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British Columbia: Education’s Speech, first session of the thirty-first legislature, MONDAY, APRIL 12, 1976

  HON. P.L. McGEER (Minister of Education): Mr. Speaker, I haven't had an opportunity so far this session to speak in a formal debate, and I must say it looks from the turnout as if this steamroller opposition over there is beginning to wear some of the members down a little bit, but I want to assure you that I won't detain the House long.

  I would like to join with all the other members and compliment you on your elevation to the post of Speaker. Members always do that, Mr. Speaker;. They like to keep in good with the Chair - just so you won't be fooled by all these compliments.

  Yes, that's right, Mr. Speaker. You'll have no difficulty with me. I want to give you categorical reassurance on that score, and members who've been in the House for many years know that, with one single regrettable exception, that's been the case.

  I want to say that I can't praise too highly the Minister of Finance (Hon. Mr. Wolfe) and the budget that he's brought down. Mr. Speaker, it makes it completely unnecessary for me to continue with the tradition that I started for some years in this House, which is to bring down Liberal budgets, because this has all those beat. It's returning to fiscal sanity for the first time for years and years in this province. That's why I support without reservation every version, the family version, the original version, because it all tells the same story and the facts and !figures are there, and that's what counts, Mr. Speaker.

 I won't delay the House at all by giving a report on le affairs of our insurance corporation. I did speak briefly about the somewhat uneven history of that venture into enterprise on the part of the NDP, but I want to assure all members that the corporation is in excellent financial shape. Mr. Minister of Finance and we were very pleased to be able to loan some money back to the government the other day. We have, Mr. Speaker, a superb board of directors It ICBC now, and I can assure you that the operations of that company are going to be a source If continuing satisfaction to all the people of the province.

It has, Mr. Speaker, delayed somewhat the amount attention I would like to have given to the department of Education, but I want to say:

Thank heavens, says the member for Alberni (Mr. Skelly). Well, you may not.
   The teachers are relieved to hear that.

   Well, I want to give some reassurance to the teachers this evening, and I'll be doing that, Mr. Member, but I want to say that before the year is past we intend to inspect our educational system from kindergarten to its most advanced stages.

   But I must honestly confess, hon. members, that just as with ICBC, the major initial problems that we faced in education were similar in nature: runaway costs. The budget estimates for the Department of Education, as hon. members will realize, went from $553 million in 1975 to $754 million in 1976, an increase of 36 per cent, Mr. Speaker, in a single year.

   Now obviously such increases cannot be sustained in the face of declining revenues from the resource industries, the general constraints that we face nationally in Canada and in British Columbia, and in the face of a school population which is not growing in this province. This is why we have had to limit the increases and the total amount of money available to education to something just beyond the guidelines, plus the growth in the system.

   Yet, Mr. Speaker, these restraints, if you can call increases of that kind restraints, have brought protests. Some of them have been extreme.
   Yes, Mr. Speaker, there have been increases in taxes, sales taxes, which I am pleased the hon. member voted for, increases in income tax, simply because the costs have outstripped the ability of the system to support it at the same tax levels. It's .that simple. The local taxpayer, quite honestly, Mr. Member, has to participate in that, too. We regret it. We regret all increases in taxes, but these are the facts of life, and surely the member for North Vancouver-Capilano (Mr. Gibson) has been around long enough to know some of the facts of life.

   I want to make it clear this evening to all British Columbia teachers that contrary to some of the statements made by officers of their own association - I am speaking now to the teachers of British Columbia - their jobs are not now in jeopardy,. nor will they be in the future.

   Our Department of Education has done a fair study, Mr. Speaker, and it indicates that every teacher in British Columbia now teaching will have a place in the classroom next September. Moreover, because of the normal attrition in the teacher force, which amounts to about 10 per cent a year - 2,700 teachers- all those graduating from university departments of education and wishing teaching assignments will also have an opportunity. The only qualification that we have to add, particularly to those who have graduated recently, is that they must be prepared to take appointments in those locations in the province where growth has occurred and not expect that there' will be additional assignments in areas where the school population is declining.

Mr. Speaker, for several years there has been aggressive recruiting of teachers from outside the province of British Columbia. This is because the numbers of teachers in this province over the past three years have increased by 21 per cent; from 22,000 to 27,400, and the number of teaching administrators has increased by 27 per cent, from 1,785 to 2,264, while the school population in this time has increased only 2 per cent. As a consequence we have been recruiting from outside British Columbia new teachers in the thousands. It's been easy for us to do because it's common knowledge that teachers' salaries in British Columbia are among the highest in the country. We should be proud of that and we are proud of it.
    Perhaps the world. But certainly the teachers in British Columbia are well supported compared with their fellows in others parts of Canada. It would continue to be easy for us under those circumstances to recruit from other areas and deprive them in order to supply ourselves, but we believe that we should strive for reasonable self-sufficiency in the matter of teachers from within our own province. Therefore this year we are going to take steps to ensure that our graduates will get first choice in new teaching assignments. But I want to say once again, in light of statements made by the B.C. Teachers Federation to our teachers in British Columbia, that there will continue to be jobs for them, and that despite our interest in having the numbers of teachers leveled off in British Columbia, taking the most pessimistic view from the teachers' point of view, we will still have to be recruiting substantial numbers from outside our own province.

   With this qualification. We    traditionally have, Mr. Member, an oversupply of

   teachers in the metropolitan areas and an undersupp1y in the smaller communities in British

   Columbia, some of them experiencing growth. So once again we will have to urge the teachers to serve in the interior and the north of our province.

   Last year, despite the admonitions of the former 

   Minister of Education (Mrs. Dailly) - and I am sorry that she isn't here this evening - that there should be a pause in the numbers of new teachers being recruited in the province, there were still over 4,000 new teachers hired, with a net increase in the system of over 2,000 new teachers. I'm sure that with a reasonable approach on the part of our school boards throughout the province, we can make substantial savings in our school costs without limiting the opportunities for our teachers and without limiting in any way the quality of the education we offer. It's a reasonable, in our view, position to take. We're not by any means undertaking the sorts of things that we've been accused of by some special-interest groups fully related to the public by the media.

   I do want to compliment the B.C. Teacher Federation on the survey they conducted throughout British Columbia on the attitude of parents as to what's going on in the schoolroom today, particularly on the matter of examinations and evaluation of their school programs. The indications of that study were that the parents of British Columbia favoured examinations and wanted a more careful evaluation of classroom progress.

   Accordingly, Mr. Speaker, the Department of Education is emphasizing the development of the core curriculum and, in addition to that, is expanding he assessment program to determine whether that core curriculum is in fact being communicated to the tudents.

   This is not something that was started by the present government; it was started under the former government, the former Minister of Education. It's excellent program and I compliment her for it. Merely say that we are expanding it and intensify your efforts. We have no intention of infringing classroom autonomy or using the data for any Other purpose than to determine, in a general way, where the core curriculum we set out for every student are for every district in British Columbia is in fact being mastered by our students.

   But at the same time we are encouraging standard achievement testing to be taken on an optional by school districts. We want to see more of it. We'1 not saying that that is part of our stand~ program, but we think it's what the public want we think it brings intellectual discipline into to schoolroom, and that we'll receive positive results fl undertaking such a program. 

   Well, Mr. Member, I question is asked about value schools. The kinds of things I've suggested today, the core curriculum, the assessment of the core curriculum, the encouragement of standard-achievement testing, the communication of these results will, Mr. Member, introduce values into every school in British Columbia. 
  Well, you can speak all you like about value schools, but what we're concentrating on, I think, Mr. Member, is to try and get back to some of the traditional values, if you like, which have not been emphasized in recent years, but which we believe will bring a particular new value to all the schools in the province.

   Just a word about independent schools, because this is something which our party campaigned in the last election, and which as soon, Mr. Member, as it is financially possible to do so, we will commence to support. As you realize, there is not money in the budget to do that job this year. We hope there will be next year. In the meantime we are trying to develop, in consultation with the independent schools, appropriate methods of accountability.

   I want to thank the member for Esquimalt (Mr. Kahl) and some of the other members of our party for helping out the Department of Education taking on particular assignments. The member for Esquimalt has given some very valuable advice on English instruction in the classroom. I look forward to more of that kind of help from the individual MLAs in the future.

We're looking, Mr. Speaker, at the community colleges in our province, which hon. members know at the present time are the most rapidly growing group of educational institutions in our province. We want to study the interface of the colleges with the universities in our province. We're working on an Act" for the colleges, which will not be ready in time for this session - which is moving along at such a breakneck pace - but we'll try and have it ready for the next time we gather together.

  Well, the hon. member is not satisfied with the speed of the session, but he can contribute mightily to that if he wishes, Mr. Speaker. We are, Mr. Speaker, hopefully reaching a solution on a very difficult problem that faces this government as it faced the former government, namely in Notre Dame University. I think that the former Minister of Education (Mrs. Dailly) has shown a great deal of restraint and responsibility, realizing that this difficult situation existed and not climbing in with statements which were really not substantiated by fact.

I did lay before the members of this Rouse a report prepared on the Notre Dame University and its problems. Ron. members have seen the report and I think when they had a chance to read it, recognized the very difficult dilemma that faced the government, the dilemma being, Mr. Speaker, that here was an institution that had been supported by government but without the accountability that normally follows the support of public institutions. NDU rapidly became completely dependent upon government support, and yet the offerings that it had for its students were such that the population declined so that 44 per cent of all the classes at Notre Dame University had five students or less.

   I don't intend, Mr. Speaker, to review that report. I only tell you that it is our hope that Notre Dame University can be brought into line, both academically and financially with the public institutions of our province. If this can be done, much will depend on Notre Dame itself and its willingness to live by public standards. If it can voluntarily manage to do this, then there will be no problem as far as this government is concerned in making equivalent funds available through the universities council to that educational enterprise.

   We feel no obligation, Mr. Speaker, to fund a private institution at a time when there is financial restraint on all our public institutions at a level which is far richer than our public institutions are accustomed to, and in fact will be able to become accustomed to for many years in the future.

   Well, Mr. Member, the difficulty, as you realize, is that some of the courses at Notre Dame were costing out higher than $20,000 per student-year, and this is just a little beyond what the public purse should be expected to support.

   Mr. Member, I don't want to go through every single detail in the report, but I don't think that any objective person scrutinizing the costs of that operation would come forward and say that it was an economical venture in the same way that our public universities are.

   I want to say, Mr. Speaker, that all across North America there is a phenomenon going on which is comparable to that experienced by Notre Dame University. That is that liberal arts colleges which do not have a strong component in their teaching program of introducing the so-called saleable skills are finding the demand for what they have to offer is falling off sharply. Liberal arts colleges are closing. We have a number of universities in Ontario that, quite frankly, are in trouble because of this particular difficulty. The starting salaries for today's college graduates do not show a significant spread, if a spread exists at all, between what would be available to a young person with a practical trade to offer.

   I would like to give one particular example from right here in British Columbia. We have a shortage of power engineers in the province. If we expand the educational opportunities in this area, it's possible to take a youngster with grade 12 education, give him 10 months of training at a technical school, and have him graduate to a job paying between $16,000 and $18,000 a year. Needless to say, programs of that kind have very long waiting lists to get into them and, as some of the members of my department have suggested, where there's a heavy demand like this, of course, the unions would prefer that there be one man available for every two jobs, whereas the employers in many cases would like to have two men available for every job that's going. We think what we should be doing in British Columbia is trying to match our educational opportunities as closely as possible with the demands of the job market. Accordingly, Mr. Speaker, we will have no hesitation in slashing through any amount of red tape in order to expand all those educational enterprises that lead to practical skills. Something like 10,000 work permits were issued in British Columbia last year for people to come into the province to work because there were not existing skills in British Columbia at a time when we had 100,000 people unemployed because they lacked skills. Now the gap in there is the educational enterprise, and clearly it's not only a good social investment; it's a good economic investment to use the educational enterprise to close that gap. We're going to have some action in these areas in the months ahead, just like we're going to have some action in every aspect of the educational enterprise in British Columbia.

   This is a difficult year financially for all our government programs, but because of the budget brought down by the Minister of Finance (Hon. Mr. Wolfe), because of the sound fiscal policies being followed by Social Credit, the future in education and all other activities is going to get better and better. That's why I intend to support this budget.

