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Respecting Teachers/Deskilling Teachers: 

Where Do Our Teachers’ Unions Stand? 

George Martell


I hope you have had a chance read Rick Salutin’s five part series in the Toronto Star under the title “Saving Public Education.” In this engaging (if somewhat sentimental) series, Salutin covers a lot of ground: from dealing with the respect we should show to teachers and the fragmentation involved in “school choice” to the contributions our public schools make to Canadian democracy. You can reach his articles through the following link:

http://www.thestar.com/news/insight/article/960546--saving-public-education-why-teachers-matter.


In these notes I want to focus on the issue of respecting our teachers that Salutin raises and the need to provide them with the freedom and support necessary to do their jobs properly. I also want to ask the question: Where do our teacher unions stand on this issue of respect?

Salutin begins by reminding us that the key to student engagement in our schools is a “living relationship” with their teachers. What matters is what teachers pass on in this relationship and, most importantly, what they “ignite” in their students. “Kids don’t need to be taught that much,” Salutin writes; “they’re natural learners. They learn from birth, prodigiously. Everyone learns to walk and talk, without teachers – far harder tasks than anything to follow. The true mystery is that many kids lose their knack for learning, at least during school hours. That’s why ignition is the ticket.”


“Since it’s a relationship,” Salutin continues, “teaching is a living thing that’s hard to nail down. It’s more a practice than a technique. And since it’s a relationship, almost anything can and does work. That’s its most puzzling feature. So much works – because, as a relationship, it’s built on the needs of students and the strengths of teachers, which can vary as much as human nature.”


Our current Ministry and Board policies around curriculum and testing and pedagogy deny the importance of this relationship. As Salutin puts it, “What’s striking about most current educational reforms is how they try to interfere with what teachers do when the door closes. The advocates don’t often say they’re interfering. They say they want to help teachers and add, ‘There is no best way.’ Then they list dozens, or more, of specifics for teachers to do.” 


We have to trust our teachers, he says, even if it’s “scary.” It’s the kind of trust we give to surgeons, when they are about to operate. There is no getting around it, if we want to build a good school system. 

What we can learn from the Finns


It’s that kind of trust the Finns give their teachers, Salutin tells us, and their school system works much better than ours (even to the point of producing better standardized test scores, which they pay no attention to in their everyday school work). 


Salutin found Finnish teachers more engaged in their work than their 

Canadian counterparts. He was especially impressed with the focused educational discussions in Finnish staff rooms as opposed to what goes on in Canadian staff rooms, where free time is largely a moment to chill out. Furthermore, Finnish administrators don’t need to organize or encourage this kind of engagement. “Teaching [itself] is the incentive. It is high prestige, higher than doctors, lawyers and architects. Last year there were 10 applicants for every university position in teaching programs, which get to ‘cherry pick’ from the top 20 per cent of high school grads. There are entrance exams and interviews, plus a ‘teaching-like’ activity in which they’re observed to see if they have the right stuff. The training averages from five to seven-and-a-half years – and is comparable to other professional degrees. All teachers must have a master’s degree, and do a thesis. There are no separate teachers’ colleges or certification programs. The university degree is the license to teach. With this training, teachers can readily transfer into jobs at private firms like Nokia. When asked what might make them want to leave, teachers told me pay is not an issue – its pretty much the national average and similar to other countries. But a loss of autonomy would make them consider getting out. What matters is their sense of professional control and responsibility.” 


That “sense of autonomy” pervades the Finnish school system, Salutin argues. “High school isn’t compulsory, but Finland has a grad rate of 93% compared with 76 and 77 per cent in Canada and the U.S. Membership in the teachers’ union is voluntary, but 96-97 per cent join and pay dues directly; there’s no automatic deduction as there is here.”


Professional autonomy is also reflected in how Finnish teachers work is structured. “Finnish teachers spend fewer hours in class than other teachers – the equivalent of four 45-minutes classes daily in the middle grades, about half as much as U.S. teachers, and well under the average in comparable (OECD) countries. Classes tend to be small – from 15 to 30 in the lower grades – but there are no minimum or maximum classes. Teachers get roughly equal time to do other things, like lesson prep, helping design curriculum or school renovations, and for those staff-room dialogues. They’re trusted to use the time well because they’re dedicated professionals in a ‘learning community.’” 


In this context, Salutin asks us to “think again about learning to read. Teachers say when kids who’ve been doing something together are asked to open a book and read, they vanish into their own private world. Then they pull out of it again. That’s the essence of being human; you’re both social and individual. Fine teachers sense that this in itself is a lesson – or the lesson. It seems to me,” he says, “you can basically choose to give teachers the autonomy to make such moments frequent or you can try to intervene in their classrooms (while denying it) in the hope that you can drive up the test scores, or whatever obsesses you. I don’t think the Finnish model is foolproof, but it seems, at the least, like a more interesting and adult way to go.” 

Facing a Canadian reality


The Finnish model is, indeed, a “more interesting and adult way to go.” But there is no easy transfer between our two societies. What’s missing in Salutin’s piece is any clear sense of the economic and political reality faced by Canadian teachers that differs from that of the Finns. He recognizes the Finns’ history of intense struggle for national independence (or “autonomy”), which is quite different from either Canada’s incremental decolonialization or Quebec’s sovereignty movements. But what he should have added is a note on how a long and very complex social justice struggle by Finnish tenant farmers, farm workers and industrial workers (largely through the Social Democratic Party) resulted, among other things, in their successful demand that the public school system add four more grades and take on some of the characteristics of the academic private system. These included an emphasis on teacher academic qualification and autonomy. At the same time, they added two key supports for all students (but especially required for students just entering the reformed system and who might be behind in their studies): smaller classes and individual tutoring. This class-conscious awareness of public education – even if not fully developed – is still alive in Finnish society, in a way that the class-consciousness of small independent farmers (and their working class allies) in Canada is not, especially in a province like Ontario. 


The Finns have, of late, been plunging headlong into the competitive struggles of industrial capitalism (now in its “global” form), and we will see how far that takes them from their current emphasis on individual autonomy and relatively equal distribution of wealth. A long way, I would expect, but it is good to see they are still managing to hang on to these earlier values in public education as much as they have.  In Canada, on the other hand – especially here in Ontario – industrial capitalism has had a longer and deeper impact on the shaping of our social relationships, beginning as early as the mid-19th century. Canadian schools have reflected this power, with Ontario very much in the lead. 


The province’s first educational “superintendent,” Egerton Ryerson, understood with great clarity that Ontario public schools – not the private schools he sent his own kids to – were there primarily to produce docile human capital for the industries he expected would quickly grow in the province. He was out to eliminate, if he could, the power of independent local farmers and artisans to run their own schools. He never imagined for a moment – however much his public rhetoric might have suggested otherwise – that, as Salutin puts it, “public education was a venture in equity,” or that he was “equaliz[ing] access to schooling.” He was expanding the educational system, all right, but it was largely on behalf of the newly emerging industrial class as well as the province’s older and still very powerful merchant class (who continued to worry about the revolutionary potential of citizen-run schooling under the influence of American firebrands as well as the difficulties of dealing with educated consumers and producers in the marketplace). For Ontario’s ruling/governing classes, public schooling was a key initiative in the control of the province’s subordinate classes. As Ryerson put it in 1871 “every system of public education is a system of compulsion.”


Industrial capitalism, however, didn’t come to Ontario as quickly as Ryerson imagined it would. As a result, the province’s farmers (and to a far lesser extent its artisans) held on to much of their children’s schooling (especially in the elementary grades) until the 1950s. And they did so in spite of a legislative framework that gradually imposed more and more elements of central control. This relentless imposition peaked with the massive amalgamation and curriculum “reforms” of the 1960s that focused on socializing Ontario’s working class for industrial production. The result was the death of rural schooling in the province, including the extraordinary opposition our farmers had managed to organize against the growth of provincial government power in education. The current progressive (and largely middle-class) emphasis on some local influence in the schools – particularly through community-supported classroom practices – is an echo of this rural struggle. And while the current institutions of our working-class, its unions and political representatives (mainly NDP in recent years) have shown progressive leadership on such issues as public funding, labour studies, technical training, bottom streaming, etc., they have never really got their act together on classroom practice. They have yet to come to grips with what is actually happening to their children in school – with what “human capital” production means to Dalton McGuinty and his chief education advisor Michael Fullan – and what genuine reform would look like. 


What we need is clear opposition to the iron logic inside industrial capitalism that insists that our public schools produce docile (and ideally energetic) “human capital” for work, increasingly deskilled and poorly paid. Capitalism’s long-term profits depend on this production of an available and consenting workforce. They die without it, as Canada’s chief executives understand as well as anyone. Our current neo-liberal school reforms, beginning in the mid-1970s, are the product of this understanding. Corporate Canada might not be able to force our schools to line students up in the morning to sing the company song – there is far too much resistance from students and teachers and communities for that – but they do have the power to insist on the blatant fragmentation of class and racial consciousness embedded in Ontario’s curriculum “expectations” and the tests that police them. This fragmentation strips youngsters of their place in the human story, especially their place within the struggle to build a just and loving society in this country or elsewhere. It denies any space to imagine or work for an alternative to the current social and economic order. Our corporate executives – like the business leaders who preceded them – will not yield on this issue; it’s too important to them. Both in our public arenas and in the backrooms of our governments, they continue to press this agenda and press it hard.   


Salutin is quite mistaken when he tells us that public education (as run by the provinces) “was a venture in equity – another way to say fairness” in response to the private schools of the rich. Public education did not arise primarily “to equalize access to schooling,” though subordinate class communities certainly needed the extra cash involved, however unhappy they might have been with the strings attached. And while teachers and communities have struggled to improve equity in our public schools that has never been the priority for our ruling class and successive provincial governments. 


This is a point we must never forget. Because when we forget it, we forget that genuinely reforming our schools involves tough, long-term organized struggle. We have serious enemies in corporate Canada and its supporters in government that stand in our way. They have to be pushed back. It is not a matter, as Salutin suggests, of reasonable people coming together and agreeing on reasonable solutions such as community–based school security or after-hours access to neighbourhood schools or a renewal of the democracy once enjoyed in school boards and local school councils. These things are under direct attack. Salutin leaves us with the thought that good people will figure out what to do on these questions – that they will somehow “cobble together an innovative sense of community … [or] democratic involvement in the education system.” Unfortunately, that won’t happen without an organized struggle linking our communities (particularly working-class communities, increasingly poor, racialized and immigrant), our teachers and school board workers and the broader labour movement. Without that organization what’s “cobbled together” will soon be lost again. These corporate guys mean business. 


And they mean business all over the world. 


Salutin thinks that “the main influence in the U.S. now is big corporate money, through foundations like those started by Bill Gates or Sam Walton. Leveraging their donations, they’ve largely taken over the agenda by promoting private schools paid with public funds (charter schools) … seeding their own people in the public system … demanding that favoured administrators remain in charge … [promoting] standardized tests [and] data based accountability.” The main problem here, Salutin says, is not “their own business perspective” but that they are “unaccountable.” I would say the main problem is this “business perspective,” though not in the same sense. The main problem with “corporate money” is that there isn’t nearly enough it (because of massive corporate tax cuts). The collapsing school systems of the United States testify to this as does the growing fiscal squeeze on Canada’s schools. There is no question that charter schools (with their larger privatization agenda), standardized testing and data-driven education are given new publicity and support from the Bill Gates crowd, but this support is peanuts in comparison to the larger corporate push around the world to centralize education decision-making, cut education spending, increase privatization, and impose on working-class and racialized communities what might be called the “human capital” curriculum package. That package includes Outcomes Based Education or “Expectations,” increasingly enforced by standardized testing, supported by official student profiling, and bulging with bottom streams.


It matters that we understand this “business perspective” and how it continues to impose itself on our schools. It also matters that we bring to our schools a very different perspective. Salutin doesn’t really think so. Outside the need for teachers to be “democratic” and build trusting relations with their students, he says we don’t need to worry about what’s taught: “What you’re taught matters less than how you’re taught. A curriculum can be good, bad or even offensive. As long as teachers encourage you to think about it, you’ll soon learn to think for yourself, and engage with others.” This is nonsense. After many years of what can easily be described as an “offensive” official curriculum in Ontario, we know how much it hurts classroom life – forcing teachers to teach to the tests that back it and deeply alienating their students in the process. Of course, classroom teachers and their students need the freedom to explore the world together and to judge what matters to them in what they find. But a meaningful curriculum framework – a purposeful context – is fundamental to good schooling. 


We have to set a new course in our schools that is fundamentally distinct from current corporate and government curriculum policy. 


An alternative curriculum begins with our deepest experience of the world around us. In most of what we study – including what our children study – we move out of our own lives into the larger society and the natural world. We explore the home we build every day in Canada – with those we love, with our friends and neighbours, with our workmates, with our fellow citizens. In John Berger’s words, this is the “heart of the real.” We judge what’s to be loved in this home of ours and what needs to be changed in the interests of social justice and a sustainable relationship to nature. At the same time, we consider the home building of other nations, other peoples, and how we can act in solidarity with this work. With this focus, we fill in what Robin Mathews once called “the missing centre” of Canada’s school curriculum. We build literacy programs out of the deepest thoughts and feelings of small children and we keep these programs alive as these children grow older. We insist that our literature, history, geography, social science programs tell a human story that matters in our lives and that our maths and sciences bring our children to nature with open eyes and deep respect. In all of this, we expect our children – all of our children – to be engaged in substantial intellectual and creative work and to know that what they do in school prepares them to be thoughtful, caring and resourceful adults – building loving families, engaging in meaningful work, participating in the political life of their communities and their country. Some years ago, Salutin used to imagine that such an approach to education was encompassed by a broad understanding of what an “independent socialist Canada” ought to look like. Perhaps he still does, and despairs of its realization. I’m arguing we shouldn’t give up on this vision, even if the immediate future of this country doesn’t look bright. 


We have to remember that good teachers everywhere have these aims, though they are now operating largely under the radar. 


And we have to remember too that the corporate agenda outlined above is still firmly ensconced and will make sure that such an alternative to the official curriculum will rarely, if ever, see the light of day. 

What chance do we have of a serious alternative that will speak to the experience of the working-class, poor and racialized communities, and all those who are relegated to the margins of an acquisitive society? Can we count on the institutions that carry their voice, such as their labour unions, to carry those interests forward with a vision and a program for educational change that challenge this corporate agenda?

The response of our teacher unions


I think it’s fair to say that Ontario’s labour unions will not come to grips with this issue without the leadership of the province’s teachers, especially their unions. At least, not any time soon. 


So it matters a great deal what our teacher unions think about what happens to our kids in classrooms. It matters how they understand “human capital” production in Ontario schools as it emerges in the current regime of Outcomes Based Education. It matters how they see standardized testing, official profiling and bottom streaming. And it matters how they understand the issues of money and power that frame this human capital agenda – increasing centralization, increasing cutbacks, increasing privatization.  

There’s no question that our teachers and their unions don’t like any of this human capital agenda. But so far, their analysis of it and a program of action to deal with it are far from clear. 


Like Salutin, our teacher unions in English Canada (with the exception of BC) really don’t confront the logic of what he describes as “educational reforms” that “try to interfere with what teachers do when the door closes.” They know that what Liz Barkley, a former president of the Ontario Secondary School Teachers Federation, used to call “the corporate agenda” in our schools is alive and well. But they seem reluctant to take it on in any serious way. 


Ontario’s classroom teachers hate the hundreds of “expectations” they are supposed to teach their students to meet or surpass, they hate the standardized testing that forces them into this, and they hate all the workshops and top-down pressure to get them to raise their test scores. They know all of this is destructive of their teaching, hurtful to their students. They feel lousy about it, even as they repress it. It makes the job increasingly miserable. 


Given all this, their union leadership should have a solid base of support for a strong stand on these issues. But, somehow, they think they don’t. My impression is that this leadership would like to run with these issues. Most of them are good, thoughtful, progressive people and know that something is very badly wrong with our public schools. I’d go so far as to say they know – but don’t say – that our public schools are seriously endangered because of what’s wrong. They know that what's wrong is pushing more and more families into the private system and undercutting the value of a public education and the work that their members do. Yet they stand paralyzed, incapable of movement on the issue.  


My friends, who know the insides of our teacher unions better than I do, tell me that Ontario’s teacher leaders routinely say they don’t dare go beyond bread and butter issues for fear of a membership uprising or a right-wing takeover. Any group, they argue, with real organizing talent and energy can deeply threaten a teacher leadership. 


I’m sure there is some truth in this. I’ve seen it happen. But something very different is on the table here: the continued existence of a genuinely public school system. A growing number of our public schools are simply engaged in warehousing the poor. With this focus, teacher quality loses its relevance. Increasingly, teachers can be judged and fired on the basis of the test scores of their pupils. Is there a teacher union leader out there who thinks that merit pay based on standardized test results isn’t around the corner? Is it a surprise that what’s happening in the States on this front, as Dudley Paul is chronicling for EA:TO, is now very close to crossing the border?  


In this context, it seems to me, our teacher unions have no option but to take on the issue of quality education for all the children in our schools. They have to fight to make public education worth fighting for. They have to reach out to their community and labour allies to fight this fight with them.  


Yet the word is out that Ontario’s teachers unions will mostly be supporting the Liberals in upcoming provincial election and that they will back Dalton McGuinty’s claim to be “the education premier.” 


Does this make any sense? 


The record of the current government is an intensification of the “human capital” curriculum they took over from the Tories, deeply disrespecting our classroom teachers.  


It’s true, of course, that McGuinty agreed to a decent salary and benefits package for teachers these last few years. But do our teacher unions think the Liberals offered them better salaries and benefits than the Tories because they liked them? That it wasn’t a hard-nosed political calculation? Are we looking at some kind of misplaced gratitude here? Furthermore, does anyone expect this largesse to continue in this new period of “austerity,” even if the current government does manage to return to office? 


Why isn’t there room now for our teacher unions to move the issue of what happens to kids and teachers in classrooms on to the front burner of our politics? 


 I should note that, occasionally, there are official tippy-toe moves from the unions to de-emphasize test scores and reduce the number of curriculum expectations required for program development. But they lack any real substance. And that is because there is no genuine union vision opposing these government policies. All the education minister has to do is to say – a little sternly – that under no circumstances are we going to change these policies, and the teacher union opposition fades away.


It’s hard to know what’s going on here. 

Trying to come to grips with standardized testing


To catch some of the twists and turns of teacher union thinking on these questions, consider the lead article in the latest Ontario Secondary Teacher’s Federation magazine Education Forum by its editor Wendy Anes Hirschegger and what it says about standardized testing.  The article is entitled “Thoughtful Education Reform,” with a subtitle: “It can happen, if we steer clear of corporate education bandwagons.” (Education Forum, Winter 2011, Vol. 37, Issue 1)


Hirschegger begins with high praise for Diane Ravich’s Death and Life of the Great American School System: How Testing and Choice Are Undermining Education (2010) in which Ravich reverses her support of the neo-liberal agenda in our schools, including the emphasis on standardized testing.  This agenda, writes Hirschegger, is “being politically and financially supported by corporate giants such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Eli and Edythe Broad Foundation, The Walton Family Foundation (Walmart) and Mark Zuckerburg (Facebook).” Its emphasis on standardized testing (along with merit pay and charter schools) is not only “ineffective” but “detrimental to public education, and, in turn, to society.”  Hirschegger worries that “these corporate-influenced viewpoints are gathering momentum in the United States…. The ill-informed American public” is being won over to “increased standardized testing, indiscriminate proliferation of charter schools and the implementation of merit pay for teachers based on increasing those same standardized test scores.”


Surely, there’s nothing wrong with any of this, you’re thinking. And you’re right. If only it continued. But Hirschegger stops on a dime at this point and does an almost complete u-turn. It seems that over the last eight years of nasty neo-liberalism, Ontario has lived in a wonderful protective bubble, having been blessed with a progressive Liberal government that has done much “to repair the damage done to public education by the previous Harris/Eves government.” “Expert teachers,” she tells us, are now being “consulted” on curriculum reform and their revisions “not only emphasize meaningful content but also critical thinking but also critical thinking skills, and social and environmental responsibility.” This will certainly astonish most of the classroom teachers I know, especially in poor and racialized neighbourhoods, who have to struggle with hundreds of disconnected and dissociated curriculum fragments (“expectations”), a growing number of standardized tests, and more and more mindless “data” gathering and reporting. 


Perhaps the most extraordinary moment in Hirschegger’s article is her response to Growing Success, the Ministry latest policy document on assessment, evaluation and reporting. It is, she says, a document that “emphasizes professional judgment and multiple assessments of various kinds to support student learning.” I find it hard to believe we have read the same document. In fact, I find it hard to believe she has read it at all. This is a document that hammers home the importance of keeping teachers’ noses to massively fragmented curriculum “expectations” and the quantitative measures that police them. It is as soulless – and unsupportive of good teaching – as any document out there in our expansive wasteland of education ministry publications. It quite explicitly takes its marching orders from such business-focused organizations as Human Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC) and the Conference Board of Canada in setting out  “learning skills and work habits” that are “closely tied to … the achievement of the curriculum expectations.” The “important work habits” for “student success” are “working safely, teamwork, reliability, organization, working independently, initiative, self-advocacy, customer service, and entrepreneurship.” The list of “employability skills” from Canada’s chief executives on the Conference Board of Canada “focuses on 

(1) personal management skills that facilitate growth (sample behaviours include modeling positive attitudes and action, being responsible, being adaptable, learning continuously, and working safely) and 

(2) teamwork skills that enhance productivity (sample behaviours including working with others and participating in projects and tasks).” 

It is difficult to imagine what kind of “professional judgment” Hirschegger was thinking of in the promotion of such employability skills and work habits. Certainly it has nothing to do with teachers exploring a complex world with their students and learning how they might contribute to making a more just and caring world with a sustainable and healthy environmental future for humanity. 


What it comes down to is this: our teacher unions officially stand against standardized testing and the fragmented curriculum outcomes they support, but, in practice, the unions are not prepared to stand their ground in this territory, or even to get ready to stand their ground. What we have on this front is little more than progressive posturing. 


The most recent OSSTF “Update on Testing: Current Results” (Critical Issue Monograph #32), for example, declares, “test results shouldn’t be used as political tools to trumpet a government’s policies or to malign the public system.” But then goes on to tell us that these same “tests should be [my italics] used as diagnostic tools to provide indicators about the curriculum being taught in schools and where remediation is needed for individual students,” giving them all the credibility they need for continued public support. The Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario does a bit better than this by calling on the government “to implement a moratorium on the EQAO tests for two years,” during which ETFO wants “an independent review, including public consultations, on the most appropriate strategies and tools to measure student progress.” It’s a pretty weak position, but even in this watered-down state, the government has dismissed it out of hand. As the Minister of Education has made abundantly clear, the government has no intention of changing its testing focus and clearly believes that its statistical model of public accountability trumps all talk of alternatives to a flawed testing system. Community-based accountability never reaches the table. As a result the government has no worries about teacher resistance on this front. 


The question for us is: What might that resistance look like? 

Avenues of teacher resistance


There are at least three major avenues of teacher resistance on the curriculum/standardized-testing front:


The first and most important avenue of resistance is for teachers to build a strong base within their school communities (reaching out especially to working-class communities and those with an increasing concentration poor, racialized and immigrant families, those who suffer most from the impact of “expectations” and test scores). 


The union has to organize its members to take a substantial role in various community actions to strengthen their local schools – whether increasing classroom resources, stopping school closures, or strengthening the powers of school councils. This will provide a context for the most critical community-teacher demand: curriculum reform to make the educational experience more meaningful, more engaging, and more accessible to teacher and student judgment on the substance of the work done and how it can be improved. It’s a demand that has two parts: Get rid of our fragmented “expectations” curriculum in favour of a broad progressive curriculum framework that allows teachers genuine freedom to teach.  And abandon standardized testing as the means by which student work is assessed and replace it with various forms of what used to be called “authentic assessment.” 


It may be that the first level of organized action in this area – given the immediacy of the destructive nature of standardized testing – is to encourage local parent boycotts of the tests. But this boycott can’t simply be limited to resistance to the way that these tests strip the current curriculum of meaning for children and teachers. It also has to be built into the development of a much stronger curriculum – in which there is room for  teachers to implement it locally with community support. And students, teachers, parents and the broader community must have the means and opportunities to appreciate the quality of the understanding achieved and the quality of the work done by direct observation and not by spurious proxy measures like standardized tests. People can only really fight for what’s good. Our teachers have to take an important role here as curriculum leaders. 


The second major avenue of resistance for our teachers is to take their community organizing into the development of urban political parties – parties that will take progressive school reform seriously. Our municipal governments and school boards are being hammered by provincial cutbacks and, in the case of school boards, by enormously increased Education Ministry power and pressure on the “human capital” curriculum/test score front. There is certainly room for local political parties focused on making our cities (and their schools) livable places to be. 


Here in Toronto the need for such a party is particularly evident on two fronts. There is the arrival of the current Rob and Doug Ford neo-con regime and its “gravy train” agenda of widespread privatization and the slashing of social services. And at the Toronto District School Board, there is the new Chris Spence administration, taking its lead from a cadre of neo-liberal advisors, increasing its focus on test-score production, closing more neighbourhood schools to make up for provincial under-funding, and opening up a charter schools platform with its new emphasis on specialized  “schools and programs of choice.”  


We have to remember, of course, that our municipalities and school boards are creatures of the province, so we can expect a powerful provincial response to any political movement that looks like it might achieve genuine local power, especially within our large urban boards. There is every reason to imagine that a serious progressive takeover of the large urban school boards across the province would result in the government scrapping all the boards and replacing them with sub-units of the Ministry of Education. That appears to be where they are heading anyway. Boards have already been stripped of their serious curriculum and financial power. But winning the boards would still be a significant step forward. Even if we lose the formal structure of the boards, a ready-made organizational base and a mobilized citizenry would be in place to take on the province. 


The third avenue open to teacher resistance is, in many ways, the most problematic. The first two avenues involve building two levels of a progressive organization with a strong grass-roots component. That’s a solid thing to do. The third avenue, however, involves dealing directly with our current political party system, which can be very dicey. But I don’t think there is any way around it, at least at the present time. I think that the teachers, their allies in the communities and the broader labour movement have to negotiate a deal with a least one of our national parties to implement a serious education policy – enriching the curriculum (as I’m outlining it above) and getting rid of the tests. I’m assuming here that the only party with which this negotiation might be possible is the NDP. For all its lack of principle on education policy and its disgraceful history of abandoning its progressive education project of the 1970s and 80s, and, even worse, the betrayal of its public sector unions and teacher federations by the Bob Rae government, most of its membership will largely be on the side of such reforms. And once that negotiation has taken place – and publicly nailed down – the teacher unions have to pull out all the stops on the election front and mobilize their members like never before. Given their central position in all of our communities, our teachers are in an extraordinary position to make to make that action count and, more broadly, to make a genuine difference in the political life of this province, not just in education. 


It is this an enormously tough task to take on? Of course it is. But if it isn’t taken on now, it's going to be a lot tougher ten years from now. There is simply no getting around it. 


Respect for our teachers, like so many things is this society, is something that has to be won through struggle.  

� Bruce Curtis elaborates this point: “Educational administrative structures and practices [in Canada West or Ontario] affected most of the population [by 1871]. The schools had become a force in the land, and this quite literally; sites for the application of moral forces specified by the respectable classes to the population as a whole. As sites from which to ‘diffuse useful knowledge’ and ‘sound habits’ throughout society, public schools can be understood as at once elements in attempts by respectable classes to mediate class conflict and to colonize civil society….Public schools … were a reworking of the ‘popular clamour for learning’ into a form of silence and subordination.” See his Building the Educational State: Canada West, 1836-1871 (London, Ontario: The Althouse Press. 1988), pp. 366-380. 





