Excellence through Equity:  Giving Every Student the Chance to Succeed

Good morning, everyone.  It is a pleasure for me to be here this morning to begin the discussion about Excellence through Equity:  Giving Every Student the Chance to Succeed.  My remarks will focus on three words in this title – the three E’s:  “excellence”, “equity,” and “every,” and I’d like to start with “every.” 
Typically, in public education, significant change in the structure and practice, particularly system-wide, is prompted by research or pedagogy.  However, the drive for equity in education came about because of the recognition of human rights.  The Universal Declaration on the Rights of the Child in 1959, which was broadly accepted by governments around the world, recognized as a universal principle that all children have the right to education. Few people will argue with the principle that “All children have the right to a good education.”   The challenge in practical terms is how to address the needs of EVERY child – of THIS child standing before me.  The word “every” recognizes the uniqueness of each child’s experience, story, ability and identity.  
The value we want to realize is equality for each of these individual children in terms of their access to and opportunities for education, but the means for achieving it brings me to the second word:  equity.   Equity means understanding, valuing and responding to the diversity and difference among students throughout the school.  It is the recognition that different children have different needs.  Equity is not about sameness, but about responsiveness.  
What does equity look like in a public education system?
First, it rests on a broad commitment from governments, parent groups, teachers and their organizations, and society as a whole to the principle of universal access to education and equitable opportunities.  This commitment has many practical implications.  Governments must provide appropriate, stable, continuous public funding for public education and ensure that other policies, such as a progressive taxation policy, supports public services and contributes to removing barriers to equity such as income inequality, poverty, and neglect.  Through their Ministry of Education, governments also have the responsibility to develop and implement a body of education policy.  Simple development is not enough. Enforceable  government policy must be implemented.  
	Secondly, understanding the cultural, social, socio-economic and historical context is essential. Practice must be rooted in the people it serves. 
Thirdly, systematic efforts must be made to identify and assess needs.  What are the needs of the community?  What are the needs of the school?  What are the needs of the students?  There are implications here:
· Identified needs must be accepted as valid and worthy of service by the school and school system.  For example, a student has dyslexia and needs support from a learning resource teacher for an appropriate period of time each school day.  Another student is dealing with a high level of anxiety and needs counselling support.  
· School systems can and do learn from one another’s practices in meeting student needs.  However, wholesale adoption of an initiative used in another jurisdiction may not meet school/student needs at home.  The whole point is to understand the unique needs of communities, schools and students. There are no universal “best” practices; only “effective” practices.    
· School divisions and schools organize the school program in such a way that student needs are addressed appropriately, using school resources as effectively as possible.
· Teachers and other education personnel need to challenge rigorously the prevailing stereotypes of different groups of students in the school and groups in the community.  Sensitivity to culture and language is part and parcel of an equitable education.  For example – aboriginal people – looking down, not looking in the eye.  Eyebrow raising – Inuit.  This means teachers and students must have time to get to know each other. 
· Attention is paid to the role and involvement of parents primary educators of their children, in particular to the power differentials that can exist when parents are poor, come from oppressed or linguistic or cultural minorities.  As well-educated institutional representatives, teachers enjoy social status that can be intimidating for parents and students.
Fourth, supporting effective classroom practices and equitable opportunity requires that inclusive curriculum, curriculum adaptation and modification, reasonable class sizes, and flexibility in pedagogy and assessment practices.
	I have tried to include key points in developing and sustaining equitable education systems, without indulging in too much detail.  Every child should experience equity in their school experience.  This brings me to excellence.
	 At the International Summit on the Teaching Profession, and in the OECD’s reports on educational excellence, two key ingredients of highly effective education systems are identified:  strong teacher unions and strong collaborative relationships between them and their partners in education, including and especially government.  
Quality teachers are qualified teachers.  Teacher organizations must set and actualize high standards for competency and ethical conduct for the teaching profession.  Teacher education and certification requirements and programs are a priority.  Teacher unions have to focus on working conditions and appropriate salaries for teachers, and governments have to commit to paying teachers appropriately and in a timely and dependable way.  In order for excellence in education to be possible, there must be respect, recognition, and support for the teaching profession. All EI affiliates need to emphasize the value of having professionally educated teachers. 
  Governments must recognize that working collaboratively with teachers and teacher unions on improving their education system is the most effective strategy they could pursue.  Consult prior to decision-making.  Ensure that teacher unions are part of  the decisions that are taken.  Everywhere I go, I heard the same thing:  teachers are the key.  If governments really believe that, then it should show in their practices.  It makes no sense to attribute messianic qualities to teachers, and then exclude them from any significant conversation about education.
Finally, and most importantly, equity and excellence for every student will only be possible if the education system is a publicly-funded public system.  Private schools have the privilege of excluding whom they choose.  There is no system of accountability to the public or to taxpayers for these schools.  They should not receive public funding because they are structurally not about equity, but about social stratification.  
Frankly, at the moment, I am somewhat discouraged by developments in my own country, in which a provincial Ministry of Education is considering recommendations from a Task Force that, while supposedly bringing about excellence in the teaching profession, actually mean that teachers would be working in a culture of fear, that teacher qualifications would be watered down, and threatens to cut the teacher organization’s membership.  The Provincial Task Force membership was purposely organized in such a way that it excluded the input of teacher organization representatives.  Teachers have every right to be suspicious of governments and/or politicians who promote such damaging policies in the name of educational excellence, and then blame teachers for “standing in the way of change”.  There are choices to be made here – trust or suspicion?  Appreciation or fear?  Excellence or exclusion?  Sadly, not every group cares about every child. Teachers do and must stand tall for that belief. 
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