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COMMUNITY SCHOOLS AND POLICY MAKING IN EDUCATION

In Ontario, the provincial government has the final responsibility
for education. This responsibility is discharged through the Minister of
Education and his department who finance approximately sixty percent of
school expenditures, train teachers, and set curriculum guidelines. Munici-
pal school boards (whose budgets must be approved by the Department of
Education) have the overall responsibility for building and maintaining
schools, hiring administrative and teaching staff, and tailoring educationa!
programs to fit local needs.

Community participation in the educational system has parallelled
the experience in local government. Other than the right to elect trustees,
citizens have no formal role in policy formulation. The influence of a
particular community, then, extends only as far as its ability to persuade
the trustees on any given issue. Local decision making authority is vested
in a board of education which is responsible for the local administration
of education. The trustee, in his role as an elected representative, must
continually balance his obligations to his constituents against his own
understanding of the overall interests of the public. Community demands
for a more effective say in determining policy are frequently resisted by
the trustees who emphasize that they alone carry the full responsibility
for educational policy. In this context, many controversies on particular
issues (e.g., expropriation of homes for school facilities, or corporal
punishment of students) are as much about how decisions should be made as
about the actual decision itself.

In 1968, as a response to the continuing demands for better
representation of interested parties in policy making, the Province provided
the enabling legislation for School Board Advisory Committees. The appoint-
ment of such @8 committee is at the discretion of the school board, but if
appointed, the membership must be as follows:

- three members of the board appointed by the board;

- the chief education officer of the board or his nominee;

- 8ix teachers employed by the board, appointed by the
teachers in the employ of the board;

- four persons appointed by the board who are neither teachers
nor members of a board, but who are resident within the juris-
diction of the board; and
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- two other persons appointed from Diocesan Council or Councils
of the Federation of Catholic Parent-Teacher Associations of
Ontario, and Home and School Councils {the allocation o{ repre-
sentatives from these councils is specified in the Act) ™.

The committee may make reports and recommendations to the board on any
educational matter but can not concern itself with salaries of board
employees, personnel problems and policies pertaining to personnel.

Although this committee does expose the board to a broader cross-
section of opinion, its limitations vis & vis citizen participation, are
he same as the board itself. The committee, at the pinnacle of the policy
making structure, is too distant from the problems and demands at the level
of individual schools and too inflexible in size and composition.

The problems of opening up policy making at the community level,
however, are difficult to resolve. On the one hand, there are those who
advocate community controlled schools; this implies the governing of indi-
vidual schools by "grass roots" organizations which handle staff recruitmen:
cirriculum, pupil policy and so on. On the other hand there are those who
argue that the staff, in their role as trained professionals, are the best
equipped to run the schools and should be answerable only to their superior
and the elected trustees. In the City of Toronto, it is the middle groun
between these two extremes that is the subject of controversy and compromis

One Step Toward Community Sohnulsz

In the public school system in the City of Toronto the concept
of community schools has made an auspicious beginning. An experimental
project now referred to as the Kensington Community School has been one of
the main factors in the apparently altered approach of the Toronto Board
Education to educational policy making.

In March 1970, the Board acquired vacant land on Bellevue Ave. as
a proposed school site. In an effort to acquire more land for purposes
of open space, the Board decided to purchase or expropriate, if necessary,
thirteen of the adjacent properties and demolish the existing housing.
Meeting strong citizen resistance to this decision (organized by the Ken-
sington Area Residents Association, (KARA)), the Board moved to a compro-
mise position. It decided to:

Schools Administration Act, Part XII, sec. 110

2 gee Appendix for description of Kensington Area.




1) Halt all action to acquire property in the Kensington
area for the site of the West Central Public School, (now
referred to as the Kensington Community School);

2) That a committee, consisting of members of the Board,
officials and a representative of KARA be appointed to

meet with residents in the area and with any other %nterested
persons to discuss alternatives and existing plans.

Following the Board's decision to delay and to consult the resi-
dents, two employees of the Board entered the Kensington area as community
workers. In their own words:

Moving very cautiously, Mr. Marino and Mr. Brown entered the
community. A residence was set up at 110 Oxford Street

in the middle of July, 1970. A meeting of KARA (Kensington
Area Ratepayers Association) executive authorized their
work in the community. KARA sent out a newsletter to each
resident as a means of introduction.......

Moving throughout the community, the team met with
residents, on street corners, in places of business.
Contact was made, the school discussed. At night,
informal meetings were held in 110 Oxford Street. OQver
coffee or orange drinks, interested residents would

hear about the background of the school and were invited
to join in the planning of the school.4

On August 31, a citizens committee was formed at a public meeting
to work with the school board in choosing a site for the school. The com-
mittee's primary goal was the preservation of the existing housing stock
and the alleviation of traffic and parking problems. As a result of their
meetings with the trustees, on October 8, an earlier motion that the Board
build a school on the original site (supplemented by only two additional
properties instead of the original thirteen) was reaffirmed and subscquently
accepted by the Board. Since that time the committee has turned its atten-
tion to parking and traffic problems, the design of mixed use facility,
and consideration of the programs to be offered when the school opens
(e.g. day care, hot lunch programs, and English classes).

3 Lorne K. Brown, "Market Place for a School, The Story of the Kensington
Community School”™ (unpublished report) p.ll.

“1pid., p.12.




The program has not been free of problems. Organizers encoun-
tered apathy, suspicion, distrust and a lack of information about the
School Board and its intentions. Despite these problems, however, the
Kensington Community School has managed to bring together interested resi-
dents, school officials, and trustees in a working relationship that is
far more satisfying to the participants than the rancour and hostility
associated with the original conflict of June, 1970. The interested resi-
dents have a forum from which to speak to the Board. On the other side,
the Board has recognized that its own goals can be achieved within this
framework.

The future of the amicable association between the citizens
committee, school staff, and schocl board is an unknown. To date, the
decisions made by the citizens committee on the school site have been
close to the Board's original intention. Concensus on other decisions
about the design of the building, the curriculum, the staffing, and the
pupil policies may not be so easy to achieve. To that extent, the future
of this experimental decision making structure is surrounded by uncertainty
about what will be accomplished and what conflict will be created. But
these risks must be matched against the potential disaffection and aliena-
tion of support for education if nothing is done and, secondly, against
the potential benefits of a more responsive educational system tailored
to community needs.

Ibid., p.13.
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