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British Columbia: Education’s Speech, Fourth session of the thirty-fourth legislature, 1990.
      HON. MR. BRUMMET: Mr. Chairman, I would like to make a few opening remarks before we get at the discussion of details involved in my estimates.

      In introducing my estimates for debate, I'd like to point out what an exciting time this continues to be for education in our province. Overall, the Ministry of Education budget has increased by $397.6 million, bringing the total to $3.02 billion -an increase of 15.2 percent over last year. This amount represents almost 20 percent - in fact, 19.8 percent - of the total 1990-91 provincial government expenditures.

      In 1989-90, the Ministry of Education estimates represented 16.5 percent of the total provincial government expenditures. So this government is making education a priority and is putting more of its resources towards education. Government continues to emphasize, through its commitment to funding education, that education is an investment not only in the individual personal development of students, but also in the economic development and future prosperity of the province.

      Government is carrying through with its commitment to implement the majority of the recommendations of the 1988 Royal Commission on Education. In continuing consultation with all the major stakeholders, the planned implementation of the ten-year program, now in its second year, is going very well.

      The document, "Year 2000: A Framework for Learning, " has now been revised after a very extensive consultation process. The primary program has been finalized and now moves into its optional implementation phase. The draft intermediate and graduation programs will be distributed shortly, and a year of consultation and further development will begin. Thousands of teachers will be voluntarily participating in summer institutes to share further information about the programs and their implementation.

      Support for our program directions is coming from all sides in British Columbia, from Canada and from the rest of North America. B.C. is leading the way in ensuring that our education system adapts to the needs of our society now and for the future.

      In January 1989, the province committed $1.4 billion over ten years to fund programs stemming from royal commission recommendations. In 1989-90, $43 million was budgeted - and that's above the operating expenditures - for royal commission programs. For this year, 1990-91 - the second year of implementing royal commission programs - my budget includes an allocation of $140 million for the second-year activities, which includes: $84.7 million to be granted directly to public schools in British Columbia to implement and support new programs being introduced into the schools; $19 million to be provided to independent schools to support the 50-percent- funding level for group 1 schools and for the registration of home-schooling students in independent schools; $17.8 million to be provided in grants to native bands supporting local initiatives to preserve native language and culture, to post-secondary institutions for initiatives directed at the teaching profession- expanding the number of graduates from education faculties and recognizing the unique recruitment and retention problems faced in rural areas of the province - and to recognize the Ministries of Health and Social Services and Housing contributions to the recently announced inter-ministry protocol agreement on support services to schools. Another $20.6 million will be spent on the development and implementation of new curriculum’s for the primary, intermediate and graduation programs, for accountability and reporting initiatives and for governance and gender equity.

      My estimates allow for a $350 million 1990-91 capital program: $275 million will be devoted to major construction, and $75 million will be used for minor capital. The royal commission plan called for six-year expenditures of $1.5 billion. The government has already approved a first-year plan of $250 million and, with this year's amount of $350 million, total capital plans approved to implement recommendations made by the royal commission already total $600 million.

      These capital plans are aimed at addressing enrolment growth, seismic resistance for buildings, portable classrooms, increased construction costs, and the maintenance and construction backlog at new school site acquisitions. The new primary program and the changes to the intermediate and graduation programs could well mean a new style of organization and construction of classrooms. These capital plans incorporate completion funding for schools that will be testing a new style of school that will be appropriate for the year 2000 and beyond.

      In response to the recommendations of the royal commission, the province has introduced a number of changes to the public schools funding system. This includes the block funding system recently announced to school districts.

      These changes have been outlined in the School Amendment Act, Bill 11, which was completed yesterday. A number of these revisions to the funding system were recommendations made by the royal commission. Some of the changes have been made to respond to the concerns raised by the taxpayers of the province through the property taxation forums and the "Financing Local Government" study.

      Some recommendations were raised by major stakeholders, including school boards, the BCSTA, the BCTF, superintendents, secretary-treasurers and parents. The new finance system ensures a fair, predictable, stable and accountable system for financing education. It ensures ongoing public support of our public education system, and demonstrates the high-level commitment of government in supporting school boards in the delivery of a full range of high-quality education programs for students.

      The highlights of the new financing system are Overall funding is determined through a block, the block representing an allocation to the school districts to allow them to deliver a quality education system.

      The starting point for the block was the 1989-90 school district budget levels. It is important to note that the province recognized all of the 1989-90 costs, including those shareable costs determined by my ministry, and the local supplementary and capital amounts funded through local residential taxation.

      The block for the 1989-90 school year was then adjusted according to economic indicators - to allow for inflation and increased enrolment - to produce a 1990-91 block. For comparison, this new block is $2.66 billion. The 1989-90 block was $2.416 billion -an increase of $240 million, or about 10 percent. I believe that this is a very generous increase, an increase that should allow every school district to produce a quality education program for the children of this province.

      The block is allocated to school districts based on recognition of relative costs. The provincial average per-pupil block allocation is $5, 259 for the operating portion alone. The distribution to school districts based on relative costs ranges all the way from approximately $4, 600 to $13, 000 per pupil. That is to provide equitable educational opportunity anywhere in this province.

      A referendum process has been introduced that allows local taxpayers a say in local spending decisions. School boards wishing to set budgets for extras that exceed their block allocations now require a simple majority approval by their taxpayers before levying these additional residential property taxes.

      Finally, the flow of funding has been changed to better state the accountability for residential property taxes. Taxes levied to support the block are set by the provincial government. We are responsible for setting these taxes and we are responsible for fully funding the block. A change has been made to the provincial estimates to allow the ministry to advance the residential taxes levied to support the block and to reflect the collection of these taxes from municipalities and other tax collection authorities. Taxes raised locally and resulting from an approved referendum are the responsibility of the local school district. These taxes will flow directly from the tax collection authority, usually the municipality, to the school district.

      For the 1990 tax collection year people will notice a change to their residential property taxation notice. School taxes have been separated to clarify this responsibility. They will see an amount set by the province as their contribution to the block plus an amount that is a local tax resulting from an approved local board referendum where this is applicable.

      My estimates also include statutory funding for the homeowner grant program. It has been enhanced to further reduce the burden of local property taxes. We had promised tax relief and we have delivered.

      For the 1990 taxation year the homeowner grant is enhanced to cover 25 percent of the block school taxes in excess of the basic grant maximum of $430 and $700 for seniors and handicapped. This supplementary grant is not available to reduce referendum taxes. It is expected that about 500, 000 homeowners in the province will benefit to varying extents from this $50 million enhancement of the school tax relief program.

      In addition to the funding already mentioned, the ministry will make available third-year funding for the Computers in Education program. This has now been sent to the school boards. It will make available additional funds of $5.8 million to regional correspondence centers so that they will all be regionalized now. We are providing $16 million for public schools, independent schools and technology centers to continue integration of computers into schools across the province. Of this amount, $1 million will be provided through the royal commission accounting initiatives.

      There is fourth-year funding of $5 million for the Pacific Rim education initiative, including scholarships, student and teacher exchanges, curriculum development and language programs. I might say that our Pacific Rim initiatives have brought results that far exceeded our expectations, and the process appears to have only started. There is also continued funding of $14.8 million for provincial resource programs for special-needs students.

      An indication of the priority that this government places on education is evident in comparisons between British Columbia and other provincial governments of 1990-91 school funding increases. just on the operating side, British Columbia has increased the budget by 9.9 percent. I won't read all the provinces, but these are just a few comparisons: in Alberta they have increased it by 3.5 percent; Saskatchewan, 3 percent; Manitoba, 4.6 percent; Ontario, the highest, 8.7 percent; New Brunswick, 5.4 percent; Nova Scotia, 3.6 percent; and the province of Quebec recently announced in its budget a 6.4 percent increase. So we are above all of the others.

      If you compare the increases over the last few years, last year we increased funding to public schools by 10.5 percent, whereas the Canadian average at that time was 6 percent. In 1988-89, 1 announced an increase in funding of 8 percent, when the Canadian average was about 4.5 percent. Over the last three years, British Columbia has realized a 28.4 percent increase in funding to public schools, while the Canadian average is at 16 percent.

      I'd also like to take this opportunity to recognize the dedication and commitment of the staff of the ministry. Their commitment and support have been an inspiration as we moved through the 1989-90 ministry work plan. I'd also like to acknowledge the work and commitment of all trustees, teachers, superintendents, secretary-treasurers, and school and district administrators, and their interest, cooperation and assistance in continuing the implementation of the details of the royal commission.

      Despite a lot of discussion in the media about how much has been coming directly from Victoria, Mr. Chairman, I can assure you that during the interval, literally hundreds of teachers worked on curriculum committees and steering committees, and on developing work plans and new programs. These people have come together and contributed. There's definitely an air of excitement about the possibilities inherent in the focus on learning and about the interest in the needs of students. Determining learning opportunities in the classroom -in other words, moving from guidance of learning activities to active involvement in learning, rather than teaching prepared and, in some cases, outdated material for the sake of seeing what people can assimilate and regurgitate The focus will be on learning.

      With me are my deputy minister, Wayne Desharnais; my assistant deputy minister, Jack Fleming; and Doug Hibbins, executive director of school finance and facilities.

      It is a pleasure to present a budget which expresses such a high level of commitment to the citizens of tomorrow, as we move toward the year 2000. I'd also like to take this opportunity to perhaps make a few suggestions. Yesterday, in the discussion of Bill 11, there was talk about a lack of innovation. My contention is that with the flexibility in the new School Act, there is an unprecedented opportunity for innovative thinking. I think that as we get into innovative programming in the schools, some of that thinking is going to be required in order to provide us with opportunities to assure both a continued quality education program and the recognition that there is not just one way to do things; that is, giving more money for it. There are different ways to do things.

      I'd just like to suggest a few things. I have suggested them on occasions, but unfortunately I think our society is driven by what I call the egg-crate philosophy: if you get more eggs, you have to build more crates. Continually, the timetable is God. Yet in the new School Act and the "Year 2000" document, the emphasis is going to be on what students need to accomplish in order to prepare themselves for the next step, rather than on how much time they put in, how many pages of the textbook they read or how many questions they can answer at the end of the chapter.

      I would like to suggest that if boards are truly representing the taxpayers and students of this province, they start looking at some different ways. These are not things that can be mandated. It has to be a cooperative effort, with parent advisory committees, school boards and the teachers of this province working together in their best interests, in the best interests of the students and for the representation of the taxpayers.

      There are things that could be done within the budget structure. For instance, we cannot possibly keep adding facilities at the rate that people request. I don't know whether we could ever keep up, because every time we build a new school because of increased enrolment, it immediately generates a comparison with the old schools, which were built many years ago. The old schools then become a priority to renovate.

      If people in the school system would recognize flexibility, and that there are no longer specific time allotments required for each subject The objective will be what the students need to accomplish, so the timetable does not need to be God. The organization should serve the system, not run it, and serve the needs of the students. For instance, very briefly, we have a mentality in this province that everything that is learned must be learned between nine and three, and nothing can happen beyond that. The standard working day for people is eight to 4:30. If schools, on a modular basis - not by increasing the length of the day for any teacher or any students - had students who came in at eight and left at four, others who came in at nine and left at three, and others who came in at ten and left at four or 4:30, that would mean that the school could accommodate the needs of the learners in that community. It would require the cooperation of the parents in that area, and I think it is possible -instead of saying that the only way we can accommodate 200 more students is to come up with $4 million more. It can be done; it can be timetabled. I know that people who are locked into the status quo of thinking cannot open their minds to any new ideas.

      For instance, there is a continuing demand for more and more recreational facilities and opportunities within the school, and that is in communities where there are many recreational facilities available: curling rinks, skating rinks and a variety of other opportunities. Let me suggest that the timetable that we have to subscribe to is no longer a God, or that the bells ringing at a certain time govern all of our activities. It would be possible for any school, one afternoon every two weeks, to schedule all their students into the community facilities and enhance their recreational opportunities at no extra cost. Most of the time during the day, those facilities are standing empty. That could extend to cultural as well as recreational facilities.

      Teachers spend a great deal of time in preparing lessons, teaching and in assessment and evaluation of the students. I feel that teachers could make their workload easier if they recognized that in the new directions recommended by Sullivan - the focus on learning -preparation, teaching or the guidance of learning activities, and assessment and evaluation, can be a concurrent exercise; that they don't have to spend so many hours preparing, so many hours laying it on them and so many hours marking tests. It can be a concurrent activity, and I think it can help teachers a great deal.

      There is a lot of talk about class size and about it taking a smaller group for a teacher to work effectively in some situations. If the teachers' union could accept the professional autonomy of teachers in the classroom, rather than the inflexibility and rigidity of class numbers, it would be possible - if, say, four teachers were responsible for 100 students, instead of each one responsible for 25 students in their own egg-crate-for those teachers to arrange among themselves for supervision of more students by one teacher when supervision was adequate. That would allow another teacher to work with a very small group. There is a whole range of arrangements, and some of this is being done in the schools.

      In some places staff, school districts and principals have worked together on what is sometimes referred to as school-based budgeting, where the school has been told: "This is how much you spent last year, and we told you exactly where to put it last year. Next year you will have that amount of money, and you can arrange it to suit the needs of your school."

      Some very interesting and innovative practices have happened in those situations where at the school level, among the teachers, they have decided whether the priority was more books, another staff member or an assistant, and they have, within that budget, worked a much more effective education system for the students. There are many things that could be done to enhance the learning opportunities for students.

      In the "Year 2000" document, in the various primary, intermediate - particularly the intermediate -and graduation documents, there is a suggestion that we don't have to do everything at school within the walls of the classroom; that learning can take place from a variety of sources, in a variety of venues -but it can be directed to the school. How does it fit into the educational program of that student?

      If we can accept that, perhaps someone out there in a machine shop can give the hands-on training more effectively and tell us in the schools what we can do that we do so well in the schools - the academic, reading and critical analysis side of it. We could do that more effectively, and they could do some of the other, instead of spending all our money putting in a new machine which we've invested so much money in that we keep it for ten years, even if it's out of date in three.

      I think there are so many opportunities if people would be prepared to open their minds - not to say we've got to do something different, but see if there is another way of doing it and accomplishing the purpose. The objective is, as we say in our mandate statement, to provide every student with the opportunity to develop their skills to the maximum of their individual potential, in order to function as an effective citizen in our society.

      I think that should be our goal, and there are many different ways of accomplishing it. We have those examples in this province. We have students who have done well from home schooling and on correspondence; we have students who are doing exceptionally well with distance technology education and from their teachers in the classroom.

      The teachers in this province do a remarkably fine job. They work very hard at it, and I think many people will recognize the contribution of the teachers to that. Mr. Chairman, I would welcome any questions, and I know my staff is more than willing to assist as we go through my estimates today.

