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British Columbia: Education’s speech, Fourth session of the Thirtieth legislature, 1974, 

HON. E.E. DAILLY (Minister of Education): Mr. Chairman, when I accepted this portfolio 18 months ago, two of my major concerns - there were many, of course - were to provide first of all additional resources for our whole public education system, which has suffered from very serious neglect over the previous years under the policies of the former government.

      I would have to spend almost an hour, Mr. Member - special education services, class sizes, capital construction, the very areas I'm going to mention now which we put money and resources into.

      One of my major concerns, of course, was not only to ensure that we would put back into the system the very necessary resources for a good learning environment, but I also had a concern that we would be able to create a climate throughout the whole province for good, frank, open discussion on educational issues.

      Unfortunately, I think, under the former government, the main concerns of the school board and generally the public were entirely based on the financial problems, because they superseded at that time almost every other problem. Therefore when it came down to basic discussions of what was going on in the school system, we didn't find there was too much opportunity for those discussions. Boards and parents, et cetera, were entirely caught up in a climate of school freezes and financial cutbacks.

      So I believe that our government has achieved, 18 months later, two of these basic objectives. We have put far more resources into the school system and we have certainly created, I believe, a climate for public discussion on educational issues.

      As a matter of fact, when it comes to resources, the Member was just asking me to name some. We've certainly put much more money into special educational services. There have been approximately 1,500 new teachers added to the public school systems since we came into office. This is before we even attempted to start on the concentrated three-year drop in the pupil-teacher ratio.

      We have allotted far more moneys into capital expenditures for public schools and colleges. During the budget debate, I elaborated on many of these areas in which our government has moved to create what we consider to be a far better system for our children and adults in the province in education. So I don't intend to repeat that at this particular time.

      Speaking of the climate for change, approximately 2,500 letters a month are received in our office. We average at least 2,500. These letters are primarily letters, as I said earlier in the House, from concerned citizens, parents, students, and teachers about all aspects of education, from kindergarten right through to post-secondary.

      We have taken note of all these letters. We have attempted to answer the majority of them. We have filed away the ones that we considered had very concrete, positive suggestions for change. We have established during the last 18 months, as you're aware, a university task force which has been engaged in a review of the university governance and the relationship of government and universities. Their final report will be brought down very shortly, and it's hopeful that we will be ready to produce complete legislation in the fall.

      The task force on community colleges, as you know, has just completed its first interim report. The members of that task force will be starting a tour of the province to get the reaction to that report within the next two months. Of course, there's also been the special royal commission report on the Kootenays and the post-secondary needs there. There has been a major conference on the whole area of teacher training, which will be followed by in-depth studies of the needs and perhaps the new things one should be looking at in the whole area of teacher training.

      We have found that the school boards have been most co-operative in holding public discussions in their schools on educational issues. Many of the school boards had been doing this before on their own initiative. Our attempt was to ensure that all citizens in all our schools had an opportunity to talk about educational issues. A great number of answered questionnaires have been sent into the research department for study on the reaction from those discussions.

      From certain areas there's been considerable pressure on the Minister of Education and the department to bring in very specific legislation to reform the whole system. I know everyone is waiting and saying: "Why don't you bring in and completely change that whole system?" However, it appears to me that it's wrong to try and use legislation alone to accomplish educational reform. Certainly it's needed, but not alone.

      This is true for two reasons. First, we want reform of our system that will truly meet the needs of the students out there. Reform must result from a very planned action and approach which considers all parts of the school system, not just isolated parts.

      Implementation of reform must always have the co-operative effort of a major number of people in the community and in school system.

      Public school reform must not only be desirable, but we want it to work for the best of the students in the province. We must implement change, but we must also always keep in mind that there are practices and programs existing right now in the schools of our province which are excellent. We don't intend to throw them all out.

      Educational reform must provide for our differences as well as for our common objectives. Instead of producing far-reaching legislation this session which may Or may not have been possible to implement - because you must have the co-operation of the people out there - I have taken what I consider to be a more realistic view and that is to give the House first and then the public some basic issues for consideration.

      You know, the Member for Point Grey considers that we should have it ready now. I'm sure he, above all, who has had a number of children go through the system, would be rather disturbed, I think, if I tried to turn the whole system completely around in one piece of legislation. That is not our intent.

      We waited many, many years for a change. We don't intend to rush into it under pressure and then find out we haven't been able to implement some of the very high hopes and expectations out there.

      Instead of that, at this time, as you know, we have produced a bill - which I can't talk about, and which we will discuss later when it comes up - that has to do with some direction of change in education. But I've also put on your desks today a very small paper, but one which I want to assure you has taken a considerable amount of thought and discussion to produce.

      This paper basically outlines what we in the department have found to be the major issues which have come before us during the last 18 months, and the directions and the areas which we think must be looked at very seriously. It does not mean that this is going to delay needed reform. It simply means that when we talk about reform we want to talk about the whole structure of the system and know exactly in what direction we should be going. We want the public to be involved in that change.

      Very briefly, I just want to outline for you what the issues are. One of the first is the whole area of authority and responsibility. I'd like to read to you at this time what I consider a pertinent part of this particular issue. That is where we state in the paper that the structure of the system should be redesigned in such a way that authority and responsibility are distributed more appropriately, keeping in mind the principle that the primary relationship in education is between the teacher, the pupil and the parent, and that other parts of the system must be in support of that relationship.

      I think that will be a section which should be widely discussed. I'm sure that the teachers and the trustees will be most interested in this and will assist us in finding out if that system out there is truly supportive of the child. This will mean that we will be examining the present administrative structures within the school system and their relationship to the teacher, the student and the parent.

      Then, of course, the other vital area is programming what actually goes on in the school. What should the young people in our system be learning? We stress in the paper that one of the most important functions of any school system ... You know, one could spend hours trying to make a philosophical statement on the direction of education.

      We did take the key that we want young people coming through our system to be effective people, and we consider effective people are those who take social responsibility, who participate fully in the decisions that affect their lives, and can constantly improve the quality of their contribution to society.

      But we say that if you want to be an effective person, you must be functionally literate. That is, every person must be able to read, to write, to compute, to hear, to understand and to judge. There does seem to be a tendency that we are trying to destroy those basic skills. We realize that if you are going to be a truly educated person, a person who can contribute to society, you must certainly start with functional literacy. In order to do this the school system must be equitable in the provision of its educational opportunity responsive to the needs of the individual in the community.

      Then we move on to talk about program content and we stress the fact that the program should be as meaningful as it can be, so that students can learn in an environment today that's meaningful to them, and so they don't say, "What has school for me? There's no relevancy to it." With that assumption, we do not claim that every teacher can make every moment of their teaching completely meaningful. But we do feel that we can help them Create a structure of subject material programming which will make it meaningful.

      Again this ties in with the decentralization of school curricula so that the school boards have an opportunity now to develop the courses which fit in with their local needs.

      We do say in the paper that there are certain subjects, of course, which the Department of Education must make sure are being taught to the students of the province. Those are the ones which provide the basic skills and functional literacy.

      Aside from that we also suggest that the whole area of family life education must be improved and the teaching of that - consumer education, Canadian studies. I spoke recently to a group of young students in a high school and I was quite pleased to have them say to me, "Why don't we get more Canadian history? And why can't we have it made more interesting?" I couldn't help thinking recently when I was watching Pierre Berton's "The National Dream" that that sort of program put in our schools would certainly bring Canadian history alive to our young people.

      Economics: very poorly taught - hardly taught at all in our high schools. When I say poorly taught, I mean the courses available are poor. Law, labour education - that's an area that is never touched on to speak of in our school system - alternative languages, culture and heritage of British Columbia, art and music appreciation and physical fitness: we are suggesting that these are the programs today which many of our young people I think would find, if they had an opportunity to be given them in their schools, more interesting.

      Also we hope to move into the area - we want reaction to this - of work experience. We have some of the school boards doing this now where they take some of the young people and they let them out in the community, put them out there to give them an opportunity to work. This means we must have the co-operation of industry to help us find work for young people.

      The work experience does not mean that they are finished school. We want them to keep in close liaison with the school system so that they always have an option to come back in. In fact we'd like the school boards to try and develop the work experience not only in the city but in the rural areas.

      These are our ideas, and the ideas which we hope will be discussed by the public, teachers and the trustees.

      We also stress the point of the right of education. We make the point that the opportunity for suitable education should be provided to all children. It is rather tragic, as we say in the beginning of the paper, that there are a number of children between the ages of 7 and 15 who are non-attenders, who are not going to our public school system for various reasons.

      Many of these reasons come to me and I find them quite tragic in many cases - where school boards find that they are just unable to cope with the child's particular disability. Yet the parents say, "We are paying our taxes; what are we to do with our children?"

      I feel the government has a responsibility to see that every child can be educated. This does not mean that the school can provide the education for all children, but it does mean that we have a responsibility to see that some form of education is given, perhaps through the other agencies of government also.

      Then another area we feel that really should be looked at is the whole area of organization and administration of our school districts. At present we have over 74 school districts in the province. We are simply saying that each of these districts has its own administrative arrangements and each, for the most part, is involved in purchasing, maintenance, transportation, et cetera, and handling of salary negotiations and many other administrative matters.

      It may not - and I want to re-emphasize - I am simply saying it may not be appropriate to have 74 duplicate sets of arrangements in these areas. Further, the present administrative structure may not -recognize the supportive role of administration to classroom activities.

      Some administrative decisions will be most appropriately made at the provincial level, some at the regional and some at the local. Suggestions for revisions in the system of teacher salary bargaining and the recognition of learning and working-condition contracts should be examined in this whole context. This will be an area that will get a very in-depth study starting as soon as we possibly can.

      The whole finance aspect: I announced before that we're ready to move on a complete financial study of the present educational formula, the main objective being to create an equitable education finance system, in light of the fact also that the government is considering a number of changes in the methods by which revenue for education is raised and the methods for the disbursements of the revenue of the school districts.

      Basically, in summary, I want to say that I'm hoping for the co-operation of Members of the House, public, teachers, students - anyone out there who's interested in helping us examine these particular areas so that together we can create, hopefully, legislation and some reform in our system, always keeping in mind that the only purpose for this whole exercise is to create a better system for the students.

