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Title
Investigating the Attitudes, Perceptions, Emotional Responses, and Academic Motivations of Grade 6 English Language Learners (ELLs) in Relation to Ontario’s EQAO Standardized Test
Problem Statement
Despite the central role of EQAO standardized testing in Ontario’s educational system, existing research does not investigate how Grade 6 English Language Learners (ELLs) actually experience this assessment. Most studies focus on provincial achievement data or policy outcomes leaving a gap in understanding the lived experiences of multilingual learners who must complete a complex English-medium test while simultaneously developing academic language proficiency. This lack of evidence is problematic because ELL students represent a growing proportion of Ontario classrooms and face unique cognitive, emotional, and sociocultural challenges that are not captured by current EQAO reporting.
Guided by the researcher-developed Cognitive, Affective, Sociocultural (CAS) Framework, this study addresses this gap by examining how Grade 6 ELL students understand and interpret the EQAO assessment, how their emotional responses develop before and after writing the test, and how school preparation, institutional messaging, and family contexts shape their overall experience.
Research Design
This study employed an explanatory sequential mixed methods design. A pre-EQAO survey was administered to 27 Grade 6 ELL students across ten Catholic elementary schools, capturing self-concept, motivation, emotions, and beliefs about EQAO. Following the assessment, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 students to explore their experiences in depth.
To triangulate findings, the study also included interviews with three ESL support teachers, two Grade 6 teachers, and two school principals, focusing on instructional preparation, student support, and school-level messaging.
The CAS Framework guided both instrument development and analysis, enabling examination of how cognitive beliefs, emotional responses, and sociocultural influences intertwine in ELLs’ EQAO experiences.
Key Findings
Students’ Attitudes and Emotional Responses
· Students demonstrated high motivation and strong emerging academic confidence.
· 85% felt good at math and 81% felt confident in reading; 100% reported they would try their best.
· Nervousness was the most common pre-test emotion, often tied to first-time testing or unfamiliar vocabulary.
· Most students described their overall experience as positive, expressing pride, determination, and a sense of accomplishment after completing EQAO.
· ELL students were neither critical of the EQAO nor did they perceive it as a threat (more of a challenge).
Perceptions of EQAO
· Students interpreted EQAO to measure learning (“to see what I know”), an indicator of intelligence (“to see how smart I am”), or a provincial accountability tool (“because they rank the school”).
· Newcomer students sometimes misunderstood the purpose.
Influencing Factors
· Teacher preparation varied widely; students felt more confident when given regular exposure to EQAO-style questions and annotation strategies.
· Family support ranged from academic help to emotional encouragement to limited involvement due to language barriers.
· School-wide encouragement, including morale-building and positive framing, reduced anxiety and enhanced motivation.
Triangulation Across Educators
· ESL teachers emphasized challenges with academic vocabulary and test comprehension.
· Grade 6 teachers highlighted inconsistent preparation practices and the need for ongoing strategy instruction.
· Principals underscored the role of supportive school messaging and emotional reassurance in shaping student confidence.
Successes
· Many students reported feeling proud, capable, and motivated after completing EQAO.
· Teacher practices that normalized the test and reduced anxiety contributed to positive student experiences.
Challenges and Support Needs
· Students struggled with unfamiliar academic language and question formats.
· Educators identified a need for clearer instructions, simpler language, earlier preparation, more breaks and shorter sections and expanded universal accommodations.

Implications
The findings demonstrate that EQAO is experienced by Grade 6 ELLs not solely as a cognitive task but as an affective and sociocultural phenomenon shaped by language proficiency, identity, and institutional messaging. Students reported difficulty with academic vocabulary and with reading passages whose narratives or examples were unfamiliar, indicating the need for more linguistically accessible assessment materials. Confidence increased when EQAO-related strategies were embedded throughout the school year and when schools provided clear, growth-oriented communication. These results highlight the importance of assessment practices that support both comprehension and emotional readiness. Collectively, the findings point to standardized assessments that maintain technical rigor while also responding to the linguistic and experiential diversity of multilingual learners.
Conclusion
This study provides a focused account of how Grade 6 English Language Learners navigate Ontario’s EQAO assessment, offering perspectives typically absent from provincial reporting and prior research. Students entered the assessment with strong effort and motivation, yet their experiences were shaped by unfamiliar academic language, culturally distant reading contexts, and inconsistent preparation across classrooms. Despite these challenges, many students described the overall experience positively and expressed pride in their performance.
Educators’ perspectives aligned with these patterns, emphasizing barriers related to vocabulary load, variation in instructional approaches, and the influence of supportive school-level messaging on students’ emotional readiness. Taken together, the findings show that ELL students experience EQAO as a multidimensional event shaped by the intersection of cognitive, emotional, and sociocultural factors, aligning with the principles of the CAS Framework.

