
Just Sayin’ 
An Editorial 

Schools in Crisis 
 

When people of my generation hear in the media what is going on in their 
children’s and grandchildren’s school often their default reaction is disbelief.  
Social media is full of commentary from those over the age of 50 who reject that 
there are problems in our publically funded schools.  They do so based on a world 
view of education rooted in what they experienced in the 1970s and 1980s.  Many 
have only stepped foot into a school since under very controlled conditions like a 
Parent-Teacher night, school concerts or a graduation ceremony. 
 
Are teachers, educational assistants, secretaries and custodians crying wolf 
because they are locked in tough negotiations with the Province over a new 
collective agreement?  I think not.  Collectively my wife and I spent close to 65 
years as high school teachers at a large composite high school in rural Ontario, 
and our middle son is currently living the precarious life of a substitute teacher 
working in multiple school boards.  We have many friends and acquaintances still 
working hard to make students’6 lives better and their experiences make my wife 
and I shake our heads as to how far the pendulum has swung since the 1980s in 
regards to school decorum and operation. 
 
When I began teaching in 1984 a trip to the office generally led to some kind of 
consequences and whatever punishment the miscreant received was likely 
reinforced at home.  Every November and March vice-principals would come to 
staff and ask which individuals were interfering with the learning of the many in 
our classes.  Those students would soon disappear from our classes and the 
school as a whole improving the learning environment for all.  We graduated 65% 
of our high school students, and high schools were generally safe places to work 
and learn. 
 
At this same time, unbeknownst to the educators of Ontario, the provincial 
government was planning for the first massive change that would hit school like a 
tsunami. The Ministry of Health was looking for a less expensive way to service a 
multitude of difficult to service youth who had never stepped foot into a 
mainstream school in their educational careers.  These students through no fault 
of their own had been serviced by the Ministry of Health in a variety of labour 



intensive and very expensive facilities that often doubled as both hospital and 
school.  Inclusion was the new buzzword, and teachers were supportive, believing  
that if disabled students had the opportunity to exist in diverse student 
populations that all would benefit from the experience.  There was also the 
expectation from educational staff that the full host of supports that these young 
people had enjoyed in their previous placements would follow them to the 
publically funded school system.  
 
Initially that appeared to be the case as classes for special needs students in my 
board were capped at 6, and most students qualified for 1-1 support with 
dedicated and caring educational assistants.  These students were a diverse and 
challenging bunch with issues as varied as cerebral palsy, developmental delays, 
Down’s syndrome, Fetal Alcohol Syndrome and autism of every shape and size. 
 
My wife and I were on the cutting edge of servicing these young people, and 
loved our interactions with our students and the fabulous EAs who came with 
them.  I n many cases we learned as much from them about living a joyous life 
than we could ever teach them about history, family studies or typing. 
 
When it came to discipline, at least in our building, these young people were 
treated the same as everyone else.  If their behaviour was not socially appropriate 
for the school as a whole or they were a danger to the adults they worked with 
they were sent home.  One student suffering from significant brain trauma hurt 
her EA in a fit of rage a little after Easter one year, and was suspended for the 
remainder of that semester.  There was a clear message that inclusion meant 
equal treatment including punishments if necessary. 
 
As long as the supports for these young people were in place teachers 
volunteered willingly to deliver their programming, but by the mid-1990s, under 
the new Mike Harris regime, the support for these learners began to be stripped 
away a little at a time.  Classes got larger.  Six students became ten, and ten 
students became fourteen.  EAs began to disappear, and few were replaced when 
they retired.  The province began to raise the threshold almost yearly as to how 
challenged a student would have to be to get even a minimum of support from an 
educational assistant.  Some students who had EA support from kindergarten 
were suddenly on their own for the first time in their educational careers and in 



bigger classes with less adult supervision.  It was not surprising that behaviour 
worsened, and assault of staff became more commonplace. 
 
The teacher protest against the Harris government in 1997 had an unintended 
consequence that is still reverberating through schools today.  In an act of petty 
vengeance after the protest ended the Premier removed school administrators 
from the teachers’ unions. With the stroke of a pen Harris created a negative 
management/worker dynamic that had not existed in schools before.  Principals 
also lost the security of independent action that they had previously enjoyed from 
being part of the massive teachers’ federations, and were forced to sign 
precarious personal services contracts with their respective boards.  Overnight 
principals and vice-principals lost their freedom of action and firmly became 
“agents for the board.” 
 
Administrators that wanted to clean house of troublesome students lost their 
leeway to do so. Now they were board employees who answered directly to 
superintendants and the local Director.  Future promotions and placements at 
desirable schools were dependent upon administrators putting the best face 
forward on their schools.  Suspensions and discipline plummeted as some 
administrators did the bare minimum to get by, and get promoted.   
 
Struggling administrators were further handcuffed by the province’s Learning to 
18 initiative that now made it all but impossible to remove students from school 
permanently before the age of 18 as principals had done before.  The province 
wanted to see graduation rates rise a full 20%, but provided very few of the 
supports that the original legislation had mused about to assist students who 
would have likely dropped out.   The document had talked about public health 
nurses in every school, mental health workers available to deal with troubled 
students and many different pathways to graduation beyond simply beefing up 
how many co-op credits a school could grant a non-traditional learner to get them 
their OSSD.  Little help was forthcoming to help assimilate these reluctant 
learners into school classrooms, and many teachers’ federations who initially 
supported the idea in principle predicted a disaster if not implemented correctly.  
 
Large numbers of recalcitrant students were now in the system and had no 
interest in being there.  They were not hardwired for success in school, and their 
presence in the average classroom caused the overall classroom environment to 



deteriorate quickly.  Many of these students were belligerent, foul mouthed and 
not interested in learning.  They also knew the system had little power to send 
them home as provincial guidelines about the number of suspensions a school 
and a board could have were significantly restricted at the same time.  
 
Students stopped attending detentions knowing that they in all likelihood would 
never be suspended.  In my last few years teaching suspensions were almost 
exclusively saved for drug offences, weapons’ charges and incidents of significant 
violence.  Swearing at your teacher, failure to attend class or failure to do school 
work received a stern talking to by administrators, but it most always ended 
there.  Students knew they had the upper hand with their teachers and 
administrators, and took full advantage of it.  
 
The final significant pressure facing education workers that wasn’t there forty 
years ago is the ever increasing governmental expectation that school staff serve 
as “society’s firemen” to deal with almost every crisis their students are 
experiencing.  If children come to school hungry the School Breakfast Club feeds 
them.  If lunches aren’t provided the cafeteria will often supply vouchers for 
students in need.  If a student can’t afford an extra-curricular or the equipment 
needed to play it educational workers are the first to reach for their wallets.  If 
winter coats aren’t provided staff pass the hat.  If there are mental health issues 
staff feel pressure to be on the frontlines of diagnosis and treatment even if they 
don’t have the appropriate training.  The majority of child abuse is first spotted in 
the schools and educational workers by law have to report it.   These cases 
frequently expose educational workers to some very traumatizing and troubling 
cases.  Interactions with too many parents have gone from civil and supportive to 
confrontational and accusatory.  Many children currently enrolled in the system 
exhibit their troubling behaviours because of the carte blanche they have 
received from their parents to behave as they wish.  Educational workers and 
parents working together can solved many a student based issue, but if that 
relationship is fractured it is a recipe for disaster both inside and outside the 
classroom.         
 
Educational workers in today’s schools are being asked to be educators, social 
workers, guidance councillors, mental health professionals, confessors and 
nurses.  From firsthand experience I can tell you it isn’t possible that so few 
people assist so many needy children/young people.  When one adds to this tragic 



mixture special need students no longer being supported, administrators no 
longer able to do their jobs and society abdicating their responsibilities to the 
schools you end up with a toxic mix that is appearing on a news feed close to you.  
If you think this editorial is mere propaganda drop by your local school and 
volunteer a few hours a day for a week.  You will be left speechless by what you 
see. 


