Queen’s Park Keeps Turning The Screws On Local Trustees
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Once upon a time in Ontario, it was not so hard for people to be involved in local politics.

Though beyond the memory of most of us, civic-minded people could take part in any one of 4000 school boards. Some boards were in charge of only one local school with perhaps a handful of 40 or 50 students, but that school was the centre of its community. Elected trustees were charged under the Education Act with significant responsibilities: ensuring that there was a teacher in place and that the building and grounds were kept up. In some larger boards, trustees would decide who might be exempted from paying school rates, if they were beyond their means. They provided for dental inspections, even surgeries for children who needed them so they could go to school. To be a member of the local school board was a serious business. Trustees who were elected and refused to serve were fined five dollars. Trustees who neglected their duties were fined twenty.


It all seems so quaint today. Over the past 50 years, there has been periodic but steady movement towards amalgamation of smaller boards. Now, Mega-boards like the TDSB oversee education for more than 200,000 students. These big boards are said to be too big and complex to be run by anyone but professionals, and even these people need close supervision by even more capable professionals from the Ministry of Education lest they think for themselves and act independently. Trustees are now so distant from the operation of any one school they might as well be living in another town. 


In this age of corporate power, compliant governments at all levels look to rationalize and exclude citizens even more from the process of governing. Civic-minded people are welcome to run sports teams, pack bags in the burgeoning system of food banks and replace paid workers in a diminishing social services network. However, they have no place scrutinizing the activities of governments or their friends in the corporate sector. They don’t know enough, and they get in the way. They can stay out of it, thanks very much. 


We have a Prime Minister who closes Parliament down when questions become too pointed, who rails against an un-elected Senate, then stuffs it with his supporters, who uses it to kill an environment bill passed by an elected House of Commons, who engages our military for at least three more years in Afghanistan without bothering to bring it up with elected MPs, who has little time even for Cabinet Ministers, preferring to run the country directly from the Prime Minister’s Office.


Toronto Mayor, Rob Ford was elected with a promise that he would cut the city council in half - again – this time from 44 down to 22. 


Where is there room for civic-minded people? How can they ever become involved at any level of government that drifts further from public interest and scrutiny? 

Facing Up To Bill 177


While the disregard for elected people is plain, after shelling out thousands of dollars to run a campaign, it must still come as a bit of a surprise to newly elected school board trustees to realize how little influence they have on the school board to which they have been elected. This is especially noteworthy for the current round of trustees, who face the effects of Bill 177, The Student Achievement and School Board Governance Act, that was folded into the Education Act last year.


A newly elected trustee who, for reasons that will become clear, prefers not to be identified, put in a recent email how he was shocked to discover that under Section 18 of the amended Education Act, trustees must “…uphold the implementation of any board policy or resolution after it has been passed by the board”.  EA:TO previously warned of how broadly “upholding” might be interpreted. Former trustee Josh Matlow found this out when the legislation was barely out of the egg earlier this year, after he criticized the Toronto District School Board for spending $345,000 on a one-off PD session with director Chris Spence. The Board had already passed the resolution to spend the money.  Matlow faced board censure according to the new rules when he did his job by taking the board to task for wasting dollars at the same time as it was deciding what schools to close to save money. 


Trustees need no longer suffer the illusion that they can vigorously represent their constituents’ interest. They may be elected but have to remember that it’s the Ministry of Education that calls the shots. Suppose you’re a trustee who takes the job seriously. You plan to watch how the board spends public money and carefully consider its policies in light of the needs of your community. Maybe you see local schools as a pivotal part of neighborhoods and have promised constituents to preserve them. Has a school board decided to close a school in your community? Are you unhappy with the decision and want to rally community members to oppose the closure? Stop and remember your place. If you don’t behave according to the supremely vague admonition to “uphold” the board’s decision, the director education must report your misconduct to the board and the Ministry. You could face censure by your fellow trustees, a ban from meetings and be cut off from receiving school board communications.


Imagine a provincial legislature or Parliament in which MPs and MPPs faced censure because they railed against some action of the government of the day after a bill was passed. Legislatures would become silent as tombs. The business of government could roll on efficiently without the messy distraction of nasty comments by opposition members. The trains might run on time, but why elect people who can’t oppose?


Why indeed? Perhaps “upholding” represents a step towards greater so-called efficiencies of government by putting the muzzle on elected people in general. It certainly represents a trend. 

Let The Director Look After Your Constituents 


Trustees must also “ …(E)ntrust the day to day management of the board to its staff to the board’s director of education.”  In other words, don’t bother principals, superintendents and other board officials with constituent concerns, go through the Byzantine channels provided by the director’s office. Do parents have concerns about discipline, about a health issue? Are they calling the local trustee because they want to know what’s being done about a promised playground improvement, about after-school activities? Leave it to the professionals. Trustees musn’t call up the local principal to find out what’s going on.


As a former school principal, it was pleasant not to have the trustee barking in my ear about this or that issue. These conversations were usually political, and it was not always easy to be diplomatic. I often didn’t agree with the particular slant a trustee might take, I questioned motives and I occasionally saw the point. But that was the job. If I wanted to be left alone, I wouldn’t have applied to run a school. It was politics at its most direct and local. The neighborhood school was the one place people could have something to say about the issues that affected the most important people they knew – their children. 


So, irritating and anxious-making as it might be, I wouldn’t take away trustees access to their local schools.  It’s another step away from democracy – another way of showing that people don’t actually own the schools they pay for - that they actually belong to this ever-expanding beast called the Ministry of Education. It has its own plans for what workers’ children are to become as it prepares them to take their place in the knowledge economy – whatever that is or will be – or variations on the theme of Wal Mart or MacDonald’s. It doesn’t need interference and distractions from low-level elected trustees.


It would probably be small comfort to this new trustee to know that Bill 177 was more ambitious in an earlier draft. Left out of the final version was a section enabling government to pretty much do whatever it wanted without bothering to consult the legislature “… to make regulations about the roles, responsibilities, powers and duties of board, directors of education and board members, including chairs of boards.” That much aside, the Ministry may still set out regulations for trustee codes of conduct, require boards to meet academic achievement standards set by the Ministry and  take them over it they fall short.


To be a trustee in this climate is to live in a state of continual insult. 


We allow their slide into irrelevance at our peril. The diminution of their influence on local politics is alarming. It underlines the contempt of executive layers of government toward those chosen by constituents. Trustees are the most vulnerable of elected people – the easiest to legislate against and yet one of the closest to the thousands neighborhoods that add up to a nation. As they go, who will follow? 
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