for continuing their educational trajectory along unconventional 
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post-secondary paths in the arts, science, business, nursing, engineering, and education 

(to name but a few). 

Another limitation of thƛǎ YtL ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ DǊŀŘŜ мм ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 

who take Grade 12 provincially examinable subjects in their Grade 11 year. It is not 

ǳƴŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŦƻǊ DǊŀŘŜ мм ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊΩǎ ΨǘƻǇΩ ranked independent 

schools, for example, to take French 12, Geography 12, History 12, and/or English 12 in 

their Grade 11 year. This very real possibility artificially inflates the total number of 

provincially examinable courses taken at any given school because the total number of 

provincial exams taken (the numerator in the statistical equation) is really the total sum 

total of Grade 11 and 12 students that take Grade 12 examsτan inflated measure. 

When this measure is divided by the total number of Grade 12 students enrolled at the 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘƘŜ ΨŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŜȄŀƳǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǇŜǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩ YtL ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƛƴŦƭŀǘŜŘΦ 

Ken Denike, the then chairman of the Vancouver School Board, noted another 

explanation for why the average number of exams taken per student KPI was 

problematic. He questioned the correlation between how the Fraser Institute made 

meaning of the exam data it used to rank secondary schools when he said, 

 

άexcellence in some public school programs may actually result in a lower 
ranking. For instance, excellent International Baccalaureate, fine arts, trades and 
aǘƘƭŜǘƛŎǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ Ƴŀȅ ŘǊŀƎ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 
interested in such programs take fewer courses that are tested using provincial 
ŜȄŀƳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŜǎǎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎέ (Chung, 2006, p. B1). 

 

As well, schools that have developed a specific program focus like, for example, Langley 

Fine Arts School (LFAS), ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ άŀ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

focusing on the development of aesthetic intelligence through programmes in the Visual 

!ǊǘǎΣ [ƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ !ǊǘǎΣ 5ŀƴŎŜΣ 5ǊŀƳŀΣ ŀƴŘ aǳǎƛŎέ (Langley Fine Arts School, 2010) operates 

from a different epistemic foundation than does the Fraser Institute with its focus on 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŀǘŀΦ ¢ƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ 
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have students writing (on average) at least 3.4935 provincial exams to achieve a top-

ranked score underscores a prevailing limitation of the school report card because it 

ignores the cultural, epistemic, and contextual dimensions of mission-driven schools 

that make possible different kinds of post-secondary opportunities beyond traditional 

ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǘǊŀŎǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ нллл ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ 

that students from LFAS took 2.63 provincial examinationsτon averageτbetween the 

years of 1994 to 1999 (Cowley & Easton, 2000)Φ .ȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘƻǇΩ 

ranked Crofton House School (CHS) tookτon averageτ5.52 provincial examinations 

over the same time period (Cowley & Easton, 2000). CHS is also a mission-driven school 

but unlike LFAS it prepares its graduates for university admission into some of the most 

selective post-secondary institutions in North America. The possibility, of course, exists 

for LFAS gradates to be accepted into equally selective fine arts schools in North 

!ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ƭƛƪŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ /ƛǘȅΩǎ WǳƭƭƛŀǊŘ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ŀǊǘǎΣ 

±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊΩǎ 9Ƴƛƭȅ /ŀǊǊ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ƻǊ ¢ƻǊƻƴǘƻΩǎ wȅŜǊǎƻƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 

criteria for admission into post-secondary fine arts programs is not the same as it would 

be for science, engineering, and arts degrees because student applicants submit 

portfolios and/or are required to audition in order to be accepted. The overall number 

of provincial examinations taken by students applying to these kinds of post-secondary 

programs is not necessarily consequential. 

 

KPI #5: Graduation Rate 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ άǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭέ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎ enrolled in 
the school on September 30 with the number of students who actually 
graduate by the end of the same school year. Only those enrollees who 
are capable of graduating with their class within the current school year 
ŀǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 2000; 
Cowley, et al., 1998, 1999). 
 
 

The Fraser Institute maintains thatτfor the majority of students in British 

ColumbiaτǘƘŜ άƳƛƴƛƳǳƳ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴŜǊƻǳǎέ (Cowley, et al., 

                                            
35

 See Appendix A: Decile Range Table. 
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1999, pp. 77-78). The authors of the ranking believe the likelihood that students will not 

graduate solely because they are unable to meet the intellectual demands of the 

ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ƛǎ ǎƳŀƭƭΦ άbŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘŜ ǾŀǊƛŜǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǿƛdely from school 

ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΧώŀƴŘϐ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ 

ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅέ (Cowley, et al., 1999, p. 78). Accordingly, 

Cowley et al. (1999) perceive variations in the graduation rate to be an indicator of the 

extent to which students are being ΨǿŜƭƭ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭŜŘΩ in their educational choices. While 

having students complete the entire graduation program is the goal for most secondary 

schools in British Columbia the literature is replete with studies that document the 

positive correlation that exists between poverty, parental education (especially the 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ (Desimone, 1999; 

Ensminger & Slusarcick, 1992; Haveman, Wolfe, & Spaulding, 1991). In a paper entitled, 

Ψ/ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ 9ǾŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ /ƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ LƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ IƛƎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭ /ƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴΩΣ Haveman and 

colleagues found that άƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƘildren (who compete for 

resources), being persistently poor and on welfare, and moving one's residence as a 

child have significant negative impacts on high school completion (Haveman, Wolfe, & 

Spaulding, 1991, p. 133). The Fraser Institute does not statistically factor the impact 

these socioeconomic influences have on student retention rates into a single ranking 

iterationτever. 

 

5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ LƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎΥ 9ƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘ 5ŀǘŀΣ ¢ǊŜƴŘ LƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ tŀǊŜƴǘǎΨ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

Cowley, Easton, and Walker recognized the public controversy generated by their 

first report card when, in the introduction to the second report card, they acknowledged 

ǘƘŜ άŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴǘŀƎƻƴƛǎƳ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎέ (Cowley et al., 1999, p. 3). This was countered by their observation that 

άƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ мффуΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ 

ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ƳƛǎŜǊŀōƭȅέ (Cowley et al., 1999, 

p. 3). Both of these remarks are important to note at this juncture because they 

highlight divergent epistemic positions embraced by professionals working in schools 
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(on one hand) and the Fraser Institute and its supporters (on the other). Embedded in 

ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǊŀǊŜŦŀŎǘƛƻƴέ όCƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΣ мфупΣ 

p. 8). The principle of rarefaction describes the relationship between epistemologies 

and discursive practices whereby one position supplants another. Here we have an 

example of how the principle of rarefaction operates within school ranking discourses to 

supplant counter discourses made by teachers, and the political organizations to which 

they belong. While some critics objected to the school ranking ΨƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

ΨƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎǎΩ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƻƴƭȅΩ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

ΨŦŀƛƭƛƴƎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŀŎƛǘ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ 

because private schools outperformed public schools. Moreover, the data used by the 

CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ rating was all that some people needed 

to see. The data spoke for itself. 

Notwithstanding, the authors did take into consideration the opinions voiced by 

critics after the 1998 report card was published and responded to seven key points that 

emerged from the debate about how the Fraser Institute could improve their report 

ŎŀǊŘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻΥ όмύ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ YtLǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ άƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜέ (Cowley et al., 1999, p. 4); (2) the focus on Grade 12 

examinations;36 (3) including public and private schools in the same ranking; (4) schools 

being ranked on different provincially examination data;37 (5) accounting for 

discrepancies between school-issued marks awarded by teachers and marks obtained by 

students on provincial exams;38 όсύ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǎƻŎƛƻŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

                                            
36

 The Fraser Institute wanted to incorporate school-performance data derived from Grade 10 results, 
which at the time could only be obtained from Grade 10 Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) data obtained 
from the Ministry of Education. This data was not made available to the Fraser Institute. 

37
 The only compulsory, provincially examinable, grade 12 course that every British Columbia student had 

to take was Language Arts 12. Students could satisfy this requirement by taking English 12 or Technical 
and Professional Communications 12. The latter course was considered to be easier by teachers, who 
objected to the Communications 12 exam results being statistically equal to the English 12 exam results 
for the purpose of school rankings. (University-bound students had to take English 12τthe more 
challenging course.) 

38
 Cowley et al. (1999) expected for there to be a fairly normal distribution of the difference between 

school- and exam-based assessments but there was not. Their analysis of the data indicated that 78% of 
school-issued marks were higher than the exam marks achieved by students. This implied that teachers 
were inflating their school-issued grades. 
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ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅέ (Cowley et al., 1999, p. 6); and (7) the exclusion of 

άǎŎƘƻƻƭ-level chŀƴƎŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǇŜǊƛƻŘέ (Cowley et al., 1999, p. 7). As a result of 

the criticisms expressed after the 1998 report was published, three new variables 

appeared in the school ranking tables by the Fraser Institute. These variables, however, 

served to provide additional (contextual) information to ¢ƘŜ tǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ readers about 

the schools being ranked. They were descriptive in nature, but they were not factored 

into the school ranking formula. They included: Grade 12 enrolment data, semiotic 

trend/progress indicators, and the average years of education achieved by parents. 

The inclusion of Grade 12 enrolment data allowed for parents to gauge the overall 

size of the school being ranked. Large public schools, for example, like Alberni District 

Secondary (ranked 7.2/10), had five hundred-and-six students enrolled in its Grade 12 

class, while small independent schools, like York House (ranked 8.6/10), only had forty-

three (43), Grade 12 students by comparison (Cowley, et al., 1999). Cowley et al. (1999) 

reminded ¢ƘŜ tǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ Ŏŀǳǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 1999b, p. A21). The inclusion of 

this kind of additional information helped parents contextualize school rankings in ways 

that were not possible before. The acknowledgement, however, that factors outside the 

school environment also had an impact on student achievement was an important one. 

In the introduction to its second report card Cowley et al. (1999) recognized the impact 

socioeconomic factors had on student achievement when they noted: 

 
άwŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 
education is more closely associated with school performance than 
ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴŎƻƳŜΦ {ƻΣ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ Ǉǳblic school, the average years of 
education of the female parent (or lone parent in a single family) is 
reported. This statistic was derived by matching 1996 Census data from 
Statistics Canada with postal code enrolment data for each school. 
Researchers found higher levels of parental education were more closely 
associated with better school performance. When schools with similar 
parent education values record different results, it suggests that one 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƛƴ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ƭƛŦe into account in 
ƛǘǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 1999b, p. A21). 
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This acknowledgement by the Fraser Institute not only supported extensive 

research that suggested the same relational effect, but signaled to school ranking 

ŘŜǘǊŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǉǳƛŜǎŎŜƴŎŜΣ ƻŦ ǎƻǊǘǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǇƭŀȅŜd an 

important determinant role in the success of students at school. Notwithstanding, 

however relevant this statistic was deemed to be it served only a descriptive purpose: 

The measure did not thenτnor does it nowτǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾerall 

average. Moreover, this measure was not included for independent and private school 

parents, but there was no explanation why.39 

Lƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ нллл ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ /ƻǿƭŜȅ ϧ 9ŀǎǘƻƴ όнлллύ ǳǎŜŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ άŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛƻ-economƛŎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅέ 

(Cowley & Easton, 2000, p. 15). This descriptive measure was reported in the school 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ǘŀōƭŜǎ ŀǎ Ψ!Ŏǘǳŀƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǾǎΦ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŜŘ όōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴύΩΦ ά! 

positive difference suggests that the school is effective in enabling its students to 

succeed regardless of their socio-ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘέ (Cowley & Easton, 2000, p. 15). 

Here is an example of two competing ideological discursive formations (IDFs) 

overlapping in a space that moves beyond polemical discourse because we see the 

Fraser Institute attempting to quantitatively account for a qualitative measure that 

teachers say matterτŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ !ƴŘ ȅet, this variable does not 

ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ 

as a descriptive measure, however, was encouraging. Cowley (2001) hoped that, 

 

άƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-economic status as an excuse for poor school 
ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘέ (Canada 
NewsWire, 2000, p. 1). 

                                            
39

 The tŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ όȅǊǎΦύ did appear in the next iteration of the report card, and every 
report thereafter. ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ƻǾŜǊall 
ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ 
education is taken into account. A larger positive difference would suggest that the school is effective in 
enabling its students to succeed regardless of their socio-economic background. The tŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ 
education (yrs.) can also be used to identify other schools whose students have similar socio-economic 
backgrounds. A comparison of the results of these similar schools can identify those schools that are 
particularly effective in taking socio-economic conditions into account in their teaching and counselling 
practice (Cowley & Easton, 2001). 
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This perspective points to the possibility of redress embedded within a school ranking 

system that has not gained much traction in the press. Although individual schools have 

been held up by the Fraser Institute as being exemplar schools for making significant 

gains in their overall ranking there is no common theme that can be cited as being the 

cause for a schƻƻƭΩǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǎcoreτan observation that will be thoroughly 

addressed in Chapter 5. However despite the inherent limitations and assumptions 

made by the Fraser Institute in extracting and using Ministry data to compile its first 

ƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎchool ranking report card it must be noted 

that the same five KPIs were uniformly applied to every co-educational, single-sex, 

public, private, and independent school included in its first three reports. The statistical 

leveling of schools in this way would be disrupted in the nextτand every otherτ

successive school ranking iteration. Table 5 shows how York House School was depicted 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƛƴ мфффΦ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ YtLǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

integrated throughout the top of the table. In this (second) edition of the ranking York 

House School achieved an overall score of 8.6τa drop of 0.4 points when compared to 

the previous year. 
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Table 5: Second school ranking table published for YHS (1999) 
 

 York House School (YHS) D3 = Private 

 5м Ґ tŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ !ǾƎΦ Lncome: n/a D2 = Grade 12 Enrolment: 43 

Year 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 S1 

KPI 1 76.6 79.7 78.2 79.5 77.9 77.1 ź 

KPI 2 1.4 1.5 1.0 1.2 2.4 3.3 Ź 

KPI 3 4.7 4.9 5.9 4.3 5.9 7.3 ź 

KPI 4 100.0 100.0 100.0 96.2 100.0 100.0 ź 

KPI 5 5.0 5.1 5.1 4.8 5.8 6.0 ŷ 

Overall 9.6 9.4 9.0 9.4 9.0 8.6 Ź 

Source taken from (Cowley, et al., 1999, p. 43). 
 
Legend 
KPI 1 = Average provincial exam mark 
KPI 2 = Percentage of provincial exams failed 
KPI 3 = Difference between exam mark and school mark 
KPI 4 = Graduation rate 
KPI 5 = Provincial taken per student 
5м Ґ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊΥ tŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ 
D2  = Descriptive indicator: Grade 12 enrolment 
D3 = Descriptive indicator: Kind of School (public or private) 
S1 = Semiotic progress trend indicators: improvement (ŷ); decline (Ź); no change (ź) 
 

Iteration #2 (2001-2002): Gender Matters 

In May of 1999, Cowley and Easton co-ŀǳǘƘƻǊŜŘ ŀ ΨCǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ hŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭ 

tŀǇŜǊΩ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘΣ Ψ.ƻȅǎΣ DƛǊƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ DǊŀŘŜǎΥ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ DŜƴŘŜǊ .ŀƭŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ 

Secondary Schools. ¢ƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άƛǘ ǿŀǎ ōƻȅǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ 

getting short-ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘέ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳǎ (Cowley & Easton, 1999, p. 3). 

Additionally, Cowley and Easton (1999) indicated in the Executive Summary portion of 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ άƴƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ be found that boys and girls were 

ŘŜǎǘƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳέ (Cowley 

& Easton, 1999, p. 3). Their analysis of the eight most popular provincially examinable 

ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƎƛǊƭǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƎǊŀŘŜǎ 

on school-based assessments in all subjects regardless of their relative performance on 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎƛŀƭ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 1999, p. 9). The data marshaled by 
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Cowley and Easton (1999) in their report was used to promote the idea that classroom 

teachers were treating boys and girls differently and they pointed to the discrepancy 

between school-issued and provincial examination results as evidence of teacher bias in 

the classroomτgirls were being favoured over boys in British Columbian classrooms. 

¢ƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ 

outperformed boys on the school-issued marks they received in all eight of the most 

popular provincially examinable subjects taken by students in British Columbia, but that 

boys outperformed girls on the provincial examination marks they received in five of 

eight subjects. The results prompted Cowley and Easton to pose the following question: 

ά!ǊŜ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǊ ŀǊŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ-based assessments systematically biased 

ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ōƻȅǎΚέ όCowley & Easton, 1999b, p. 3). Because the Fraser Institute deemed the 

ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƎŀǇ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ άǾƛǘŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘέ όCowley & Easton, 2000, p. 4), the authors 

included it as descriptive measure for the first time in their 2000 report card, which 

meant that gender was not weighted in the ranking as a KPI. 

Table 6 depicts the relative percentage weights of the seven KPIs that were used 

by the Fraser Institute to rank secondary schools in its second report card iteration. It is 

followed by a description of two additional gender gap KPIs that were included in the 

ranking for co-educational schools. It is important to note how the relative percentage 

weight assigned to KPI #3 was changed for co-educational schools for the first time. 

Note as well how two new KPIs (#6 and #7) were introduced to the sample of co-

eduŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ. These indices 

were excluded for single-sex schools. 
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Table 6: Relative percentage weights of KPIs for iteration #2 
 

 Iteration #2: (2001 and 2002) 

Key Performance Indicator (KPI) Co-Educational 
Schools 

Single Sex Schools 

1. Average Exam Mark 20% 

2. Percentage of Exams Failed 20% 

3. School vs. Exam Mark Difference 10%  20% 

4. Exams Taken per Student 20% 

5. Graduation Rate 20% 

6. English 12 Gender Gap 5% n/a 

7. Math 12 Gender Gap 5% n/a 

TOTAL 100% 

8. Composite Dropout Indicator40 Descriptive 

9. Kind of School (Public or Private) Descriptive 

10. Grade 12 Enrolment Descriptive 

11. Semiotic Trend Progress Indicators Descriptive 

12. tŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ !ǾŜǊŀƎŜ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛon Descriptive 

13. Actual vs. Predicted Rating  Descriptive 

Table compiled from the following sources: (Cowley & Easton, 2001; Cowley & Easton, 
2002) 
 

What follows is a descriptive and critical analysis of each KPI used during this time. 

 

KPI #6: English 12 Gender Gap 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ όƛƴ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎύ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 
boys and girls in the extent to which their school marks in English 12 are 
different from their examination marks. The indicator reports which sex 
received the highest average school mark in English 12 as well as the 
actual difference in percentage points between the two results. It shows 
how effective the school has been in minimizing the differences in results 
between the sexes. Where the difference favours girls, the value is 
preceded by an F; where the difference favours boys, the value is 
preceded by an M. An E means there is no difference between the boys 
ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜέ (Cowley & Easton, 2000, 2001; Cowley & 
Easton, 2002; Cowley & Easton, 2003, 2004b; Cowley & Easton, 2005; 
Cowley & Easton, 2006; Cowley & Easton, 2007). 
 

 

                                            
40

 This measure was first introduced in the 2002 report card edition. It served a descriptive purpose 
initially, but it was included by the Fraser Institute as a KPI in the iteration that was to follow in 2003. 
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YtL ІтΥ άaŀǘƘ мн DŜƴŘŜǊ DŀǇέ 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ difference (in percentage points) between 
boys and girls in the extent to which their school marks in Math 12 are 
different from their examination marks. The indicator reports which sex 
received the highest average school mark in Math 12 as well as the actual 
difference in percentage points between the two results. It shows how 
effective the school has been in minimizing the differences in results 
between the sexes. Where the difference favours girls, the value is 
preceded by an F; where the difference favours boys, the value is 
preceded by an M. An E means there is no difference between the boys 
ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜέ (Cowley & Easton, 2000, 2001; Cowley & 
Easton, 2002; Cowley & Easton, 2003, 2004b; Cowley & Easton, 2005; 
Cowley & Easton, 2006; Cowley & Easton, 2007). 

 
 

The CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ rationale for including gender gap KPIs is captured by the 

ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ άǘƘŀǘ every ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 1999, p. 6). This 

statement ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ Řƛfferences among 

students in the teaching processτteaching in contextτ[a concept] routinely touted as a 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŀōƭŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎέ (Cowley & Easton, 1999, p. 5). Cowley and Easton (1999) 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ./¢CΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ άŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ 

guarŀƴǘŜŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƳŜǘέ (Cowley & Easton, 

1999, p. 5) extend beyƻƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ άǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭΣ ƳŜƴǘŀƭΣ ƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎέ 

(Cowley & Easton, 1999, p. 6) to include boys. In the same report the authors noted that 

subject-specific gender data was collected by the Ministry that could be used by the 

CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ άƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻƴŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΥ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊέ (Cowley & 

Easton, 1999, p. 6). To be meaningful this statement needs to be examined in relation to 

other contextual data the Fraser Institute had access toτand usedτfor descriptive 

purposes when it published its first iteration of school rankings from 1998-2000. 

Establishing a KPI in 2001 that accounts for gender differences in mathematics 12 and 

English 12 whileτat the same timeτchoosing not to establish a KPI that statistically 

accounts for measured socioeconomic disparities is problematic. This is especially true 

ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ 
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ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ average educational experience has on student achievement in all schools 

(Cowley & Easton, 2001)Φ ²ƘŜƴ ƴŜǿ ΨŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭΩ YtLǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǊǳōǊƛŎ 

that account for gender-related differences in this way the Fraser Institute is deploying a 

modern technique for observing its subjects. Foucault (1977) describes how disciplinary 

power is exercised through a normalization process that is not only anchored in 

judgment, but that compares individual actionǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ƻƴŜ ΨƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩ 

Ƴŀȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōƻȅǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ 

considered the entire population of girls. When the examination results of each 

ΨƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ŦƛŜƭd of visibility for comparison the 

άŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳƛǘȅέ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ (Foucault, 1977, p. 183). The Fraser 

InstitutŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ-issued grades 

in provincially examinable subjects. Although the gender gap indicator would not factor 

ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǿŀȅ ǳƴǘƛƭ 2001, the gender report authored 

by Cowley and Easton (1999) demonstrates a strategic and focused attempt by the 

CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǉǳƻ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

system because all the single-sex schools in British Columbia were de facto private and 

independent schools. As such it was impossible for the public to judge the educational 

experience of students attending single sex schools in the same way because there was 

no basis for the comparison to be made. 

The implication of assigning subject-speŎƛŦƛŎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƎŀǇ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ άǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ Ƴƻǎǘ 

popular provincially examinable coursesτaŀǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎǎ мн ŀƴŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ мнέ (Cowley & 

Easton, 2000, p. 13) proved to be statistically consequential for both coeducational (Co-

Ed) and single-sex schools (SSS) because their inclusion changed the relative percentage 

weightings of the KPIs used to rank single-sex and coeducational schools. Table 7 depicts 

the changes in the KPIs from Iteration #1 (1998-2000) to Iteration #2 (2001-2002) for 

coeducational and single-sex schools in British Columbia. Note how subject-specific 

gender gap indicators in English 12 and mathematics 12 do not apply to single-sex 

schools, which consequently resulted in corresponding shifts in the relative weightings 

of KPIs between co-educational and single sex schools. Whereas single sex schools were 
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subject to five KPIs; co-educational schools were now subject to seven KPIs. The 

implication was statistically consequential insomuch as subject-specific gender gap 

indicators accounted for 10% of the variation between public and private schools. As 

well, the Fraser Institute could no longer say about its school-ranking rubric that it was 

uniformly applied to all public, private, and independent schools in British Columbia. 

LǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ІнΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƳŀǊƪǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ 

begins to exert discretionary disciplinary power on the field of accountability because 

we see in the ranking rubric statistical differences between how public and 

private/independent schools are treated. This is important to note at this juncture 

because it illustrates how the Fraser Institute leverages its objective ranking rubric 

matrix to emphasize differences between public and private school systems. 

 
Table 7: Relative percentage weights of KPIs from iteration #1 to iteration #2 
 

 Iteration #1 
(1998-2000) 

Iteration #2 
(2001-2002) 

Key Performance Indicator (KPI) Co-Ed 
and Single Sex Schools 

Co-Ed SSS 

1. Average Exam Mark 20% 

2. Percentage of Exams Failed 20% 

3. School vs. Exam Mark Difference 20% 10%  20% 

4. Exams Taken per Student 20% 

5. Graduation Rate 20% 

6. English 12 Gender Gap - 5% n/a 

7. Math 12 Gender Gap - 5% n/a 

TOTAL 100% 

8. Composite Dropout Indicator - Descriptive 

фΦ tŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ Average Education in Years Descriptive 

10. Actual vs, Predicted Rating Descriptive 

11. Kind of School (Public or Private) Descriptive 

12. Grade 12 Enrolment Descriptive 

13. Semiotic Trend Progress Indicators Descriptive 

14. Subject-specific exam averages Descriptive - 

Table compiled from the following sources: (Cowley & Easton, 2001; Cowley & Easton, 
2002; Cowley, et al., 1998, 1999; Cowley & Easton, 2000) 
 

The authors of the report card believed the revised rubric (as it was reflected in 

iteration #2) had been improved from its previous iterationτάFor the first time, each 
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ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜƴǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

botƘ ōƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘέ (Cowley & Easton, 2001, p. 4). As importantly, 

 

άǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ 
Gender gap in the historical results. The introduction of this new 
ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ Ǉŀǎǘ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎǎέ (Cowley & 
Easton, 2001, p. 4). 

 

This statement is relevant because it illustrates how the Fraser Institute exerts 

discretionary disciplinary power on the school-wide accountability field. Here, we have 

an example of the Fraser Institute changing the ranking rubric in ways that make sense 

to the Fraser Institute. Gender related issues were not part of the broader school 

ranking debate before 2001, but the Fraser Institute leveraged Ministry data to show 

that boys and girls were not performing equally on school-based and exam-based 

assessments for students attending co-educational schools. They did not show the same 

statistical trend was true (or false) for students attending single sex schools. Such 

discrepant statistical approaches to how co-education (public) schools were treated in 

comparison to their (private/independent) school counterparts illustrates how the 

Fraser Institute exercised discretionary disciplinary power on the field of visibility. This 

bifurcation in the ranking rubric is relevant to consider because it shows how the Fraser 

Institute imports and expands a discourse of difference between schools and school 

systems. 

CoǿƭŜȅ ŀƴŘ 9ŀǎǘƻƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ 

logic of including gender-gap KPIs to ensure that boys and girls are able to achieve 

equally in the classroom once again speaks to the emancipatory potential of redress 

embedded in the ranking rubric. In highlighting the achievement variation between boys 

and girls the possibility exists for that variation to be addressed by teachers within the 

classroom settingτif it can be addressed at all. However, the Fraser Institute is 

selectively discerning about what data-driven differences it highlights. For example, 

although it can statistically measure a socioeconomic index that ranking critics say 
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accounts for significant between-school variation the Fraser Institute chooses not to 

include the index in its ranking in a material way. 

The combined effect of adding the gender gap indicator to the second iteration 

of the Fraser Institute school report card and recalculating previously published school 

rankings considerably changed the distribution of ΨǘƻǇΩ ranked schools in British 

Columbia appreciably. However, the resulting discourse appearing in newspapers had 

ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΣ άǿŜƭƭ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ 

ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΧǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ǎets morŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀōƭŜέ (Cowley & Easton, 

2001, p. 4). Furthermore, and perhaps most importantly, the resulting discourse in 

ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ŀƴ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ school-ranking 

rubric that no longer reduced schools to identicalτcommonτperformance indicators 

for the basis of comparison. Whereas the previous iteration made possible the same 

kinds of statistical assumptions for all public and private schools throughout the 

province, the inclusion of gender gap differences as a performance indictor resulted in 

single-sex schools being treated differently than co-educational onesτat least 

statistically. It was impossible, therefore, for single sex schools (all of which were 

independent and private schools) to gain or lose points in the gender gap category 

because that performance indicator measured how aligned boys and girls performed on 

provincial exams and school-issued marks in English 12 and mathematics 12 

respectively. Given that all-ƎƛǊƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ōƻȅǎ enrolled in their sample 

populations, and given that all-ōƻȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ƎƛǊƭǎ enrolled in their sample 

populations, it was impossible for the Fraser Institute to include the gender gap 

measure in the same way it was able to for co-ed public (and co-ed private) schools. 

Gender mattered, therefore, because there were no gender gap differences to measure 

in single sex schools, which were all private and independent schools. That important 

demographic gender disparity resulted in a redistribution of top ranked schools in the 

province such that perfect-scoring (10/10) schools were all single-sex, private schools in 

2001 (Cowley & Easton, 2001). 
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Table 8 depicts five years of school ranking data as published by the Fraser 

Institute during its first two iterations. It shows how public and private41 schools were 

distributed, and re-distributed, across decile ranges for Iterations #1 and #2 

respectively. What is relevant to note here is the percentage of public (PU) schools that 

occupied the ΨǘƻǇΩ42 ŘŜŎƛƭŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ 

iteration (1998-2000) compared to the percentage of public schools that occupied the 

same ΨǘƻǇΩ position during the second iteration. Before gender gap indices were 

included in the ranking rubric approximately 5% of all the public schools then ranked by 

ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǎŎƻǊŜǎΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƎŀǇ ƛƴŘƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ 

the Fraser Institute the percentŀƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƻŎŎǳǇȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 

decile range dropped to 0.4%. This represents a 92% decline in the number of potential 

public schools that achieved scores within the 9.0-10.0 range. By way of comparison, 

before gender gap indices were included in the ranking rubric approximately 31% of all 

ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜκƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ όt±ύ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŜƴ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ΨǘƻǇΩ 

ǎŎƻǊŜǎΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƎŀǇ ƛƴŘƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ 

private/independent schools occupyiƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ΨǘƻǇΩ ŘŜŎƛƭŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ǘƻ 

ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ нм҈Φ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ оп҈ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ 

private/independent schools. So while public and private school systems were both 

adversely affected by the introduction of a new ranking rubric that included gender gap 

indices during iteration #2, public schools fared significantly worse as a result. 

 

                                            
41

 Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ ΨtǊƛǾŀǘŜΩ όt±ύ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƭƭ ƴƻƴ-public schools (Independent and Private) as those 
terms have been defined previously. 
 
42

 In this analysis ΨǘƻǇΩ ranked schools occupy the highest decile range possible as determined by the 
CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǊǳōǊƛŎΤ όƛΦŜΦύ ф-10. 
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Table 8: Percentage distribution of public (PU) and private (PV) schools for iterations 
#1 and #2 
 

 Iteration #143 Iteration #244 

  1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

Rank PU PV PU PV PU PV PU PV PU PV 

9-10 6.3 34  4.4  32.4  4.3  27.5  0.4  20.9  0.4  20.0  

8-8.9 16.6  12.5  15.0  29.4  14.3  32.5  2.5  16.3  1.7  17.5  

7-7.9 16.6  37.5  19.8  11.8  21.7  12.5  15.1  16.3  13.4  30  

6-6.9 20.6  6.3  19.8  14.7  21.2  17.5  34.9  23.3  37.4  20  

5-5.9 17.9  6.3  18.1  5.9  13.4  2.5  27.3  11.6  27.3  5.0  

4-4.9 9.4  3.1  9.7  8.8  11.7  7.5  12.6  9.3  10.1  2.3  

3-3.9 8.1  0  9.7  0  9.1  0  2.1  0  4.6  5.0  

2-2.9 2.7  0  2.2  0  3.0  0  1.7  2.3  2.5  0  

1-1.9 1.4  0  1.3 0  1.3  0  1.2  0  0.01  0  

0-0.9 0.4  0  0  0  0  0  2.1  0  0.01  0  

N= 223 32 227 34 231 40 238 43 238 40 

Table compiled from the following sources: (Cowley & Easton, 2000; Cowley & Easton, 
2002; Cowley, et al., 1998, 1999; Cowley & Easton, 2001) 

 

Figure 5 shows the number of public (PU) and private45 (PV) schools that achieved an 

overall school rating between 9.0 and 10.0 for iteration # 1 and iteration #2. It shows 

ǘƘŀǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛǘǎ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ 

overall ranking forty-six percent (46%ύ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ΨōŜǎǘΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

identified as being public schools. After the Fraser Institute revised its method of 

ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ 

dropped ten percent (10%). 

 

                                            
43

 The ranking rubric was uniformly applied to all public and independent/private schools. Each KPI is 
weighted at 20% in each of the five KPIs. 
 
44

 Gender gap indicators introduced for English 12 and Math 12 respectively. KPI weightings shift 
proportionately to reflect the change. (This KPI does not apply to single-sex schools). The Fraser Institute 
recalculates all previous school rankings published in British Columbia from 1998-2000. 
 
45

 Private (PV) in this table conflates independent (IN) and private (faith-based) schools. 
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Figure 5: Number of 'top' ranked public and private schools for iterations #1 and #2 
 

 
 
Complied from data provided in the following sources:  Cowley & Easton, 2001; Cowley & 
Easton, 2002; Cowley, et al., 1998, 1999; Cowley & Easton, 2000) 

 

Not only were entire categories of schools (public and private) affected by the revised 

ranking during the second iteration (2001-2002), but so too were individual schools 

affected in ways that seemed to reward and punish them. Take, for example, the case of 

Kitsilano Secondary (a public, co-educational, grade 8-12) school, and York House (an 

independent, single-sex, k-12) school. Figure 6 illustrates how the introduction of 

ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƎŀǇ ƛƴŘƛŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 

όƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭύ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Yƛǘǎƛƭŀƴƻ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎΦ 
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Figure 6: Kitsilano Secondary's overall school ranking for iterations #1 and #2 
 

 

Compiled from data obtained in the following sources: (Cowley & Easton, 2001; Cowley 
& Easton, 2002; Cowley, et al., 1998, 1999; Cowley & Easton, 2000) 
 

Before the revision Kitsilano Secondary achieved overall higher ranking scores (Iteration 

1, which is identified in the upper ƎǊŀǇƘ ƛƴ ǊŜŘύΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ 

results were adjusted, which resulted in consistently lower scores (Iteration 2, which is 

identified in the lower graph in blue). By comparison, Figure 7 shows how York House 

Schoolτa school exempt from the imposition of gender gap indictors in the report 

ŎŀǊŘΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴτimproved its overall (historical) school ranking from iteration 

#1 (which is identified in the lower graph in red) to iteration #2  (which is identified in 

the upper graph in blue). 
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Figure 7: York House School's overall school ranking for iterations #1 and #2 
 

 
 
Compiled from data obtained from the following sources: (Cowley & Easton, 2001; 
Cowley & Easton, 2002; Cowley, et al., 1998, 1999; Cowley & Easton, 2000) 

 

Here, we have an example of how one kind of single-sex, independent, k-12 school was 

rewarded by the statistical revision imposed by the Fraser Institute in its second 

iteration (represented by an overall shift upwards in the ranking graph from iteration #1 

to 2) and how a different kind of co-ed, public, 8-12 school was punished by the same 

statistical iteration (represented by an overall shift downwards in the ranking graph 

from iteration # 1 to 2)τif reward and punishment is understood as a correlate of 

corresponding increases and decreases in a schoƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘŜn. 

²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ 

iteration impacted two specific schools it does not say anything meaningful about how 

ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭΦ Appendix F, 

howevŜǊΣ ŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ όфΦл-10.0) secondary schools in British Columbia 

between 1998-2010. It shows that single-sex schools would continue to achieve 
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ŘƛǎǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴŀǘŜƭȅ ΨǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΩ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ млκмл ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ 

the gender gap indicator in 2001. That the percentage of public (and by implication co-

educational) schools achieving school rankings between 9.0 and 10.0 had significantly 

decreased since the gender KPIs was first introduced points to an important relational 

trend that cannot be ignoredτthat is, there exists a statistical bias embedded in the 

KPIs used to rank schools because single sex schools cannot be penalized for discrepant, 

gender-related, school-issued and examination results in the same way co-educational 

schools can. This bias is evident by noting the kinds of schools that have achieved 

ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƛƴŎŜ мффуΦ 

Table 9 ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΩ млκмл ǎŎƻǊŜ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ 

characteristic school profiles: They are mostly k-12 schools; they are mostly 

independent/private; they are mostly day schools; all of the independent and private 

schools are Group 2 funded; and they all prepare students to pursue highly competitive 

degree-granting programs at universities and colleges throughout North America. 

By comparison, of the fourteen schools identified by the Fraser Institute to 

achieve a perfect score on its ranking over a thirteen year span only two public schools 

are notedτUniversity Hill Secondary and Prince of Wales Secondary. 
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Table 9: Schools attaining a score of ten on the Fraser Institute ranking (1998-2010) 
 

 School Profile Characteristics   

School Name PU IN PV CE SS K-12 8-12 D B D/B Year(s) @ 

 {ǘΦ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ  X   X X  X   2000-2009 10 

Little Flower   X  X  X X   2000-2008 9 

York House  X   X X  X   2001, 2003-2010 9 

Crofton House  X   X X  X   2001-2007 7 

Southridge  X  X  X  X   2002, 2005-2009 6 

WPGA  X  X  X  X   2005-2007, 2009 4 

{ǘΦ aŀǊƎŀǊŜǘΩǎ  X   X X    X 1998, 2003 2 

University Hill X   X   X X   2003, 2004 2 

Van. College   X  X  X X   2005, 2008 2 

Prince of Wales X   X   X X   1999 1 

St. Thomas Aq.   X X   X X   1999 1 

Brentwood  X  X   X  X  2003 1 

{ŀƛƴǘ aƛŎƘŀŜƭΩǎ  X  X  X    X 2003 1 

GLN  X  X  X  X   2003 1 

Total 2 9 3 8 6 6 6 11 1 2   

Table compiled from the following sources: (Cowley, 2005b; Cowley & Easton, 2000, 
2001; Cowley & Easton, 2002; Cowley & Easton, 2003, 2004b; Cowley & Easton, 2007, 
2008; Cowley & Easton, 2009; Cowley, et al., 2010; Cowley, et al., 1998, 1999; Cowley & 
Easton, 2006) 
 
LEGEND 
¸ŜŀǊόǎύ Ґ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭŜƴŘŀǊ ȅŜŀǊόǎύ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ŀ ΨǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΩ ǎŎƻǊŜ ƻŦ 
ten; @ = the total number of times that a school achieved a ΨǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΩ score of ten; PU = 
Public School; IN = Independent School; PV = Private (faith-based) School; CE = Co-
Educational; SS = Single Sex; (k-12) or (8-12) = Grades offered at School; D = Day School; 
B = Boarding School; D/B = Day and Boarding School 

 

A question that begs to be asked at this juncture is: Why did the Fraser Institute redefine 

its school-ranking rubric to capture gender-related data provided by the Ministry of 

Education? If nothing else, the introduction of gender-related-data by the Fraser 

Institute alluding to gender-biased-teaching in secondary schools effectively expanded 

the field of visibility on which the school wide accountability game was played. 

Henceforward boys and girls could be seen as separate populations where they were 

otherwise blended together as a single student population in the first iteration of the 

report card. This was strategically important for the Fraser Institute because in pointing 

to discrepant educational experiences boys and girls seemed to be having in British 
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Columbia high schools, the Fraser Institute introduced a new visual asymmetry to the 

greater field of school wide accountability. It is essential this be problematized at this 

juncture given that fields areτby definitionτsocially constructed areas of activity 

where struggles take place between agents in a supply and demand market. Brighenti 

(2007) reminds us of this point: 

 

άώ²ϐƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƻǊ ƭŜǎǎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŀƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǿŜ 
should ask ourselves who is acting on and reacting to the properties of 
the field, and which specific relationships are being shaped. Shaping and 
managing visibility is huge work that human beings do tirelessly. As 
communication technologies enlarge the field of the socially visible, 
visibility becomes a supply and demand market. At any enlargement of 
the field, the question arises of what is worth being seen at which priceτ
along with the normative question of what should and what should not 
be seen. These questions are never simply a technical matter: they are 
ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭέ (Brighenti, 2007, p. 327). 
 

Whereas the previous (first) iteration of the Fraser Institute ranking reflected and 

highlighted what critics noted were class-based distinctions that existed between 

schools (Proctor, 1998a; Steffenhagen, 2002b), the introduction of gender-biased data 

into the school wide accountability issue reflected and highlighted gender-based 

distinctions the Fraser Institute wanted the general public to see was operating in 

secondary schools (Cowley & Easton, 2003; Cowley & Easton, 1999c; Ferry, 2000). 

Expanding the field of visibility to include gender-related data in this way effectively 

markedτwhat was previously an unmarkedτsocial category. This was an important 

ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŀǎ .ǊƛƎƘŜƴǘƛ όнллтύ ƴƻǘŜǎ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǇŀǇŜǊ ƻƴ ǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ άώƻϐƴŎŜ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ 

ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛǎ ǎŜǘ ǳǇΧǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǘƻƻƭ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŎŀǎŜέ (Brighenti, 2007, p. 334). The effect, therefore, of the Fraser 

Institute reconfiguring whole school populations into gender-constructed, sub-

populations was to cast a wider statistical net that captured public-private school 

distinctions, which otherwise remained hidden. In this way, the Fraser Institute 

effectively amplified its power of surveillance on the field of visibility by widening its 

scope of vision. Whereas the previous iteration of the ranking pitted school against 
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school, the second iteration pitted boys against girlsτand by implication, public schools 

against private schools, because all of the single sex schools ranked by the Fraser 

Institute were de facto independent and private schools. 

Including gender-related KPIs in the ranking rubric also made it possible for a greater 

population of parents to become interested in the ranking where they might not have 

been interested before becauseτfor the first time in the history of the rankingτΨǘƻǇΩ 

ranked schools could be exposed for not meeting the subject-specific educational needs 

of boys and girls, equallyτsomething every informed (good) parent, teacher, and 

administrator could know about. In this way, generic school rankings that treated all 

schools the same became more discerning in nature because the broader population of 

students under investigation was further delineated along gender lines in the 

serialization of Ministry-collected data. Expanding the field of visibility by creating two 

new categories of students (boys and girls), therefore, effectively widened the report 

ŎŀǊŘΩǎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

children to ΨǘƻǇΩ ranked public and co-educational independent/private schools could 

know if their sons and daughters academic potential was being met equally in the eight 

subject areas held up for public scrutiny by the Fraser Institute. As such, more parents 

were called to action in ways that only a published school ranking could muster because 

more parents were called to care in ways they had not been in previous ranking 

iterations. The gender debate also served to deflect and redirect some of the criticisms 

levied by school ranking opponents as they pertained to discrepant socioeconomic 

indicators thŀǘΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƻŎƛƻŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

indicators were contestable. Gender was not. 

 

Descriptive Indicator: Dropout Rate 

 In the ΨwŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ƻƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎΥ нллн 9ŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ, 

Cowley & Easton (2002) described their newest contextual measure of teaching and 

counseling effectiveness. It was labeled the Ψ5ǊƻǇƻǳǘ wŀǘŜΩ indicator and it measured 

άǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƪŜŜǇǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘŀǎƪέ (Cowley & 
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Easton, 2002, p. 4)Φ LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ άŀ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ 

CǊŀƴŎŜΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǿƛƭƭ 

ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ǘƛƳŜέ (Cowley & Easton, 2002, p. 4). This 

point illustrates how the Fraser Institute imported aspects of other school ranking 

report systems that were developed internationally. This is problematic because it 

implies that British /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ CǊŀƴŎŜΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 

school system. But schools operate contextuallyτwithin cultural, financial, and political 

boundaries that are as unique to Canadian provinces as they are to France, Germany, 

Iceland, and Spain. Notwithstanding the contextual differences that quite naturally exist 

between British Columba and France, the Fraser Institute determined for itself that the 

άƴƻǊƳŀƭέ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ŘǊƻǇƻǳǘ ǊŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ 

was 13%46 baǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΩ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ Řŀǘŀ άǿƘŜǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 

ŀǊŜ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŜƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŘŜŀǘƘέ 

(Cowley & Easton, 2002, p. 5). The Fraser Institute felt it necessary to include the new 

contextual measure because, as they noted in their 2002 school report card, 

 

άƛǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ Graduation rate indicator will soon be little 
use in differentiating among schools. The average value for all schools on 
this indicator has risen steadily from 82.5% in the 1992/93 school year to 
nearly 94% in 2000/2001. As a matter of simple mechanics, an indicator 
that is unvarying is not a useful one in determining differences in 
ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 2002, pp. 5-6). 

 

This statement underscores the prevailing ideological formation at play in the Fraser 

Institute manufacturing a ranking rubric that has been designed to reward and punish 

schools. It made no sense to the Fraser Institute to include an important contextual 

measure on which most schools in the province had improvedτdespite its claim that 

ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ άǿƛƭƭ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǳǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƨƻōǎ 

                                            
46

 Cowley & Easton (2002) determined the average annual rate of disappearance from the system to be 
roughly 2.75%. Applying that level of disappearance as a benchmark for the five years of secondary school 
(Grades 8-12) the authors concluded that normative disappearance rates by students in the secondary 
school system approximated 13%. 
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ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊƛƭȅέ (Cowley et al., 1999, p. 4). Here, is an example of secondary schools 

making a positive difference in the lives of students because we see in the ΨDǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ 

wŀǘŜ YtLΩ quantitative evidence of more students completing the high school graduation 

ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦ wŜǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨDǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ wŀǘŜΩ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ όŀƴ ƛƴŘŜȄ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ 

ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎύ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ψ5ǊƻǇƻǳǘΩ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ όŀƴ ƛƴŘŜȄ ƻƴ 

which public schools could be statistically penalized) the Fraser Institute changes what it 

wants the public to see on the field of visibility. Where there was little variance in the 

ΨDǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ wŀǘŜΩ YtL ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ 

eliminated the index from its rubric and reǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ Ψ5ǊƻǇƻǳǘΩ ƛƴŘŜȄ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

there was greater variation between public and private schools. Metaphorically 

speaking, when public schools could clear the same hurdle that private and independent 

schools could the Fraser Institute simply replaced it with a new hurdle that many public 

schools found difficult to clear. When the Fraser Institute selectively uses KPIs to hide 

and amplify differences between public and private schools disciplinary power is being 

exercised.  

 

Iteration #3 (2003-2006): Refining the Student Cohort 

In part the expansion of descriptive statistical measures introduced by the Fraser 

LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭŜŘ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ 

graduation program internationally. In an article published in .Φ/Φ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ CŜŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

ό./¢Cύ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΣ [ŀǊǊȅ YǳŜƘƴ όнллнύΣ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŜƴ tǊŜƳƛŜǊ DƻǊŘƻƴ /ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άώǘϐƘŜ .Φ/Φ [ƛōŜǊŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǊŜǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ (Kuehn, 2002, p. 1). The 

article cited specific policieǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ YǳŜƘƴΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ƻƴŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ 

policy in particular changed the way data was manipulated by the Fraser Institute in 

compiling its secondary school ranking. That policy was directed at recruiting 

international students to British ColuƳōƛŀΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ 
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άaŀƴȅ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ 
who pay high tuition and top up the district budget. In 2000-01, districts 
charged an average tuition of $10,000. On average, they spent $5,000 per 
student, leaving an average profit of $5,000. Lots of businesses would like 
to work on such a margin. Between 2000-01 and 20001-02, the number 
of international students jumped from 2,947 to 4,035. The revenue from 
international student tuitions totaled $40 million in 2001-лнέ (Kuehn, 
2002, p. 1). 

 

The BCTF, theǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ 

graduation program into Pacific-Rim countries as a lucrative business venture that 

would subsidize the high cost of public education and objected to the privatization of 

public education. The (public) school model being sold abroad was not unlike the 

(private) school model being sold within British Columbia on two fronts: (1) prospective 

students applied to attend public schools in the same way prospective students applied 

to private schools, and (2) parents of foreign students accepted inǘƻ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ 

public schools paid annual tuition in the same way parents of Canadian and landed 

immigrant status students paid annual tuition fees to private schools. And while schools, 

and school districts, may have benefited from the added revenue that foreign ESL 

students brought into the public school system their resulting public school rankings did 

not. This problematic situation was resolved in 2003 when the Fraser Institute 

established a third iteration of its school report cardτone that would statistically 

ƴŜƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ 9{[ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƘŀŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ мн ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ 

!ƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎŀǎǘ ƛǘǎ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ƴŜǘ ōȅ άǊŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ 

the student ŎƻƘƻǊǘέ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŀǎŜŘ (Cowley & Easton, 2003, 

p. 4). The rationale of incorporating this statistical refinement into their ranking rubric 

was explained in the introduction to the 2003 report card. The authors explained that, 

 

ά!ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ 
encouraged by the ministry to recruit international students as a means 
by which to earn revenue for the operation of their schools, these 
transient ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
quality of teaching at the school. Administrators encouraged us to 
explore ways to rate the schools only on the basis of students normally 
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resident in British Columbia. We believe that this is a reasonable 
refinement of our approach and, using revised data provided by the 
ƳƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΣ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ 
revised data were used to calculate the indicator and rating values for the 
school years 1997/98 tƘǊƻǳƎƘ нллмκнлло ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŜŘƛǘƛƻƴέ 
(Cowley & Easton, 2003, p. 4). 

 

Here, we have evidence for how the Fraser Institute continues to exert discretionary 

power on the accountability field by rendering invisible an entire population of 

ΨǘǊŀƴǎƛŜƴǘΩ students that serve an economic purpose. The attraction of foreign ESL 

students to public schools brings with it additional revenue streams to a public 

educational system the Fraser Institute critiques. Embedded within a model for 

schooling that seeks to increase revenue streams in this way is an alignment of public 

ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǊƛǾŀǘƛȊƛƴƎ public education 

through choice-based reforms. The off-shore interest of foreign students choosing 

British Columbian schools can be seen through a business lens as a lucrative niche 

market to be developed by the government. However, an unintended consequence of 

attracting the same population of foreign ESL students to British Columbian secondary 

schools is that their collective school-ǿƛŘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 

ranking. The Fraser Institute effectively managed the situation by removing the 

ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƘŀŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ. Furthermore, the 

Fraser Institute leveraged the ground swell of support from school administrators that 

called on the Fraser Institute to address this issue because they felt their overall school 

ranking scores were being unfairly compromised by the presence of high populations of 

ESL students. Here, we have an example of how the Fraser Institute co-opts school 

administrators into accepting its manufactured régime of performativity because school 

administrators accept the presence of the Fraser InǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǊǳōǊƛŎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ 

ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ŦƛȄǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ habitus. When individuals, schools, 

and school districts are co-opted into performing a particular way for the sake of being 

publically rewarded by achieving higher school ranking scores in this way Ball (2003) 

suggests that a new policy technology has been deployed. In this case, public school 
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principals are rewarded for recruiting foreign ESL students to their institutions because 

their annual school budgets increase in proportion to the number of foreign students 

they attract, but their schools are not penalized on the ranking as a result. This outcome 

can be viewed as a win-win for both school administrators and the Fraser Institute. 

 Table 10 depicts the redistribution of public and private schools identified by the 

Fraser Institute in its 2003 report card (Report Card #6, Iteration #3). What is 

noteworthy is the increase in the percentage of public schools identified by the Fraser 

Institute that occupied the top-two decile47 ranges from 2002 (iteration #2) to 2003 

(iteration #3). The table shows that when English 12 examination results from foreign 

ESL students were included in the 2002 ranking rubric 0.52% of all public schools 

included by the Fraser Institute in its annual report achieved an overall school rating 

between 8.0-10.0. After the Fraser Institute ΨǊŜŦƛƴŜŘΩ the cohort by excluding English 12 

examination results achieved from ΨǘǊŀƴǎƛŜƴǘΩ students from their ranking calculations 

the number of public schools included by the Fraser Institute in its annual report 

occupying the top-two decile ranges increased to 5.42%. This reflects a ten-fold increase 

in the percentage of public schools occupying the top-two decile scores. Excluding the 

ESL examination data from independent/private schools occupying the same top two-

decile ranges in iteration #3 did not affect their overall distribution in the same marked 

way. Approximately 37.5% of all private/independent schools ranked by the Fraser 

Institute achieved scores in the top-two decile ranges when ESL students were included 

in the ranking as compared to 43.8% when the same population of students was 

statistically removed. These discrepant shifts suggest that a greater number of public 

schools in British Columbia serve a population of students whose first language is not 

English. 

 

                                            
47

 The top-two decile ranges are defined by schools achieving overall ratings between 8.0-10.0. 
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Table 10: Percentage of schools ranked in the top two decile ranges for iterations #2 
and #3 
 

 Iteration #2 (2002) Iteration #3 (2003) 

Rank Public Private Public Private 

9-10 0.4 20.0  0.42  31.6  

8-8.9 0.12  17.5  5.0  13.2  

7-7.9 13.5  30.0  20.0  31.6  

6-6.9 37.4  20.0  32.0  7.9  

5-5.9 27.3  5.0  26.3  10.5  

4-4.9 10.1  2.5  10.4  0  

3-3.9 4.6  5.0  2.1  2.6  

2-2.9 2.5  0  1.67  0  

1-1.9 0.84  0  0.42  0  

0-0.9 1.7  0  2.08  0  

Total % 100 100 100 100 

N 238 40 240 38 

Table compiled from the following sources: (Cowley & Easton, 2002; Cowley & Easton, 
2003) 
 

While promoting the graduation program abroad was seen by the BCTF as being an 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ tǊŜƳƛŜǊ /ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŎƻŦŦŜǊǎΣ 

ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ōŜƎŀƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ 

ŀǎ άǇǊŜŘictable" (Steffenhagen, 2002b, p. B3). They argued that independent and public 

schools that catered to privileged families and were located in wealthy neighbourhoods 

consistently (and predictably) ranked high, while schools in disadvantaged areas 

(predictably) fell to the bottom. Bȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ нллоΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ 

secondary school-ranking rubric had undergone its third iteration. The original five key 

performance indicators had grown to eight with the inclusion of composite dropout 

indicator in the 2003 report card. 

 

KPI #8: Composite Dropout Indicator48 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ indicator measures the extent to which schools keep their students 
in school and progressing in a timely manner toward completion of their 
ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳέ (Cowley & Easton, 2003, p. 8). 

                                            
48

 Where no Composite dropout rate could be calculated, the Graduation rate was weighted at 20%. 
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What is relevant to note about this KPI is how the authors of the report card cite its 

inclusion as being sensitive to the concerns expressed by report card critics. The authors 

explained their rationale for including the eighth KPI in the ΨwŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ƻƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎΥ нлло 9ŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ. 

 

άaŀƴȅ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ Report Card was based 
almost entirely on events and results that occurred in grade 12, no 
weƛƎƘǘ ǿŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 
success in the junior grades. The composite dropout rate is a first step in 
ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳōŀƭŀƴŎŜέ ό/ƻǿƭŜȅ ϧ 9ŀǎǘƻƴΣ нллоΣ ǇΦ пύΦ 
 

 

What is striking about the composite dropout key performance indicator is the extent to 

which schools were not uniformly subjected to the statistical assumptions underpinning 

it. 

 

άWhere a school does not enroll grade-8 students, the net dropout rate is 
calculated using the three-year average grade-8 dropout rate for the 
school district in which the school is located. Where a school does not 
enroll grade 10 or grade 11 students, no Composite dropout rate can be 
ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜŘέ (Cowley & Easton, 2003, p. 9). 

 

Here, the Fraser Institute acknowledges that imbalances exist within its school-ranking 

rubric because not every secondary school is comprised of students in Grades 8 through 

12. This serves as more evidence of how the Fraser Institute uses its accountability 

ranking tool on the field of power in different ways to establish what is relevant and 

what is not; what is normative and what is not. Embedded, therefore within the 

selected KPIs are disparate approaches to how KPIs are used to tell stories about 

schools. Table 11 depicts the relative weightings of the KPIs included in the Fraser 

LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǘƘƛǊŘ ƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ school-ranking rubric; that is from 2003-2006. 

Note that the Ψ/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ 5ǊƻǇƻǳǘΩ indicator was formerly called the Ψ5ŜƭŀȅŜŘ 

Advancemenǘ wŀǘŜΩ in 2005. Although this KPI was calculated in the same way the Fraser 

Institute did not account for why the measure was renamed. At the surface, however, it 
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can be argued that Ψ5ŜƭŀȅŜŘ !ŘǾŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ wŀǘŜΩ is a more euphemistic way to account 

for dropouts in the coded discourse of competence. As well it is important to note in 

Table 11 that for schools in which no dropout rates were noted the percentage 

ǿŜƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘŜ όYtL Ірύ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ мл҈ ǘƻ нл҈Φ 

 
Table 11: Relative percentage weights of KPIs for iteration #3 
 

 Iteration #3 (2003-2006) 

 2003-2004 2005-2006 

Key Performance Indicator (KPI) Co-Ed SSS Co-Ed SSS 

1. Avg. Exam Mark 20% 

2. Percentage of Exams Failed 20% 
3. School vs. Exam Mark Difference49 10% 20% 10% 20% 

4. Exams Taken per Student 20% 

5. Graduation Rate50 10% or 20% 

6. English 12 Gender Gap 5% n/a 5% n/a 

7. Math 12 Gender Gap 5% n/a 5% n/a 

8. Composite Dropout Rate / 
Delayed Advancement Rate 

10% or 0% 

TOTAL 100% 
фΦ tŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 9ŘǳŎŀtion (SES) Indicator  Descriptive 
10. Kind of School (Public or Private) Descriptive 
11. Grade 12 Enrolment Descriptive 
12. Semiotic Trend Progress Indicators Descriptive 
13. % ESL Students Descriptive 
14. % Special Needs Students Descriptive 
15. Sports Participation Rate Descriptive 

Table compiled from the following sources: (Cowley & Easton, 2003, 2004b; Cowley & 
Easton, 2005; Cowley & Easton, 2006) 
 

Descriptive Indicator: Extracurriucular Activities 

 In 2005 and 2006 the Fraser Institute included a new descriptive performance 

indicator. It was called the Ψ{ǇƻǊǘǎ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ wŀǘŜΩ and its inclusion signaled the 

                                            
49

 άCƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ-gap results because only boys or girls were enroled, the 
School vs exam mark difference ǿŀǎ ǿŜƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀǘ нл҈έ ό/ƻǿƭŜȅ ϧ 9ŀǎǘƻƴΣ нллоΣ ǇΦ ртύΦ 

50
 άWhere no Composite dropout rate could be calculated, the Graduation rate ǿŀǎ ǿŜƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀǘ нл҈έ 

(Cowley & Easton, 2003, p. 57). 
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CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ άdesire to broaden the focus of the Report Cardέ (Cowley & Easton, 

2005, p. 4) beyond academic results. 

 

Sports Participation Rate 
ά¢ƘŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜŀŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 
encourages its students to adopt and maintain a healthy and active 
lifestyle. The indicator reports the proportion of the students at each 
school who were registered members of at least one interschool sports 
ǘŜŀƳ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ȅŜŀǊέ (Cowley & Easton, 2005, p. 4). 

 

Although the Fraser Institute hoped that sports participation rate would become a KPI 

ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎΣ ƛǘ ŎŜŀǎŜŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 

cardτeven as a descriptive measureτin 2006 for a number of reasons. To begin with, 

smaller schools would not have the resources available to run a myriad of 

extracurricular sport teams larger schools in the province would have. As well, the 

ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ άinterschool sports 

teams encourage students to participate in an active and healthy life style, to engage in 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǘŜŀƳǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǎƪƛƭƭǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 

2005, p. 4) discounts the very real possibility that students playing non-competitive, 

ΨŦǳƴΩΣ ƛƴǘǊŀƳǳǊŀƭ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƭǳƴŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŀŦǘŜǊǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀǊŜ ŀŎǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘκƻǊ 

making the same active, healthy, lifestyle choices as student athletes. Finally it is 

entirely possible that students develop teamwork and leadership skills by engaging in 

positive competition beyond the habitus of sports. Public speaking, debating, 

participating in band ensembles, and school drama productions also promotes 

important skill sets in students the Fraser Institute identifies as being associated with 

competitive sports. Here then we see another example of how the Fraser Institute 

makes visible dimensions of school culture that define, limit, and homogenize the 

experience of students because the Fraser Institute had άŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ Řŀǘŀέ (Cowley & 

Easton, 2005, p. 4) that make such comparisons possible.51 Such access was short-lived, 

                                            
51

 άThe data used to calculate this indicator only represent those students actually registered on school 
teams sanctioned by BC School Sports and regulated by its 18 Sports Commissions. There are other 
ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ IƻŎƪŜȅΣ [ŀŎǊƻǎǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ DƛǊƭΩǎ wǳƎōȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ by BCSS and are, 
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ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƘŜƴ άthe Board of Directors of British Columbia School Sports Association 

decided that these data would no longer be shared with us. For this reason, this 

valuable indicator of a non-academic aspect of school performance is no longer included 

in the Report Cardέ (Cowley & Easton, 2007, p. 4). It is relevant to note here the extent 

to which the Fraser Institute is limited in developing its ranking rubric when it is denied 

access to data that it deems important. 

 

Iteration #4 (2007): A Revised Graduation Program 

 ¢ƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ school-ranking rubric increased from eight KPIs to nine in 

the spring of 2007. This change reflected the Ministry-imposed changes that had 

previously defined a 52-credit graduation program over two years (Grades 11 and 12) to 

a revised, 80-credit graduation program over three years (Grades 10, 11, and 12). The 

нллт ŜŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ 

change and the results of compulsory Grade 10 exam data were included for the first 

time (Cowley & Easton, 2007). 

Table 12 shows the composition and relative weighting of KPIs used by the 

Fraser Institute during its fourth iteration to rank secondary schools in British Columbia 

for co-educational (Co-Ed) and single sex schools (SSS). 

 

                                                                                                                                  
therefore, not included in these data. In addition, some schools may not have registered their grades 7, 8 
ƻǊ ф ǘŜŀƳǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ./{{έ ό/ƻǿƭŜȅ ϧ 9ŀǎǘƻƴΣ нллсΣ ǇΦ мпύΦ 



 

 127 

Table 12: Relative percentage weights of KPIs for iteration #4 
 

 Iteration #4 (2007) 

Key Performance Indicator (KPI) Co-Ed SSS 

1. Avg. Exam Mark (Grade 12)52 15% 

2. Avg. Exam Mark (Grade 10)53 5% 

3. Percentage of Exams Failed54 (Grade 10 & 12 Exams) 20% 

4. School vs. Exam Mark Difference55 (English 12) 10% 20% 

5. Exams Taken per Student 20% 

6. Graduation Rate56 10% or 20% 

7. English 12 Gender Gap 5% n/a 

8. Math 12 Gender Gap 5% n/a 

9. Delayed Advancement Rate 10% or 0% 

Total 100% 

млΦ tŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ !ǾŜǊŀƎŜ LƴŎƻƳŜ Descriptive 

11. Kind of School (Public vs. Private) Descriptive 

12. Socioeconomic Indicator (SES) Descriptive 

13. Grade 12 Enrolment Descriptive 

14. Semiotic Trend Progress Indicators Descriptive 

15. % ESL Students Descriptive 

16. % Special Needs Students Descriptive 

17. % French Immersion Students Descriptive 

Table compiled from the following sources: (Cowley & Easton, 2007) 
 

Not only were Grade 10 examination results in math, science, and English 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ 

Institute changed how the average examination mark was calculated for each school as 

                                            
52

 Applications of Mathematics 12; BC First Nations Studies 12; Biology 12: Chemistry 12; Communications 
12; English 12; English Literature 12; Français Langue Premiere 12; Français Langue Seconde-Immersion 
12; French 12; Geography 12; Geology 12; German 12; History 12; Japanese 12; Mandarin Chinese 12; 
Physics 12; Principles of Mathematics 12; Punjabi 12; Spanish 12; and Technical Professional 
Communications 12. 

53
 Applications of Mathematics 10; Essentials of Mathematics 10; Principles of Mathematics 10; English 

10; Science 10. (Students enrol in one of the three mathematics courses: Applications, Essentials, or 
Principles.) 

54
 This KPI reflects the percentage of grade-10 and grade-12 provincial examinations failed. 

55
 The weighting of this KPI is markedly different in Co-Ed. and SSS because subject-specific gender gap 

indicators not applicable to SSSs. In 2007 the gender gap KPI reflected English 12 results only. 

56
 άWhere no Composite dropout rate could be calculated, the Graduation rate ǿŀǎ ǿŜƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀǘ нл҈έ 

(Cowley & Easton, 2007, p. 49) 
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well. Whereas previous iterations assigned a value to the percentage of Grade 12 exams 

failed within any given school, the revised iteration assigned a value to the percentage 

of Grade 10 and Grade 12 examinations failed. This marked the first time in the history 

of the ranking that data sets obtained from separate grades within the same the school 

were conflated under a single KPI (Cowley & Easton, 2007). In 2007 the Fraser Institute 

also expanded the categories of students it made visible within schools by including the 

percentage of French Immersion students; the percentage of special needs students; 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ 9{[ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ άWhen you want to 

compare academic results, these statistics can be used to find other schools where the 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅ Ƙŀǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 2007, p. 13). This is an 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ 

recognizes the influenŎŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ 

suggests that the Fraser Institute could change the way it presents schools to the public. 

Instead of comparing all schools to each other the Fraser Institute could group schools 

by common organizational capacity characteristics. That is to say, instead of making 

invisible entire populations of ESL students the Fraser Institute could choose to include 

them and group schools that share similar student profile characteristics. In this way, 

parents could identify schools the Fraser Institute deems as being effective in helping 

ESL students achieve levels of success in the classroom as opposed to negating their 

statistical presence described earlier. 

 

Iteration #5 (2008-2010): Revised University Admission Policy Changes 

The fifthτand most currentτƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƻǊȅ 

examination assessment policy, but it also reflected Canadian university admission 

policies that no longer required Grade 12 students to write Grade 12 provincial 

examinations (McGill University, 2010). The implication of this policy shift by some 

Canadian universities meant that British Columbian students could be accepted into 

post-secondary, degree-granting programs based on their school-issued (year-end) 
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grades without having to write compulsory provincial examinations.57 ¢ƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΩǎ 

revised graduation program also meant that students would have to write a total of five 

compulsory exams over the three years that defined the 2004 Graduation Program. 

They were: math 10, science 10, English 10, socials 11, and English 12. The Fraser 

Institute conflated the average examination data obtained from students in grades 10, 

11, and 12 into a single measure. These changes affected how KPIs were devised and 

used by the Fraser Institute to rank secondary schools in British Columbia. 

Table 13 identifies the KPIs devised by the Fraser Institute to construct its school-

ranking rubric in its latest iterationτIteration #5. It also shows the relative percentage 

weights of each KPI in 2008, 2009, and 2010. It is important to note here that gender 

gap KPIs in math and English reflected data obtained from Grade 10 students only. ά¢Ƙƛǎ 

change was made because the provincial examination in Principals of Mathematics 12τ

the results from which were previously used in the calculation of the mathematics 

gender gapτƛǎ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƳŀƴŘŀǘƻǊȅέ (Cowley & Easton, 2008, p. 4). This was also true 

of every other grade 12 course that was also a provincially examinable course. That is to 

say, students enrolled in provincially examinable Grade 12 courses no longer had to 

write compulsory Grade 12 subject exams in order to receive credit for the course. This 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ DǊŀŘŜ мн ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ 

overall ranking. As such, the revised graduation program refocused the examination 

spotlight to direct its attention on the examination results achieved by Grade 10 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ 

iteration. As a result of the ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΩǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƴƻǘŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ 

άǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎέ 

(Cowley & Easton, 2008, p. 4) the Fraser Institute removed the participation rate KPI 

indicator from their report card because it no longer served as a way to differentiate 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΩǎ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ all students were 

                                            
57

 English 12 is still a compulsory course every university-bound student is required to take. Final English 
мн ƎǊŀŘŜǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ōƭŜƴŘŜŘ ƳŀǊƪ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ-issued 
mark and their compulsory English 12 examination mark. 
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required to write five provincial examinations over three years. As well, the gender gap 

index accounted for 12% of the variation between co-educational (public) schools and 

single sex (private and Independent) schoolsτup 2% from the previous iteration. 

Finally, άwhere no Composite dropout rate could be calculated, the Graduation rate was 

ǿŜƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀǘ нр҈έ ό/ƻǿƭŜȅ ϧ 9ŀǎǘƻƴΣ нллуΣ ǇΦ пнύΦ ²Ŝ ǎŜŜ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŦǘƘ 

iteration of the ranking, therefore, a revised rubric that makes it more difficult to 

capture the statistical variability between schools in a uniform way because the relative 

weightings of KPIs used to tell stories about schools are used in different ways. This is 

especially problematic given the logic underpinning standardized formulae thatτby 

2008τmakes room for increasing states of exception between schools. 
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Table 13: Relative percentage weights of KPIs for iteration #5 
 

 Iteration #5 (200858, 2009, & 2010) 

Key Performance Indicator (KPI) Co-Educational Single Sex School 

1. Avg. Exam Mark 25% 

2. Percentage of Exams Failed 25% 

3. School vs. Exam Mark Difference59 13% 25% 

4. English 10 Gender Gap60 6% n/a 

5. Math 10 Gender Gap 6% n/a 

6. Graduation Rate61 12.5% or 25% 

7. Delayed Advancement Rate62 12.5% or 0% 

Total 100% 

8. Parents Average Education Descriptive 

9. Kind of School (Public vs. Private) Descriptive 

10. Socioeconomic Indicator (SES) Descriptive 

11. Grade 12 Enrolment Descriptive 

12. %ESL Students Descriptive 

13. %Special Needs Students Descriptive 

14. %French Immersion Students Descriptive 

Table compiled from the following sources: (Cowley & Easton, 2008; Cowley & Easton, 
2009; Cowley, et al., 2010) 
 
 

 
 
 

                                            
58

 Mandatory provincial examinations were administered in the following grade-10, grade-11, and grade-
12 subjects: Applications of Mathematics 10; Principles of Mathematics 10; Essentials of Mathematics 10; 
Science 10; English 10; Social Studies 11; Civic Studies 11; BC First Nations Studies 12; Communications 12; 
English 12; Français Langue Premiére 10; Français Langue Premiére 12; and Technical Professional 
Communications 12. 

59
 The school vs exam mark indicator was redesigned for the 2009 and 2010 report cards. άFor each 

school, this indicator (in the tables School vs. exam mark difference) gives the average amount (for all 
grade-10, grade-11, and grade-мн ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŀƴŘŀǘƻǊȅ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎƛŀƭ ŜȄŀƳύ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ άǎŎƘƻƻƭέ 
markτǘƘŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊning that is made by the schoolτexceeds the exam mark in 
that courseέ (Cowley, et al., 2010, p. 6). 
 
60

 άFor schools for which there were no gender-gap results because only boys or girls were enroled, the 
School vs exam mark difference was weƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀǘ нр҈έ ό/ƻǿƭŜȅ ϧ 9ŀǎǘƻƴΣ нллуΣ ǇΦ пнύΦ 

61
 For schools in which every student graduates this KPI counts for 25%. For schools in which not every 

student graduates this KPI counts for 12.5%. 
 
62

 For schools in which every ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ άŘŜƭŀȅŜŘ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ǊŀǘŜέ and this KPI 
Ŏƻǳƴǘǎ ŀǎ л҈Φ CƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ YtL{ Ŏƻǳƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ мнΦр҈Φ 
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KPI# 6: Graduation Rate 
(2008-2010) 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊΣ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Delayed advancement rate, compares the 
number of students eligible to graduate enrolled in the school on 
September 30 with the number of students who actually graduate by the 
end of the same school year. Only those enrollees who are capable of 
graduating with their class within the current school year are included in 
ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŜƭƛƎƛōƭŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 2008, p. 9). 

 
 

KPI #7: Delayed Advancement Rate 
(2008-2010) 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 
in school and progressing in a timely manner toward completion of their 
diploma program. It uses data that report the educational status of 
students one year after they have enrolled in a given grade at a school in 
.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀέ (Cowley & Easton, 2008, p. 8). 

 

In 2008 the Fraser Institute acknowledged something that many of its critics had 

been saying since the first time the school report card was published ten years earlierτ

άWhen a school had higher income parents, the Overall rating at the school was likely to 

ōŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǊέ (Cowley & Easton, 2009, p. 10). What is interesting to note about this 

admission is Cowley and 9ŀǎǘƻƴΩǎ όнллфύ ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜment. It 

points the reader to a relatedτbut differentτfinding in their 2000 report whereby the 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ άƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƻƴŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Overall 

rating: the average number of years of education of the most educated parent in a two-

parent family (or of the lone parent in a single parent-ŦŀƳƛƭȅύέ (Cowley & Easton, 2000, 

p. 12). The same footnote also points the reader to Appendix 2 in the Ψ¢ƘƛǊŘ !ƴƴǳŀƭ 

Report Card on BritiǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘΣ άaŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘέ (Cowley & Easton, 2000, p. 119)Φ IŜǊŜ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ΨƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ 

ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜ ƴŀƳŜǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛƻ-economic familial context the Fraser Institute is able 

to quantify. They include: average parental income, average parental government 

transfer payment income, average parental other income, percentage of target families 

in which the principal parent claims no knowledge of either official language, average 

age of the principal parent in the target families, percentage of target families in which 
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there is only one parent that resides in the home, and the average number of years of 

education of the most educated parent. The coefficients assigned to each of these 

ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘŜŘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

99% confidence level (Cowley & Easton, 2000, p. 119). These detailed statistical 

disclosures, however, did not appear in the appendices of successive Fraser Institute 

reports. 

What is important to note here is the demonstrated ability of the Fraser Institute 

to capture a myriad of socio-ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 

rating beyond. This statistical recognition highlights an inherent limitation embedded in 

the school raking reports in every one of its ranking iterationsτthat conditions exist for 

students outside the classroom that (positively and negatively) affect their levels of 

achievement inside the classroom over which teachers have absolutely no control. This 

fact disrupts the legitimacy of a school ranking system that has been manufactured by 

the Fraser Institute to measure the effectiveness of teachers in secondary school 

classrooms through British Columbia. When the Fraser Institute acknowledges that (at 

least) two socioeconomic factorsτǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ and ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛonτ

are determinant factors in how schools rank on its annual school report card but 

renders them statistically invisible in their ranking rubric disciplinary power is being 

exercised by one group on another. 

It is relevant toτnot only how the Fraser Institute manages to capture and 

quantify socioeconomic contextual measures that are known to affect how students 

perform at schoolτbut the way such indices are used by the Fraser Institute to 

άƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛƻŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ Ŏharacteristics of 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅέ (Cowley & Easton, 2009, p. 10). The authors illustrate the potential its 

data has to tell different kinds of stories about schools by way of an example. 

 

άώ5ϐuring the 2007/2008 school year, Pinetree Secondary, a public school 
in Coquitlam, achieved an Overall rating of 7.6 and yet, when the average 
parental income of the student body is taken into account, the school 
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was expected to achieve a rating of only about 5.9. The difference of 1.7 
is reported in the tables. On the other hand, the actual Overall rating of 
H. D. Stafford Secondary in Langley was 4.6, although its predicted rating 
was 6.2. The reported difference for H. D. Stafford is ς1.6. This 
measurement suggests that Pinetree is more successful than H. D. 
{ǘŀŦŦƻǊŘ ƛƴ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭέ (Cowley & 
Easton, 2009, p. 10). 

 

²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇǊevailing 

ideological formation (IDF)τits Ψǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎΩ schoolsτstatistically recognizes the 

challenges classroom teachers face. However sensitive the Fraser Institute may be to 

external conditions that have been shown to impact student performance in this way 

they choose not to include them as KPIs in their ranking. That is, socioeconomic indices 

serve a descriptive purpose and their inclusion in the report does not impact the overall 

rating of schools in a material way. Despite providing a clear rationale for why the Fraser 

Institute changed how the report card was manufactured for its fifth iteration63 edition 

it is important to note that single sex schools continued to be treated differently from 

co-educational schoolsτat least statistically. As well it ǿŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ 

ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǎŜȄ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦƻǳǊ YtLǎ όŜŀŎƘ ǿƻǊǘƘ нр҈ύ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ 

delayed advancement rates approximated zero. Their public school (co-educational) 

counterparts like, for example, Prince of Wales Secondary, were ranked according to 

seven KPIs. This discrepancy is especially noteworthy because it underscores the 

statistical variation that exists inτwhat has been promoted by the Fraser Institute as 

beingτan objective measure of school performance. When gender differences that 

account for 12% of the statistical variation are combined with delayed advanced rates 

that account for another 12.5% of the variation there exists a potential for 24.5% of the 

statistical variation between schools to be unequally accounted for. 

 

                                            
63

 Gender gap indicators were re-designed in the 2009 and 2010 report cards. Whereas previous iterations 
had the gender gap indicators reflect the difference between school-issued and provincial examination 
results the revised KPI calculated the difference between boys and the girls in the marks they received on 
the mandatory provincial exams in each of the compulsory courses. The relative percentage weighting of 
the KPI, however, remained the same. 
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Conclusion 

The Fraser Institute has shaped how secondary schools are perceived in British 

Columbia by developing a ranking rubric that forces an epistemic consciousness on the 

public about what they thinks matters in education. Their vision for holding schools 

accountable is grounded in the belief that complex organizations (like schools) can be 

understood in objective and discrete terms called key performance indicators (KPIs). In 

devising its own accountability system the Fraser Institute has imported its mission-

driven logic of practice onto the field of education; a logic that is highly contested given 

the mandate schools have to serve the diverse educational needs of students. 

In devising an accountability tool that establishes what is relevant and what is 

not within the field of education, the Fraser Institute promotes a régime of truth that 

exerts disciplinary power on schools and school systems. I have shown that a ranking 

instrument that is promoted by the Fraser Institute as being objective does not serve all 

schools in the same way. An analysis of ranking data available in British Columbia from 

1998-2010 shows that the percentage of pubƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƻŎŎǳǇȅƛƴƎ ΨǘƻǇΩ όф-10) ranked 

decile scores initially equaled, or surpassed, the percentage of independent/private 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƻŎŎǳǇȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǎǇƻǘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ iteration of the report card. 

However, successive statistical iterations brought with it notable changes in how public 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŦŀǊŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘΦ ΨLǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ІнΩ (2001-2002) resulted in 

ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ in British Columbia. Specifically, an 

analysis of the data shows a marked reduction in the percentage of public schools 

ƻŎŎǳǇȅƛƴƎ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊences were included in the ranking 

rubric. During the three years that defined ΨLǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ІмΩ approximately fifty-percent 

όрл҈ύ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ-related 

data was introduced into the school-ranking rubric ŦƻǊ ΨLǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ІнΩ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ΨǘƻǇΩ 

ranked public schools dropped to ten-percent (10%). Despite another statistical revision 

to the ranking rubric in 2003 that rendered invisible the impact ESL students had on 

examination averages the number of public schools occupying ΨǘƻǇΩ positions has not 

reached the same on-par level they experienced during the first iteration. This suggests 
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an inherent bias in the ranking rubric that rewards and punishes certain kinds of 

schools. 

The art and science of rewarding and punishing schools in this way relies on a 

whole technology of representation that has at its functional core surveillance. School 

rankings act like 17th century Panoptic prison towers because they operationalize power 

in similar ways. They are similar because both constructs serve as instruments of 

disciplinary power that have been designed to monitor and scrutinize human activity. As 

instruments, however, panoptic prisons and school-ranking rubrics limit what can be 

ΨǎŜŜƴΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ The Fraser Institute limits its field of visibility by reducing 

schools to a number of discrete measures called KPIs while at the same time disregards 

the impact descriptive measures have on student achievement patterns. The selective 

use and manipulation of data in this wayτnot only limits the kinds of stories that can be 

told about schoolsτbut, as importantly may be viewed as an act of discretionary power 

in and of itself: The Fraser Institute chooses what KPIs it uses to construct its ranking 

while schools have no say in the matter. Herein lies one of the principal objections that 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

accountability debate: It is considered by most teachers to be contextually void of 

meaning because it discounts the out-of-class experiences that students quite naturally 

bring with them to school. Moreover the emancipatory possibility of redressτthe place 

where surveillance, disclosure, transparency, knowledge, language, and régimes of truth 

collide on the broader field of judgmentτis diminished by a ranking discourse that 

perceives redress through the single lens of performativity. This one-dimensional 

perspective has very real implications because it limits how an instrument of power can 

be used to address social justice related issues that have always existedτand will 

continue to existτin schools of every imaginable type. 

Measurement is not the enemy. Establishing data-driven achievement patterns 

in students from different backgrounds isτin factτa key first step to improving the 

educational experience for all students. If gender-gap KPIs, for example, suggest that 

boys and girls have significantly different student achievement patterns within the 
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classroom context then redress is possible to the extent this variation is determined to 

be a function of discrepant pedagogical practices that discriminate based on gender and 

the extent to which discriminating practices change to address the learning needs of 

boys and girls equally. But when the same possibility exists to statistically demarcate 

student achievement patterns that are more closely aligned to socioeconomic condition 

in a material way the Fraser Institute ranking falls short. 

The disciplinary power embedded within the ranking rubric, therefore, is a 

power that is born out of a régime of truth that identifies KPIs in the first place and 

assigns relative percentage weights to each of them in the second place. Descriptive 

measures do not exercise disciplinary power in the same way because they areτ

metaphoricallyτǎƛƭŜƴŎŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ΨǎŜŜƴΩ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ƘŜŀǊŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎƛƴƎ ƻŦ YtLǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

the ranking rubric over descriptive measures in this way stands at its functional core. It 

has been manufactured this way. Moreover, it demonstrates how power is 

operationalized through the principle of rarefaction because we see in the elevated KPI-

ǎǘŀǘǳǎ όǘƘŜǎŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨǎŜŜƴΩ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀǊŘύ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǳōƧǳƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ 

descriptive-measure-counterpart. Were the Fraser Institute to redefine the KPIs used in 

its ranking rubric to include descriptive measures the instrument could be used to exert 

a different kind of disciplinary power on the field of educationτa power that addressed 

contextual differences that continue to exist between students beyond the limits 

imposed by gender. A deliberate attempt by the Fraser Institute to include a more 

nuanced and balanced portrayal of schools in this way would result in a radically 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŦƻǊ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ 

classrooms. 
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CHAPTER 5: Discursive Practices and the Mechanics of Capital Mobilization 

Introduction 

The purpose of Chapter 5 is two-fold: (1) to show how competing agents use 

language to mediate relationships of power; and (2) to show how competing agents 

acquire, consolidate, and leverage capital on the field of power to promote divergent 

visions about the role school rankings should play in holding teachers accountable for 

their worƪΦ 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ŎƘƛŜŦƭȅ ƻƴ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ own 

documents, the analysis shows Ƙƻǿ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ 

over time that private schools were better than public schools. This impression moved 

beyond published ranking scores and was bolstered by articles, letters, and editorials 

that appeared in newspapers, which highlighted the differences between public and 

private school systems, and the teachers working within them. The chapter has been 

organized to show how knowledge discourses (that initially characterized the school-

wide accountability debate) shifted over time to become action discourses (that focused 

ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ relationship between school improvement and school 

choice.) Problematizing the impact discourse had on shaping public perception in this 

way is key to understanding why student enrolment patterns in private and public 

schools changed appreciably since the ranking was first published in 1998. This is an 

important consideration because once choice is successfully admitted as a regulative 

rhetorical device on the field of power in which public, private, and independent schools 

compete for limited resources new forces emerge that can alter the educational 

landscape. The chapter also explores the methods by which the Fraser Institute inserted 

itself into the lives of elementary and Aboriginal studentsτboth within and beyond the 

borders of British Columbiaτbecause, I believe, it says something about the techniques 

and instruments of power used by the Fraser Institute to gain political and symbolic 

capital on an expanding field of accountability. To this end I focus on how the Fraser 

Institute established relationships with other political agents that share a similar habitus 

to expand and promote its privatization agenda in British Columbia and elsewhere. 
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The chapter is organized around the following research questions: 

 

1. How can agents use language to mediate relationships of power and 
privilege in social interactions, institutions, and bodies of knowledge? 
How does the naturalization of ideologies come about? 

 
2. What particular régimes of truth are manufactured by the media about 
ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘ 
the state of secondary school education in British Columbia? 

 
3. How do different agents involved in the ranking debate mobilize different 

forms of capital on the field of power to promote their respective 
agendas with respect to schools? 

 

These questions will be addressed by drawing on elements of the schematic that I 

presented in Figure 4. It is important to note that when I talk about BourdieuΩǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ΨŦƛŜƭŘǎΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ƳȅǊƛŀŘ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

fields: The field of visibility; the field of accountability; the field of education; the field of 

judgment; the field of politic; and the field of power. All of these fields occupy the social 

space; a space inhabited by different agents who compete for, acquire, and leverage 

capital on different but interdependent fields at the same time. As well it is essential to 

note here that I perceive discourse to be a form of Bourdieu-ian capital that is used by 

competing agents to naturalize their ideological perspectives and régimes of truth. What 

follows is an analysis of how discourse is leveraged on multiple fields by different agents 

to effect an outcomeτŀƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀǘ ƛǎ ŎƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

secondary schools in British Columbia. 

 

Knowledge Discourses 

5ŜƭƛƴŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨōŜǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǿƻǊǎǘΩ 

performing schools in British Columbia proved controversial from the beginning. The 

ǘƘŜƴ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ CŜŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ό./¢CύΣ Yƛǘ YǊƛŜƎŜǊΣ 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƴ άǳƴŦŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǇǳǊƛƻǳǎ ƎǊŀŘƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ 
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(Proctor, 1998d, p. A37). He went on to characterize the Fraser Institute as beiƴƎ άǊƛƎƘǘ-

ǿƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘΣ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ 

ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ tŜǘŜǊ /ƻǿƭŜȅ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άǘƘŜ ƎǊŀŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎέ (Proctor, 1998d, p. A3). Krieger further questioned the 

journalistic integrity of The Province by attacking the newspaper for publishing the 

ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άώƻϐōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜΣ ŦŀƛǊƴŜǎǎτ

surely The Province ŜȄǇŜŎǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŜƭŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎέ 

(Proctor, 1998d, p. A3). 

In marked contrast, Michael Walker, the then Executive Director of the Fraser 

Institute, discƭƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘŀƴƪΩǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ 

 

ά¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ώǊŜŀǎƻƴϐ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ άŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘέΦ ! ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ 
parents and children who have no choice how their school performs 
relative to schools in other areas. We also wish to inform the producers 
ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ (Proctor, 1998d, p. A37). 

 

The school-wide accountability framework, therefore, was originally positioned within a 

broader knowledge discourse that: (1) provided information to consumers of education, 

(2) made comparisons between public, private, and independent high schools, and (3) 

informed educators, administrators, and school trustees about how well they were 

doing their jobs. With one broad-sweeping accountability stroke the published report 

card on secondary schools rendered judgment on an educational collective that cut 

through the vertical slice of the entire educational system. In creating a report whereby 

schools were pitted against schools under the guise of a ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ, 

neighbourhood, district, regional, and socio-economic boundaries were obliterated in a 

ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎƛŀƭ ŜȄŀƳ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ Lƴ ²ŀƭƪŜǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ άǘƘŜ 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎέΣ ƘŀŘ ōŜƎǳƴ (Proctor, 

1998d, p. A37). This is an important statement because it underscores the distinct 

epistemic framework on which the Fraser Institute approached school wide 
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accountability from the beginningτthat it was possible to measure school performance 

and to rank schools accordingly. 

bƻǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎƭȅ ²ŀƭƪŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƳŀǊƪǎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ǳƴŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘΦ Other agents appeared 

on the playing field of school wide accountability. They positioned themselves in direct 

ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ²ŀƭƪŜǊΩǎ Ǌhetoric and the logic presented by the school ranking rubric. 

Their agenda was to redefine and expand the boundaries of play by changing the 

ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 

card. These agents included thousands of teachers and administrators who had been 

engaged in the school wide accountability game long before the Fraser Institute stepped 

onto their field of play. They were more interested in having conversations about what 

the Fraser Institute could not measure in the life world of students attending British 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎƭȅΣ YǊƛŜƎŜr rallied to their defense. He 

ƻōƧŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƛŀǎ ƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

ranking. Krieger spoke for thousands of hard working, committed, high school teachers 

throughout the province when he said the Fraser Institute was not measuring what 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΥ άtƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƻǊǎ 

for a high-ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭέ (Proctor, 1998d, p. A3). 

The Fraser Institute was not detracted by oppositional voices and sought to expand 

its readership base by publishing its own material about schools. In the spring of 1998 

the Fraser Institute published a policy paper called, Ψ! {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ 

.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩ for the first time (Cowley et al., 1998). This policy documentτA Fraser 

Institute Occasional Paperτhas been published every year since and can be 

ŘƻǿƴƭƻŀŘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ 

press. They are important because they serve as the scaffolding from which the Fraser 

Institute initially builds (and later promotes) its commanding presence on the field of 

school wide accountability. 

The second report published in this series was especially relevant because it 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŦƻǳǊ ǎŀƭƛŜƴǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ 
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strategy in promoting school choice as well as the tactics by which the strategy is 

orchestrated. The first point makes clear that Fraser Institute school rankings arŜ άōŀǎŜŘ 

ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ Řŀǘŀ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ .Φ/Φ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ (Cowley et al., 1999, 

p. 3). Strategically, it was imperative for the Fraser Institute to align itself with the data 

provided by the Ministry of Education in the beginning because the ranking garnered a 

degree of legitimacy as a resultτthe Ministry was not in a position to devalue the data 

used by the Fraser Institute to compile its ranking because the Ministry had collected 

the data in the first place. This put the Ministry is an awkward position because the 

Fraser Institute was able to use data that had been collected by the Ministry about 

schools and student achievement in any way it deemed necessary. This effectively 

buffered the Fraser Institute in a way that was very important because the data used by 

the Fraser Institute to compile its first secondary school report card could not be 

challenged on its epistemic foundation as being invalid and/or unreliable. This was the 

principal strategic foundation upon which the Fraser Institute ranking of schools was 

built. It also served as the principal foundation on which to legitimize school rankings 

from the beginning. 

The second point speaks to a mounting public critique by the Fraser Instituteτnot 

only on the state of secondary schools in British Columbiaτbut as importantly, on the 

state of an ineffective government. The rationale for establishing the ranking within the 

broader discourse of critique helped position the Fraser Institute within the broader 

context of political forces at play during the time. Specifically, there were two reasons 

ŎƛǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦŜƭǘ ƛǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ Ǌŀƴƪ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 

schools. The first was to improve the overall performance of schools operating within a 

ōǊƻƪŜƴ όŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜύ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ άώ!ϐƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ϸп 

billion spent each year educating students from kindergarten to grade 12, the British 

Columbia Ministry of Education makes no systematic effort to determine whether each 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƛǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƘŀǊƎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŘǳǘƛŜǎέ (Cowley et al., 1999, p. 4). The inference 

made here was that the left-leaning NDP government was not being responsible to the 

electorate. Even though billions of tax dollars were being directed toward the k-12 
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educational system the Fraser Institute pointed out that there was no systematic effort 

to determine the overall effectiveness of schools by the government. If nothing else, the 

Fraser Institute ranking of schools made the NDP seem ineffectual because there was no 

discernable system in place by the NDP government to hold itself accountable for how 

taxpaying dollars were being spent within the Ministry of Education. The second reason 

given by the Fraser Institute to rank British Columbian high schools was to promote 

consumer awareness. In highlighting the ability of some64 ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ άƛƴ 

Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΧǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ŀƳƻƴƎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎέΣ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ Lƴǎǘƛǘǳte 

once again begins to shift public discourse away ŦǊƻƳ ΨǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΩ 

ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ΨǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎέ (Cowley, et al., 1999, p. 4). The extent to which 

parental choice lessens the financial burden on British Columbian taxpayers is 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƛǘǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ άindividuals benefit from 

ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΣ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅέ (The Fraser Institute, 

2010d). 

The third point addressed key criticisms that were levied by a chorus of vocal critics 

in response to the first report card published in 1998. Of the seven criticisms addressed 

by the Fraser Institute in its policy document all but one are related to the statistical 

aspects of the ranking, which have been discussed in Chapter 4. The remaining criticism 

levied at the Fraser Institute pertained to their practice of comparing public with private 

schools in the same report. Many critics believed thŀǘ άƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǿƻ 

leagues, one for public schools, which, it was maintained, do not select their students in 

any way and anotherτa sort of Premier leagueτfor the independent schools that are 

selective in their admission policies and therefore can create a student body of 

ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘΣ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎέ (Cowley, et al., 1999, p. 5). The authors 

of the report categorically rejected this criticism given their ideological stance that 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ άŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ όƻǊ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜύ ƻŦ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ 

                                            
64

 At the time, parents and students throughout the province were given some ability to choose among 
education providers. They could, for example, choose between neighbourhood public schools, magnet 
schools, independent and private schools, and even home schooling. The number of choices that parents 
and students had, however, was informed by the geographical and socio-economic factors the Fraser 
Institute deemphasized. 
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ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŀƭƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜέ 

(Cowley, et al., 1999, p. 5). 

The fourth and final point describes Fraser Institute plans to develop an expanded 

network of data gathering with the goal of making the ranking more statistically 

relevant in future report cards. Consider the following plans the Fraser Institute had for 

its ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΥ άώ²ϐŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƭŜǾŜƭΦέ (Cowley, 

et al., 1999, p. 4). This kind of documented, long-range, plan-making demonstrates the 

methods by which the Fraser Institute intended to strengthen its statistical report from 

the beginning. As well, it established the kinds of relationships the Fraser Institute 

hoped to cultivate in order to access the kind of data it needed to produce a more 

statistically nuanced school ranking. At issue for the Fraser Institute was developing a 

methodology for determining the value-added measure of school effectiveness in the 

marketplace of schools. 

 

άLƴ ƴŜȄǘ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŜŀŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ 
developing its students over the secondary school years with more 
accuracy. We will incorporate into the report card newly available school 
performance data derived from certain Grade 10 results. By doing so, we 
ƘƻǇŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜέ 
(Cowley, et al., 1999, p. 5). 

 

What is relevant to note at this juncture is the extent to which the Fraser Institute relies, 

not only on the Ministry of Education to expand its database of school performance 

measures, but also on districts and individual schools. In this way the breaking down (or 

serialization) of the larger system by the Fraser Institute makes possible inferences at 

other levels as well: (1) the school level (secondary schools); (2) the system level (public 

versus private), and (3) the professional level (teachers and administrators). The 

presentation of data in this way gives the Fraser Institute more totalizing power because 

the field of visibility changes on which the school accountability game is played. There is 

ƴƻ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ƎŀȊŜΦ The same document described the 
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ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘool performance and school 

improvement when it pronounced, 

 

άeasily accessible reporting of school performance is a necessary element 
of an effective program of continuous improvement in the delivery of 
education. With such a régime in place parents and students can make 
Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜǎέ (Cowley, et 
al., 1999, p. 74). 

 

¢ƘŜ ŦƻǊŜǎƘŀŘƻǿƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎƘƛŦǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ-wide 

accountability framework away from knowledge discourses and towards choice 

discourses is made possible to the extent statistical gathering régimes are in place to 

support the initiative. 

As well, the media played an important role in managing the discourse around 

published school rankings from the beginning. In an Editorial that appeared on the front 

page of its March 24thΣ мфффΣ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ 

school ranking the previous spring was clearly articulated and positioned within a 

discursive strategy that privileged a ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ. In fact, the fourteen 

paragraph, front-page, article contained the sentenceτάǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ 

ƪƴƻǿέτat three different places in the copy that, to some, may have resembled a 

political speech (Editorial, 1999, p. A1). Regardless of how the text had been interpreted 

by the reader, however, it was clear that the Fraser Institute was committed to its goal 

of making more precise the distinctions between schools, districts, and the students 

populating them. The Province newspaper articulated its position about where it stood 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ άŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘέ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǎŀƛŘΣ 

 

ά.ȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜstigious 
Vancouver-based Fraser Institute, parents will have information they 
ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƧƻōΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘέ (Editorial, 1999, p. A1). 

 



 

 146 

Establishing a relationship with a provincial newspaper was critical in order for the 

Fraser Institute to gain a stronghold on shaping the discourse on educational matters 

because it provided the think tank with direct access to a significant population within 

British Columbia who were already loyal Province readers. The newspaper publication 

also provided its readership with an artifact of the ranking itself because the tables 

generated by the report could be saved, examined, and scrutinized. In this relationship 

the Fraser Institute devised different iterations of the school ranking rubrics over time 

while media outlets published the CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ in its newspaper. This was 

true for British Columbia as much as it was true for other iterations of the Fraser 

Institute report card that would be published in other provinces. In a statement 

ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ нллн !ƴƴǳŀƭ wŜǇƻǊǘΣ .ƻŀǊŘ /ƘŀƛǊΣ aǊΦ wŀȅ !ŘŘƛƴƎǘƻƴΣ 

qualified the nature of the relationship between the Fraser Institute and the media 

when he noted, 

 

ά¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǿŜ 
want to ensure that every educator, parent, and child in the province has 
access to the results. Accordingly, in each province we have chosen to 
partner with a widely distributed newspaper or magazine. In British 
Columbia, we chose The Province, the newspaper with the largest 
ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ./Σ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ Ǝƻŀƭέ (The Fraser 
Institute, 2002, p. 2). 

 
 

In mobilizing the media in this way the Fraser Institute effectively managed to direct 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜτmeasuring specific 

aspects of school performance.65 

¢ƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘŀƴƪ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ŦƻǊ tƻƭƛŎȅ 

Alternatives (CCPA), entered the school ranking debate in 2000τtwo years after the 

first school report card was published. This is an important development because it 

shows how local school rankings (and the debates it generates) transcend the normal 

                                            
65

 The coverage of the school ranking report changed (most notably) in the past two years as it now 
appears in the Vancouver Sun. ¢ƘŜ ΨǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƭƻƴŜΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ that was central to the depiction 
of schools in The Province newspaper no longer exists. 
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field of schools to become a national policy issue of interest to the CCPA. Like the Fraser 

Institute, the CCPA is also an independent, non-partisan research institute. Unlike the 

Vancouver-based Fraser Institute, the CCPA is head quartered in Ottawa and has four 

other Canadian offices in Vancouver, Winnipeg, Halifax, and Regina.66 The CCPA and the 

Fraser Institute have conflicting institutional ideologies. Whereas the CCPA concerns 

ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǿƛǘƘ άƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέ (Canadian Centre for Policy 

Alternatives, 2010) the Fraser InstitutŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǿƛǘƘ άǘhe impact competitive 

ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ώƘŀǾŜϐ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎέ (The Fraser 

Institute, 2008b). Given the ideological clash between the left-leaning social justice 

perspective of the CCPA and the right-leaning market driven perspective of the Fraser 

Institute, it was not surprising when the CCPA spoke out against school rankings for the 

first time in March of 2000 when it said, 

 

ά[m]ost parents want their children to have an excellent education. The 
Fraser Institute (FI) taps into this concern with their much-ballyhooed 
άwŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ 
ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎŜǊǾŜ 
ƻǳǊ ƪƛŘǎέ (Gaskell & Vogel, 2000). 

 

This position prompted a strong reaction from one individual in particular. In an 

ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ CƻǊǘ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ Alaska Highway News, a Mr. Hubert Beyer noted,  

 

άin the absence of other methods to assess the effectiveness of our high 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ǿƛƭƭ Řƻ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦƛƴŜΦ !ƴŘ 
ǿƘƛƭŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀǘ ƛǘΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǿŜƭƭ ƛŘŜŀέ 
(Beyer, 2000, p. 4). 

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ 

ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ 

teacher performance. Beyer (2000) suggests that it is the teachers who should be 

assessed and not the students. In this way school rankings begin to impose on the 

                                            
66

 The Fraser Institute has offices in Vancouver, Calgary, Toronto, Ottawa, and Montréal. 
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ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƎŀȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ secure its holdτnot only on teachers 

working within individual schoolsτbut on the field of public education. 

Evidence for shifting the focus away from students and towards classroom 

ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ нллм Report Card itself. The authors 

dismiss arguments made by educators that schools exist for purposes other than those 

deemed important by the Fraser Institute. As well, Cowley and Easton (2001) were 

highly skeptical of teachers and their roles they played in the lives of students when 

they said, 

 

ά¢ƘŜȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
breadth of purpose. These statements suggest that taxpayers are paying 
the schools to provide far more than academic training. Schools have 
taken upon themselves the responsibility of teaching the fine arts to their 
students. They promise to instill in the students an understanding of 
sport as an important aspect of a well-rounded life. They declare their 
graduates will fully appreciate their rights and responsibilities as citizens 
of Canada. Are educators delivering on their promises? Do they have the 
ǎƭƛƎƘǘŜǎǘ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΚέ (Cowley & Easton, 2001, p. 3). 

 

The rhetoric used by Cowley and Easton challenges assumptions about how schools 

operate and what purpose they serve. Notwithstanding the myriad of perspectives that 

students, parents, and teachers will have to the question is a position taken by the 

Fraser Institute that teachers might not be doing their jobs. The issue here is no longer 

about school rankings but about regulating the work of teachersτΨDo they have the 

ǎƭƛƎƘǘŜǎǘ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΚΩΦ The position taken by the Fraser Institute here 

is also relevant because it describes an expanding political configuration of alliances that 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŀƭƭ ΨǘŀȄǇŀȅŜǊǎΩτincluding those in the province who do not have school-aged 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ 

published ranking makes possible the ability of all taxpayers in the province to see how 

well their neighbourhood school is doing in relation to all schools, and in so doing, 

invites them to participate in the accountability debate. Whereas previous iterations of 

ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ŀ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ how ǿŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
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school was doing relative to others, now the Fraser Institute emphasized that taxpayers 

right to know as well because they were paying for school program perks that fell 

ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜΤ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ōŀƴd, debating, drama, 

leadership, citizenship, fine arts, and athletic programs (to name but a few). The fact 

that British Columbia high schools were not measuring how successful they were in 

these mission-relevant activities frustrated Cowley and Easton. 

 

άthey have not provided us with any data that records their results in 
non-academic activities. Nor have they established their own annual 
reporting mechanisms so that parents, taxpayers, and other interested 
parties can compare and judge the schools in the areas. Why not? The 
results of the teaching students fine arts, physical education, leadership, 
and citizenship can be measured. Yet it appears that schools only report 
ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘέ (Cowley & Easton, 2001, p. 3). 

 

The position taken by the authors here dramatically underscore the inherent 

epistemic tension that exists between teachers and the Fraser Institute at its coreτ

a tension shaped and defined by measurement as a precursor to holding schools 

accountable. For however clear Cowley and Easton may be about the possibility that 

successful citizenship and leadership programs, for example, can somehow be 

measured in high schools throughout British Columbia, they are silent in proposing 

how such measures could be obtained in the first place. And while secondary 

schools report only what the Ministry requests of them it is important to note that 

they also report on measures the Fraser Institute does not include in its annual 

ranking like, for example, student award and scholarship data. What clearly emerges 

in the fourth school report card is the strategic importance the Fraser Institute 

places on casting public school teachers and public school administrators 

unfavourably. Consider what Cowley and Easton had to say about the embedded 

accountability that existed at mission-driven independent schools. 

 

άLŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ 
each could choose [my emphasis - MJS] from a variety of education 
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providers, then some might be willing to credit the promises made in 
school mission statements. Other parents would require objective 
evidence of past success and expect regular report cards that measure 
school effectiveness against a variety of measures in much the same way 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ¦ƴƛƻƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 
ǿƛŘŜ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 2001, p. 3). 

 

This is an important statement by the authors of the school report cards because 

it signals to parents how school rankings could be used to replace teacher unions 

with parent unions that exist to consume an industrial goodτeducation. The 

inference made here is that public school teachers are not to be trusted in the same 

way private school teachers can because inherent in fee-paying schools is a level of 

accountability by fee-paying parents of teachers working within them. What Cowley 

and Easton (2001) are proposing is an economic model of schooling that sees 

education as an industrial good to be valuated in the marketplace; a model that 

aligns with the ideology espoused by political liberalism. This position stands in 

marked contrast to the stance taken by the BCTF, which sees education as a 

democratic right; a model that aligns more with the ideology espoused by 

progressive liberalism. This marks the first time the Fraser Institute shifts the school-

wide accountability issue away from parental knowledge discourses towards 

parental choice discourses tƘŀǘ ƻǾŜǊǘƭȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǳƴƛƻƴΦ 

The Fraser Institute also casts public school administrators as being uncooperative in 

its quest to improve the educational condition for secondary students in British 

Columbia. Consider what Cowley and Easton say about them en mass. 

 

ά{ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ 
data on student attendance, we requested the information under the 
Freedom of Information Act. By fall of 2000, we had received historical 
data from almost all of the districts and are currently analyzing these data 
ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ƛǘǎ ǾŀƭǳŜέ (Cowley & Easton, 2001, p. 5). 

 

What is noteworthy about this statement is the way the Fraser Institute effectively casts 

public school districts in a negative light because they ΨǊŜŦǳǎŜΩ to comply with the Fraser 
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LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ Řŀǘŀ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘƛŘŜΦ 

The districts are portrayed as being contrary and inflexible to the point the Fraser 

Institute gained access to the data it sought through other means. In this way the 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƭŜǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ōȅ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

target (and obtain) any data it deems worthy. It is also telling that the Fraser Institute 

authorizes itself to determine of what value the data will have in the next version of the 

school ranking report card. What is unquestionably valuable to the Fraser Institute, 

however, is widening its potential base of support by appealing to a broader target 

audienceτthe British Columbian taxpayer. 

 

άƛǘ ƛǎ ǘŀȄǇŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ Ŧƻƻǘ ǘƘŜ ōƛƭƭ 
for the education of the next generation. As long as this is the case, 
taxpayers should have easy access to reports about the effectiveness of 
every school in all areas for which funding is provided. The Ministry of 
9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƛƴǎƛǎǘΥ άbƻ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎΦ bƻ ŦǳƴŘǎΦ tŜǊƛƻŘέέ (Cowley 
& Easton, 2001, p. 4). 

 

In actual fact schools and school districts have always provided the Ministry of 

Education with the data it has requested; reporting on a myriad of factors from class 

size to graduation rates (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2011). The Fraser 

Institute, however, implies otherwise and calls on taxpayers to hold the Ministry 

accountable for collecting, and sharing, data the Fraser Institute deems important and 

relevant in ranking secondary schools throughout British Columbia. This is an especially 

important tactic given 2001 was an election year for British Columbian taxpayers. It 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳŀǊƪ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ and the beginning 

of another. The change of political parties at the legislative level meant that new kinds 

of relationships could be formed between the Fraser Institute and the newly elected 

Liberal government. 
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Common Sense Discourses 

 What is noteworthy about the discourse surrounding many of the reports card is 

the extent to which The Province newspaper normalized school rankings in the 

construction of common sense. It did so by invoking discursive phrases associated with 

regular school-issued report cards in its reporting of the ranking itself. Most parents 

were used to reading and, by extension, interpreting a school-issued report card. It was 

possible, therefore, for The Province to appeal to the emotions and anxieties parents of 

school-aged children commonly associated with the reporting process itself. For 

example, a published headline could erode the confidence parents may have for their 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ōȅ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ά5ƻŜǎ ȅƻǳǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀŘŜΚέ 

(Anonymous, 1999a). The question was answered in the form of a list of British 

Columbia high schools that were ranked from number one to number two hundred and 

sixty-two. Implicit in the published ranking was the understanding that top-ranked high 

schools at the time (Prince of Wales and St. Thomas Aquinas) had achieved top ranked 

grades (10.0) while bottom-ranked schools, like Salmo Secondary (1.2), had achieved 

failing grades (Anonymous, 1999a). 

Another article in the special educational report asked the question, άIƻǿ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ 

ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎΚέ (Anonymous, 1999b). Once again, the ranking discourse was 

normalized because it was predicated on traditional reporting practices that have 

always been implemented by teachers everywhere; that is to say, teachers have always 

commented on student achievement through a document intended for parents called a 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘΥ ²Ƙŀǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻƴ ƻǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ƛǎ 

performing in math, science, or English in relation to the other students? The same 

question could also be discursively framed through the market-driven, business culture 

associated with stock markets whereby performance is closely aligned with profitability: 

How is your portfolio performing in this market? Still another headline promoted the 

ranking as being the solution to poor teaching and/or poor administrative planning 

when it proclaimed, ά{ŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊǎέ 

(Raham, 1999, p. A46). This article was written by Helen Raham, then Executive Director 
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of the Society for the Advancement of Excellence in Education (SAEE). (The SAEE had a 

connection with the Fraser Institute when Stephen Easton67 sat on its Board of Directors 

in 2004/05). In 1999 Helen Raham had this to say about tƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ 

published ranking, 

 

ά¢ƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƘŜƭǇǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
system assess individual school performance. As educators, we ought to 
ōŜ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ōȅ ώǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎΩǎϐ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǘƘat will 
help all our students grow and learn. But it seems in some corners the 
opposite has happenedτas a result of a direct request from the B.C. 
¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ CŜŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇǳǘȅ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ 
would not be releasing the school-level data to districts and schools 
anymore, thus removing an important aid in improving B.C. school 
ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜǎΦ !ƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ 
ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎέ (Raham, 1999, p. A46). 

 

wŀƘŀƳΩǎ ƻǇ-ed piece is significant for three reasons: (1) she casts parents as consumers 

of education, (2ύ ǎƘŜ Ŏŀǎǘǎ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ǳƴƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ 

economic goods for public consumption called report cards, and (3) she criticizes the 

NDP Ministry of Education by making public its reluctance to release data to schools and 

districts. This is especially important in the context of régime change because in 

portraying the Ministry, in general, and Paul Ramsey68, in particular, as being insensitive 

to the needs of discerning consumers of education, Raham effectively positioned 

government officials as also being insensitive to the needs of parents, and by extension, 

taxpayers. Also, by referring to the report card as being an annual publication she 

effectively normalizes the school ranking phenomenon in British Columbia. She does so 

within the context of ecological fallacyτa situation that occurs when data (collected at 

one level) is used to draw misleading inferences on another level. In this instance, 

Raham infers that school ranking scores (which is comprised of aggregate data from an 

entire population of students attending any school in the province) is used to say 

                                            
67
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something definitive about individual students attending the schools being ranked. 

άAssumptions made about individuals based on aggregate data are vulnerable to the 

ecological falƭŀŎȅέ (Ratcliff, 2011). 

While the inferences made about the school ranking data presented by the 

Fraser Institute may be called into question, the focus of the 1999 school report card 

was to position the school ranking system within the discursive context of a normalized 

school reporting system. This served to make the ranking discursively palatable to both 

public and private school parents because it was discursively familiarτevery parent in 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǿƘŀǘ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ ŀƴ Ψ!Ω ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ΨCΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ 

the product of a school system that, like the Fraser Institute, focused on ranking 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ όŀƴŘ 

classroom teachers ranking their students through published letter grades or 

percentages to parents in the form of take-home report cards) had everything to do 

with scale. Whereas individual student report cards had always been a matter for 

ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴΣ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ǿŀǎτby the spring 

of 1999τa matter for public concern in British Columbia. 

 

Expanding the Surveillance Gaze 

Alberta School Rankings 

School rankings became a matter for public concern to Albertans as well, 

because June 1999 marked the first time the Fraser Institute published its secondary 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎΦ LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ Calgary Herald used 

the same discursive technique The Province ƘŀŘ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 

to the rankingsτ.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ !ƭōŜǊǘŀƴ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ άǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

ƳƛŎǊƻǎŎƻǇŜέ (Editorial, 1999; Heyman, 1999, p. A1). The copy appearing in The Province 

newspaper ran alongside an image of a student placing a slide on the stage of a 

compound microscope. She is about to examine the biological specimen the reader 

assumes she has prepared. The ocular and objective lenses of the microscope figure 

prominently in the image, filling one-third of the page. The microscope serves as a 
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potent metaphor for how disciplinary power operates on the field of visibility. The 

Fraser Institute and The Province newspaper provided the general public with a school-

ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŀǇǇŀǊŀǘǳǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ƳƛŎǊƻǎŎƻǇŜΣ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƛǘǎ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŜŘ ƎŀȊŜ ƻƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ secondary schools according to its own logic of practiceτa logic that has 

been shown in Chapter 4 to privilege an epistemic vision that is steeped in surveillance, 

standardization, and performativity. This is remarkable achievement because it 

underscores hƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƎƛŎ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǊǳōǊƛŎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

exported to other educational fields beyond the limits imposed by the geographical 

boundaries of British Columbia. Furthermore, school-ranking results published in 

Alberta pitted Calgary area schools against their Edmonton school counterparts as if the 

Calgary Herald was reporting on the final outcome of a hockey match between the 

Edmonton Oilers and the Calgary Flames. The same held true for religious and non-

sectarian schools. 

 

ά/ŀƭƎŀǊȅΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ рΦфпΣ ŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǘ ŀƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ 
ƛƴ 9ŘƳƻƴǘƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ŀ рΦпу ǊŀǘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ ǎƛȄ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ 
ǿƛǘƘ ŀ сΦму ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜΣ ōŜŀǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ му ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ŀ 
рΦус ǊŀǘƛƴƎέ (Heyman, 1999, p. A1).  

 

!ƭōŜǊǘŀΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘΦ 

ά.ƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ Calgary Herald and the Edmonton Journal swiped at it, and the Alberta 

¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ό!¢!ύτǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ./¢Cτcomplained 

that the ranking system did not account for economic factors, unfairly comparing 

ǿŜŀƭǘƘȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻƻǊέ (Steel, 1999, p. 50)Φ ¢ƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŘƛŘΣ 

ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ŎƘŀƳǇƛƻƴ ƛƴ 5ŀǾƛŘ YƛƴƎΣ !ƭōŜǊǘŀΩǎ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ мфтф-

1986, ŀƴŘ άǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘŀƭ [Grade 12] exams back to the 

ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ (Steel, 1999, p. 50).  

 

άaǊΦ YƛƴƎ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǎǇǳǊ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ 
excellence in education. He has no sympathy for educational 
ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘǎέ (Steel, 1999, p. 51). 
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Like its British Columbia counterpart, the inaugural Albertan report ranked schools 

on the same five performance indicators, but unlike reports published in British 

Columbia, the Albertan report excluded private schools from the mix of schools. 

 

άCƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŀǳƎǳǊŀƭ ŜŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƻōǘŀƛƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ 
public and separate schools from Alberta Education. We hope that next 
year tƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ 
private schools are a choice that will be considered by some parents. 
More importantly, an awareness of the success (or failure) of alternative 
education delivery systems provides useful information for the effort to 
improve all schoolsτpublic, separate, and ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜέ (Cowley & Easton, 
1999a, p. 5). 

 

WƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 

schools in British Columbia, it is important at this juncture to underscoreτnot only the 

expanding presence the Fraser Institute was beginning to have in the school wide 

accountability movement outside its home province by 1999τbut the relationship the 

Fraser Institute had to establish with government itself if it were to have access to the 

Řŀǘŀ ƛǘ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƛǘǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΥ άWe hope that next year the results from the 

proviƴŎŜΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀŘŘŜŘέ (Cowley & Easton, 1999a, p. 5). The 

reconcilable, hopeful, tone of the authors rhetoric regarding the withholding of data 

ŦǊƻƳ !ƭōŜǊǘŀΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ƛƴ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƴŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ 

wŀƘŀƳΩǎ όмфффύ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

report. As well, it is clear that the Fraser Institute continues to frame the success and 

failure of schools in Alberta through performance indicators it deems as being relevant 

to include in the first place. In this way, the Fraser Institute continues to be active on the 

educational terrain of British Columbia and Alberta in similar ways. 

 
Elementary School Rankings 

When the Fraser Institute widened its circle of influence from the secondary school 

system into the elementary school system by creating an elementary school report card 

it marked a significant achievement for three principal reasons: (1) it made visible a 
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whole population of students, teachers, and schools that were not previously subjected 

to school ranking metrics by focusing on schools that it had not accounted for 

previously, (2) it significantly expanded the target audience of parents for whom its 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀǇǇŜŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ όоύ ƛǘ ōƻƭǎǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

Fraser Institute had something definitive to say about the state of education in British 

Columbia ŀƴŘ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ-wide 

accountability field in British Columbia seemed to parallel a significant shift in the 

political landscape in that province with the onset of a new millennium. 

Appendix B documents ǘƘŜ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ 

school ranking initiative from 1998-нллфΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ǎƘƛŦǘƛƴƎ 

political landscape from the winter of 1998 to the spring of 2001. It shows that three 

different premiers held political office with the same political party within three 

successive years. The then New Democratic Party (NDP) Premier Glen Clark resigned in 

August 1999 because of a conflict-of-interest political scandal in which he was 

implicated (Hunter, 1999). Clark was replaced in February 2000 by the then Interim NDP 

Premier, Dan Miller. Soon thereafter Miller was replaced by the then former NDP 

Attorney General of British Columbia, Ujjal Dosanjh, who would go on to become British 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ооrd premier. In Aprilτjust weeks after NDP Premier Dosanjh had been 

sworn inτǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ƛǘǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ άǊŜƭŜŀǎŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 

[Foundation Skills Assessment] results for the first time since the assessment began 25 

ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻέ (Steffenhagen, 2000, p. A4). The decision was perceived as weakening the 

./¢CΩǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƛƴǎƻƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƻ άǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ their autonomy in assessing 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜέ (Steffenhagen, 2000, p. A4). This position stood in marked 

contrast to the position taken by the British Columbia Confederation of Parent Advisory 

/ƻǳƴŎƛƭǎΤ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ άƭƻōōƛŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ώǎǘǳŘŜƴǘϐ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎέ 

(Steffenhagen, 2000). The Parent Advisory Council believed that parents and students 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ άŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ Řŀǘŀ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜƭǇώŜŘϐ ǘƘŜƳ ƎŀǳƎŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜέ 

(Steffenhagen, 2000, p. A4)Φ ¢ƘŜ ./¢CΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǾƻƛŎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΩǎ 

disclosure of Foundation Skill Assessment (FSA) data providing school-by-school results 
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ǿƻǳƭŘ άŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎέ 

(Steffenhagen, 2000, p. A4). The concern proved to be a legitimate one. In May 2001 

Liberal candidate, Gordon Campbell, defeated NDP Premier, Ujjal Dosanjh, in a 

provincial election. The political landscape in British Columbia had changed. By June of 

2003, the Fraser Institute had published its first elementary school ranking in British 

Columbia based on the Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) results of standardized 

assessment tools in reading comprehension, writing, and numeracy in Grades 4 and 7 

respectively. 

Not surprisingly, the elementary school report card was met with a maelstrom of 

controversy. The then President of the British Columbia School Trustees Association, 

DƻǊŘƻƴ /ƻƳŜŀǳΣ ǿƻǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ άȅŀƴƪ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƛŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ 

poorly even when the ranking is baseŘ ƻƴ ƻƴŜ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǘŜǎǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎέ (Steffenhagen, 2003b, 

p. A19). One independent school Head, Hugh Burke,69 whose elementary school was 

ranked number-ƻƴŜΣ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ 

άƴƻƴǎŜƴǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎƭŜǎǎέ (Burke, 2003, p. A19). Mr. Burke had this to say about his 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǘƻǇ-placed ranking in a letter that was published in The Vancouver Sun: 

 

ά²Ŝ ǊŜƧŜŎǘ ƻǳǊ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎΣ ŀǎ ŀƴȅ ƎƻƻŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǿƛƭƭ ŘƻΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 
suspicious of any school that actually boasted about such results. Real 
results do not reside in three tests, composed by a few people working 
for the government, scored by people who never met the kids, 
generating data that are highly dependent on testing circumstances, used 
inappropriately in statistical terms, for ideological pǳǊǇƻǎŜǎέ (Burke, 
2003, p. A19) 

 

aǊΦ .ǳǊƪŜΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ 

to a study that is focused primarily on secondary school report cards because it marks 

the first time that an educational leader from a top-ranked, independent, school 

publically discounts the Fraser Institute ranking of schools for all the same reasons that 

ranking opponents had articulated in the pŀǎǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ IŜŀŘƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ 
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 IǳƎƘ .ǳǊƪŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ IŜŀŘ ƻŦ aŀǇƭŜ wƛŘƎŜΩǎ aŜŀŘƻǿǊƛŘƎŜ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ was the Independent School 
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voice is imbued with the social, political, and cultural capital acquired by an educational 

leader from a top-ranked school. When a school-wide-accountability-ƎŀƳŜ ΨǿƛƴƴŜǊΩ 

denounces the school-wide-accountability-game itself as being ΨƴƻƴǎŜƴǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎƭŜǎǎΩ the criticism must be perceived in a new light. A private school 

Headmaster has nothing to gain by denouncing a ranking that serves as a de facto 

endorsement for his school. In discounting the Fraser InstiǘǳǘŜ ΨƘƻƴƻǳǊΩ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǘƻǇ-

ranked school, therefore, Mr. Burke casts doubt on the relevancy of the ranking itself in 

ways that school leaders from low ranked schools were not in a position to do so simply 

because their schools were low-ranked to begin with. 

Despite the controversy surrounding the elementary school ranking report the 

ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

educational system now spanned the entire educational spectrumτfrom kindergarten 

throuƎƘ ǘƻ DǊŀŘŜ мнΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ άƘƛƎƘ-ǎǘŀƪŜǎ ƎŀȊŜ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜέ (Pignatelli, 2002, 

p. 158) could be cast and recast, not only on a broader population of schools, but also 

on the teachers working within them. The Fraser Institute had effectively increased its 

client base by repackaging its secondary-school-ranking-report-card-product into a 

similar product that appealed to another niche market of educational consumers; 

namely, the parents of elementary school-aged children. In this way, the Fraser Institute 

veǊȅ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƎŀȊŜ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ 

elementary schooling because, as Pignatelli (2002) pointed out in her paper on 

ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜΣ άǎƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀŦŦΧōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƴƻǊƳ-

referenced, high-stakes tests reduces the notion of school effectiveness to something 

ŀƪƛƴ ǘƻ ŀ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴέ (Pignatelli, 2002, p. 172). Clearly, the Fraser Institute did 

not mount a military campaign when it published its first elementary school ranking in 

British Columbia, but it is possible to think about the publishing of elementary (and 

secondary) school rankingsτsymbolicallyτas being an assault on the state of public 

school education by the Fraser Institute because private and independent schools (and 

the systems within which they operated) were consistently held up as being model 

schools. 
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Two-thousand-and-four (2004) was significant to the Fraser Institute for three 

principal reasons: (1) the think-tank turned thirty, (2) the secondary school report card 

was published in New Brunswick for the first time, which meant that the Fraser Institute 

had a coast-to-coast influence on how parents across the country perceived schools,70 

and (3) the Fraser Institute ventured into the life world of Aboriginal students by 

publishing a secondary ΨwŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ƻƴ !ōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ. Any single one of these 

achievements could be viewed as a milestone in the life of the Fraser Institute, but 

taken collectively they speak to an expanded presence the institute was mounting on 

the school wide accountability field, not only geographically, but culturally as well. 

 

New Brunswick School Rankings 

The Fraser Institute used the same techniques they had developed in British 

Columbia from 1998-2003 to promote its Maritime school report card in 2004. A posting 

on Canada NewsWire emphasized how the ranking used a variety of publicly available, 

objectively relevant, school performance indicators to, in general, answer the question: 

How is this school doing academically? New Brunswickers were drawn to the overall 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŀǎŜ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ άǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎΣ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǘŀȄǇŀȅŜǊǎ ώŎƻǳƭŘϐ ŀƴŀƭȅȊŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎέ 

(Anonymous, 2004, p. 1)Φ ¢ƘŜ ƴŜǿǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ 

ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ άǘƘŜ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ŀƭŜǊǘǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

appear to ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎέ (Anonymous, 2004, p. 1). Most 

importantly, however, the Canada NewsWire report identified the kind of school leader 

that would accept the ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ 

anything but arbitrary. The report card, the article indicated, was useful to those 

άώǎϐŎƘƻƻƭ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘέ (Anonymous, 2004, p. 1). 

This statement is relevant to note because it underscores how the Fraser Institute casts 

school leaders in one of two lights. Principals were either: (1) caring and effectual 

because they valued the results of a school report card made for them by the Fraser 
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Institute, or (2) uncaring and ineffectual because they devalued the relevance and 

legitimacy of the school report itself. What is noteworthy about the New Brunswick 

school ranking, therefore, is not the statistical nuances of the ranking that make it 

different from its British Columbian counterpart, but the parallel capital acquisition and 

discursive strategies the Fraser Institute used to present its secondary school report 

card to a Maritime audience. At its core, the discursive techniques used were identical 

to the ones that have been described previously: (1) they were anchored in a parents 

right to know and choose; (2) they emphasized visible asymmetries that made possible 

distinctions between schools and school systems; (3) they were hermeneutically 

packaged to discount important contextual interpretations that were relevant in the life 

world of students; and (4) the report card was promoted as being objective. Together 

these report card elements were leveraged by the Fraser Institute to gain political 

capital on the broader field of power in New Brunswick. 

 

Aboriginal Report Card 

These same discursive techniques were ŀǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ΨwŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ 

on Aboriginal Education in British /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩτa report that established what Aboriginal 

leaders, educators, and provincial and federal government officials already knew: 

ά.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ !ōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎέ 

(Cowley & Easton, 2004a, p. 3). Cowley and Easton were surprised to learn this was true 

ƻŦ !ōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ άŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ 

(Cowley & Easton, 2004a). While it is beyond the scope of this project to analyze a 

corollary school ranking that focuses on the performance of Aboriginal students 

attending British Columbian high schools, it is relevant to note that the Fraser InǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ 

ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άaƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƭƻŎal school boards, and Aboriginal education 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ώǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅϐ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŜŘȅ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜέ ǿŀǎ 

for these agents to implement two key strategies: (1) to allow Aboriginal parents to 

enroll their children in any school they chose, and (2) to provide interested parties with 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ άŜŀǎȅ-to-understand, school-by-ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘέ 
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(Cowley & Easton, 2004a, p. 3). The Fraser Institute, therefore, not only felt authorized 

to promote its school ranking report to improve the educational experience of 

Aboriginal students, but as importantly it called on members of government and the 

AborƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŘƻǇǘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛon of free-market-driven 

educational reform. 

wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ !ōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘ ǿŀǎ ƳŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ 

opposition in many circles. In an article appearing in Teacher Newsmagazine the 

5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ./¢CΩǎ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŀƭ LǎǎǳŜǎ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴΣ tŀǘ /ƭŀǊƪŜΣ ƘŀŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ 

about the ΨwŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ƻƴ !ōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩ: 

 

άώǘϐƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƛǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ Χ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ 
of the big-lie strategy in public relationsτrepeat often enough, and belief 
ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǘƻ ǎŜǘ ƛƴΧΦ ²Ŝ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ ƻōǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ 
focus our attention only on what is counted. For students who come to 
school with a complex array of issues from poverty to cultural dislocation, 
factory-model approaches to learning are too often exactly the wrong 
thing to do. A lock-step devotion to testing for example, is a good way to 
ƪŜŜǇ !ōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƳέ (Clarke, 2004). 

 

/ƭŀǊƪŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ 

about how to improve the educational experience for Aboriginal students attending 

.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ƛƴ complete opposition to the 

CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ-driven educational reforms lead to an overall 

improvement in student achievement. Here is an example of how two different political 

agents (the BCTF on one side, and the Fraser Institute on the other) compete for capital 

ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ōȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

experiences. Whereas the BCTF (vis-à-vis Clarke) focuses on socioeconomic and cultural 

ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏan adversely impact student 

achievement patterns in secondary schools, the Fraser Institute (vis-à-vis Cowley) 

focuses on provincial examination data; Clarke speaks for the Professional and Social 

Issues division of the BCTF, while Cowley speaks for the School Performance Studies 
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department of the Fraser Institute. Their respective positions are at epistemic and 

ontological odds. 

With the publication of elementary school, secondary school, and Aboriginal 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘΣ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ōorders, the Fraser Institute 

declared in its 2004 Annual Report ǘƘŀǘ άǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ώǿŜǊŜϐ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ŘŜōŀǘŜέ (The Fraser Institute, 2004, p. 6). A record nine school report cards were 

ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ tŜǘŜǊ /ƻǿƭŜȅΩǎ {ŎƘƻƻƭ tŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ άǊŀƴƪŜŘ 

approximately 3,100,000 students in almost 5,900 schools in British Columbia, Alberta, 

hƴǘŀǊƛƻΣ vǳŜōŜŎΣ ŀƴŘ bŜǿ .ǊǳƴǎǿƛŎƪέ (The Fraser Institute, 2004, p. 13). Within British 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΣ ŀ άŘŜŀǊǘƘ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀέ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

ŀƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ άǘƻ ōǊƻŀŘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘέ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 

achievement measures (Cowley & Easton, 2004, p. 5). 

While the dearth of (statistical) information appealed to the data-centric nature 

of the Fraser Institute, one B.C. educatorτDavid DenyerτōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ άǿƻǊƪ ŎŀƳǇǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ώŀǊŜϐ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ 

ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜǉǳƛǇǇŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘŀōƭŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎέ (Steffenhagen, 2004a, p. A1). Denyer had 

been involved in developing B.C. curriculum for B.C. schools and was reported in The 

Vancouver Sun to say, άώǿϐŜ ŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǿŀǊ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘέ (Steffenhagen, 2004a, 

p. A1)Φ 5ŜƴȅŜǊΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ 

come to dominate the public discourse around accountability. He noted, 

 

άŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘΣ ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜΣ ƻǊ 
recreation. Instead there are accountability, data collection and, most 
recently, supervision of teachers, conducted by principals who are 
themselves supposedly supervised by directors and superintendents, who 
ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇǳǘȅ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ǘƻǇ-
down, paternalistic model of continuous surveillance, ostensibly aimed at 
ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘŜǎǘǎέ 
(Steffenhagen, 2004a, p. A1). 
 
 

This statement is relevant because it illustrates an underlying frustration that many 

educators had about the relational role between data-gathering and sense-making as 
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that relationship was articulated against an expanding school accountability backdrop. 

Here is an example of how hierarchical observations (data-gathering) combines with 

sense-making and is used as a technique of disciplinary power by the Fraser Institute. 

When individual cases (schools) are introduced by the Fraser Institute to the field of 

accountability through documentation disciplinary power is exercised. Embedded, 

therefore, in the technology of representation is the politic of representation. Political 

agents on the school wide accountability field, therefore, play the accountability game 

according to visible asymmetries that are rendered by the Fraser Institute through a 

technology of representation that has as its principal focusτthe ranking of individual 

schools. 

 

School Improvement Discourses 

With the publication of the third ranking in 2000, the Fraser Institute had 

analyzed enough information that had been collected about secondary schools from 

1993-1999 that it felt confident to publicly ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜƭŜǾŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ 

improved high schools in its Ψ¢ƘƛǊŘ !ƴƴǳŀƭ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ ƻƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 

{ŎƘƻƻƭǎΩΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƘŀŘ άǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŦƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘΩǎ ŦƛǾŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 2000, p. 3). The 

Province featured an article about one of the Fraser Institute endorsed schools. 

Chatelech Secondary was located in the Sunshine Coast District. It had managed 

to move up 4.8 points in the ranking from a low of 3.8 to 8.6. The article attributed the 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ 

Bruce Janssen signed a five-year contract at the schoolτthe first in a long line of 

previous principals to commit to the school in that way. Before Janssen became 

ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ /ƘŀǘŜƭŜŎƘ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ƘŀŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ άŦƛŦǘŜŜƴ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ 

ŜƛƎƘǘŜŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎέ (Austin, 2000, p. A9). This revelation has tremendous implications in the 

context of a secondary school ranking that focuses primarily on examination results 

because it shifts the emphasis away from a focus on effective teaching practices in 

classrooms towards a focus on effective leadership practices in schools. In this way the 
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ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƎŀȊŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭǎτthe people to 

which teachers report. 

It is important to note as well that a number of other articles about the ranking 

appeared in smaller regional newspapers throughout the province. A Nelson Daily News 

ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ {ŀƭƳƻ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅΩǎ ŎƭƛƳō άƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎŜƳŜƴǘέ ŦǊƻƳ мΦн όƛƴ мфффύ 

to 4.6 in 2000 (Schroeder, 2000, p. 1). Schroeder continued to document the overall 

improvement in two other regional schools: L.V. Rogers (8.4 to 8.8) and J. V. Humphries 

όсΦл ǘƻ сΦпύΦ 5ŀǿǎƻƴ /ǊŜŜƪΩǎ Peace River Block Daily News reported on the rankings 

ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ άǊƛƎƘǘ-ǿƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘŀƴƪέ 

(Anonymous, 2000). They were: Tumbler Ridge (ranked 123rd), South Peace Secondary 

(ranked 201st), and Chetwynd Secondary (ranked 250th of a possible 271 schools. Trail 

TimesΩǎ journalist, Raymond Masleck, described in his front-ǇŀƎŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ Ƙƻǿ /ŀǎǘƭŜƎŀǊΩǎ 

Stanley Humphries Secondary managed to achieve its 9.2 rankingτάƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƻƴƭȅ ǘǿƻ 

schools outside of the ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ [ƻǿŜǊ aŀƛƴƭŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŎǊŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǘƻǇ млΣ 

ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ aƻǳƴǘ {ŜƴǘƛƴŜƭ ŀƴŘ {ƻǳǘƘ {ƭƻŎŀƴέ (Masleck, 2000, p. 1). 5ŀƛƭȅ ¢ƻǿƴǎƳŀƴΩǎ 

ǎǘŀŦŦ ǿǊƛǘŜǊΣ DŜǊǊȅ ²ŀǊƴŜǊΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ Ƙƻǿ /ǊŀƴōƻƻƪΩǎ aƻǳƴǘ .ŀƪŜǊ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ 

YƛƳōŜǊƭŜȅΩǎ {ŜƭƪƛǊƪ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ άƘŜƭŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ нллл ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ (Warner, 2000, p. 1). 

That regional newspapers throughout the province republished the rankings of 

their regional schools in articles written about their regional schools underscores the in-

roads the Fraser Institute maŘŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ 

school ranking mattered in just three years. For by the spring of 2000, school rankings 

clearly mattered in the province of British Columbia. They mattered in Vancouver. They 

mattered in Victoria. They mattered in Nelson. They mattered in Dawson Creek. They 

mattered in Cranbrook. They mattered in Kimberley. And they mattered in Trail. They 

mattered enough that Fraser Institute ranking dataτoriginally published in the The 

Province newspaper some ten to fourteen days earlierτwas republished in local 

(regional) papers with comments from local (regional) school authorities about what the 

rankings really meant. For example, an article published in /ǊŀƴōǊƻƻƪΩǎ 5ŀƛƭȅ ¢ƻǿƴǎƳŀƴ 

underscored one of that regionΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƻǿƴǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 
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the ranking. Selkirk Secondary School Principal, Terry Oscarson, said about the report 

ŎŀǊŘΣ άƛǘΩǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ƻŦ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŜƭǎŜέ (Warner, 2000, p. 

1). This sentiment was countered by a report appearing in another regional paper, the 

Trail Times. Kootney-Columbia superintendent, Pat Dooley, was reported to say, 

άώŀϐƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƛǎǎǳŜŘ ŀ Ƨƻƛƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ 

condemning the rankings as so simplistic as to be misleading, the Fraser Institute does 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴέ (Masleck, 2000, p. 1). 

The voices represented in these public (regional) spaces not only highlight the 

response educational professionals have to a province-wide ranking of secondary 

schools in general, but they speak to an expanding sphere of influence the Fraser 

Institute has on local and regional school authorities in particular. It could be argued 

ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ the province of 

British Columbia was the extent to which local school authorities were called on by 

regional newspaper reporters to comment on the ranking itself. In this way local and 

regional media discourses had a representational effect because they served to create 

ŀƴ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŀǎ 

important news worth re-reporting. The more a message gets repeated in the public 

domain the more likely it is to take hold. 

The call to respond to the FrasŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ 

well beyond local and regional boundaries. The then president of the British Columbia 

{ŎƘƻƻƭ ¢ǊǳǎǘŜŜǎ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΣ /ŀǊƻƭŜ WŀƳŜǎΣ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άώǊϐŜƭȅƛƴƎ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ 

can be examined in a single three-hour sitting in a paper and pen format does a huge 

ŘƛǎǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ Řƻέ (Anonymous, 2000). This position stood in 

marked contrast to an article published in The Vancouver Sun ŀōƻǳǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ 

oldest independent schools. The headline read, άThe widely known secrets of success: St. 

DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻǾŜƴ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ōƻȅǎΥ 5ŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ 

ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŘŜǎŜǊǾŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŘƛǘέ. The article extolled thŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŜǎ ƻŦ {ŀƛƴǘ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ 

άǇǊƻǾŜƴ ǘǊŀŎƪ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ōƻȅǎέ (Brook, 2000, p. A13). 
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/ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴ IǳǘŎƘƛƴǎƻƴΣ ǘƘŜƴ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ {ǘΦ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎΣ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ 

about the school. 

 

ά{ŀƛƴǘǎ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ ²ƛǘƴŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ǎpot on the 
CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ wŜǇƻǊǘ /ŀǊŘ нлллΣ ƻǊ {ŀƛƴǘǎ ƴǳƳōŜǊ-one ranking 
in the worldwide Cambridge Comparability Study, where the Vancouver 
ōƻȅǎ ōŜŀǘ ƻǳǘ hƴǘŀǊƛƻΩǎ DǊŀŘŜ мо ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ !-level 
candidates in a wide-ranging academic exŀƳέ (Brook, 2000, p. A13). 

 

²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ {ŀƛƴǘ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ ƘŀŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ 

ŀ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ 

in 2000. In actual fact, Saints was beat out by two public high schools in the previous 

ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎΥ !ǊƎȅƭŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ tǊƛƴŎŜ ƻŦ ²ŀƭŜǎ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ 

impossible for Saints to return to a ΨǘƻǇΩ position because Saints had never achieved a 

ΨǘƻǇΩ position in the Fraser Institute Secondary School Report Card from 1998-2000, but 

ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ {ŀƛƴǘ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ 

top ranked school. This fact was omitted from published discourse that shaped the 

ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΣ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘΣ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ The 

headline, however, did make special note of the ΨŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ working at British 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ΨōŜǎǘΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ. The discursive message sent to the public was that non-

unionized, private school, teachers were not only dedicated to their profession, but 

ǿŜǊŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

consideration because it highlights an essential difference between public and private 

school teachers the Fraser Institute tacitly promotes in publishing its annual secondary 

school rankingτthat public and private school teachers operate according to two 

distinct ethics of work and that private school teachers help their schools achieve top 

ranked marksτnot only in the Fraser LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎτōǳǘ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨǿƻǊƭŘǿƛŘŜΩ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ {ŀƛƴǘ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ DǊŀŘŜ мо 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ hƴǘŀǊƛƻΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ and .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ !-level students. The referencing 

of other provincial and international ranking systems to the one presented by the Fraser 
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Institute demonstrates how schools acquire social capital on the field of accountability, 

which they leverage in ways that promote the school itself. 

The kind of discursive seed-planting that was sown on the accountability field of 

public oǇƛƴƛƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǘƘƛǊŘ ƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ 

discourses became enmeshed with knowledge discourses. This was an important 

strategic next step for the Fraser Institute. With three years of published rankings to 

draw from, it was now in a position to shift the locus of attention away from recurring 

performance indicator debates toward school improvement debates. In this way 

ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ 

choice movement that was tƻ ŦƻƭƭƻǿΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǾƻŎŀƭ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ 

attack the overall relevance of the five performance indicators used by the Fraser 

Institute to rank secondary schools anymore; that collective response was, if nothing 

else, predictable and the authors of the ranking had seemingly gained enough 

ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻƛǎŜΦ /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ tŜǘŜǊ /ƻǿƭŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘΣ άώLΩƳϐ 

ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ǇŀǘƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ǿƘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ȅŜŀǊέ (Schroeder, 

2000, p. 1). What mattered more to the Fraser Institute by the spring of 2000 was that 

parents could use their published school ranƪƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

was improvingτor slippingτin the ranks, and that parents could read the Fraser 

LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǊŘǎ ƛƴ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴ ŀƴ 

Editorial published in The Province newspaper. Then editor-in-chief, Michael Cooke, had 

ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ 

 

άbƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ 
tŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ 
delighted to give theƳ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴέ (Editorial, 2000, p. A12). 

 

Evidence that the Fraser Institute and The Province had established an alliance was 

confirmed by The Province newspaper itself in the spring of 2000. The Editorial 

ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ƛǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŘƛǎŎƭƻǎŜŘΣ άώƛϐƴ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀǎŜǊ 
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Institute, The Province each year publishes rankings for every71 B.C. secondary school on 

an ever-ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƻǇƛŎǎέ (Editorial, 2000, p. A12). This disclosure is 

important for three principal reasons: (1) it highlights that a partnership existed 

between a provincial newspaper and the Fraser Institute from the beginning, (2) it 

establishes the increasing presence the Fraser Institute has on the educational 

landscape insomuch as it feels authorized to speak on an ever increasing number of 

topics that (in turn) get published by The Province, and (3) it serves to effectively 

diminish any future claims the provincial newspaper can make regarding its journalistic 

objectivity surrounding the school accountability and privatization movements in British 

Columbia. 

 

Economic Discourses 

In January of 2003, the Fraser Institute produced a report entitled, ΨThe 

$100,000,000 Giveaway: Who Says Educŀǘƛƻƴ 5ƻŜǎƴϥǘ DŜǘ 9ƴƻǳƎƘ aƻƴŜȅΚΩ. The authors 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΣ άǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŦƭŀǿŜŘ ώōŜŎŀǳǎŜϐ ƛǘ 

presents school districts with incentives that are contrary to the best interests of 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎέ (Cowley & Easton, 2003, p. 5). At issue was the seeming disproportionately 

high level of Ministry funding allocated to high schools in support of part-time students. 

The per-student operating grant provided to districts throughout the province for a 

student enrolled in a single Ministry-ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǿŀǎ ϷоΣооф άŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ŀǘǘŜƴŘǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŘǊƻǇǎ ƻǳǘ ƻǊ Ŧŀƛƭǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜέ (Cowley, Easton, & 

Li, 2003, p. 3). Especially irksome to the Fraser Institute was the per-student operating 

grant allotted to districts enrolling full-time students.72 That amounted to $5,343τan 

increase of just 60%. The Fraser Institute determined that per-student funding in this 

                                            
71

 It is important to note that not every secondary school was included in the ranking. Excluded were 
schools at which fewer than 15 students were enroled in Grade 12. These schools did not generate a 
sufficiently large set of student data to allow for a fair and reasonable analysis and presentation of the 
results. Also excluded from the rankings were: centres for adult education and continuing education; 
schools that catered largely to non-resident foreign students; and certain alternative schools that did not 
offer a full program of courses. 
72

 A full-time student takes eight, Ministry-approved courses. 




