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Hon. Drew Caldwell (Minister of Education and Training)

Mr. Chairman, it is my privilege to place the 2000-2001 Estimates for Manitoba Education and Training before this committee for review. I would like to preface the division-by-division treatment of my department's Estimates by highlighting some of our priorities and accomplishments over the last seven months. Before I do so, I would like to place on the record my appreciation for the work that the staff of Education and Training do for all Manitobans in creating an education system, public and post-secondary education system in the province in Manitoba that, in my opinion, is second to none in the country. I think the civil service deserves tremendous credit for the very, very good work that they do on behalf of all Manitobans, and I want to express my sincere gratitude and appreciation at working with them in this endeavour to create, as I said, the best possible system of public and post-secondary education in our province. I would like to again thank the civil service for their very, very good work, and I feel privileged to work with them.

One of the first things that the Government of Manitoba and myself have done as minister is to arrange meetings with educational stake-holders to establish good working relationships and also initiate a pattern of consultation which will characterize our dealings with each other throughout the mandate of this government. Our exchange of views over the last number of months have been very fruitful and the consultations have influenced, to a large degree, policy decisions and policy deliberations that have taken place within the Department.

I have also made numerous school visits so I could gauge from personal experience what is happening in Manitoba's education system. I have to say that I am very impressed with what I have seen in the public schools of the province of Manitoba. I am extraordinarily impressed with the people I have met, the teachers, trustees, administrators, parents who dedicate themselves daily to helping children in their charge and the students themselves who are not passive recipients of instruction but rather active participants in their own learning.

I have visited university and community colleges, have met with their presidents, staff and students and have spoken on more than one occasion to students in class. I have also made many visits to the Department and met with staff there. Again, I wish to thank our hardworking civil servants for their strong commitment and all the work they do on a daily basis to support education excellence in the province of Manitoba. I think we have every reason to be proud of our education system, and here I mean the full spectrum from kindergarten through advanced education and training. I also believe we can look forward to the next five years as a time of great excitement and possibility when we can accomplish great things. In fact, we have already started with the announcement of increased funding of nearly 30 million new dollars for the K to Senior 4 public education system. Our total contribution grew this year to more than $811 million for the 2000-2001 school year.

The Government of Manitoba also increased capital funding this year to about $2 million, which again is the largest amount in over a decade, so that we can begin to address the very real capital deficits in our public school system. The Government of Manitoba is committed to providing ongoing stable funding, increasing in accordance with economic growth to restore deficits in the system required through the past decade. As importantly, the commitment to ongoing stable funding provides security in terms of long-term business planning for school divisions throughout the province of Manitoba. It is through these means that we can ensure that the education system in Manitoba has integrity. What I mean by this is that it is responsible to the needs of children, is defined by students themselves, their parents, their teachers, their trustees and other stakeholders in the public school system. The stakes are high because I truly believe that education is the engine that drives healthy communities. It is also a means of economic development and a way of addressing poverty. Education is the basis for creating a healthier and more prosperous Manitoba for all our citizens.

To ensure that students have an opportunity to experience success early in their school life, we cancelled the end of year Grade 3 standards tests and have begun consultation with parents and teachers on a Grade 3 assessment that will be carried out early in the school year starting in 2000-2001. Early assessment is key to developing a strong foundation in reading and mathematics at that grade level. Follow-up throughout the school year will do more to make a child's time in school a success than the previous end of the year Grade 3 standards tests.

With the introduction of the Healthy Child Initiative, Manitoba Education and Training will be attending to the needs of the most vulnerable children in Manitoba. The Department of Education's role will be to create parent-child centres in schools and give students a healthy start to life and learning. We will also be working with schools and other social service agencies to create stronger working relationships so children and families will be more effectively served.

Our commitment to inclusion is also evident in the approach the Government of Manitoba is taking to the Special Education Review. The Government is committed to working closely with schools, with parents and with other stakeholders to move forward on the principles of the Special Education Review to determine how inclusion will work in practice. 

So Franco-Manitoban students can have access to quality education in French, we have also renewed a five-year Canada-Manitoba special funding agreement for gouvernance en français. Over the term of that agreement, the Province of Manitoba will provide Division Scolaire Franco-Manitobaine an additional $15 million to assist in meeting its province-wide mandate and obligations.

We have been concerned about the pace of curriculum development and the large number of new curriculum frameworks released in recent years. To give educators more time to master the new frameworks, we have slowed down the pace of development. We have also introduced a new openness in the Department and a greater willingness to look at alternatives and more flexibility in the interpretation of policy. Over the coming months we intend to lay out a long-term strategy for education and invite consultation with stakeholders in education and members of the general public.

I would like to now turn to the post-secondary side of the Department and highlight some of our priorities here. They are all informed by our commitment to creating hope and opportunity for young people in the province of Manitoba. Early in our mandate we announced a 10% tuition reduction to ease the burden on students of the cost of their education. We have increased operating grants to universities and colleges by $8.8 million, as well as provided an additional $2 million to offset tuition increases institutions might otherwise have had to introduce.

In early March, the Government of Manitoba launched its college expansion initiative with Dr. Curtis Nordman taking the lead. Dr. Nordman has been working closely with both the Council on Post-Secondary Education and Training and Continuing Education, as well as meeting with the colleges to begin work on a multiyear plan for increasing the college sector in Manitoba. The expansion has several objectives: increasing capacity especially in high-needs areas, increasing accessibility to programs and credentials, improving success in completion rates, developing new service delivery approaches and increasing articulation amongst schools, colleges, universities, workplaces and other providers of training. 

The $6-million bursary announcement made near the middle of May is a centrepiece of a strategy to improve student services and reduce both debt levels and default rates amongst Manitoba's post-secondary students. The program goes into effect this August and will be applied directly against Manitoba student loan debt. It will also be integrated with the Canada Millennium Scholarship bursary to create the greatest financial and program benefits for all eligible students. The bursary program, in effect, will put a cap on students' combined debt load from Canada and Manitoba student loans to about $6,000 per program year for most students. That means it will reduce students' debt load by about $2,300 a year.

Combined with the Canada Millennium Scholarship Program, the Manitoba Bursary will be able to assist over 5500 student-aid recipients this year, which approximates 40 percent of student-aid recipients. With the introduction of the bursary the Province once more plays a supporting role for students in the post-secondary system. It is the first time since 1992 that the Government has played that role in terms of a bursary program, and it is worth noting that student leaders from Manitoba's four post-secondary universities and four community colleges played an active role in designing the program.

The Government of Manitoba has also announced a $3.5-million expansion grant for the University of Manitoba's Computer Science program. The money is to be used to add new faculty members, purchase new computer equipment so students can be exposed to the very latest technology and build a new 24-seat lab for first year followed by an additional lab in each of the next two years. The benefits of this grant include an increase in the number of technology graduates; providing a positive research and work environment; ensuring sufficient university staff; creating an industry-university liaison committee to address issues and challenges related to both industry and education.

The Department of Education and Training is committed to helping Manitobans acquire the skills, knowledge and experience that they need for employment by linking training to jobs. The Training and Continuing Education Division oversees the Labour Market Development Agreement which put over 12 600 unemployed Manitobans back to work last year. Training and employment programs last year addressed government priorities and skill shortages in such areas as health care, nursing, the construction industry and the aerospace industry. Working in partnership with individuals, community members, businesses and service providers creates a system that is flexible, accessible and effective. Improved service delivery will continue to provide opportunities and success for all Manitobans.

To meet our commitment to strengthen the Province's apprenticeship and qualification system, the Government of Manitoba is planning to double its size, increase the scope of apprenticeable occupations and make it more accessible to employers, apprentices and trades people. Building on the momentum already generated by its new legislation and provincial funding structure, the expanded system will contribute significantly to solving skill shortages in many Manitoba sectors and businesses.

The participation of Manitoba's Aboriginal people in education and the workforce is a concern to all of us. So more Aboriginal youth can take advantage of opportunities enabling them to contribute and share in the benefits of our growing economy, the Government of Manitoba will be initiating new apprenticeship and training programs. Last November, the Department entered into an agreement with the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs to provide resources to the AMC to promote apprenticeship training and qualification in the Aboriginal community. The result will be expanded activity beyond the three construction trades in northern Manitoba to all apprenticeable trades throughout the province.

The Government of Manitoba has had much success over the past several years with Partners for Careers programs, our provincial employment placement program for Aboriginal graduates. The office of Partners for Careers has moved to a new storefront location and will now serve as a one-stop shop for information that affects the employment of our Aboriginal citizens. This year we will expand the services we offer with the opening of the Aboriginal Employment Information Centre. We will also build and expand upon the showcase of Aboriginal youth initiatives that was successfully launched last year.

I think you can tell by this brief summary that there is a lot of exciting work underway in Manitoba Education and Training. The Government of Manitoba is following up on the commitments it made at the beginning of our mandate and moving ahead on new projects that will greatly improve Manitoba's education and training system. The Government of Manitoba will maintain our strong focus on partnership, and in including the stakeholders in our decision-making processes, we have every reason to look forward to an exciting year ahead. Thank you, Mr. Chair.

