The Blatant Hypocrisy of ‘Close the Gap’ Rhetoric at the TDSB

Doug Little

A recent piece in Education Week, Feb 9/11 Am I part of the problem? by Chris Myers Asch provoked my conscience to the point where I finally had to put up or shut up about the blatant hypocrisy of recent rhetoric at the TDSB and in the American trend setter to the south. One can at least say that ‘closing the achievement gap’ in the USA has come about for a series of reasons. America has been shamed into addressing the issue by the anemic scores on OECD sponsored PISA, TIMMS testing. It is clear to all education savvy observers than the simply awful scores of the American underclass is the factor driving down the overall national results. When their scores are broken out, American white, Asian and middle class students read, write calculate, problem solve and understand science as well as anyone on the planet. When the average scores of black, Hispanic and poor students are added, the USA drops like a stone to #19.   


Myers Asch had been a Teach for America alumni who had worked on education programs for very poor kids in Mississippi. He was steeped in the view that America could and ought to close the achievement gap between the races and classes. Later, he finally became a parent himself in his 30s and realizes that he is doing everything in his power to give his two daughters every conceivable educational advantage. He is, in fact, working very hard to ‘widen the gap’.


Myers Asch realizes that he is reading to his children every day, planning outings to the Smithsonian, choosing schools to maximize his daughter’s advantage. Although he chose a public school he chose one in a leafy suburb, not the downtown Washington DC environment. 


Closing the gap rhetoric is alive and well in Ontario and particularly in Toronto but the reality is simply not congruent with our lofty but windy diatribes. 


Nobody should take me for a leveller. I see no advantage in ‘dumbing down’ the affluent middle class in Toronto or even stalling their educational advance so that the poor can catch up. On the other hand, it is high time that we began to interrogate public school policies that we are all very aware, confer incredible advantages on the already advantaged, thus extending their privilege and doing it on the public dime. 


There may be howls of protest when I name French Immersion programs, IB programs, Gifted Programs, on top of the already heavily streamed secondary system and elementary schools that are highly polarized by income. 


The critics will argue “French Immersion is not an elite program, simply an alternative” the fig leaf of alternative is trotted out as the eyes roll. The same applies for IB programs. Some will say, “We must operate these programs to encourage some to stay in the public system and not go private on us.” Translation- we must act in an increasingly elitist fashion to stop people from choosing elite private schools. In Vietnam they said “it was necessary to destroy the village in order to save it.” 


Yes, there is still some compensatory education going around and heroic work like that of Trustee Cary-Meagher and model schools needs more support, but in the end what is the point of investing dimes in compensatory education and real dollars in elite “gap widening” programs?


Far too many kids are placed in Applied programs in Grade 9-10. This does the young person no favours. It is an early educational death sentence in a dead end program. Jurisdictions that have less streaming place higher percentages of their young people in university.   


The Liberal policy of lower class sizes in primary was a step forward but a far better step would be to lower them even further in poor schools and not quite so much in affluent schools. 


I’m sure that school board officials, trustees, MPPs, ministry officials and even scribblers like me all feel better when our conscience tells us that the school system is fully engaged in closing the education gap. Sadly, anyone who looks closely can see that our hypocrisy is showing.

This commentary was taken was taken from Doug Little’s always thoughtful and informative blog at www.thelittleeducationreport.com. You should subscribe.  

