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The Fight to get our neighborhood school back takes us into the larger struggle to make good schools for all our kids.

Abdullah Wardhere


Let me join with my co-chair Hibo hagi-Nur in thanking you all for your support.


Your presence here gives us strength to continue this fight to have a neighborhood school for our children and for our community.  And, as far as we can tell, we are going to need all of this strength in the months to come.  


We know that if we don’t stand together on important issues like this one-whether it’s holding on to our neighborhood schools or stopping the bottom streaming of so many of our children or changing the provincial funding formula so our schools have the money they need-then we are going to lose every one of these battles.


I don’t need to tell you how effective the Board can be in splitting our communities.  Their line of attack is getting us to act against each other rather than working with each other for just solutions to our problems.   They try to split us up into little groups at meetings and have private conversations with individuals or small groups of people, in-order that we give up to their preference.


It’s been encouraging for the Queens Plate parents to see how many communities among you have resisted this process and have come together to fight school closing.


Board officials, as you can imagine, made the same kind of moves with our community, and we had to work hard to stay together.  We had to resist all kinds of what Board officials called “compromises” that were floated about and would end up with only a small number of our kids returning to Humberwood.


Our situation as Hibo made it clear has no room for this kind of “compromise”.  Our children must be returned to their neighborhood school right now.


Because what they are experiencing right now is blatant racism.


As we’ve said to the Board, this is the sort of thing you expect in places like Mississippi or South Africa, not in my city of Toronto, “the multicultural”.


It is hard to believe that our trustees continue to avoid us and let their officials continue to drag their feet in this matter.


Many of our trustees seem to be decent people.  How can they let this happen?  In its latest form, this issue has been in front of them for 8 months.  How can they close their eyes for so long?


And not just to our kids, as Hibo has made clear.


And it is poor communities, increasingly radicalized and immigrant communities, whose kids are being bottom streamed, and whose “vision of hope” is being snuffed on a daily basis.


We want to make sure our students get the chance to really explore the world with their teachers as part of making a real life for themselves.


We want to make sure our teachers are free to honestly engage their students and their communities.  We want our teachers out from under the heavy hand of the province’s education bureaucracy with its standardized testing and its hundreds of disconnected bits of curriculum “expectations”.


While we want to reach out as widely as we can, we know that we have to get things right in our larger home community of Jamestown in northern Etobicoke, especially in schools like Elmbank and Greenholme and West Humber Collegiate.


We are especially pleased that out current school, Elmbank, has now been designated as a “Full Service School.”  We like to think that our protest over the last 8 months had something to do with that designation.  But whatever the reason, we hope it will mean extra resources for Elmbank’s students and community.


In our negotiations with school officials over this period, we made a number of demands for short-term improvements in Elmbank for our children and for the entire Elmbank student body. At the time, we thought these demands applied more widely to Jamestown schools and we still think so. These are issues we intend to raise with our brothers and sisters in Jamestown – and across the city – and I hope we can come together in agreement on a strong program of reform, around which we can organize. I want to briefly touch on five key demands.
 
First: Good tutoring programs are essential for our children.  

      Tutoring centres, reaching out and training community volunteers and volunteers from nearby universities, colleges and senior high school, should be established in our local schools. 

     
Second: A much stronger framework for parent-teacher communication has to be set up.  

      This framework has to include (1) monthly parent/classroom teacher meetings on the curriculum to be covered the following month and how parents can help, (2) teacher/parent interviews close to where parents live where that seems useful, (3) programs for teachers that introduce them more fully to the economic, social and cultural aspects of their school communities.  

      
Third: A more flexible bus service is required for all students who have to be bussed to their schools.  

      Bus services have to be arranged to take into account various after-school programs so that our children have transportation home following these activities. 

    Fourth: Parents and interested community people have to be organized and supported to take a much greater role in their schools. 

      They have to involved in as wide a range of programs as possible and in being on the school premises to insure a much more peaceful and orderly atmosphere. We want to support our teachers in every way we can. 

     Fifth, and finally: We need to open up a real discussion with our teachers on issues of program and evaluation, standardized testing, labeling and bottom streaming.  

      We know our teachers are deeply dissatisfied, as we are, with the official curriculum and testing framework in which they are obliged to work. We are certain that we can come together in developing reforms that will enrich our children’s experience in school and will improve the work lives of our teachers. We know how much our teachers care about our children.  

      We know, too, that this is just a start on what school reform movement has to look like. But for us, it’s a real beginning.  

      To every one here – wherever you are from in this city – we will need your help all the way.  

      I know you will give it to us, as we will reach out and help you as this work we do together continues to grow in strength and purpose.  

      Thank you all so much.   
 
 

