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Building on the Bill 115 Struggle:

Toronto’s Elementary Teachers have to do more than vote “strategically.”

Nigel Barriffe and Maya Bhullar

Putting it simply, ETFO Election Readiness should mean Teacher activation.

We have to build on what we fought for in the Bill 115 struggle. 

 
During the mobilization around Bill 115, we met many teachers who had never been to a political rally.  If we make our new messaging about 'strategic voting', in the aftermath of the Bill 115 mobilization, our biggest danger is disengagement of members from politics since neither the NDP nor the Liberals took a position that was unequivocally supportive of our position. Asking our members just to turn out and work for one of these parties won’t take us far and won’t get much member support. In order to turn out our members, and to beat Hudak, we must continue the momentum gained by our issue activism.  Fortunately, it is likely that we have at least one year before a provincial election.  Therefore, we have time to build.

Strengthening Community in Education

One of the issues that resonated from the Bill 115 fight was that the McGuinty government took power away from local communities and school boards to govern schools and bargain.  We need to ensure that local planning is strengthened by building mechanisms for local involvement, and building parent support for our issues at the bargaining table.  

So for 2013/2014 we propose three things:
 
1) Community forums: In 2013-14 ETFO should sponsor community forums on education in ridings prior to elections.  ETFO should also have staff that ensures that local teachers turn out to these events and are cleared to identify issues in schools.  The outcome will be to develop a prioritized list of concerns and issues that need to be addressed by riding.  Then we will work together on a political strategy and a strategic investment strategy for ETFO (to sustain community organizing). To be endorsed, candidates will have to adopt the list of concerns and their efforts will be recorded and reported upon. The plan is intensive in terms of staff commitment at the outset, followed by maintenance and support for local initiatives that take off in communities between elections.   

2) Highlighting teacher candidates:  We need to approach allies in either the Liberals or the NDP to insure that a solid group of teachers with key principles developed by the union and the community forums run in the next set of elections. Those teacher candidates have to accept the charge of being a voice of teachers in parliament/council/board as well as a voice for their particular communities.  Then we should highlight these committed teachers who are running for political office at the municipal, provincial and federal level. 
3) Voter turnout:  We need to start building data systems and deepen our grass roots work to see who we have attracted to these issues from both our communities and our membership. We have to understand the basis of our members’ political activism as well as that of our community allies. This data work will allow us to continue to build in communities and it will allow us to increase our political power so that we can turn out members and supporters on our key issues.
This is not a new model. Here is a link to Catalyst-Chicago's archive on how Chicago managed build sustained community organizing in schools.   http://www.catalyst-chicago.org/catalyst-guides/reform-history. There is a lot that we can learn from the Chicago example.
 

 
