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School Governance in Ontario: “Would that be the blue pajamas or the brown pajamas?”

Dudley Paul

Amidst the flurry of activity that accompanies the beginning of each school year, this memo popped into Ontario principals’ email inboxes in October 2005. No doubt, it was duly annotated by the local superintendent of curriculum, who reminded us that here was another opportunity for building capacity amongst school staff:

Policy/Program Memorandum No. 138

The Ontario government is committed to supporting a healthy school environment. Physical activity is essential for the proper growth and development of children and youth. Providing elementary students with opportunities to be physically active can have a positive impact on their physical, mental, and social well-being. In particular, physical activity is likely to have an impact on students’ achievement, readiness to learn, behaviour, and self-esteem. Positive experiences with physical activity at a young age also help lay the foundation for healthy, productive lives.

This was not a good start for administrators looking for some spare time in classroom schedules. There was more:

The Requirement

The Ministry of Education supports and promotes the participation of students in daily physical activity. Consequently, school boards must ensure that all elementary students, including students with special needs, have a minimum of twenty minutes of sustained moderate to vigorous physical activity each school day during instructional time.

Was this a joke? Had then-Deputy Minister Ben Levin stumbled across a lonely scrap of humour in the Mowat Block? 

Sadly not, as he went on to add: 

“School boards will monitor the implementation of the policy on daily physical activity to ensure that all elementary students are provided with the opportunity to be active for at least twenty minutes each day during instructional time. School boards and principals should also take appropriate action to ensure that parents are kept informed of their children’s participation in activities.” 
Of course, the knowledge economy required both physical as well as mental rigour:  “ a healthy body leads to a healthy mind”. And it wouldn’t do just to say: “Get the kids moving some more. They’re eating too many chips and sitting in front of Ministry-required computer screens too much.”  That would be what’s called setting broad policy. Well-paid board functionaries would never be able to be able to pull that off without official mandate and specific instructions on where and when to follow them. Most of us couldn’t even pass EQAO, could we? 

 This was just one of many examples of Ministry of Education helping schools to do better in spite of themselves. Prior to the Harris government of the nineties, school boards handled this sort of day-to-day minutia. Harris was more interested in dismantling public education, slashing the education budget by about $1 billion at the time and suddenly amalgamating school boards with no prior planning and seeming to revel in the mess he  created. But the Liberals under “education premier” Dalton McGuinty saw education as an integral part of Ontario’s future in a globalized knowledge economy. That was better than beating schools with hammers and tongs – the Liberals are nicer. But yet….. 

And it’s not as though the Tories, Liberals and New Democrats didn’t all drink from the same vat of Koolaid. Looking back into the late 1980’s and early 90’s, neoliberal prescriptions of the Thatcher and Reagan governments demanded that governments reduce debt and sharpen their competitive edges in the global economy. Here in Canada, reports from the Radwanski Commission (1987) and the Economic Council of Canada (1992) slammed provincial governments for not preparing students to compete in a global market. Universities and corporate sector advocates claimed that students didn’t have enough basic knowledge.1. Then there was the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS 1995) that posted middling results for Canadian students compared to incomparable places like Singapore and Japan and provided the Harris government with the ammunition they needed to reshape education in Ontario.

But before Mike Harris did his best to squeeze the life out of public education, Bob Rae’s NDP had still to deal with the fuss caused by George  Radwanski’s report. Among other changes he suggested was to remove credit courses in high school, replacing them with a common curriculum from grades 1 through 12. He called for an end to streaming in high school. This certainly did not go over well with many who argued such a curriculum would either be inaccessible to many or watered down. Rae’s solution in1993 was to establish the Royal Commission on Learning (RCOL), headed by Gerald Caplan.2. 

The RCOL was pivotal in changing education across the province. Its enthusiastic adoption by the Rae government, signaled a desire to centralize control of education and make it work for a globalized economy. Here we see so much of the basis for what was to come in the subsequent Tory and Liberal years: no more of this laissez-faire business of school boards setting their own standards for teachers, funding, curriculum or governance. The shift to central governance was clear. There would be a provincial curriculum, student progress evaluated by a provincial report card, per-pupil funding levels established by the Ministry, with local boards permitted to raise up to 10% of their provincially mandated budgets to account for local needs.  

Among its many recommendations, the RCOL called for the establishment of a College of Teachers, including mandatory recertification every 5 years after a College –approved professional development program. Where once, the OTF and Ministry of Education worked together to discipline teachers, this authority would be placed in the hands of a group with little teacher representation.

To make sure that Ontario schools were all performing to the same predetermined standards, an Office of Learning Assessment and Accountability would assess students in grade 3 and 11 and   “… also be responsible for developing indicators of system performance, to be used at the board and provincial levels” 3. This office, now Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) receives an annual budget of about $33 million to ensure that students across Ontario uniformly meet provincial standards. This was perhaps the most fundamental change in the position of the Ministry vis-a-vis school boards across the province. Of course, boards, schools and teachers could develop their own measures to assess how well students were learning, but the one that really counted, the one that mobilized the whole school was EQAO. It is now central to the culture of teaching across the province. OISE professor, Michael Fullan, whose work on school change greatly influenced Dalton McGuinty’s education premiership, describes this as “whole system reform”. Indeed it was.  

And yes, the RCOL also recommended that all students receive a mandatory 30 minutes a day of exercise. What we see currently in the combination of broadly assumed powers and specific nitpicking in daily school activities was right there in the 1995 report. The commission also called for parent advisory council, raising the question at the time: Why bother with school boards? Given subsequent governments’ policies it’s a reasonable question.

What about school boards? The stage was being set for amalgamation well before Harris. Here in Toronto, the Star was calling for an end to the “bloated bureaucracy” managing 9 school boards across Metro Toronto. A large pay raise voted to themselves by former Scarborough School Board trustees probably didn’t help perceptions that money wasn’t all ending up in the classroom. More importantly, better-off boards, that received minimal or no grants were balking, during the recession of the 90’s, at having to implement government policies like Junior Kindergarten, through local taxes.4.  By February 1995, Dave Cooke, who had taken over as Education Minister in 1993 was vowing to cut the number of school boards in half and cap trustee salaries at $20 000. This was despite a recommendation against large-scale amalgamation by the RCOL calling for at least some flexibility for local communities to deal with their varied circumstances.

 As the RCOL set the table, so the government of Mike Harris came to eat.  Elected in 1995, on promises to save money and lower taxes, this government wrote the book on how to co-opt values of a liberal NDP government keen on showing it could manage with the best politicians, add a dash of ‘aw-shucks’-common-sense’ and go light years beyond what anyone else was thinking.  By the time they were dumped by the Liberals in 2003, there had indeed been a large-scale amalgamation of school boards across the province. These were accomplished with a rapidity and unconcern for local government, that turned one–time Education Minister, John Snobelon’s cynical comment about “creating a useful crisis” into a political mantra.  

Introduced in late 1996, Bill 104, the aptly named Fewer School Boards Act, reduced the number of school boards across the province from 129 to 66 at the same time cutting trustees from nearly 1900 to about 600 and capping their pay, thereafter termed an “honorarium”, to $5 000. It set up an Education Improvement Commission to oversee all of this and shut down any activity of boards such as purchasing or hiring without the Commission’s prior approval. This truly was an assault on local elected trustees whose boards would be compelled to produce documents for auditors appointed for whatever reason to look into a board’s affairs. The Commission’s decisions about any actions that might be taken over these audits were final. The legislation was considered retroactive to before it was passed.5 Bill 104 along with the $1 billion dollar cut to education funding prompted then Liberal leader Lyn Macleod to argue that the province was trying to push school boards out of the way to make way for privately run charter schools.6
Lest there be any loose ends, Bill 160, Education Quality Improvement Act, passed in January 1998 along with other measures removed all taxing powers of local boards, ensuring that future collective bargaining would have the additional constraint of the boards needing to turn to Queen’s Park to see if there was sufficient money with which to negotiate. It set class sizes and reduced preparation time, while extending the school year. It booted the principals and vice-principals out of bargaining units, making certain that they would thereafter be part of management – not educators leading other educators and by no means protected like teachers. Here was a government intent on bulldozing the landscape of collective bargaining, much like we saw in Wisconsin and other US states two years ago: taking away what issues can even make it to the bargaining table. Eventually, of course, we end up at Bill 115, which closes the discussion entirely.

If the purpose of the Mike Harris Tories was to centralize with a hammer, the McGuinty Liberals’ approach from their election in 2003 was to move forward at least with the notion of a working school system in mind. There was to be centralization – the horse had left the farm on that issue – but the Liberals returned to the principles of RCOL fundamentally changing schools to save them from themselves.

The nature of that change is summed up by Michael Fullan. He speaks of attempts in Britain to bring about education reform as “shaming” schools that didn’t pass muster. The Liberals, on the other hand, he argues have acted as partners, putting clear expectations out there for boards to follow, but equally willing to help them come up to par. The reason for this is, contrary to Harris’ ideology, not to please the Fraser Institute, who rate and berate schools according to their test results. Rather Fullan, as well as the authors of the RCOL, the previous NDP government and the Liberals see the purpose of this partnership with heavy ropes attached as being a way of preparing a new kind of citizen and worker.  

This is an important distinction. As Fullan argues, the purpose of the discussion is all about the skills needed to participate in the knowledge economy: collaboration, communication, critical thinking, character, citizenship, creativity and imagination. Fullan rejects the rationale of “speeding the business agenda” that education places on change in the US. Rather the purpose of developing better schools is to reduce the gap between low and high performers to improve health and well being. The way you achieve this is not through vague ideas like whole language or child-centred learning. The point he says is to have specific goals and ways to measure how well they’ve been met.7
I like specifics. As a former special education teacher, I love assessment, especially the aspect of it that ties teaching to what you know about a particular child. Years ago one of my professors used to liken it to doing an “n of 1 study”: the relationship between teaching, testing and further teaching was interactive. So I’m tempted by the specificity of goals and assessment of them.

But only to a point – and I think this is the fundamental problem of the thinking behind governance in Ontario these days. It’s the idea that qualities deriving from human interaction should be turned into a bureaucratic function. The Ministry seems incapable of trusting that people can be competent, given checks and balances that have existed in schools and their boards for generations. It is as though someone woke up one day and said: “Oh my God they’re all doing something different. They have different report cards, different hiring practices, different curriculum priorities, different kinds of trustees, different methods of supervising teachers. This is out of control! The world (this is before the financial meltdown) demands something clear and predictable. We have to do something right away.”

You don’t need to standardize governance to foster the laudable qualities that Fullan notes above. Whatever application they have to a so-called knowledge economy, if such a thing is different than any other economy, they have been around for a while. 

The McGuinty Liberals put money back into the system and set a province-wide goal of an 85% high school graduation rate with 75% of students meeting the provincial standard for Literacy and Numeracy on the EQAO. In 2005, they sidestepped school boards offering a four-year package to teachers across the province that included a 10% wage hike and added 1300 teachers. Gerard Kennedy, then Education minister, left it up to school boards to negotiate local working conditions and benefits, but the framework was now to be set by the province. It was a just a matter of taking things one step further to come up with Bill 115. Michael Fullan calls this “addressing distractors” getting the strikes and protests out of the way to get on with the Liberal agenda.

And this included more hand-holding. There was a solid cap on primary class sizes. Boards could vary by a few percent on the numbers but that had to be applied board-wide so school principals had very little flexibility to organize their schools, In order to meet the caps, sizes of junior classrooms often had to rise well into the thirties, as principals shifted teachers around to make the primary ratios work. Can’t fit class sizes with teachers? Try a junior kindergarten/ senior kindergarten/ grade 1 split was the suggestion of one former Ministry bureaucrat who had come to help the TDSB.

To make clear what an Ontario school should look like, the province created the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat in 2004. There is much written in the Secretariat’s literature about collaboration and partnership as long as schools and boards buy into the government’s ideology of change. To ensure that educators get the point, there are over 400 criteria defining “school effectiveness” to be used by schools to evaluate themselves in preparation for a visit by the District Review Team, set up by local school boards according to Ministry instructions. 

If your school has fewer than the prescribed number of students meet EQAO standards – let’s say you have too many special education classes in the school, too many kids who couldn’t sit for the test, a challenging cohort of grade 3’s or 6’s – there is more help, this time from the Ontario Focused Intervention Program (OFIP) an acronym that carries a less complimentary title for those who have indeed been picked. In OFIP is a form of educational proctology that truly does focus an entire school on finding a way, any way really, to meet provincial standards.

The Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat even directs character development across the province:

“Character development in Ontario schools is a deliberate and intentional process. All relationships, experiences and interactions are opportunities for the explicit nurturing of character attributes. It is critical that the attributes that form the basis of character development initiatives are identified through a board process of consultation with diverse communities. Through this process, communities identify the qualities which schools should foster through systematic and intentional practices and processes.” 8   

More than too prescriptive, I think. I’ve always thought that character came from a myriad of experiences and relationships – mostly unintentional – not exclusive to friends you have, books that you read, good teachers, poor teachers, lifestyle, money, travel, parents, grandparents other relatives, your dog or cat and events far away. That any government thinks it can quantify, tease out and then promote such relationships is absurd. That it sets out to do so with such certainty in its social engineering righteousness is downright chilling.

But that has become the nature of education governance across the province. Ministry designated criteria abound. Ministry defined report cards supported this type of comment: 

“Cookie Cutter can often with minimal assistance, demonstrate a satisfactory understanding of main idea in the Level 3 passage “Lost in Translation”. S/he can with supervision demonstrate written understanding of a Level 3 passage by responding appropriately to questions intended to elicit factual answers.”

That sort of was comment was uniquely characterless and uninformative, so after many years, the Ministry now allows teachers, who might otherwise be too clueless to come up with their own ideas, to pick and choose from something like this report card instruction9

	Level 1

expresses and organizes ideas and understandings with limited effectiveness


	Level 2

expresses and organizes ideas and understandings with some effectiveness


	Level 3

expresses and organizes ideas and understandings with considerable effectiveness


	Level 4

expresses and organizes ideas and understandings with a high degree of 

effectiveness




Principals use more than 130 criteria in a Ministry–prescribed process to evaluate teachers; you’re careful not to discuss anything off the script for fear of inviting a grievance, so rule-bound have principal/teacher relations become. Individual Education Plans (IEPs) are written, presented and reviewed again, according to Ministry prescription. It is possible to write them covering every standard learning strategy, every bit of equipment and human resources required, but actually miss the point of what is really needed to teach the child in question.

Surely it is completely wrongheaded to think that a government ministry can quantify and criterion-reference the endlessly complex elements that make up an education. It can do nothing better, by way of homogenizing everything, than miss the heart of schools. Nowhere, for example, in the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat’s talk of  “components, indicators and evidence” is mention of sitting down and enjoying a good book. It is as gray and joyless as Dicken’s Thomas Gradgrind admonishing Sissy Jupe to regard only “ (f)act, fact, fact”.  Anything else might take time away from a school’s collective achievement goals. So focused is the Secretariat on school performance measures that it misses what they are for. For all that’s apparent in its literature and activities, schools might be getting kids ready for a career as bolt turners – it is how schools meet performance goals that counts. 

Yet this thinking is truly what underlies and informs governance of education Ontario, even if it is not as explicit as limiting the powers of locally elected trustees.

But we come to that with Bill 177.  It amended the Education Act (Section 218.1) to stipulate that trustees must “…uphold the implementation of any board policy or resolution after it has been passed by the board” - a measure with a broad range of interpretation. Premier Kathleen Wynne, not someone known for compliance when she was a trustee commented in this section of the bill when she was Minister of Education:

"...once a board has made a final decision, trustees would be expected, as members of that board, to uphold the board's decisions. This was a recommendation of the governance review committee. Trustees could obviously explain to their constituents that they may not have supported the decision at the board table and they may continue to disagree, but that once the decision has been made, they should uphold that decision fully.10
The same section also requires trustees  “maintain focus on student achievement and well-being” and “comply with the board’s code of conduct”, the contents and application of which the Act goes on to say may be “prescribed” by the Minister.

Trustees must also “ …entrust the day to day management of the board to its staff through 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.

The so-called partnership between the Ministry and elected school board trustees is about as mutual as that between a cat and a mouse. Trustees aren’t consulted. They are useful for deflecting criticism of the Ministry and taking complaints from parents and others living in the community, but really this level of government is being gradually asphyxiated.

That much was clear with the recent debacle otherwise knows as Bill 115, the  “Putting Students First Act”. It was based on a deal between the government and Ontario English Catholic Teachers Association (OECTA) and the Association des Enseignantes et des Enseignants Franco-Ontariens (AEFO) that left school boards completely out of the loop. Catholic boards were blindsided when the deal was signed between OECTA and the government. When then-Education Minister Laurel Broten complained that the other unions wouldn’t bargain with the government it was clear what she thought of the purpose of school boards.

If the Liberal government wanted to be honest it would abolish school boards of trustees and run schools out of field offices in buildings formerly occupied by them. But that would look really bad, particularly at a time when Premier Kathleen Wynne has reversed a longstanding position to abolish the Senate. Of course, that body is unelected and not that accountable. 

Abolition is not going to happen. Boards maintain a veneer of democratic involvement however diminished while governance or, to put it a better way, power lies within the ministry agencies like EQAO and the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat that operate with the educational philosophy that learning can and will be regulated, measured and controlled. This is a corporate view - one that seeks to neaten the untidiness of education, to standardize virtues and to limit people who have other ideas. I think it is a presumptuous and dangerous road to travel.
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