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Draft

From Education Action: Etobicoke North 

It’s time to stand up for our classroom teachers


Over the years in the Etobicoke North community, we have insisted that our educational authorities respect our children and their school communities. It now becomes clear that we also have to stand up for our classroom teachers and to demand the respect they deserve as caring professionals, who need substantial freedom and support to do their jobs. 


The continuing policies of the Ministry of Education (backed by the Toronto District School Board) have undercut the crucial role our teachers can play in the education of our children and in strengthening their prospects of a caring and purposeful future. Over the last decade especially, we have witnessed what can only be described as a brutal assault on the teaching profession in Ontario. We say this in spite of the terms of the most recent contract signed by the Ministry and its teacher unions, which was, at the time, generally understood as an acceptable settlement on wages, benefits and working conditions. It’s not the money we’re worried about, though we want to ensure fair wage increases for our teachers in a future that may be dominated by continuing government cutbacks. What concerns us at present is what has happened to their role as the teachers of our children, responsible for both their academic and social well-being. While these are our children, we also know that they are our teachers’ “children” as well – not as distanced pupils or statistics of various kinds but as children they genuinely care for in their hearts and in their classroom practice. 


It is this caring relationship that is being systematically undercut by the Ministry and the local bureaucracies that carry out its 
policies. The result is a deepening demoralization of our teachers and the destruction of so much that could be good in our children’s learning and in their relationship to education. 


We want to open up four areas in which our teachers’ classroom relationship with our children has been undercut and offer alternative approaches. Let us know what you think of these alternatives and how they might be strengthened. 

1. Stop imposing curriculum fragments and build knowledge out of experience 


The Ministry of Education – focused on producing what the premier calls “human capital” – has imposed hundreds of disconnected curriculum fragments (called “expectations”) on Ontario classrooms. It insists that teachers teach to these fragments, encouraging a mindless academic form of multitasking. The result is deeply alienating for both teachers and students, stripped as it is of any serious human purpose or understanding of the world.  


What we want to see instead are broad curriculum areas of study, determined by a significant range of educator, parent and community partners. In this framework, our teachers should be encouraged to reflect and to build upon the experience of the children and the communities they serve. They should be engaged with their students in exploring the world. They should be supporting their students’ capacity to make judgments on what should be loved in the world they discover and what should be changed in the interests of social justice and solidarity with nature. It is these larger human purposes, which must frame the work our teachers do. It is only these purposes that will ignite our children’s interest in school and learning. 

2. Stop policing the curriculum with standardized tests and allow our teachers to judge the quality of student work and to report on it to parents in their own words


The Ministry continues to impose – and intensify -- a regime of standardized testing to police its “human capital” curriculum or “expectations.” Not only do these tests, like the expectations, structure out the human core of our arts and sciences, but they also harden class and racial divisions in our schools. Tests scores can go up (with easier tests, shorter testing periods, and increased focus), but the gap between the test scores of rich and poor children never changes substantially over time. Furthermore, the testing process itself encourages increasing numbers of poor children and racialized children to drop out or lose interest in their studies – a reflection of the emptiness of what is being tested and the hostile judgments these tests impose. An entirely new agency – the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat – has been set up to force our teachers to teach to these tests – functioning as templates for the expectations. Everywhere teachers turn, there is bureaucratic pressure to focus on test score production rather than student learning. Merit pay, tied to test-score production, is on the horizon, coming up from the United States. School boards in Ontario can now face provincial takeover if their test-score results don’t please their provincial masters. 


In opposition to this testing regime, we want our teachers to evaluate their students on the quality of their work – on their understanding of what they read, on the substance and clarity of what they write, on the depth of their history and geography projects, on the complexity of the technology they come to master, and on the quality of the literature they write or the math and science they do or the art and music they produce. None of these activities are open to standardized testing. It’s teacher judgment that counts not only in direct evaluation but also in moving the student to the next level of understanding or craft. In this activity, we expect our teachers’ main purpose is to strengthen their students’ work rather than engage them in destructive competition or have them experience their grading as an act of punishment for poor quality work. It is essential, too, that our teachers voices come across loud and clear in our children’s report cards and that they are given the opportunity to genuinely engage with parents in letting them know in concrete terms how their children are doing in school and how their work might be improved. 

3. Stop reducing our teachers’ capacity to reach out to their students. As much as possible, let our teachers use their own best judgment in dealing with their students as full human beings in a regular classroom. 


Stop reducing out teachers’ capacity to build the strongest possible academic program for their students. Stop forcing them to teach within frameworks in which children are officially profiled as being educably or emotionally below the norm. We are especially concerned with the dramatic increase in Individual Education Programs (IEPs) – bottom stream special education silos in our regular classrooms, which assume our children can’t master regular classroom work. IEPs insist – increasingly without parent permission – on a program in which teachers must “modify” (or dumb down) an already  fractured set of “expectations.” For teachers, the IEP experience is deeply demoralizing – spending hours modifying an already useless set of expectations and knowing, in their hearts, that this is no way to treat their students. For the vast majority of students who experience an IEP placement, it is the beginning of the end of any hope they might have of a good academic experience and a fulfilling future; they will move – as all our research shows – from their IEP placement into high school bottom streams and from there into “bad” jobs or no jobs at all. We want a return to the practice of  “individualizing” students’ work to build on their strengths in order to bring them into the mainstream of the regular elementary class program or the academic/university stream in high school. To build on this individualizing of student work, we also want separately funded “booster” and tutorial programs in which a broad range of community partners are organized to participate. 


Stop reducing our teachers’ capacity to bring a strong caring order into their classrooms. Stop forcing our teachers to act as snitches on their students as Bill 157 does when it insists that teachers report to the prinicipal any behaviour – on or off school property -- that could lead to suspension or “where it has a negative impact on school  climate.” Let our teachers determine the behaviour they can handle and what has to be moved up to the principal’s office. Stop insisting that teachers can never touch their students – whether to break up fights, or give a pat on the back, or offer a friendly hug to a crying child. Increasingly teachers are being threatened by suspension for such moves, yet they are essential for a calm human order in our classrooms. We have to rely on teachers’ good common sense on such matters. Denying such common sense is no protection against real child abuse. We also have to bring the community into this discussion of a safe, calm school order and involve them in making sure it happens. Let our teachers be central in working these relationships out and provide the resources to allow the community to be organized for such involvement. 


Put a cap on bulging class sizes after Grade 3. All our classes should be brought down to 20. Smaller classes are essential for teachers to have to the capacity to get close to their students, to take in the complexity of their lives, and to build programs that take that complexity into account. 

Stop micromanaging our teachers. Give them the opportunity to do what they know has to be done to make them stronger teachers.  


We want our teachers to have the time to work together on joint projects or simply to learn from each other, whether within subject departments or on across-the-curriculum and school-wide activities. 


We want our teachers and their federations to control their professional development and be provided with the resources to do this well, including effective links with our university and college faculties and with a wide range of community resources. 


We want our teachers to have as many channels of communication open to them to connect to their students’ families and school communities.


We want our teachers to have reasonable classroom budgets, which they control.


We want our teachers to be part of a genuine democratic structure within the school. We want them to be key decision makers on how the school is run – from school staffing and allocation of resources to curriculum development and the hiring of principals and vice-principals. We also want our teachers actively participating in broad decision-making with parents and community members in the school council.  

For comments and suggested changes please contact Nigel Barriffe, Co-Chair, Education Action: Etobicoke North (nigelbarriffe@yahoo.ca)

