


EDUCATION DISCUSSION PAPER 1

EDUCATION DISCUSSION PAPER

INTRODUCTION

ublic education is an important building block of our democratic society.
Universal access means every citizen, to the full extent of their abilities, has the

right to an education.  As the world and economy become more complex, working
people need to have greater access to public education throughout their lives.  The
labour movement understands that when governments cut back on funding to public
schools, colleges, trades, vocational and technical institute and universities, and
encourage privatization and commercialization of public education institutions, working
people stand to lose the most.  

This discussion paper canvasses key issues in the area of public education and identifies
recommendations for future policy.  It has been drafted by the Federation’s Education
Committee as a first step in revising our Education Policy.  Part of that work requires a
careful assessment of the context in which education is changing and the impact that
current government will have on the future direction of the sector.  As a result of this
discussion paper and the debate it informs within our ranks, the Committee will be
better positioned to revise the existing policy statement and present that revision to the
2004 Constitutional Convention.  That revised policy will also provide a clear statement
of the values and objectives that our Federation will use to guide its work in this area.

BC’s Public Education System, K-12

British Columbia has developed one of the finest public education systems anywhere.  It
has responded to public desires for equity and opportunity, and to a key purpose of
public education, educating young citizens for participation in a democratic society.
The current successes of BC’s public school system are based largely on the conditions
that existed during the 1990s, as the students who graduated in 2003 began their
schooling in 1991.  Unfortunately, policies adopted by the current BC Liberal
government are undermining the basis for the public education system.  Instead of
continuing to improve education, many policies are eroding the basis of success.

No one will deny that the system could do better with more attention to the needs of
those students who are having difficulty.  Although retention of aboriginal students
through secondary school has improved, fewer aboriginal students graduate than do
other students.  And the curriculum should better reflect the history and realities of
working people, with wider use of the labour studies unit that was developed by
teachers and others from the B.C. Federation of Labour.  Further, the skills of reading
critically and challenging received wisdom could always be improved.  However,
developing in students a more questioning approach has become even more difficult for
teachers as their own freedom to speak critically is being shut down by a government-
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appointed College of Teachers that wants to discipline teachers who publicly criticize
the education policies of government or school boards.

Although improvements are possible and required, the BC public education has been
astoundingly successful.  The Grade 12 completion rates for BC students climbed from
63 percent in 1991 to 76 percent in 2003.  This was for students who finished within six
years of entering Grade 8.  When you add in the young people who take longer than six
years, or who return to take college programs, the equivalent to graduation rate is more
than 85 percent, according to Statistics Canada.  High school graduation is increasingly
a minimum requirement for success in getting a job, and most of our young people are
getting at least that far.

Although comparisons based on standardized tests reflect only a small part of the gains
from education, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
international PISA exams show that BC students are among the top in the world.  The
PISA exams were given in 2000 to students from some 30 countries, and BC students
ranked at the top, along with Finland and Alberta.  This is only one indicator of success,
but is particularly outstanding because it has been accomplished in a culturally diverse
school system, with many students for whom English is a second language.

One of the chief social contributions of public education has been the advancement of
an equitable and democratic society.  The integration of students who come to the
schools from dozens of other countries helps to make Canada a model of how societies
can cope well with cultural diversity.  The inclusion of students with special needs has
been more complete in BC than in any other school system.  This has contributed to a
richer life for both those with special needs and other students.  All of these students
learning together have increased tolerance of difference in the society as a whole.

Unfortunately, government under-funding and its stripping of staffing requirements
from the teacher collective agreement are undermining these contributions to the
integration of society.  Many ESL teaching positions, formerly guaranteed to students
through the teacher collective agreement have been eliminated since the BC Liberals
came to power.  Similarly, many of the staff positions required to support the inclusion
of students with special needs have been eliminated.  Contract provisions that capped
the number of students with special needs in one class were also wiped out by
government fiat.  Larger classes with more students with ESL and special needs means
that it will be difficult to meet the needs of either these students, or the other students in
the classes.

Basic Principles:  Equity, Opportunity and Democracy

The idea is for public schools to offer a quality education for all, with success for every
student, not just for those who are well-off financially.  The basic principles are equity,
opportunity and democracy.  All three of these are under attack from the BC Liberal
government.
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One of the prime challenges of creating equity in education is ensuring that the school
has the resources to provide extra support for those who need them to succeed.  During
the 90s, for example, after the urging of End Legislated Poverty and other activist
groups, the government introduced a school meals program that provided food for
students who would otherwise have been distracted from learning by hunger.  Also
extra resources went into inner city schools to provide the additional staffing and
programs that could help those students with the greatest needs.  Further, for decades
the education funding system in BC ensured that funds were distributed based on the
needs of the community, not the one-size-fits-all approach to funding per student,
regardless of the nature of the community.

The positive impact of these equity policies is shown in the OECD 2000 results for
reading.  Not only did BC students do very well, there was also less of a gap than in
other countries (such as the US) between the students from high socio-economic areas
and those from low areas.

The BC Liberal government is taking education in the wrong direction.  It is giving
more to the best of and less to those with the greatest need.  Their policies are cutting
back on the programs that helped produce equity, such as school meals.  The changed
finance formula no longer supports the small schools that have been at the heart of
many rural communities.  More than 90 community schools have closed in the last two
years and more will close next year.

Proper Funding vs. Privatization

In the 1990s, the education finance formula was changed to ensure that funding was
based on a student anywhere in the province having access to the same level of
education.  This meant that districts with larger expenses to offer the common program
received more funding, those with less expense received less per capita funding.  This
reflected the very real differences in different parts of the province.  The new funding
practices reduce this equalizing feature.  Even more damaging, the government has
essentially frozen budgets while at the same time imposing additional expenses.  The
government legislated salary increases for teachers, but refused to provide the funding
for the increases.  The government added costs, such as medical premiums, but did not
fund these increases.

Rather than providing necessary financing from general taxation, the BC Liberals have
promoted privatization in a number of forms.  They have told school boards to be
entrepreneurial and make profits, if they want to provide an adequate education for their
students.  Schools had to increase the fees they charge to make up for shortfalls in
resources for the school—creating difficulties for many families.  Schools have turned
to fundraising and special deals with companies selling pop and junk food.  Then the
Minister of Education has blamed school trustees, rather than acknowledging that
under-funding is forcing schools into inappropriate practices.
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The government passed legislation for school boards to set up business companies to
sell education to make profits.  The BC Liberals are encouraging school boards to set up
elite private schools in Asia to make profits to fund public schools in British Columbia.
It encouraged school boards to bring international students to BC elementary and
secondary schools—not to provide new resources of diversity, but to make money to
cover the costs of education for BC students.

All of these privatization efforts lead us away from equity.  The extra money made from
these privatization projects to supplement education funding is not distributed according
to educational needs.  The market never produces more equity—because it is based on
making profits, not on the needs of people.  The school districts that have the best
success in selling education and in raising funds from their community are those whose
students are already best off.  For example, the school district that creates the biggest
subsidy per student from entrepreneurial enterprises is West Vancouver, whose students
already bring to school the most advantages that high income can provide.

Bridging to Post-Secondary

It is not only equity, but also opportunities that are limited by BC Liberal education
policies.  With more students graduating from secondary school than ever before, the
demand for post-secondary education is also greater.  The limits on further education
are access and tuition.  BC has depended on filling many skilled jobs by immigration,
rather than by offering adequate opportunities for education and training.  At the
beginning of the 1990s, BC was among the lowest provinces in participation in post-
secondary education.  We had fewer places to offer education to our own children.

During the 90s additional places were opened for BC students, with a new university in
Prince George and more seats at universities and colleges.  By the end of the decade,
BC had moved up to the middle of the provinces in rates of participation in post-
secondary education.  One element of increased opportunity was the freezing of tuition
by the NDP government for several years.  It is expensive for any student to attend post-
secondary, and many finish their education with debts that will hang over them for
many years.  Freezing tuition rates helped to keep the costs down and opened
possibilities for some students who would not otherwise have the opportunity for further
education for our own children in BC.  However, the BC Liberal government has
deregulated tuition fees, which have gone up as much as 30 percent a year for the past
two years.

Another area of opportunity that should be open to the youth of the province is training
in the trades through apprenticeships.  Many pundits are predicting that there will be a
shortage of trained trade’s workers and that government should address this need.
Efforts were being made to increase the flexibility of these programs, but they needed
more investment from government and business.  Instead of going this route, the BC
Liberals eliminated the board that governed apprenticeships and have planned to replace
the in-depth training in apprenticeships with training that is much less adequate.
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Education and Democracy

While preparation to take part in the economic aspect of life is important, we must also
prepare students for democratic citizenship.  Public education must also be a central
institution of a democratic society.  The Charter for Public Education describes
education as a sacred trust and says we must “prepare learners for a socially responsible
life in a free and democratic society, to participate in a world which each generation
will shape and build.”

Engaging students in ways that challenge them to think critically is an essential aspect
of preparing them for democratic citizenship.  While the government claims that
“choice” will provide the challenge for students, its conception of education is that it is
a commodity to be dealt with through as if it were a market product, rather than a public
good.  It pursues a neo-liberal ideology that sees “accountability” as something that can
be measured by high stakes testing, and which provides comparisons between schools
published by the Fraser Institute.  This approach actually narrows the curriculum, rather
than providing the rich experience of higher order critical thinking essential for
thoughtful participation in a democracy.

The BC Liberal government has also set a bad example for young people in taking away
from teachers their rights to collective bargaining, rights that should be recognized as
fundamental rights in a democratic society.  The International Labour Organization
condemned the actions of the BC government when through essential services
legislation it took away the right for education workers to strike.  It also condemned the
stripping of staffing requirements from the teachers’ collective agreement and imposed
a new contract by legislation.  A government that attacks basic rights and ignores the
condemnation by an international organization is damaging democracy, not helping
prepare students to participate in a democracy.

The BC Liberal government shows a consistent lack of respect and confidence in those
who work in the public education system.  They have prohibited school support staff
and teachers who have children in school from serving on School Planning Councils in
the schools where their children attend.  They have taken away from teachers the right
to elect the majority of members of the College of Teachers and made the majority
political appointees of the government.  Even as they have taken away the right of
teachers to have a self-governing profession, they have given that right to car dealers
and to private post-secondary institutions.  The Minister of Education has even gone so
far as to refuse to allow the vice-president of the BCTF into a press conference where
she was announcing a change to the education system.  The disrespect by this
government and this Minister of Education for those who teach can only be destructive
for the morale of teachers and the quality of education for students.
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In 2003, the BC Liberals introduced the Industry Training Authority Act, which
completely replaces the ITAC system of training with an employer-controlled training
authority.  Workers in every sector have good reason to be worried about the balance,
portability and sustainability of trades training under this new system.

With their new control over trades training, employers are now better positioned to
completely undermine our current system of whole-trades skills and replace it with task-
specific credentialing.  This downgrading of skills will profoundly undermine labour
mobility, a move that is sure to damage long-term productivity growth in the BC
economy.

Union activists and trades training advocates have mobilized in every community to
pressure the government as it moves to implement the new training authority.  Over the
coming months, we need to build that pressure and push back against the attempts by
employers and their allies in government who want to further erode quality trades
training and apprenticeship in BC.

Protecting the Public Interest and the Public Good 

The BC Liberal government has also spent much energy supporting the expansion of
private education in the post-secondary area.  The Ministry of Advanced Education's
2002-03 Annual Service Plan report actually states that government now has a new goal
of creating "a level playing field for private institutions." (p. 5)  The emphasis on
expansion of the private educational sector represents a failed vision on the part of this
government.  Private education will not meet the real needs in terms of demand for
quality and transferability and in terms of what most students can afford.  The sector
lacks accountability to the public despite receiving significant public subsidies both in
terms of student assistance funding and direct grants from the BC government.

The recent scandal at Ottawa Business College has put the private educational sector
under scrutiny over the past few months, and the result is a picture of the vagaries of
mixing the needs of shareholders with the aspirations of students.  Closer to home, an
investigative report on Sprott Shaw College in Monday Magazine put more public
scrutiny on private post-secondary institutions than government has seen fit to do, and
again the findings are disturbing. 

Among the practices that should concern us were reports from students and staff that
Sprott Shaw pursues a policy of aggressively marketing programs to students,
regardless of the suitability of the program to the student's needs or abilities. Students
often take out large loans to cover the cost of their education in these instances.  Sprott
Shaw is also criticized for coaching staff participating in the minimal accreditation
process of the Private Post-Secondary Education Commission (PPSEC).  Given that the
accreditation process is the key quality control tool that the BC government has, the
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alleged abuse of the process should trigger a hard look at the school to identify whether
the interests of consumers and the public are being adequately protected.3

A Globe and Mail article – also fallout from the Ottawa Business College scandal –
supplied a long list of private educational institutions across the country that are
allegedly taking advantage of students.  The article quotes Jim Wright, the Executive
Director of PPSEC saying that the decline in international enrollments at many private
schools has led to a “subtrade… with agents encouraging students to switch school.”
The question is why should private institutions be on a level playing field with highly
regulated and accountable public institutions, given the often questionable activities
some engage in.4 

As to how much public money is being funneled into private institutions such as Sprott
Shaw, massive amounts of student assistance funding have gone to these institutions.
Some institutions, including Sprott Shaw, also have substantial contracts with the BC
government to provide training.  While the BC Liberals does not publish any
information breaking down who gets student loans, Canada Student Loans (CSL)
reports give an indication of how significantly private institutions in the province rely
on student assistance money.5 

Number of Student Loans by Institution Type 

Province University College Private Total

Ontario 85,420 57,444 15,392 158,256 

Alberta 19,808 18,677 4,809 43,294 

BC 23,669 27,524 11,760 62,953 

As can be seen, private institutions in British Columbia comprise a much more
significant number of total loans than is the case in other provinces.

CSL reports also indicate that students in private institutions have very high default
rates on their loans.  Three year default rates in private institutions for the last year
reported (1998-99) were 45.6 percent, as compared to 26.2 percent for colleges and 12.6
percent for universities.

Not surprisingly, given the disproportionate number of loans for students in private
institutions, BC's default rate on student loans is higher than the national average and
the second highest in the country.  In 1998-99, BC’s three-year default rates were 26.6
                                                
3 Schooled in Disappointment, Andrew MacLeod, Monday Magazine Issue 38, Volume 29, September 18 - 24, 2003
4 Crisis hitting Canada’s private colleges, Karen Howlett and Paul Waldie, Globe and Mail, September 27, 2003 
5 Source: Canada Student Program, Annual Review 2000-2001, Page 37
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percent, second only to Newfoundland (28.8 percent) which also has a large private
educational sector, while the national average is 24 percent.  Average loan amounts in
1999-2000 were quite similar for students in private institutions and in colleges, ($7,373
for colleges and $7,197 for privates).

The numbers tell us that students in private institutions borrow almost as much money
as students in public colleges in order to finance their education, but that they do not
have anywhere near the same outcomes in terms of ability to repay their loans.
Government must address this issue – both in terms of quality and cost for students in
private institutions.

The elimination of the first year BC Grant portion of student assistance was driven in
large part by concerns that students in private institutions would receive a
disproportionate amount of support.  BC Ministry of Advanced Education statistics
indicate that prior to the elimination of the first time grant, one-sixth of all students
(those in private post-secondary institutions) were already receiving more than one-third
of all BC Grant funding because of their high need status.  Government’s solution was
to deny all students access to first year grants – questionable public policy for a
government attempting to encourage more young people to participate in post-
secondary education.  Rather than punishing students by levelling the playing field and
denying all students grants, the BC government should take a more active role in
regulating private post-secondary institutions and protecting the interests of students.

Unfortunately, government is poised to do just the opposite.  The Minister of Advanced
Education has tabled legislation to substantially deregulate the private post-secondary
education sector and to move to increased self-regulation by the industry.  Students are
the big losers when predatory schools take advantage of them, and our student
assistance system also pays a price. 

Introducing Private Universities

In addition to expanding the traditional and very large private non-university sector in
BC, the Liberals have put in place mechanisms to support private universities.  The
Degree Authorization Act, passed in 2002, initiated a process to allow the BC
government to give private universities and degree programs a public stamp of
approval.  As has become the hallmark of this government, the process was largely done
behind the scenes with no opportunity for public input and with no faculty
representation.  The Degree Quality Assessment Board was appointed in 2003 to
recommend criteria and processes for private university expansion.  While the process
is in the early stages, we fear that the end result will be a watering down of BC's
reputation for providing high quality education.

BC's post-secondary education system consistently gets high marks for the collaborative
approach that has resulted in our world-renowned credit transfer system.  The process of
articulation between public institutions has been an important guarantor of quality for
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BC public post-secondary institutions.  If the expansion of private offerings results in
increased pressure on public institutions to accept questionable private partnerships, the
reputation of our university education may well be at risk.  The lack of any faculty
representation on the Degree Quality Assessment Board should be a concern in this
regard, since it is faculty who work together to articulate courses across institutions.
While it may seem like a reasonable next step to have public institutions enter into
credit transfer arrangements with private institutions and programs, the differences in
private and public institutions’ operations and priorities may preclude transfer
recognition.

Issues related to international trade agreements and the impact of expanding private
education are also of great concern to the Federation.  It may be that there are
unintended and undesirable consequences from the privatization agenda.  Robert
Giroux, President of the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, spoke
eloquently on this topic in a presentation to the UNESCO World Conference on Higher
Education in June 2003.

“We have become increasingly concerned about the implications of the GATS, and its
narrow treatment of education as a tradable or commercial commodity, on the ability of
higher education institutions to serve the broader public good.  In our view, such trade
frameworks and market mechanisms are limited in their capacity to deal with the social
purposes of higher education.

“Education, at all levels, is much more than a commodity to be bought and sold in the
market place.  No doubt, higher education provides the skills for economic success, a
feature strongly supported by our current governments, but it also provides the
knowledge and skills to contribute to civil society and to citizenship.  It protects culture,
intellectual independence and the values of a civil society, making it very different from
the other service activities covered under the GATS, such as accounting or engineering
services.”6 

Part of the privatization and commercialization, especially in the university system, is
driven by the steady erosion of funding support for research and research infrastructure.
While the problem has been a chronic one from the mid-1980s to the present, the real
acceleration occurred in the mid-1990s when federal Finance Minster Paul Martin
pushed through massive cuts in federal transfer payments to provinces.  His budgets
effectively starved post-secondary institutions of the much-needed public dollars to
keep their infrastructure, capacity and resources sustainable.

Many provinces translated those federal cuts into provincial cuts during the 1990s.  BC
resisted that trend, and although budgets for education were protected, they didn’t keep
pace with growing needs.

                                                
6 “Higher Education as a Public Good: A Perspective from the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada” Presentation

to UNESCO World Conference on Higher Education +5, Robert Giroux, AUCC President, June 24, 2003
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Publicly funded research suffered greatly under these conditions, leaving many post-
secondary institutions vulnerable to “creeping” commercialization of the public system
as colleges, universities and technical institutes used private sources to supplement
existing budgets.

The BC Liberals have aggressively moved this privatization trend forward.  Not only is
commercialization encouraged, it is actively promoted as a viable way to meet budget
needs.  Many of these arrangements only exaggerate the unbalanced influence that
private interests will have on our public system.

Ensuring Affordability for Students 

The BC government deregulated tuition fees, beginning in the 2002-03 year and since
then, tuition fees have increased dramatically, even doubling at some institutions in BC.

The new Achieve BC website acknowledges that for families and students in BC, costs
are the primary consideration.  The first set of information under post-secondary
education is called “Cost of Living” and the first sentence says, “It’s no secret that
being a student is expensive.”  And in British Columbia, that cost is rapidly increasing.

Research by Scotia Bank in September 2003 found that Canadian parents are very
concerned about the cost of their children getting a post-secondary education.  Notable
in the research is that BC parents were more likely than the national average to have
concerns.  Two in three parents (65 percent) surveyed across the country think that the
cost of a college or university education is becoming out of reach for their children,
while in British Columbia, the proportion is 75 percent.7

Polling done by the B.C. Federation of Labour in May 2003 found that 66 percent of
British Columbians believe that post-secondary education is harder for young people to
access than was the case two years ago.  72 percent of women and younger people
(aged 18 to 34) thought it was more difficult. 

A growing body of research indicates that our post-secondary system is characterized
by greater inequality and reduced accessibility.  Most recently, the Canadian
Association of University Teachers (CAUT) published research looking at the declining
affordability of higher education.  CAUT found that the impact of dramatic increases in
tuition fees, coupled with stagnation in real wages and family incomes, is making it
more difficult for Canadians to pursue a post-secondary education.  Comparing the
changing average, undergraduate arts tuition as a proportion of after-tax income in 1990
and 2001, CAUT found an increased burden on low-income families.8

                                                
7 Ipsos-Reid, September 4, 2003
8 Source: CAUT calculations based on Statistics Canada, Tuition Fees in Canada; Income in Canada
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Average undergraduate arts tuition as a share of after-tax family income by quintile 

        1990 2001 
Lowest quintile 9.6% 16.7% 
Middle quintile 4.0% 6.8% 
Highest quintile 2.0% 3.0% 

In this context of rapidly-rising costs, BC students faced a difficult summer in terms of
finding jobs.  BC Stats reported in July 2003 that the BC youth unemployment rate has
risen to 16.8 percent - the highest in five years.  No doubt the loss of important BC
government student employment programs has also had an impact on the high
unemployment rates. 

Recruiting and Retaining Faculty and Staff 

The pattern of retirements that is creating significant pressures across health care, in
trades and technical areas and in a wide range of professions, is also true throughout the
public post-secondary system.

Using data from the College Pension Plan (2002 Annual Report), in which most faculty
and senior administrative staff in the system participate, the following information can
be gleaned about the college workforce in BC: 

• 45 percent are 50 years of age or older 

• 37 percent are between age 40 and 49 

• Only 18 percent are less than 40 years of age

Government Interference in the Work of the Classroom 

The Public Education Flexibility and Choice Act (PEFCA) has done serious damage
to government’s relationship with unions and approach to collective bargaining.  The
PEFCA as it applies to colleges and institutes will serve only to undermine a positive
working and learning environment for faculty and students.

Not only will the legislation undermine working relationships within the college sector,
we note that the main concern of college and institute employers in the 2001 round of
bargaining was to achieve a compensation package that would retain and recruit
qualified faculty.  Post-secondary institutions are again facing the reality that many
faculty will leave or retire in the next decade in the face of growing student demand. 
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The willingness of government to override collective agreements, to impose workload
provisions and to undermine the ability of faculty to exercise their professional
judgement sends a negative message to potential new faculty. 

Making Post-Secondary Education Work for Everyone

1. The government should refocus itself on building a high quality public post-
secondary education system, which includes adequate funding levels to support this
initiative.

2. In the interest of public accountability, government should require accurate and
timely public reporting about outcomes for students in private post-secondary
institutions in BC.

3. Further, government should begin publicly reporting on student assistance
expenditures on an annual basis and include information on student assistance
expenditures, including grants and loans, in public and private institutions.

4. The BC government should implement a policy of reducing tuition fees at BC post-
secondary institutions and ensuring that BC students have a needs-based grant
portion of student assistance in all years of study. 

5. The BC government should support student employment programs in a range of
areas.

6. The Ministry of Advanced Education should provide funding to support follow-up
studies of student experiences, with a particular focus on financing, debt levels and
the impact of tuition fee increases.

7. Institutions throughout the province must be provided with government funding to
guarantee they are able to attract and retain high-quality faculty, staff and
administrators in order to ensure high quality programs are available.  Government
must also be prepared to work with unions and others to ensure that adequate salary,
benefits and working conditions are in place.

8. Government must rescind the Public Education Flexibility and Choice Act and
take steps to repair what is a deteriorating labour relations environment in this
province.

9. The government should amend the Industry Training Authority Act to ensure that
there is balanced stakeholder interests on the Board.  Those stakeholders must
include a balance of representation from the employers, labour and post-secondary
community.
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10. The government should revise the mandate of the Industry Training Authority to
ensure that trades training and apprenticeships are based on a whole-trade approach
that guarantees full mobility and compliance with National, Red-Seal Standards.

Conclusion

The Federation’s Education Committee needs to gather the input and response of all
affiliates to this discussion paper as it moves forward with its plan to present a revised
education policy to the November 2004 Constitutional Convention.  The policy
statement will outline the values and objectives that will frame our Federation’s
response to the changing needs and conditions within the education sector.
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