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British Columbia: Education’s speech, Third session of the Thirty-first legislature, 1978.
      Well, we are sending out a kit to the public schools of British Columbia. Considering some of the remarks that the member for New Westminster has made as an historical revisionist, I would highly commend to him that educational kit. I think he will learn a great deal about Captain Cook and the early history of British Columbia by studying that. Perhaps in the future, his political remarks may be a little closer to the facts of history.

      As the members know, this is the first year in which the Ministry of Education has had a billion dollar budget all on its own. Mind you, it is the second year where the public school system of British Columbia has had a billion dollar budget. There is no question that the K to 12 enterprise in British Columbia is very big in terms I of dollars. It's a huge public system to be administered.

      When one considers all of the students that are in our system today, there are some 750,000, of whom about 520,000 are in that particular area. There are some 27,000 teachers in the public school system. Our ministry staff which manages that is tiny indeed. They do a tremendous service. Some of the senior staff are here this -afternoon on the floor of the House. I suggested this year they bring their sleeping bags along. But for those of you who haven't met Dr. Hardwick and Mr. Fleming, Dr. Hardwick is the deputy minister and Mr. Jack Fleming is our associate deputy minister in charge of the financial operations of the ministry.

      I would particularly like to recognize at this time another Fleming, Mrs. Frances Fleming, who just yesterday retired from the service of the government. Like a number of people in the ministry, she has done tremendous service over a long period of years. Mrs. Fleming was the one who retired yesterday. I don't believe she has appeared on the floor of the assembly but she certainly deserves public recognition for the work that she did.

      Mr. Chairman, I would like to outline the areas that have been of major concern to the ministry. In other words, these are the priority areas that we have felt have deserved attention in the past year.

      The first of these is the need to put increased emphasis on general scholarship in our schools.

      The second is to put emphasis on attendance in the schools. The third is to attempt to decrease vandalism in our school system.

      Next is the development of programs for the gifted youngsters in our province - not to forget at all the responsibilities that we have to those with learning disabilities. The next is the introduction into British Columbia of a French language program - a core curriculum. And the next is the improvement of the articulation between secondary and postsecondary - whether the youngsters are going on to career, technical or vocational programs or whether they are going on to advanced academic programs.

      I will just elaborate on those very briefly.

      We have asked this year for reports to come from every single school in our province with regard to scholarship - the methods that the schools use to assess the pupils and the standards that they use for promotion. We have received that report. I must say that the report disturbed me very greatly because it shows that we do not have consistent standards or consistent policies of scholarship, of assessment, of promotion in British Columbia.

      The variation is enormous, not just from district to district, but from school to school within districts. Some schools offer programs for gifted children; most schools don't.

      For those schools that do, those programs may be in some subjects but not in others. In other words, the system - as it exists today, in these key scholarship areas - is almost totally random. So what we must do, Mr. Chair man, is bring some consistency so that the public knows, the students know, the teacher knows and the parents know exactly where the youngsters stand in the s ' school system, what the courses are all about and what the relative performance of the students happens to be. We have submitted the summary of that report to key educators all aver British Columbia, along with hundreds of recommendations, that had been made by people in the field them elves, as to how the system may be improved.

      I'm waiting to get a response from people who have studied the information as it has arrived in the ministry and can see it as we have seen it, and to listen to a second round of evaluations based on a fuller knowledge of what's taking place. Then from that we will be able, hopefully, to set policies from the Ministry of Education that will provide a consistency to the public school system in British Columbia.

      I reported to the House last year about the core curriculum that was introduced this past fall. We published a guide to the core curriculum and a special section of that dealt with the atypical learner in the schools. The document stated:

"When a child is professionally judged to be atypical, it should not necessarily follow that things the child needs to learn are uniquely and totally different from what all children have to learn. Simplification rather than differentiation is demanded. It is possible that learning outcome for any pupil might differ in importance from those of others at any given time, but no atypical pupil should be deprived of opportunities for sequential learning available to all pupils."

      I'd just like to make another short quote from that section:

"The teacher of the atypical pupil, whether placement be in a regular class or a special program group, must demand the best performance from that pupil. Rigour is an essential component of mastery, and a variety of meaningful presentations must be devised to stimulate interest and to pinpoint facts and skills on which further learning can be based. Time is not a factor here, and that type of pressure must not be generated by core curriculum. At every level feelings of self-worth should accompany worthy achievement on the part of both the teacher and the pupil."

      I make special reference to that, Mr. Chairman, because I think it has to be kept in mind when you are matching what takes place in the classroom against the overall guidelines that must be set down so that consistency in our school system can be achieved. We know that many school districts are challenging their students in a variety of effective ways, and it is my hope that such programs can be improved upon and expanded.

      The second area that I mentioned was that of attendance. We commenced an initiative last fall because our ministry was receiving complaints that attendance in some schools in British Columbia was casual, to put it in its most charitable light. When we made spot checks, we discovered that the attendance in some schools was excellent and in other schools highly variable. So we simply asked to have more detailed statistics from each of the schools this past year.

      As a consequence of the request for just that data, the ministry estimates that over a million and a half student days will be saved this year. That million and a half, Mr. Chairman, represents, in all probability, the level of truancy of previous years. What we are attempting to do is to track the reasons for absenteeism in our schools, because this covers up a variety of problems within the school and outside the school that remain unaddressed as long as the attitude towards attendance is as casual as it has apparently been in some areas.

Well, I suppose, Mr. Member, since you're here the challenge is to you to make the kind of interesting speeches that will command attention. I must apologize to you and the other members of the House for boring them with this particular discourse, but it is done at the special request of the opposition. With your indulgence, Mr. Member, we'll look forward to the kind of contribution from you that will improve the attendance of the members opposite. I must confess that it's beyond my capacity.

      Touché! Well, Mr. Chairman, I could perhaps say that I wish for your attendance in the Treasury benches at the moment, but I know that you are going to do better service to the House in your present position.

      The ministry has just completed, Mr. Chairman, a study of the attendance question. We've had people most vitally concerned with this problem from all over British Columbia meeting for two days in the ministry. Some excellent proposals have come forward which now will be discussed with the individual school boards throughout the province. It is my belief that the attendance problem, the acute difficulty that we had, has been cured and attendance now may be better than it's ever been. But nevertheless, it's not something that we can afford to be lax about. I mentioned that the ministry will be insisting that the schools encourage attendance at all levels.

      We are now getting learning assessment reports from all aver British Columbia, Mr. Chairman. Local school boards are taking a close look at the results from their individual districts and they have taken action to improve the quality and depth of their programs where this has proved necessary. At the same time, steps are being taken within the ministry to improve the performance in curriculum, to improve in service education and to provide follow-up where the learning assessment indicates that this is required.

      We are also developing province-wide assessment tests, not related to the provincial learning assessment program. This year the math teachers' professional organization is being used for the first time to develop a province-wide examination in mathematics. If it proves successful and we anticipate that it will, then we will extend this to other subject areas where we can get benchmark testing. As members know, the provincial government made a commitment last year to provide a core curriculum in the French language to all British Columbians who wish to be taught exclusively in French regardless of whether they were Anglophone or francophone. This was done because not only is this desired on the part of some British Columbians, but it is considered to be an important policy to establish in British Columbia, as in every other province, to build national unity and the Canadian dream.

      Accordingly the Premier of British Columbia, at an historic meeting in the Maritimes last summer, underlined the policy which had already been announced in British Columbia that this core curriculum was to be provided. I wish to inform the House that the core curriculum has been completed and it is now available. This was done by engaging the Baldwin-Cartier school district in Montreal to prepare the necessary learning materials. We selected that school district because we wanted to have one with considerable experience in developing parallel French and English programs where students could easily shift from the English to the French and back again. We did not want to develop in British Columbia two solitudes in our educational system, so we went where there was experience.

      We've not only got the curriculum working and prepared, but we've managed to steal a man who was in charge of curriculum development for that school district. He has now come to work for British Columbia - Mr. Nick Ardinez -and I know that he's going to do the same kind of fantastic job here that he did in the province of Quebec.

      We'll be making more detailed statements about the French core curriculum in the coming days. While the curriculum is now available, the organization of this at the local school district level is not going to be easy. The materials are available, but the instructors and the precise school organization is not something that one can put together overnight. So what we are going to ask the school districts to do this coming year is to implement this core curriculum at their option where numbers warrant. We're going to give them a year of shaking down and organization, and then we're going to say: "A year from September, you must, in your district, provide it if the numbers are there asking for it." We've got to give the school districts, in the view of the ministry and in the view of the government, a year to get adjusted. You just can't turn something like this on with a snap of the fingers if it's never been done before, and it's only in the last few days, almost, that materials have come into our hands and are available.

      Now I'd like to talk a little bit about the efforts we are making to develop more meaningful programs for the secondary students who have made career or academic decisions and who want to see their final years in the secondary school system channeled in the most effective way. So if they're going on to academic programs, we want to give them the opportunity to get the most advanced courses they can so that they can get a running start on the university and college academic programs.

      By the same token, if they are going into technical and vocational programs then we want them to be able to use their final. years in the secondary schools, developing credits towards whatever trades or skills they are ultimately going to be pursuing in their postsecondary years. In other words, we want to let them gain employable skills in the secondary school program and advanced placement in apprenticeship or college career programs.

      Now at this stage we're just initiating this in pilot programs in individual schools. Where they are successful, we'll greatly expand them. I will just take one project in one school as an illustration of many that are taking place.

      In the Richmond Senior Secondary School an automotive project commenced in September of last year. One hundred and forty students were enrolled in Mechanics 11, and the majority of these went on to the Mechanics 12 program. Sixteen students chose the pre-apprenticeship project, which consisted of 336 hours in the school taking practical automotive work. In addition to that, 370 additional hours in the school are spent in different work situations. The school instructor visits various company shops to know precisely what his students should be getting in their classes. In this way, direct access is given to the students to the true work situation and it looks as though the employment prospects for the graduates are very high indeed.

      Now in addition to this sort of thing, we have work study projects going on in British Columbia for students who are 15 years and older, who spend part of their time while they're students actually working in various jobs around the province. There are 267 school-based programs and a total of 13,397 students who spend , part of their school day outside the classroom doing useful work. These students are fully covered by the Workers' Compensation Board. So we're trying as rapidly as we can, Mr. Chairman to get our secondary school programs right down to practical cases - whether people are going into the world of work immediately or whether they're going on to advanced academic training.

      Now I would, in this latter aspect, just make brief mention of our scholarship exams in British Columbia. The latest results of these have shown a substantial improvement over previous years. That improvement is encouraging, and I want to congratulate everybody who is involved. Eighty-two per cent of the students who wrote these scholarship exams -these are the British Columbia scholarship exams - at the January sitting achieved an acceptable passing standard. This is up from only 66 per cent one year ago.

      The students are the same, the courses are the same. The examination is comparable, but the performance has dramatically improved. This is the sort of thing that the Ministry of Education believes is very significant. The improvement has got to be attributed to the efforts the teachers are making in the field to concentrate on scholarship and a more serious attitude on the part of the students who are enrolled in the schools.

      Mr. Chairman, I'm not going to hold the House past 6 o'clock, detailing the many accomplishments of the Ministry of Education in this past year; I'll be delighted to talk about other aspects of this very diverse portfolio in the brief time that my estimates will be before the House, and I shall look forward to the questions from opposition members.

