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ON MY RETURN TO CANADA IN 1991, I KNEW I WANTED TO WRITE ABOUT A

coming issue in the 1990s — education. After seven years in the

United States writing on economic and political issues for The

Globe and Mail, and mindful of developments in Margaret

Thatcher’s England, the time seemed right to explore

educational trends at home.

The reaction from those in Canadian education came as a

shock. Teachers, school board administrators and ministry

bureaucrats asked me the same question: Why would someone

with your experience (20 years plus as a newspaper reporter)

want to write about education? After all, it’s not very political,

they said.

The question has stuck with me through seven years (by

choice) on the education beat at the Globe, including time off to

co-write Overdue Assignment, a book on education reform.

Teacher strikes. Parent protests. School board mergers.

Legislative overhauls in every province. Curriculum rewrites.

National testing. School violence. Not much politics here!

Yet, though education has shot to the forefront in the 1990s,

there seems so little to show for all the supposed reform

efforts. It’s not a new observation. Looking back on decades of

reform initiatives in the United States, Seymour Sarason wrote

The Predictable Failure of Education Reform in 1990.

As Canadians struggle with their own versions of school

reform, it’s time to address the questions in education that no

one seems to be pursuing.

What works?

1Imagine if the health care sector behaved the same way as

education. Medical researchers would be guided by ideolo-

gy and instinct rather than information. Patients would

clamour for the same medical procedures they experienced as

children. Doctors would ignore the results of testing and other

diagnostic data. Yet, all too often, that’s exactly the behaviour

of those in education. Whether it’s early childhood preparation

for school, reading methods or high school curriculum reform,

there’s usually more ideological heat than educational light. In

the absence of data, facts and observation, it’s difficult to see

how to make improvements at the individual or system level.

Who will lead?

2In education, finding ways to generalize beyond the par-

ticular anecdote is a challenge. There’s far too little inter-

provincial co-operation among national groups — teach-

ers, school boards, researchers and governments — about

reporting on what works and why.

Several years ago, the CEA’s own study on so-called

exemplary schools was flawed because there was no clear

criteria for selection. Astonishingly, we hear almost nothing of

consequence from faculties of education. The Council of

Ministers of Education, which could be a clearinghouse for

best practices, is of no help in connecting the dots.

Why is there so
much rant and “can’t”?

3Education is about political choices. That’s the message of

the 1990s as provincial governments of all stripes have cen-

tralized control at the expense of teacher unions and

school boards. Aided by the short attention span of the media,

the politicians spin lines about “quality education” while

teacher unions warn of conspiracies to privatize schools.

In the absence of sophisticated education reporting, (there

are few education reporters to begin with) the public is

presented with simple-minded choices. Testing is good, say the

politicians, testing is bad say the teachers. What really matters,

however, is how testing is used to diagnose and improve, and

what are its limitations. That’s hard to see and harder still for

journalists to report well to the public.

SO MANY

REFORMS,
SO LITTLE
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By Jennifer Lewington

administrator
Typewritten Text
You are free to reproduce, distribute and transmit this article, provided you attribute the author(s), Education Canada Vol. 38 (3), and a link to the Canadian Education Association (www.cea-ace.ca) 2010. You may not use this work for commercial purposes. You may not alter, transform, or build upon this work. Publication ISSN 0013-1253.

administrator
Typewritten Text

administrator
Typewritten Text

administrator
Typewritten Text

administrator
Typewritten Text

administrator
Typewritten Text

administrator
Typewritten Text

administrator
Typewritten Text



E D U C AT I O N C A N A D A 19

How to end the
isolation in education?

4Blaming others is easy, because no one has to take personal

responsibility. It’s the fault of media, the unions, out-of-

touch politicians, uninformed parents or poor students. In

this environment, nothing changes. Teachers think they close

their door to the outside world but the smart ones know that’s

the worst option of all today. The public has to experience how

today’s classrooms are, not those of 30 years ago. If education is

only about protecting one’s turf, there will be no room in which

to begin a conversation about getting from here to there. 

Where are there
good things happening?

5Good things are happening in some schools across the

country, just not enough of them. There are schools that,

despite the political turmoil, focus on improvements from

the inside out for the students’ sake. These schools create trust

among teachers, students and the community because they are

integral to the game plan.

When can we see results?

6To paraphrase an old adage, if you don’t know where you are

going, any road will do. Education seems to be an easy prey for

fads (political and pedagogical) that thrive briefly, die and rise

again, because there’s no societal consensus on the role of the

school.

Coming to a shared understanding is not easy. It is an exercise

that demands ongoing involvement from all members of the

community, not just teachers, parents and politicians. An

important start would be to distinguish between the “how” of

education — the issues of finances, curriculum, testing that

currently dominate the headlines — and the “what” of education,

as in the purpose and values of schooling.

Since education is about life-long learning, everyone should be

required to practice reading and listening — before speaking. Until

the debate is owned by those who listen and learn, the prospects for

meaningful improvements in education are nil. ■

Jennifer Lewington is the National Education Reporter for The Globe and Mail.

JLewington@GlobeAndMail.ca

ARAMARK AD

In the next issue of Education Canada we’ll

examine the critical question “What do we

want from our education system?”  How can

we define education in order to provide more

students with better chances for success and

opportunity? 

Ce numéro examinera la question fondamen-

tale suivante : Que voulons-nous de notre

système d’éducation ?  Comment peut-on

définir l’éducation afin de donner à plus

d’élèves de meilleures chances de succès ?

Coming in February!

Dans le numéro de février !




