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This thesis looks at how I became a teacher. 1 write about rny experiences of, and 

implications in, difTerent disciplioq practices of suppiy teaching and in various teaching 

positions I have held. Despite my resistance, 1 learned that to teach in a mass schooling 

system that some forrns of discipline were necessary. 1 began to see the relation of teaching 

within the larger political and social context and to explore some of the discriminatory 

featues of the education system called schooiing and the limits that teachers function within. 

Racism, anti -racism and homophobia are some of the systernic relations of power that I look 

into. Streaming is another major systernic problem that 1 take up. What 1 wish to make 

central are the possibility and difficuities that a teacher struggles with to make teaching more 

socially just and inclusive in the face of the systemic, discriminatory disciplinary practices of 

the institution of schooling 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis traces a journey fiorn 1982 to 2000. During this fime 1 went to Teachen' 

College, taught as a supply teacher, a long term occasional and a full time teacher. I have 

taught in many schools in the Greater Toronto area My 'method is one of personal, 

autobiographical reflections and interpretation. These reflections fiom the changing 

standpoints of preservice student, school placement, occasional and 'regular' teacher in 

different schools/contexts has provided me with certain insights. 1 provide personal accounts 

and 'situated' interpretation. However there are 'limits' to my approach. While there may be 

similarities as well as differences with othen, these accounts are my own and can't be 

generalized. They are also not meant to be definitive. 1 think the persona1 narrative is a 

context in which we can see the larger social and politicai systems.1 attempt to demonstrate 

that a certain type of discipline and power is anathema to a socially just and equitable 

education. This position is an evolving one based on my experiences as a teacher and my 

reading of tem. Lee Anne Bell, (1997) defines social justice education as: 

... both a process and a goal. The goal of social justice education is full and 
equal pamcipation of dl groups in a society that is mutually shaped to rneet 
their needs. Social justice includes a vision of society in which the 
distribution of resources is equitable and al1 members are physically and 
psychologically d e  and secure.. . .in which individuals are both 
selfdetermining (able to develop their full capacities), and 
interdependent(capab1e of interacting democrabcaily with other). . . .invoives 
social actors who have a sense of their own agency as well as a sense of social 
responsibility toward and with others and the society as a whoie. (1997, p.3) 



The fim part of this thesis deals with "practice teaching" while I was studying to 

become a teacher. At that tirne 1 learned of the many ways that discipline related to teaching 

and schooling. I document the lessons 1 learned from the Faculty of Education and practice 

teaching, about cbscipiining myseiiana oriien, ciassroom ana iime management, 

curriculum, school knowledge, d e s ,  codes of conduct, foms of dress and address, and 

punishment. 1 was shocked by this thing they cailed teaching. Teachen seemed mainly 

concemed with different foms of disciplining. 1 thought most of the issues around discipline 

were unfair. I thought that these experiences were unfortunate and isolated instances in 

these few particdar schools where I did my practice teaching. M e r  teaching for several 

years, I came to see that there was a larger program of disciplining in schools, education and 

society. This 'program' can be calleâ, "moral regulation". 

Philip Comgan and Derek Sayer conceive of moral regulation as a "project of 
normalking, rendering n a d ,  taken for granted, in a word, 'obvious' what are 
in face ontological and episternological premises for a phcular and 
historical form of social order". (Rousmaniere, Dehli and de Coninck-Smith, 
1997, p. 6) 

At the end of each "practice teaching" section 1 reflect on sorne of my observations to 

understand why there was such a focus on discipline and how these things came to be taken 

as "normative and normalizing practices of school discipline" (Rousmaniere, Dehli and de 

Coninck-Smith, p. 13). 1 document the resistance 1 oflen felt towards those who were 

disciplining and rnordly regulating me in their efforts to teach me to become a teacher. 



Throughout my thesis 1 show the contradictory nature of the relationship between 

schooling, discipline and power. Like Rousmaniere, Dehli and de Coninck-Smith I am 

interested in, 

... how power operates in modem societies through disperseci practices of 
regdation, and how the organization of modem power cornes to be imbued 
with morality in the broadest sense. in order to ask how formal schooling aims 
to shape the everyday conduct, sentiments, and values, as well as the 
knowledge and skills of children and addts who corne in contact with them. 
(1997, p. 9) 

in Chapter 2, I write about my teaching career since Teachers' College, beginning with 

suppl y teaching. 1 note the di fference between theory(Teac hers' Col lege ) and 

practice(teaching). 1 try to show the structures of power and discipline at work in the 

schools and society. For a long time 1 thought it was enough to write that, "...particdar 

practices reproduce either structures of domination and subordination or representation of 

identity, ciiffierence, and inequality" (Grossberg, 1994 p. 6) .  And so, included here are 

accounts of racism and homophobia and how they were "handed" by myself, students, other 

teachers and administraton. "Such observations are not unimportant; we do, after ail, need 

tu be constantly reminded of the racist, sexist, xenophobic, and homophobic dimensions of 

our social and cultural lives" (Grossberg, 1994, p.6). However, my preoccupiition with 

identi@ng certain disciplinary structures as unj ust, lead to a great deal of individual 

blaming. I had to situate the central contradiction of teaching- " teaching the individual and 

maaaging the classn- as a systemic problem. As Rousmaniere, Dehli and de Coninck-Smith 



Investigations of moral regulation entai1 more than the tracing of histories of 
particular disciplinary regimes. Also significant is an understanding of the 
broad ethos and concrete practices of representation that are specific to 
capitalism and modem foms of regulation and d e .  Such a focus provides a 
perspective that helps to historicize the construction of, and relations between, 
the social and the individual. ( 1997, p. 6) 

i have Oorrowed mainiy irorn the wrinngs of socioiogicai, cu i rn i ,  iiisroricd, feminist 

and critical pedagogical theorists to help place my expenence into a broader c0nte.a of 

power relationships. 1 attempt to understand how, "...adults are also caught up in regimes of 

discipline and morai regdation, albeit in different and ofien conflicting ways" 

(Rousmaniere, Dehli and de Coninck-Smith, 1997, p. 9). 

1 am not arguing against al1 discipline; mass schooling demands certain kinds of 

discipline and order. It is the discriminatory nature of ceriain foms of discipline that are 

problematic. One of the strongest examples of this is in the various streaming policies that 

have been an integral feature of al1 schooling. in Chapter 3 of my thesis 1 write about my 

experiences of streaming through practice teaching onwards. Unfortunately the history of 

schooling shows that ideas of equity were often not at the forefiont of the founding fathers' 

iotent. Rousmaniere, Dehli and de Coninck-Smith write; 'Rom their inception, formal 

schools in Western capitalist societies have been designed to discipline bodies as well as to 

regulate min& "(Rousmaniere, Dehli, and de ConinckSmith, 1997, p. 1 ). The struggle 

continues. Those practices that serve to deepen the inequities that already exia in schooling 

and society continue to be a major problem. I try to show how streaming is contradictory to 

the idea of a socially just and inclusive education system. This analysis continues to be 



particuiarly relevant in Ontario as the continuing devolution that steaming is has reached a 

particularly cruel and unjust level with the new "restreaming" of education by the curent 

Harris govemment 1 agree with Curtis, Livingstone and Smaller that, "The cote programs 

of public schooling in Ontario Sembody the interests of powerful business and affluent 

middle class groups" (1992, p.2). Notions of a socially just and equitable school system 

seem the furthest fiom the agenda of a currently popular view of education which is fueled 

by the corporate sector. As Curtis, Livingstone and Smailer explain: 

Present developments also give rise to serious doubts about the "natunl" 
progressive effects of education. The increasingly tight comection between 
the public school system and the labour market, in the present context of 
"global restnicturingl' and the move for "cornpetitive excellence" undercuts 
the progressive expectations of public education. (1992, p. 50) 

An increasing emphasis on discipline and power is one requirement of such a 

pro-business/schooling system. Viewing this as the panacea for al1 of educational woes is 

regressive . The wider social and political context of schooling is rarely seriously 

considered. It is making schooling less democratic, socially just and inclusive. My 

experiences as a teacher in the classroom have continuously shown me that certain 

disciplinary methods and ideologies of power and control are the most undesirable way of 

being with -dents. 1 agree with Maude Barlow and Heather Jane Robertson ( 1994, p.24) 

when they write, "Schools warrant criticism, but they are king criticized for the wrong 

shortcomings. l' 



CHAPTER 1 

LEARNtNG TO BE A TEACHER 

On September 5,  1984 1 was accepted to the Faculty of Education. The program 

consisted of four components: Curriculum and instruction, Foundation Courses, The 

Contemporary Classroom, Complementary Studies, and Practice Teaching. 1 chose Dramatic 

Arts and English as my teachable' subjects under "Cuniculurn and Instruction". These were 

the two subjects that 1 would becorne qualified to teach in high school. Class-tirne for 

English and Dramatic Arts was four houn for each per week. We also had to take three 

Foundation courses, one fiorn each of the departments of Educational Administration, 

Educational Psychology, History, Philosophy and Sociology of Education. 1 chose 

Philosophy, Psychology and Administration which consisted of two hours of study per course 

every week Another compulsory course was the Contemporary Stuâies courses. These were, 

Computen in Education, Guidance Ractices, School Law in Ontario and Specid Education. 

These courses took two and a half hours per week 1 chose "Reading in the Secondary 

School" from the " Complementary Classroom" component. These topics were tau@ in 

the second half of the year for one and a half hours, twice a week i also took the optional 

Religious Education course which took two hours a week. Ractice Teaching consisted of 

three, two week assignments at different hi& schools in Southern Ontario. These were 

chosen for you by the Faculty. ' 
.- - - 

I I will use the terms Tacuity' and Teachers' Cotlege' interchangeably in this thesis. 
6 



Practice Teaching # 1 

Disçipiine and çoniroi are an integai htur r :  OC schooiing and ii manifrsts itseif in a 

multiplicity of ways. I approached Teachers' College and practice teaching feeling that I 

would not have to discipline -dents. To me "discipiining" was "telling people off or being 

mean". Why would young people need to be told off! I remernbered my own displeasure at 

being treated like a child in high school. With al1 the new and fair sounding things 1 was 

hearing at the Facdty and in our reading, I was sure that schooiing was more equitable than 

1 had experienced it. 

Another aspect of disciplining was "ciassroom management". I didn't know what this 

was and when 1 heard it in conversations at the faculty I just figured it was the odd 

authontarian and controlling penon who was concemed with i t  I felt, after ail, that young 

adults don? need "managinp". I was sure they could manage themselves. It was something 

that 1 never even thought about. I wouid hear a bit about this at the college as some of my 

colleagues asked the professon about it. I was not womed for if 1 thought about it at all, I 

thought that if I presented a good lesson and the midents could see that 1 was nice and fair, 

they would just listen and respect me. As 1 discovered on my first practice teaching 

assignment, this was not the case. Not only did the students seem unable to manage 

themseives; I was supposed to manage them. 



My first practice teaching assigrnent was on October 12, 1984 at a Catholic high 

school in Southem Ontario. 1 observed my associate teacher "W" for about one week. 

One day 1 was teaching a drama class. For the first time my associate teacher "W" had 

lefl me on my own with this class. 1 had observed them to be "rarnbunctious" but "W" 

seemed able to get them to do what he wanted with a minumum of effort, though there were 

the usual arguments and protestations . I just assumed that 1 would go in and "do" what I 

thought 1 had observed "W" to be "doùig". It didn't seem like much: "W" told the students 

what to do and they did it. At the beginning of the class I waited for the students to enter 

and sit in a circle, as I had observed " W  doing. Many wouid not sit in the circle. 1 asked 

them repeatedly and finally a majonty sat in the circle. 1 could not beiieve what a stniggle 

this was. 1 asked the students what kind of game they would like to play. Much 

disagreement arose. At times 1 inte jected but this did not help. 1 felt that students would 

eventually corne to an agreement on their own. They did not. Finally I took a vote and 

decided that we would play a game that 1 had seen them play with "W" and one that they 

seemed to like. It was calleci, "Matthew, Mark, Luke and John". It is a game that involves 

dl the students sitting in a circle. The students must maintain a clapping rhythm while being 

ready to respond and cal1 . This takes a great deal of concentration and everyone m u t  be 

willing to coopetate. Even though the majoity of the students chose this game they 

complained and argueci with each other and me over the choice. Students played the game 

but "cheated". They "refûsed to go out" and were generally uncooperative. Some students 

said, '7 hate this game, let's play ... or, let's start again". I said they could start again, but that 



proved disastrous. We played other games with the same results. 1 thought I was allowuig 

the students choice. Finally, I went on to the next activity of the day. I told the students 

what we wodd do and gave them a bnef lesson Students talked over me and interrupted 

constantiy. 1 had to repeat rnyself severai times, stop and start - h l 1  was beginning to feel 

mistrated and upset. Students were mimicing me. It seemed that no matter what I did to 

"deliver" my lesson, nothing worked Eventually 1 just walked towards the back of the room 

and began crying, in total fiutration. A student went to retrieve "W" from the English 

office. He arrived immediately and asked me what had happened 1 sobbingly replieci, 

"Everything fell apart, they wouidn't listen, they woulddt do anythingat' " W  took over the 

class while 1 sat paralysed with fear . After class I had to explain what happened to "W" in 

more detail. 1 said that I had been asserhve (as he had directed me to be on the previous day) 

and had tried different techniques to get the students' attention, but nothing worked. I was 

sure that the students only listeneci to me when "W" was in the class and that they resented 

my presence. I told " W  that my relationship with the students , "Just woddn't work". The 

solution as I saw it was simple. " W  m u t  take "his" class to teach. 1 could teach the other 

two classes. His drama students didn't like me. How could 1 counteract something like that? 

Surely " W  wouldagree! He did not accept my rational resignation. In fact, much to my 

horror he said that if there was a problem, you had to work it out 1 couldn't throw out a 

lesson because it didn't work. 1 would have to do the lesson over on another occasion. It 

didn't matter what the students thought - every t h e  they didn't like something didn't mean 

that they didn't have to do it, said "W. They wodd never do anything if this was the case 

and the teacher wouid not be respected by the students. 1 thought that k ing  a "practice" 



teacher and being the "real" teacher were two different places of power and so could not 

agree with him. " W  evaluated the students and 1 did not. Mer  this incident "W" 

explained some of the "logic" behind his teaching. The "circle" was not only the form in 

which the students performed games, but aiso a controlling device. 1 asked questions about 

structure and found that the amount of time spent on an activity partly depends on its nature. 

1 leamed that 1 should wait until I had al1 the students' attention before talking. 1 had 

assurned that rnost of hem would just be quiet because 1 or someone else, was speakmg. 

To quiet the students, I could shut off the lights or wait silently for the students to be quiet. 

The teacher could send a student out into the hall and speak to her or him later or the 

offending student codd be sent to the English office where "W " would then deal with her or 

him. The student could also be sent to the principal or vice principal's office. I asked "Ur' 

how 1 was to know when to use which method. He said that it depended on the nature of the 

misdeed and that I should use my discretion. I really had no idea that any of this was going 

on in "Ws" teaching since it was not something 1 could have lemed in the week I had 

observed him. As well, since disciplining and controlling wasn't something I was even 

aware of, it was not something 1 would be looking for. Although 1 found some of "Ws" 

suggestions helpful 1 generally disagreed with them. First, they seemed petty and stupid, as if 

he were treating the students like kids. As I saw it , most of the students wouid have to be 

sent into the hall. How could that system work? 1 did not want to appear unniendly, 

bossy and autocratie, because those were the attitudes that as a student I hated about high 

school teachers. 1 thought students were always complaining about not being treated like 



adults. Why wouldn't these students cooperate with me? 1 was a "nice" person and showed 

them a lot of respect. 

One of the scariest things for me was standing in front of the students, teaching them 

matenal 1 was UIlfamiliar with. Throughout my first practice teaching session 1 stayed up 

until two in the morning working on lesson plans and trying to rehearse and memorize what I 

was going to Say to the students on the next day. I never thought of assuming a different role 

with the students. Yet, u p n  reflection, this was the very îhing that "W" wanted me to do, as 

1 began to discover by the oral and Witten comments and suggestions he gave to me afler 

each lesson I taught Later 1 realized that "Ws" command or presence in the class did seem 

more central to his teaching style than the context of what he taught. He seemed like a 

"naturaln. When 1 observed "W" teaching in the first week he often had no formai plans for 

the class. Many times he would look sornething up a few minutes before the ciass were to 

begin and would say aloud, "What will we do today"? Other times "W" would have a bnef 

outline of what he was going to do with a class. Once "Wn was in the classroom however, 

he seemed to h o w  exactly what he was teaching. I thought he must have taught for many 

yean io know his material so well that he could just go in and teach without planning or 

king nervous. In his evaluation of my performance "W" seemed oaly to pay attention to my 

classroom rnanner. This aspect of the work was not the most important concem for me. 

The Tuesday of the second week of practice teachuig, I started teaching the grade 

9 Basic level English class. "W" gave me a copy to the play "Twelve Angry Men" and told 

me that 1 was to do this with the students. He wouldn't give me any time lines or teii me 



what to do with the play. The latter part suited me, though I thought I would be criticized 

for the time lines, as 1 had already corne to see the importance that teachers place on them. 

1 rearranged the seating in the class and had students choose parts to read Inside my copy 

of the play I kept a sheet filled with microscopie instnictions on what to do, when to speak 

and how to speak. 1 was very nervous. Being watched by "W" didn't help. I tried to respond 

to the students, as 1 had seen "W" do. There were many unexpected interruptions to my 

plans. Some students read painNly slowly or poorly. Othea fidgeted, played around, 

whispered and talked Some students cornplained and became bored because they claimed 

they didn't have a long enough part in the play. Although surprised at the nidents, 1 wasnlt 

upset by the interruptions. 1 empathized with them. 1 felt some were fnistrated because they 

were notable to read well, and some were just b o r d  I was surprised that many students 

had dificulty reading, but thought their "behaviours" were okay. After dl, they were kids 

with a new tacher. They weren't being mean. I also felt that I had done fairly well since 

this was my fim time teaching. 

"Ws" notes and discussion with me af'terwards showed me that he did not think 

that rny manner with the midents was okay. His objections revolved around issues of 

discipline and control of the students. Here are some quotations from his written notes: 

1 . " W wrote that 1 said: 

"Does anyone know where we lefi oft?" 

"W wrote that I should: 

"Ask a specific person" 



2. " W  wntes: 

"Don't respond to them if they answer out of turn. [tell the students] Put your pends 

and pens down-gain their full attention!" 

4. "W" wites: 

"Rob and Roy [fooling around] -stare them down!" 

5. "W" writes that 1 said: 

T a n  you put those away?" "Cm you hand these out?" 

"W" writes that I should: 

"Be imperative! Put these away ! " 

6. "W" writes: 

"Arthur [playing with] paper - jump on him." 

I was surprised that " W  commented on these petty items. 1 thought, if anything, he 

would criticize the material I was teaching since, it was new and I was uncornfortable with 

it. 1 also thought he was overreacting. "Ur' observed me the second &y and thought 1 was 

doing better. When "W" was watching, 1 tried to act "stricter" so that "W" would approve. I 

found it straqe and rude not to ask the students to do things, not to say "please" and 

"thank-you". I was not cornfortable just tellhg hem what to do. Upon reflection 1 can now 



see that the kids had learned this 'code' of their relationship to the teacher throughout their 

history of schooling. 1 was probably more uncornfortable with what I observed than they 

may have been. However, at this tirne, 1 thought schooling should be a negotiating prwess, 

though I had no idea of the extent of the implications for such a way of teaching at the time. 

On the aftemoon before my last teaching &y "W" had drawn me aside to discuss 

my finai evaluation before he put it to paper. He admitted being very confused about me. 

He thought that 1 lacked authority and confidence. Yet, d e r  watching me in the grade 12 

Drarna class he was unsure of his assessment. There 1 had gone "into role", a technique 

whereby I was able to question and be "assertive" with the students. "W" had walked into 

class while we were doing ths activity and was obviously pleased with the performance. 

Later he praised me for k ing  confident and in control, if only 1 could be more like that in al1 

the classrooms! I hid behind the role-playing mask and could be cornfortable there with the 

knowledge that this authorihrian person wasnlt really me - it was only a role. "W" valued 

most what I valued least: authoritananism. Perhaps "W" saw authontarianism as the 

necessary role for surviving teaching? Maybe he was proteaing me? 

I learned this teacher in role by observing rny drarna teacher at the faculty "do it" 

to us. 1 hated it because 1 didnt understand what was going on and was not ailowed to ask 

the teacher questions. 1 never understood whether we were playing the hi@-school student 

role or if we were leaming how to assume a role in the drama class. The problem was that 

the teacher - in - role was still the boss with al1 the power. In the Dmma class at the 

Faculty I often did not understand the expectations. Were we supposed to be students or 



teachen? As students, it seemed as if we were king treated as subjects, but as teachen we 

were respected and empowered. 

On my final evaluation "W" wrote: 

CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT: 

During the latter part of her assignment she exhibited a strong sense of comrnand in 

Drama 

ADDlTIONAL COiMMENTS: 

In Drama she required more exposure to Drama instructions at the College. With that 

her confidence wiil strengthen. 

PLJPIL TEACHER RAPPORT AND PUPiL INVOLVEMENT: 

Diane needs to develop a sense of presence in the classroom ... AI1 she requires is a 

little more selfconfidence in dealing with her students particdarly in Drama 

1 did tell "W" that 1 hated telling other people what to do and I didn't want to screarn 

at students because I could see rnyself and didn't Iike the image presented. Angdy and 

defensively "Wt' exploded, "Do you think 1 like to see myself screaming? It has to be done!" 

I also thought that he treated the students in a condescending manner, while he was different 

with his colleagues. This was difficult for me to gmsp. At the time 1 thought he must have 

liked how he was behaving or he wouldn't have been tbat way. 

1 had leamed that the students seemed to "naturally" be in opposition to the 

teacher. 1 thought 1 had much in common with the shidents and med to be honest and 



understaading, while achowledging my power as "teacher". By the end of this f k t  

practice teaching assignment I discovered that rnost students did not appreciate my efforts. 1 

stnrggled to understand this, while trying not to give into my feelings of disiike for some 

-dents. 1 dso felt that it was the teachers' faults, as well as the educational system's, for 

students behaving "this way". 1 did not want to believe the "1 told you So's", teachers who 

believed that you had to be authoritarian and autocratic with students. Just because it 

appeared to be that way didn't mean it had to be so. Maybe this was an anomaly specific to 

some teachen? Surely there had to be different students? 

For a long time I had difficulty understanding this seeming contradiction amongst 

students and their teachen. Although students constantly compiain about the strictness and 

authoritananism of some of their teachers and schools, many appear to prefer the safe, 

authoritarian position they offer when they are confionted with alternatives. As Colin 

Hunter, explains: 

Often, when more fieedom is offered to pupils and students who are used to more 
autocratic and paternalistic conditions, it is rejected or abused. A more open way of 
king isn't necessarily an easy alternative. As Kohl remarks, "Autonomy, the ability 
to make one's decisions and self direction, the ability to act on one's decisions and 
self direction, cm be quite painful to people who have p w n  up in an authoritarian 
system." (1 980, p. 228-229) 

People ofien mistake the absence of authoritarianism as a sign of incornpetence. in 

popular usage the term 'discipline' often means, 'auth~nta~anism'. The laiter has a 

negative connotation that 'discipline' usually doesn't have. I'm borrowing from Erich 

Fromm's (1965) writing about sadomasochism as one facet of the authoritarian personality 



to shed some tight on the contradictions between authoritananism and M o m  (Le., The 

idea that some choose authoritarïanism over fieedom) that 1 write about above. He 

cautions us that sadisrn and m c h i s m  are parts of al1 our personalities. It is when one of 

these traits are dominant that we can speak of the "sadomasochistic" character: 

... the sadomasochistic person .... admires authority and tends to submit to it; 
but at the same time helsicl wants to be an authority himselflsic] and have 
others submit to h i m w  .... the tendency will usually be to repress the feeling 
of hatred and sometimes even to replace it by a feeling of blind admiration. 
This has two hctions: (1) to remove the painful and dangerous feeiing of 
hatreci, and (2) to soften the feeling of humiliation. if the person who rules 
over me is so wondemil or perf't, then I should not be ashamed of obeying 
him[sic] (Fromm, 1965, pp. 1 86- 188). 

And: 

For the authoritarian character there exist, so to speak, two sexes: the 
powerful ones and the powerless ones. H i s m  love, admiration and 
readiness for submission are automaticall y aroused by power, whether of a 
person or of an institution ... Just as his "love" is automatically aroused by 
power, so powerless people or institutions automatically arouse his [-cl 
contempt. The very sight of a powerless person makes h i m w  want to 
attack, dominate, humiliate him[sicl. 
(Fromm, 1965, pp. 190-1 9 1) 

"Discipline" is a big point in schooling. I remember how professional development 

or school initiated workshops on "discipline" told us that the goal was self-discipline. In 

facf a Ministry of Education document fiom the 1980's cailed, "Basically Right", writes 

about the hepoportance of students "learning" self-discipline. What we cal1 selfsiscipline 

sounds like what Fromm regards as "intemal authority". He writes: 

Mead  of overt authority, "anonymow" authority reigns. It is disguised as 
common sense, science, psychic heaith, aomality, public opinion .. . 
Anoaymous authority is more effective than overt authorîty, since one never 
suspects that there is any order which one is expected to foLiow. In extemal 



authority it is clear that there is an order which one is expected to follow .... in 
anonymous authorîty both command and commander have become invisible. 
It is like being tired at by an invisible enemy. There is nobody and nothing to 
fight back agaiost. (Fromm, 1965, pp. 189- 190) 

1 think many teachers who are men t  graduates of Teachers' College often have fresh 

ideas about education and what their role will be Like with students. However, they soon 

encounter seasoned teachers who tell them that a11 their good intentions don? work, that 

students need structure, discipline and contro1. Still not believing the experienced teacher, 

the newcorner tries teaching in a more democratic way, oniy to find that their "good 

intentions" are sabotaged by the very people (midents) that they think they are trying to help, 

as well as by other teachers 

and administrators. i have ofien k e n  told by staff membea, "That's not the way we do 

things around here ...." Comell, explains how teachen corne to take on a certain identity: 

i ... Emotionai pressures that push the teacher toward a 
strategyofcontrol. 

2... both fiom moment to moment (giving orden, praise, sarcasrn, 
asking, pleading, shouting, facing kids down in direct clashes 
or dodging the issue or sending them to the deputy and over the 
longer t e m  ... dilemma about taking moral respoasibility for what 
kind of people the kids become.. .) 

3... The emotional consequemes of a particular practice of teaching ; 
the kind of penon one is becoming or has become ...) 
(Conne11,1985,p. 1 19) 

He goes on to argue that, 

By pumiing a phcular strategy one becomes a particular kind of 
person. With some teachers the cornmitment becornes so 
routine that person and strategy grow together, so to speak; and in 
meeting them one is hardly conscious of the join, merely of an 
established persona. (ConneIl, 1985, p. 1 18) 



Disillusionment sets in as the new teacher begins to see that although this rnay not be 

the most desirable relationship, it is "the way it's got to ben. Alternatives are no longer 

envisioned: "we tried and they didn't work". 

" W ,  other teachers and administraton were quite right about the importance of 

discipline. The school as an institution codd not exist in the sarne form if there was no 

discipline (i.e., classrooms with twenty to thirty kids and a teacher). At the time, 1 codd not 

see the subtle ways in which discipline works and so dismissed al1 discipline as a negative 

thng. 1 understood that I had power, even though t didnt necessarily want power, especially 

as power relates to knowledge. I didn't understand that teachen have to have some 

discipline and control. The challenge for me, later in my teaching career, was how to 

discipline in the mon democratic way in a non - dernocmtic institution; a usually 

contradictory and often impossible set of relations. Consmicting a relationship with a 

classrnom full of midents and a relationship with a few people, were two quite different 

experiences. 

There was a gap between the emphasis put on discipline in the schools and the virtual 

absence of talk about disciplinary issues at the Faculty of Education. Mer the first practice 

teaching assignment rnany students wanted to taik to their professors about discipline and 

how it seemed the only thùig the teachen in the school were concemed about. We were also 

angry. We felt unprepared to go into the classroom. At the Faculty we were taught theories 

about schooling, but we didnt seem to be getîing what the teachea "out theren were 

demanding: classroom control and management Mer dl, we generaily weren? used to 



king with a classroom of students. Our professors aaswered some of our questions, but 

rnostly dismissed our concems. It was as if this problem was too mundane for them to waste 

their time o n  The professon seerned to be protected from ail that. 1 mean, how much 

discipluiary power would they have to exert with us a mostly willing population of adult 

-dents? This made me feel as if there was an elitism with those at the Faculty havùig the 

best prize- teaching "usn- while those at the high-schools were the labourers who would have 

to worry about disciplining students. This issue seemed to create a divide between practice 

and theory. The teachen seemed to have contempt for the professon, who they saw as 

teaching prospective teachen "nothing", while the professors seemed conternptuous of the 

teachen for not k ing  "progressive". By the second teaching assignment in 1982 we were 

king pulled over to the more "practical" teaching side, as teaching in the classroom is what 

we would be doing. We needed to know how to do it. Sornetimes 1 would tell my associate 

teachea, "That's not what they told us at the Faculty", or "We learned ...." As "W" told 

me once, "The College teachen will fiil your head with a bunch of liberal ideas that dont 

work in the class." Many of my colleagws complained by the end of teacher training that " 

it was a useless waste timen and "1 didn't l e m  a thing." Others have documented sirnilar 

sentiments as to teachen' views of the usefulness of Teachers' College. Comell writes: 

The problern with the college was that they could not connect the daily 
classroom practices in the schools with wbat they were teaching. College 
professors ignored our practical concems.(Co~elI, 1985, p. 160) 

This divide is noted by Martyn Denscombe in "Keepin Ern Quiet": 



It was a common cornplaint that teachers straight from college failed to 
appreciate the necessity of gaining control prior to any attempt to inculcate 
knowledge and the training establishments were frequently indicted for their 
overemphasis on establishg persona1 relationships at the e.pense of 
stresskg the centmlity of classroom control to the practical activity of 
teaching.(l980, p. 71) 

While many of my colleagues in the Faculty of Education were concemed about 

learning more and better discipline, 1 wanted the complete opposite. Many of the teachers 

in the schools and at the Faculty seemed to mise only initial questions about the idea and 

purpose of discipline and control in schooling. It appeared to become entrenched in 

everyday practice as a necessity. Without it schooling wouid not work. 

The structures of discipline and control are ofien not noticed because many 

teachers, apparently, don? have a problem with it. They see it as necessary to schooling and 

learning. Maybe they are farniliar with working with people in a controlling setîing? 

Many teachers seem to share an ideology about the importance and value of schooling. 

Ofien they have b e n  a success at schooling and its' whole integral network of discipline 

and control. Mardle and Walker ( p. IO 1) explain, "People who come to be 'teachen' may 

have particular experiences in common which are significant in shaping their responses as 

teachers." I think that d e r  the initiai possible discornfort and bother, that many teachen 

come to include discipline and contml almost effortlessly into their repertoire of 'teaching', 

to such an extent that to imagine otherwîse would seem 'unnahual'. As Conne11 explains: 

. .. teachers are people who were good at academic work For a significant 
number of them, academic cornpetition was the means of shaping their 
interest in the job itself. .. the traditional social fiinction of teaching as a means 
of upward mobility from the w o r b g  class, still operates. (Connell, 1985, 
p. 158) 



And, later he writes: 

Most teachers have been selected in the schools through the cornpetitive 
acadernic curriculum; some came into teaching as a result of their parents 
attachment to this form of culture. It is likely to be close to both their 
personal and professional identities. (Comell, 1985, p. 1 73) 

Practice Teaching # 2 

My second practice teaching assignment in 1984 was at a hi&-school with 

approximately twelve hundred students. I taught grade ten and eleven English. 1 will cal1 my 

associate teacher " X .  1 observed "X" teaching for five days. Then 1 began to conduct some 

of her ciasses. 

Afier my associate teacher "X" observed me teach she filled out foolscap pages 

with "Observations and Suggestions". 1 leamed from her list the things that were considered 

appropriate to the teacher role and things that were inappropriate. Here are some of the 

items "X" included in her extensive list. Unacceptable to the teachers' role, were: 

Giving the students the answer, background noise, no homework, taking too 
long a t h e  on one activity, aot giving students enough time to thuik, vague 
unclear questions, king opinionated with students, not balancing activities, 
not lmowing the -dents8 narnes and therefore not seeing hem as individual 
identities, not telling -dents to copy dom notes written on the board, not 
applying discussion to text, not reinforcing students answen, not telling 



students that their answers were nght or wrong, telling students, "No", and 
arguing with students. 

Under "Observations" "X" wrote: 

That by involving students in reading you are settling them d o m  and giving 
them a focus. Asking a variety of çtudents, relating students penonal opinion 
to text. "sbushing" them to be quiet not saying 'I think', open ended questions, 
rnaiung students feel that what they said was important, making students feel 
you are listening, and - nice variety in the tacher's voice. 

1 wanted to defend my position to "X" by telling her that 1 gave the students the answer 

because they seemed to be struggling, but 1 did not The background noise was minimal 

and, 1 thought, acceptable. Why did the students need homework when we were covrring 

al1 the material in ciass? If an activity is taking too long, how do you know? So what, if it 

is? Isn't the point to have a good discussion, even if it goes over some predetennined time 

limit? Why do you have to balance activities? How am 1 supposed to remember al1 those 

students' names when 1 am so nervous I cm barely remember my own? Don't students just 

take notes off the board if they feel they want them? Why do I have to tell them every little 

thing? Why is it if 1 Say or do one thing you want the opposite? 1 can't be every way at the 

same time. 

htially I tned explaining my reasons for saying or doing what I dici, but "X" didn't care, 

wouldnt listen and continued to write down a comment on everything 1 said or did 1 was 

nervous to say or do anything and often acted in opposition to how she had criticized me on 

the previous &y. "X" was big on techniques of questionhg 1 had heard of this but was not 

very familiar with it . 'X" totd me that the way I was aslang questions was wrong. I had to 



let the students ask me many questions and not vice-versa When I observai "X" 

questioning the midents I was disgusted. To me she was playing a game with them. She 

knew the answen she wanted and she would hint, give dues and rely exclusively on her 

cadre of "bnght" hidents to answer. When no one volunteered or seemed to know the 

answer she still wouldn't give it to them. Occasionally she would ask a student who was 

not one of her cadre. It was as if by answering her questions the "bright" students were 

reafirming her own intelligence and questioning power. 1 couidn't understand this display. 

It didn't seem to benefit the kids though it seemed to boost "Xs" ego. " X  told me, "You 

shouldn't give up on students so easily, they will be less willing to answer for you" 1 didn't 

think the majority of her students were answering her questions, only the "smart" few that 

she praised highly. 

Upon reflection, I have found "X's" questioning techniques were part of the whole 

relationship of power that she had with her students'. A. D. Edwards describes this 

relationship well. He writes: 

Typical classroom talk constitutes the 'working - out' of a power relation' in so 
far as the respective nghts and obligations of teacher and pupils are the basis 
from which they 'accomplish comprehensible talk and action'. The teacher 
has authonty in so fa as pupils address him[sici and respond to himw, as 
though hersicl is indeed in charge. In orderly classrooms, and in the central 
business of instruction (the 'lesson proper'), pupils aorrnally listen when 
required to do so, bid properly for the right to speak themselves, and convey 
in their contributions to 'discussion' a willingness to set aside their own 
knowledge as irrelevant uniess and until it fits into the teacher's frame of 
reference. Indeed, 'good discipline' might be defined as a teachefs capacity to 
construct and maintain this kind of discourse, and hisw authority is 
reguiarly manifesteci and reconsh'tuted in the routine patterns of classroom 
talk (Edwards, 1980, p. 240) 



And he goes on, 

In most classroorns, sharply defined boundanes between "knowledge" and 
"ignorance" mark the pupil's main communicative role as that of a receiver of 
news. In so far as the teacher's expertise is accepted, he[sic] is entitled to do 
most of the talking, to do a great deal of telling, and evaluate most of what his 
pupils are permitted to say .... (Edwards, 1980, p. 237). 

And: 

Pupils have to be prepared to make explicit what the listening teacher hows  
already, or what any "competent" pupil should know by that stage of his 
career in that part of the cuniculum. Yet it is also common for the relevant 
display of knowledge to be very inexplicit,.. . launch[ing] the teacher into 
filling - out an answer which was itself highly allusive. Such verbal 
elaborations by the teacher help to rnaintain his semantic control by 
presenting a Ml authorised version of what the facts 'really' are. What pupils 
'cm mean' is located within the teacher's b e  of reference. In relation to the 
knowledge being handed down to them, their existing knowledge is likely to 
be treated as slight, partial or defective.(Edwards, 1980, p. 239) 

1 wasn't aware that this was how a classroorn was supposed to look. I didn't get the 

impression fiom Teachers' College that it would be like that. I'm not sure if 1 just diân't 

understand the lesson Teachers' College was teaching or maybe 1 did 'get' it. I stubbornly 

would not accept "Xs" classes as being the nom. Many years later, my classrooms still 

don7 look much like this, though 1 know more about disciplinary methods. "Xs" control of 

every aspect of her class made it seem very artificial and robotical. 

I found 'Xs" concem for the psyche of some of her students seemed contradictory to the 

moral regdation she imposed on many of her other midents. Comell, explains: 



There is a pervasive moralism about the way many teachers talk about their 
work. The fmiliar formula of the %ad home' as an explanation of kids' 
failure in school is above al1 a formula of blame. Ki& who are difficult to 
control are very often seen as lacking 'responsibility'; the contrast with 'good 
kids is a moral one .... The concepts used for discussing kids, such as ability 
and disruptiveness, good and bad homes, genemlly arise fiom the schools' 
own practices and psychologize the social relations involvd(l985, pp. 
181-182) 

Years later I have corne to understand that this individual blaming needs to be socially 

and historically contextdized. I think "X" was what Majorie Theobald ( 1997) refen to 

as a "willing agent[s] of moral regulation". However 1 would like to think that ail those 

teachers who could be described as such might be looked at (as Theobald does) without 

". . . recriminations, but to new and interesting connections between educational 

system-building, moral regulation, and individual subjectivities" (1997, p. 163). " X  was 

not unlike many of her predecessors in her focus on control and discipline in the classroom. 

Kate Rousmaniere ( 1994, p. 1 18) explains how it is that the teaching "professionn came to 

shape female teachers identities in 1904 so that they came to see themselves as individuais 

who had to take al1 responsibility for their teaching. She writes that: 

... the emphasis on the individual penonality of the teacher laid the weight of 
classroom problems on the individual penonality, emotional makeup, and 
psyche of the teacher, and isolated the responsibility for the teacher's work 
away fiom the social and political context of the school and onto the 
individual teacher's own identity 

X" was probably acting in what was an acceptable and "professional" definition of 

what it means to be a teacher in this tune. She was morally regulating others as she was 



regulated herself Paul Olson writes about how it is that teachen tend not to see the lack of 

success in their schools: 

... the conception that schools function as institutional agents of the 
reproduction of class structure runs counter to teachers' own intuitively felt 
and experientially desired understanding of teaching from whiçh, despite 
adverse conditions, they gain both joy and dignity. It is useful to remember 
this as a critical point o f  pedapgy and praxis, since it ir at this moment of 
comczenfizacuo (Freire, 1970, 1973, 1978) that many teachers begin, as we 
attempt to explain o u  theones to them. Teachen resist critical models 
largely because the ethos of critical explanation defies their memory and their 
grasp of their own lived experience. 
( pp. 2 19-220) 

Practice Teaching # 3 

Within schooling time, there are patterns; the school day, week, and year. 
And within this structure; the school &y-- punctuated with a beginning, many 
fragmentation's and interruptions, and ending-is the crystallization of the 
educational schedule. The routinized fragmentation of this educational 
schedule is a crucial fact which most sociologists ignore. Again , it is the 
crucial regulative control on the labor process of teachea. Cenbal to school 
time is the timetable (taken in it's daily or weekly, and it's annuai-or school 
year-meanings) the patterning of school organization which brings everything 
and everybody together. We thus have drawn to our attention, once again, 
how a human, social mnstrudon, a product, can turn into a neutml and 
natural set of cons-tmints which '%as to be obeyed". Here the product of our 
powers acts back, objectified and reified as the puwers of product Any "new" 
activities have to be 'fitted in'. But beyond the tirnetable, as a series of 
concentric waves, are the consequences for what the timetable does not aliow: 
produchg dl that 'extra' work (which is  not at dl, extra; without it schooling 



could not operate) for teachers beyond the scheduled schooling time for which 
they are paid. (Corrigan, 1984, p. 22) 

On my third practice teaching assigrnent in February of 1984, at a Catholic 

high-school, 1 met, "Y". 

It was with this "associate teacher" that 1 leamed about the importance of the tirnetable 

in secondaiy schooling. Again, this aspect of schooling was sornething I never really 

thought about. 1 just thought teachen planned out generally what they wanted to teach in a 

period and just did it. The tirnetable at this school was particularly confusing. It was run on 

a six day cycle of seven 35 minute periods a &y. Most periods were doubled up so that a 

student wodd have English for two consecutive periods or for 70 minutes per &y. I saw the 

same students on alternate days. Each day had a different class schedule. I taught three 

grade 1 1 English classes, two grade 10 English and one grade 9 English class. One day I 

prepared for the wrong set of classes; they were not until the next &y. Panic-stricken 1 asked 

"Y" if she codd take these classes. She replied vehemently that she was not prepared I 

would have to do them. As it tumed out, these classes went well because 1 was not as afraid 

of saying the wrong thing and resorted to relaxing. This was something that, so far, I had not 

been able to do. 

1 was a h i d  that 1 wouidnt "know" enough to talk about or teach in a 75 minute 

pend (my previous practice assignments consisted of 40 minute period). "Y" criticized me 

constantly for spending too much or too little time on a particular activity. "Ys" insistence 

on "timing" tumed me into a "dock watcher". She indicated to me that my inattention to 

timing was a serious problem. 1 simply had no idea of how much time to spend on an 



actïvity. I was not used to thinking in tenns of such exchmges. 1 assumed that once I was 

more fmiliar with content then organization wodd follow. 1 didn't lmow that the 

curriculum of each school is different for the same grades. I found myself cutîhg lessons off 

abruptiy because I would suddenly remernber to look at the dock. in this way, 1 could 

ensure that I stayed withm the time allotment set out for activities as preset by "Y". "She" 

reasoned that it wasnlt fair to the students when I went "overtime" on an activity, because 

then 1 deprived them of the following activity. CouIdn't you just do it the following &y? 

Apparently not, there was a different lesson for the next day. Well, sometimes you could 

cany on,  but not, it seemed, when 1 was teaching. Again you had to know when you codd 

and when you could not carry on. Knowing the difference was a rnystery to me. 1 thought it 

made no difference. So even though I was excited and the students were, too, I had to cut 

short a discussion on one occasion because we went "overtimet1. "Y" commended me on this 

better usage of "time". It was aiways the same, twenty minutes of USSR (unintempted, 

sustained, silent reading). This 1 found difficult, if not impossible, to enforce. The students 

were in a social grouping, so they wanted to socialize. The Iesson followed with questions, 

and then a final fifieen minutes of "Journal writing". "Y" told me that the Ministry of 

Education had implemented this joumal writing, reasoning that students who were not 

writing, would do so if they could write anythmg in a private journal during an allotted time, 

without regard to rnarking, spelling¶ grammar, and so o n  This prescribed time for writing 

seemed to defeat the intention of creativity. Moreover the teacher r a d  and marked this 

journal, while telling me that it was private and " not really" marked. 



"Y" suggested to me that I put questions on the board before students entered so 1 didn't 

waste class time. I did. She gave me several written cornments telling me to get the students 

settled, close the door and to check for uniform passes at the beginning of class, to start 

teaching immediately. 

1 came to realize that the main ciifference between "English classes of 40 and 75 

minutes were in the shortening or extending of journal writing, or USSR(uninterrupted, 

sustained, silent reading) time. Some teacheo l ave  tirne for homework. Some don't My 

initial impression and fear that 1 would have to engage the students in discussion for 75 

minutes were udounded Most English classes are divided "Yn believed that "timing1' was 

crucial. Perhaps she was more preoccupied with it than al1 the other associate teachen that 1 

encountered Now 1 feel that the attention that "Y" p i d  to timing was, in part, a tactic to 

make her feel more confident and in control. When 1 asked "Y" if she was ever a h i d  that 

she wouldn't remember what she wanted to say, she said îhat she did feel h s ,  but she 

counteracted it by keeping her briefcase opened on her desk witb her notes in view of only 

henelf. She was hiding behind those notes. Like al1 the other associates, "Y" also found it 

necessary to be viewed as the "knower" at al1 times in front of her students. Though 1 was a 

snident also, she was able to drop her teacher role at tirnes to respond honestly to some of 

my queries. It was during our conversations that "Y demonstrated a genuine concern for 

the students. 

Here are sorne of the comments "Y" wrote to me following my first Iesson with 

the Grade 1 1 General 1eveI class: 

1. Not, "Cm youn? IUST TELL T'HEM 



2. Class Control - Have them do what you want al1 the tirne in this class - littie 
chatter - hard to get them on topic -general level- want to change. 
3. [you] lost hem- m didn't feel you thought of what you wanted to accornplish- "Lw- 
at the front -pushing it. Direct them to take notes. ... If you want them [students] to 
write you have to insist. 
- p e m  needs more of an introduction - students need to be betîer prepared "frame of 
mind". 
-[you gave them] lots of questions for 15 minutes. 
-place questions on overhead 
-if focus is mood yu need to provide for proper mood in fie classroom. In the @e 
10 1 didn't feel you were cornfortable with what you were doing - not well thought out 
class ["Y" " is referring to a poem that she gave me to do on Halloween. I thought the 
poem was not very good and too young for these students. I couldn't tell her 1 didn't 
like her poern] If it were me i'd redo the poem. 

So I did her poem again "Y" said, "You had them eating out of the palm of your hand" 

Then she criticized me for "going on too long" and "going off topic." 

In the grade 10 class we were doing the theme the Quest. The Quest was always 

seen positively and in terms of the individual hero. Here are "Y's" comments to me after she 

observed me teach ths dass twice: 

-get them settled right at the beginning. 
-close door- hall noise. 
-ask for uniform pas  (if students were not wearing their complete uniforrn the 
teacher was to send herhim to the office before allowing them back to class. 1 never 
noticed these things, and if 1 did I would not think that they were important] 
-Eyou] seem at ease- confident ... Maybe you accepted too readily Columbus' quest for 
wealth, 
Routines: - work them [students] till the end [of class]. I student at a time to the 
washroom- if everyone seems to want to go tell them in 5 minutes. 
-[students] dont go to the lockers during class [they] do without] [this is in response 
to my allowing the stuâents to go to their lockers]. 

At each school, the curriculum choices were made by the teachers. Although they 

wanted me to be creative, excited and hovative, the reality was that the possibilities were 
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very lirnited by the associate teachers' constant interference. Often they would give me a 

piece of their own material that they redly wanted the students to have. This was the case 

with the Halloween poem for "Y". However, they never gave me questions that would help 

me with the material. It was always a test - and as soon as 1 did something unsatisfactory, 1 

would be tolé They never told me anythng beforehand about how to teach. They also 

never talked about their own attempts to become a teacher. This would have been very 

helpful. The associate teachers, while having some "practical" suggestions, assurned that 

al1 teachers taught the sarne way. I started to see a pattern that my teachers held certain 

things to be self evident - a key set of generally non-spoken d e s .  These were al1 the little 

disciplinarian things that, 1 guess, you had to experience to know about. We certainly 

didn't leam these things at the Faculty. These disciplinary strategies, while of some use, 

also become taken for granted as the only way of doing things. 1 have corne to see that they 

inform the way schooling can be viewed by teachen, students and parents. 

Back in the classroom 1 was teaching a grade ten class. We were doing Steinbeck's 

"Short Short Story of Mankind. M e r  my first &y with this class, "Y" wrote: 

1. Be more directive - not "can you pleaseV- TELL THEM.- establish your presence. 
2. in ternis of individual lessons - be more specific re: objectives - maybe we could 
discuss these together prior to commencing. 

3. Make them [students] aware of your directions - your expectations STUDENTS 
NEED MORE DIRECTION. 
4. Don't give them more time then they need -give them 10 minutes - reasonable 
time - can always give more. 
5.  -If you expect them to take d m  notes tell them. 



On the last day, at "Y's" request, I had the students "evaluate" me. Some students 

seemed to know what made a "good teacher -items that 1 had previously associated with the 

autocratic and controlling teacher. Granteci, "Y" had probably prepared them by giving them 

"guidelines" on how to evaluate me, but I cannot help thinking that students, though they 

may benefit and like teachen with a less controlling, autocratic style, they also may see them 

as being aberrant. My experiences in teaching since this time bear out this for some midents. 

So although we "got dong" well, sorne students saw fit to tell me or write comrnents about 

what 1 was doing wrong. Here are some of their comrnents on what they considered NOT 

leaming: No red pen (except for underlining ), no using pencils, no messiness in notebooks 

alloweâ, and no talking out of turn! 1 asked the students (when "Y" wasn't present, because 

she too enforced these thngs) what difference it made what color or kind of tool they used, 

as long as they wrote something. Who cares whether it's messy or neat? The students 

replied that the teacher would not allow them to write with anythng but blue pen. Some 

student also wrote that 1 had spent too long on one activity and too short on another. The 

students also complained that they couldn't understand my blackboard organization (only 

after "Y" pointed it out to them). It seemed that the teaches shared a certain understanding 

with their -dents about their practice teacher. It seemed tbat the teacher had temporarily 

empowered the students by letting them know that they were helping produce a teacher here 

and that they were to assist in getting the practice teacher to know what it meant to be a good 

teacher. With some associates this could take on a nasty "ratting " tone. A student in "Y's" 

class wrote to me on the last &y, "1 dont think that next &y the class would tell ["Y"] they 



dont understand anythmg she's [me] taught because she's explained herself very well and 

detailed" (February 22, 1985). 

At the time 1 could not understand what the big deal was about these 

inconsequential issues or why each teacher seemed obsessed with them. Since that time I 

have found these seemingly insignificant "Little" things do make a difference, they signify a 

larger program of individual self - discipline and moral regulation. As Philip Comgan 

explains: 

It's often asked why so much 'trouble' is taken and caused in schools around 
the seemingly minor and trivial infraction(dress form and styles, chewing 
gum, talking out of tum, elective mutism, apathetic listlessness, hyperactivity 
and even gender confusion!) These are in fact al1 measurable signs of 
expressivity, part of that rich texture of transformed power whch we 
collected under the narne of the symboiic, whether, ritualised or routine, and 
central to the moral regulation project of the school. ( 1986, pp. 9 - 10) 

And so 1 learned from al1 of my associate teachers that 1 was to pay a great deal of 

attention to the moral regulation of the midents as a form of discipline. It was taken for 

gmnted by my associates that 1 was already morally disciplined (in my teacher role anyway 

that seemed to be the expectation) and would therefore just transforrn this "rightness" to the 

students. I was quite resiçtant to what 1 thought were judgments of myself and students. 1 

didn't think this was teachers' business. 



On rny 1st practice teaching assignment at a Catholic high school, 1 developed a real 

dislike for the subject Dnunatic Arts. At the time I '%lamed" the teacher and students for 

promoting dereotypes and discrimination. 1 observed my associate, "Z", for two days in her 

Drama class. She joked around with the midents quite a bit. The students performed littie 

skits for her. Two boys would do a skit that consisted of the one playing the aggressor, a 

"drunk" at a bar, while the other played the victim, a homosexual. The "homosexual" 

would try to "pickup" the "drunk". The "dnink" would finally sober up and become the 

student, who would start hitîing the other boy. Two other boys had a, "comic" repertoire that 

consisted of petty vulgarities and hining and ninning after each other, kind of like the "Three 

Stooges". The students did their "routine" as oflen as they could get an audience, 

regarciiess of the assignment. "2" would roar with laughter and clap profbsely at the 

students, as did the rest of the class. The shidents performed this routine regularly with little 

variation in theme and action. Were the students and teacher simply satirizing 

discriminatory attitudes? I don't think W. Homophobic attitudes seemed to be reflected in 

the snidents violent role playing. I thought "2" would address the students, but she did not 

seem to see it as a problern. Maybe she interpreted the acting diffemtly than I had 

Severai students wanted to play act television scenes and two thirds of the class would not 

work on the assignment. Mostiy, the students acted out were their own fean, but these 



fears were encouraged, at the same time as "2" professed love and cooperation among 

students. This was another contradiction that I found difficult to understand. 

Another difficulty was on how to evaluate students in Drama "2" said she gave the 

-dents daily process marks out of 80 and final presentation mark worth 20%. 1 tried this 

but it did not work; the majority of students did not work on the assignment When they got 

up to present, they wodd play act some TV skit they had seen. Students would ask for 

extensions to complete assignments and then cornplain that 1 had given them too much time 

and they were bored 

Once 1 had ananged for a woman to corne in to the class to do a "characterizaîion" 

mask demonstration. The woman had the students join in her demonstration and asked them 

to be especiaily careful of her Fragile hand - made masks. One student banged the mask on 

the steel chair several times. 1 was embarrassed. When the students were asked to play the 

role that the masks suggested to them (there were no human gendered faces), they were 

unable to do anything. It seemed that they had no stereotypes to act out. 

A Summary of Reflectioas 

In Chapter 1, 1 wrote about my individual experiences of leaniing to discipline(or 

resisting leaming) students. Armed with progressive theories, I saw, at this tirne, that the 

obstacles to socidly just education were individual teachers and schools being too 

authoritanan. For a long thne 1 thought this way. In fact, the education system encourages 



this type of individualistic blaming. It keeps the knowledge of systemic problems hidden 1 

am not in favou. of authontarian teaching however, as 1 was rerninded by Kari Dehli and the 

writings of R W .  Connell(1985), teacher's practice must be seen in the context of the larger 

social - politicai system. "There is every reason to think the problematic character of 

discipline is built into the very structure of mass schooling."(R. W. Conneil, p. 104). So "X", 

"Y", and "2" were not %ab people, but as Conne11 writes: 

... it is important to recognise that the disciplinary responses of teachen in 
general are intelligible and reasonable responses to situations they have k e n  
presented with over which they have (in the short term) limited control, and in 
which they often have little room to manoeuvre.( 1985, p. 105) 

And: 

Though nostalgie appeals to the 'better discipline in the pst' imply that 
discipline is always the same thing, and schools just have more or less of it, 
this is not so. Discipline' is not a thing, it is a state of play in a very complex 
set of relationships between schools and their clienteles, teachen and 
students, administmtors and teachers.(Comeil, 1985, p. 1 09) 

In the third chaptet of my thesis 1 write about strearning; the "More social and 

systematic pmctice of 'sorting and slothng' students ... a practice that teachen perpetuate, 

often in spite of their best intentions as individuais" (Dehli, 2000, a personal 

communication). Here too, are echoes of the difficulty 1 found with understanding the 



relations of power, especiaily my own implication in such a relation. For now, 1 was the 

teacher! 

The next section of rny thesis relates to the first part, but gives a wider, and more 

cornprehensive context to some of those early experiences. I have been teaching for thirteen 

years now and so I draw on that set of experiences as well as the readings 1 have done since 

then to explain some of those things I have experienced in schooling and education. I have 

used the materials of authon from several schools of thought. hcluded are the influences of 

cultural studies, feminist, critical pedagogy and other theonsts. My attempt at making sense 

of my experiences has been a long and oflen conhing process. Being simultaneously the 

subject and object of inquiry is dificult. 

This part of my story is about the contradictory role disciplinary structures have on 

"becoming a teacher". I have taught in a variety of schools, each with their own 

"personalities". 1 have also taught many "kinds" of students. There are many differences 

between the schools and differences in how 1 experienced them, depending on my role as a 

"student", "supply", "long-term occasional" or "regular" teacher. Though there are 

differences in disciplinary structures, there are also similarities. These structures are 

representative of the complexity of the larger society and dominant ideologies of the time. 



SUPPLY TEACHING AND LONG TERM OCCASIONAL TEACHTNG 

#en I graduated fiom Teachers' College 1 supply taught for four years with both 

Catholic and public secondary boards. Most of my experience was with the latter. I 

observed what students and teachers were like, without being committed or privy to the 

"politics" or inner network of the schools. 1 leamed about disciplinary structure and 

classroom management by teaching and by listening to the students, and to other suppfy and 

reguiar teachers' comments. 

Supply teaching involves discipline without the power to back it up. You don't have 

the support of other teachers and you dont evaluate the students, the source of much of the 

teachen' power. The suppfy teachea' status is akin to that of a practice teacher. You are 

not a "reai" teacher, as the midents would Say. 

Supply teaching is typically a "stressful" job. I could see that 1 had to gain the students' 

respect very early on. I learned that they liked you to be "cool". That meant many things: 

being friendly but not too fiiendly, having a good sense of humor, allowing some 

behavioun and not others. Sometimes you should even report kids to the office - this 



seemed to assuage students' sense of justice and avengement Al1 these prescriptions came 

fiom what students told me, generally about other teachers and how they acted. Some 

supply teachers were seen as too lenient and as "pushovers". If you were 'too nice' the 

students felt that they could "pull the wool over your eyes". According to many students, 

being a pushover was worse than being an autocrat. They seemed to see the latter as being 

compatible with the definition of "teacher", while the former designation definitely was not. 

What you looked like, how you sounded, the colour of your skin, and yow gender were aiso 

important factors determining for you whether the students wodd make your time with them 

hell, or not. This would be determined ofien before you did or said anythng. Some of 

these things operated together, some did not. Students at one school complained about one 

teacher. They said they couldn't understand her "accent". I have heard this fiom many 

snidents and other "regular" teachers, who seem to equate 'accent' or dialect with a lack of 

knowledge. . 

For me, "supply teaching" meant adapting, observing, listening and learning. It 

meant the continuous playing out of tricks and pranks each time you entered a class. Each 

time I went to a new ciass, it was wone: always facing the unloiown. I thought a lot about 

what I was doing and why 1 was doing i t  Each time 1 entered a class, 1 tried to incorporate 

my view of students and how things could be. There was not much room for engagement in 

this teaching position It was disempowering. 

"Regular teac hersn hold much animosity towards "supplies". "They" think " we" 

get paid too much and that we do nothkg more than baby sitting. 1 rarely experienced any 

recognition of the type of work I did. 1 believe this was so because most of the "regular" 



teachers had corne fiom a very privileged time when îhere were rnany jobs available to them. 

They did not have to supply teach, so they had no empathy towards those teachers. 

"Regular" teachers were surpriseci when you couldn't get a hl1 time position and often 

intimated that there was something wrong with you. 

"Regular" teachers wouid oRen cornplain about supply teachers not following 

instnictions, treating students too leniently or to harshly or letting them go to the washroom 

or library when they weren't dlowed. Thus impossible and contraclictory situations were 

guaranteed. Students' resenmient towards supply teachers was often supported by their 

teachers, even though the sarne teachen would not allow the students to question their own 

authority. "Are you a Real Teacher?", the students would ask. Teachers lefi lesson plans 

that the students wouldeither followor ignore. I diàntt teach much in the wayof 

curriculum. Often you were in a subject area that was not your own. 

Supply teaching taught me about the very contradictory nature of discipline in the 

schools. Much of what 1 learned was from trial and error and listening to othen. Although 

Supply teachers teceive the general d e s  and regdations of the school, along with the 

discipline policy these were generally worthless to the in ciass realities. If you 'played it by 

the book' then you would be sending most of the students to the office most of the time. 

And, that wasn't "cool". I learned very early on that administration doesn't want to deal 

with problems though their officiai policy states different You learn that sending kids to the 

office meam you c d  hande it younelf You are perceived to be weak and, a %ad" 

tacher. There is an invisible line however. It rnight be okay on one occasion to send a 

student to the office and you might be well received, but ultimately you nm the risk of 



becoming the problem. You hear other teachers talking about this and you l e m  how you 

can "bandle" situations. Supply teachers' classroom management strategies were limited 

compared with the regular teachen. "Regular" teachers power partly cornes From the 

continuity of control they exert over students, as well as the power and control that cornes 

fiom evaluating students. ironically, 1 think it was this lack of power and control that helped 

me to work on what I cal1 "creative" ways of seeing and being with kids while I was a supply 

teacher. 1 didnt have much control, so I focused on what was important to the relationship I 

could establish in the moment, while simultaneously suMving the experience. 

As I got to know more about students my perceptions about them changed. 

Previously, I felt that (following rny own schooling experiences) most students were innocent 

victims. 1 began to see that this was ofien not the case. 

Throughout my four year supply teaching time, I had two long term occasional 

contracts consisting of approximately 3-4 months each. I came into school 'X" when the 

"regular " teacher went off on sick leave. I was hired a day and a weekend before the job 

started. I was very anuious. I taught English and Mathernatics. One exampie of how I 

leamed and came to think of disciplining and control relates to a difficult grade 9 

mathematics class 1 was teaching. 1 was very fnrstrated with this class and didn't know 

what to do. Many students were failing and refused to work and would constantly touch, hit 

and bother each other. I thought I was very nice and fair to them. When nothing worked I 

calied in another English teacher in to advise me. She observed my class and started to tell 

the students to move seats and be quiet Some of this worked They seemed to be shocked 

into obeying. Some students just told her off, saying she was not their teacher and what was 



she doing in their class anyway. The head of the Math department found out about my class 

and came in to observe. Although she was "nice" to me, her solutions were thati should 

exercise more control. This diddt really work either. 1 always felt that 1 had to be careful 

and do everything perfectly, as I was being watched by other teachen. 1 found out later that 

rny fi-iend, who was in the English department and who had tned to help me, was told to 

rnind her own business by the Math department. 

Racism, Anti - Racisrn and 'Managing' Incidents 

High school Dramatic Arts is ofken the site where racism, sexism and homopbobia, 

as well as other forms of violence, are represented and reproduced. On occasion I have 

experienced it quite differently. I have corne to undentand that the reason al1 this violence 

cornes out in Drama and not as much, for example, in English and other classes, is that as 

Drma teachers we are giving voice to the students in a way that is not the nom in other 

classes. Drama is traditionally the "allowed" space for al1 sorts ofexpressivity usually 

denied in other class subjects. English class for me, also became the site for rnuch 

discussion, including the expression of many forms of discrimination. 1 became the listener 

of dl types of expressivity, not necessarily dl pleasant or even directly related to me.. The 

problem is that if the students' discriminatory attitudes are not addressed (only listeneci to), 

then the tacher is contributing to the reproduction of these attitudes. I have seen, as 1 



commented above, teachen who seem to think there is nothing wrong with this, some think 

it is furiny, even though the same teachen wouid tack on a unit on anti-racism to their 

curriculum. Some teachers may not see or do not know how to address these issues. 

Admittedly this is a very ciifficuit undertaking. Having a whole class of students "gang up" 

on you is not very pleasant and I cm understand why teachers don't want to or can't address 

some problems. The complexity of this 'issue' may be another reason why school boards do 

not have clear policies or regdations and few resources to support effective intervention. 

One reason that some teachers can't address issues of discrimination is that we dont 

know how to proceed 1 don't remernber being taught about how to relate to midents in 

classes at the Faculty of Education. I think the expectation was that the teacher be "fim but 

kind". The Education Act states that the teacher is in "loco parentis". Students would be 

reasonable if the teacher was. Of coune the reality of the classroom was, again, quite 

different. I believed in encouraging dialogue arnong midents. What a shock! Students 

express& anger, racism, sexism, homophobia and many other forms of discrimination and 

hatred. We were never taught at the Faculty of Education how to deal with this. 

The more 1 experienced students, the more 1 began to feel that the materials in the 

English or Drama curriculum were not enough to explain the cornplex set of contradictions 

that arose in any classroom. Importantly, nor were any school solutions fiom administration. 

If these existed at ail they were in the form of d e s  and codes of conduct of the "Thou shalt 

notn variety. Disciplinary, punitive dictums fiom on high which had nothing to do with 

how to create a more just, socially inclusive classroorn. The times that I did go to 



administration with concerns (those administrators who were somewhat supportive of me, 

then at best they would advise me to use my authority to "lay down the law". What's the 

problem? "Diane don't take these things personally!" A multi-concerted approach was 

necessary. But ofien 1 felt that my efforts were fragmentary at best. 

Another problem for teachers is a lack of role models. All my role models for a more 

socially just, democratic and liberatory pedagogy were in books. While books, former 

teachers and professon have certainiy helped inform me, having a teacher in my school as 

mentor or, a fiend with similar educational hopes would have been great. 1 am not 

denying that these teachers exist. The nature of teaching often makes it an isolating 

practice. Demands of time and the necessity of solitary time (for marking and research) 

leaves linle time or desire to get together with colleagues. 

Another aspect of teaching, for me, has been how to engage students' voices, while 

simultaneously making the class a d e  place for everyone. People (including myself) say 

and do things in a classroom that often make it very difficuit to "get dong". As Kari 

Dehli(2000. personal communication) says, "Leaniing is hard, and confionting one's 

prejudice is the hardest learning of al1 ! There are their risks and my own risks. " 1 have 

struggied throughout my teaching career with this. There is never a cornfortable easy way. 

Often 1 have felt that my efforts were fragmentary at best This leaming is a constant 

evolutionary process that is never final and is never an object you just "get". How could it 

be? The people are always changùig. I am changïng. There is much tnal and error. 

In the next section 1 write about some of the "incidents" that accurred around issues 

of racism and sefism. While these are context specific they are not aberrations. 1 atternpt to 



show the often complex nature of engaging students in discussion. And the difficuity of 

trying to teach in a more democratic, socially just way. 

In my third year as a FulCtime teacher, 1 was teaching a grade 12 Drama Class for a 

suburban, southem Ontario Board of Education. The majonty of the students were "white" 

males. About a third of the class consisted of "whitet' fernales, and there were a few "black" 

males. In their role playing, the students were stereotyping people of East Indian 

background. 1 had observed them do this earlier on a few occasions. Each time the students 

spoke in what they considered to be an "Indian" voice, the whole class would break up and 

laugh. Other stereotypes often accompanied their role playing. Whatever the assignment, 

the same students would do the same discriminatory things. One young man would play 

the same homophobic skits no matter what we were doing. I told the students several times 

that this was inappropriate. 1 didn't mind them showing discriminatory acts if they were 

also showing their audience that they thought that this was problematic. They would 

respond good naturedly to my concems, "Oh miss!" - as if this was one of my idiosyncracies. 

One day der  a racist skit, 1 explained to the whole class that this was racist, and so on . 

What started out to be a discussion tumed into a stoning. Eventually, I had to leave the 

room. Even "Rice" kids who didn't agree were encoumged by their classmates and shouted 

me down so they could win this "argument". I was wrong, they were only having fun. This 

was Art/ Drama and how dare 1 curtail their rights? 1 was censoring them. Some "white" 

students tumed to their "black" classmates and those "of colorn to seek support against me. 

We generally got dong f&ly well, though they didn't reaily know me yet since this was 

early on in the year. They woulch't know how 1 would act or react to dif5erent issues h l  



they arose. The next day, 1 read a long Letter to the class describing some of the history 

behind the terrible things that had been done in the name of so - called art and, or movies. 1 

gave them examples of "white" people painting themselves with shoe polish to be "black". I 

gave them examples of the violence done to Native Indians through the stereotypical movies 

and so on. 1 explaineci thaî these seemingly neutral or " h y "  things that they were doing 

had a history and it wasn't h y .  They listened quietly and I heard a few angry people 

talking about me. (1 can't help thinking that at fimes like these, the student's silence is 

bought because of my final resort to being the power as teacher.) Generally I told the 

students that this was how 1 thought and this was something for them to think about. Racist 

comments continued during the year, though somewhat less openly. Had I dnven them 

undergrounci, or was this a sign that some students were begiming to understand about 

power and privilege? I suspect it was mostly the former. 1 addressed most instances of 

racism as problematic each tirne something was said or done. 1 tn'ed to dialogue and listen, 

thougb the students who were most vocal expressed how wrong 1 was. 

Near the end of the year some of my student "fiiends" were complaining to me 

about how their school wouldn't allow them to have a special display for "Black History 

Month" and that none of the teachen did anything about racism in the school and so on. 

(As a new teacher 1 was not very aware of what other teachers were doing as 1 was too busy 

surviving.) 1 sympathiseci with my student friends. At the same time I told them that 

addressing certain things is very dificult for individual teachen, panly because it is very 

difficuit to know how to discw "issuesw without starting a war. I rerninded them that at 

the beginning of the school year they had al1 "jumped on me", when I tried to disagree with 



the class. They said they were sorry for that 1 also realize that students are in a position of 

subordination because they are students and because they may not be of the "dominant" 

group in a classroom or school. Lee Anne Bell describes the "intemalized oppression" of a 

persou in a subordinate group: 

It includes such feelings as inferione and self-hatred and often mult  in 
self-conceaiment, resignation, isolation, powerlessmess, and gratitude for 
being allowed to sunive (Pheterson, 1990). . . . Internalized acceptance of the 
datus quo among subordinate groups cm also lead them to turn on members 
of the group who challenge it. .. .prevents solidarity and working together for 
change. (Bell, 1997, p. 12) 

One challenge 1 face as a teacher is to get both groups to feel why it is important not to 

be an oppressor. This work is also dificult because the definition of subordinate/dominant, 

oppressed/oppressor is not an easily defined thing but a set of ever-changing relations: 

... neither individual identities nor social groups are homogeneous or stable. 
Individuds are constituted partiy by group relations and affinities that ate 
"multiple, crosssumng, fluid and shifhng" (Young (1990,48) in Bell, 1997, 
p. IO). 

I still find it difficult and stressfiil trying to talk with students in a classroom about 

potentiaily "volatile" issues. OAen these discussions are a result of a students' comments in 

class. There are always many ingredients at play here. What are the relationships of power 

in my class? Do 1 fully understand the issues and have enough information and history to be 

informai myself? What role will my power and authority as classroom teacher have on the 

discussion? Will I make classroom relations worse? And 1 have done that too. Why 

should I expect students to understand when aduits often refuse to. Also students are aiready 



in a disempowered position where it may be easier to be a part of the crowd Many h e s  

students would not be vocally racist and, in fact, believe they were not racist, for it was not 

"cool" to be seen as racist. There was some pressure not to be racist fiom different school- 

wide initiatives, including campaigns to combat racism. These campaigns never touched or 

taught about white priviiege, and systemic discrimination however. 

1 noticed early on, in both English and Drama classes that if you asked about 

discrimination or racism, the "white" students (who were usually a majority in the class) 

would talk about how affirmative action and employment equity were unfair and racist. 

They would also speak of what some "black" penon had done to someone they knew (often 

adding that the incident had not made them racist). Usually this effectively silenced the 

"non-whitett members of the class. Sorne "white" students' couid not undentand the concept 

of prejudice. I often would not know how to respond to the students. 1 learned to fiame the 

topic or question differently, so that we werenlt just hearing From the dominant group. At 

one school 1 was at there was a large minonty of "blackn and "Asian" midents. Some of the 

girls in one of my classes were quite vocal in providing persona1 examples of racism. This 

was very beneficial. Sorne times a "whiten student would add their experience of what 

she cailed a "black" penon being "racist" towards her. She felt that her "incident" was 

similar and as pauiful as the histories the "black" girls were describing. 1 ofien found that 

some "white" students wodd look to me for confirmation (as a "white" teacher in a doubly 

power relation) regarding their discriminatoiy rem&. For example, Black fistory Month 

in one school was only mentioned in hushed tones. 1 sornetirnes overheard "white" students 

complaining about it They thought it was unfair to " w ~ t e "  people's history. 



Himani Baanerji captures the essence of the "petulant, white" attitude towards 

equity when she writes: 

... cultural projects with a political nuance - such as Black History month, for 
example, or heritage langage training - are precious to i l s  If these simple 
assertions or acts of representation threaten white people it is their own task to 
think through why they feel so. Their fury at not king central to every 
project - a fùrious feeling of exclusion when they never noticed the absence of 
others in their world unless forced by othen to notice it - is also their own 
political business. Quick charges of "reverse racism" and sneering about 
"political conectness" regarding minimum, forced concessions such as 
multiculturalism or Human Rights - are not wounds in whch we have to apply 
a salve. These angen and cornplaints corne from being dislodged fiom 
centrality - from white feminists, for example, at being shaken in their claims 
of victirnization, or fiom a collective guilt and anger of those resting on white 
privilege who resent having to feel guilty. (1995, p. 38). 

Some administraton and staff in the schools where 1 taught aid in the 

reproduction of racism, sexism, homophobia and other forms of oppression through 

denial. What gets mistaken by many as "there are no problems in this school" are 

weakly disguised power and control methods that make schooling the wrong place to 

discuss "these" issues or question the overt or hidden curriculum. Some of those in 

power(inc1uding teachers and administrators) act as if racism, sexism, homophobia 

and other foms of oppression donit exia In efforts to smooth things over and avoid 

"al1 - out - warsfl (1 guess), th ing  are not named for what they are. Naming them 

would probably force you to admit that you have a problem that requires more than 

short term, stop gap measures to fix. The schools dont seem equipped to do this, 

nor does there seem to be the will. You just have to go into any high school to see 



that behind the "nice" facade are the breeding grounds of discriminations, that are 

rarely addressed in more than a "onesfi?' way. I do not mean to suggest that there is 

a conspiracy or that al1 staff members in a school are a u ~ f i e d  group. However, 

there is systemic discrimination in schools. 1 will relate one stoq of some students 

racist behaviom at a school where the vice-principal claimed to me once that there 

was no racisrn. 

Once, at a subuhan southem Ontario school where I taughf an "incident" occurred 

which demonstntted the potentially volatile nature of discussions of racism. My classes 

consisted of mostly "white" students with only one minority of students "of color". One of 

my students, who I will call Karen (a "white" student) started complaining about another 

student in the school ( the students who were sitting nearest rny desk ofien told me about 

their [ives). I listened It seemed ihat a girl (I will call her Anne, a "black" student) had 

called Karen some "nasty" narnes because Karen was hanging out with a "black" guy. 1 

agreed that this name calling was awful and asked Karen what could be done. I asked 

Karen to discuss this with me later. She did not respond. She got angrier and anger as she 

repeated the episode to those around her. Suddenly she said, "1 dont know what those 

people expect?" 1 asked her what she memt by "those people." She continued, "They're 

always taking about racism and here they are the most racist of al1 people." Often students 

labeled many fom of discrimination as racism. Karen became increasingly agitated, 

abusive and racist She said that it was no wonder that her father didn't like "them", 1 tried 

talking to her. 1 told her that what Anne had done may not have been "right", but to say that 

she had done it b u s e  she was "black" was not "right". I tried explaining to her. I asked 



her if she would like to go outside of the class to talk. Now we were drawing an audience. 

She told me the nory because she expected my support. She argued and began screaming 

at me. 1 told her she didn't need to be screaming. She said she was not racist (no one said 

she was) because the guy she was "hanging out " with was "black". Al1 of a sudden other 

mernben of the class seemed interested One boy said sornething about Karen k i n g  a 

racist (Al1 this only took a few minutes.) The bel1 rang. The next day we were in the 

library. One of the students' in my class was with Anne (the object of Karen's disaffection) 

in the library. I "knew" something (perhaps a fight) was about to happen. 1 spoke to the two 

girls who said they just wanted to "talk" with Karen. But I could tell that this wasn't about 

talking. This girl had heard that the girl in my class was " a racist". 1 asked the girl to talk to 

me first before she did anything. We talked for the rest of the period I tried to explain the 

context and agreed that what the other girl was thinking was problematic. 1 talked about how 

we could bnng girls together to talk about these things. We lefi on good terms, with Anne 

agreeing to meet with Karen if I set up a meeting. Anne also admitted that she came in 

with the intention of beating up Karen. Meanwhile one of Karen's Fnends kept coming up 

to us, standing beside me asking me what I was talking about. Mer class this girl and her 

fiend called me a "sellout", for talkmg to Anne. 1 told Karen about the idea of a meeting 

with Anne to talk about what each of them were feeling. I said I would be present if they 

wanted. Karen (who didn't appea. afraid of anyone) asked if I wanted her to get beaten up. 

Eventually and reluctantly she agreed to meet with Anne. I was to set it up. 1 was sick for a 

few days and when 1 came back Karen was very angry with me. She said she was not going 

to meet with Anne and I because Anne and her fiiends had circled and threatened her in the 



washroom. Karen felt betrayed by me because I had always listened and been empathetic to 

students' concerns, including any incidents of unfairness. I tried to talk to her M e r  but 

she dismissed the whole thing. 1 went back and spoke to the class about racism in geneml. 1 

wrote them a letter which 1 read to them. It explained (briefly) the nature of white privilege 

and bow racism happens, how people are hurt, my responsibility to all of them in the class, 

and how we could talk about these things in class and in our lives. The students seemed 

quiet and thoughtful afterwards. One person asked if 1 said this for the students in the class 

as a result of the recent "incident". I said that what happened was an indicator to me that we 

needed to discuss this and that they needed to know where I stood 

Upon reflection I see many things that I could have said or done differently. 1 think 

some of the difficdty arises because I am reacting to a volatile situation. Different types of 

volatile situations occur almost daily in a classroom full of people in a non-voluntary 

relationship to one another. The English curriculum oAen teaches stones or novels about 

different issues. Students are reluctant to recognize the racism behind each others' 

actions, as they cue up to take sides. They have been schooled to believe racism is wrong, 

so their racisrn gets narned something else. By applying different names, administrators, 

teachers and students make racism, the object, disappear. in doing so they further disguise 

the nature of racism and prevent any real attempts to leam about it and change. If racism 

(and sexisrn, too) doesn't exist anyrnore, then why is anyone digging beneath the d a c e  to 

demonstrate that it does? The atternpts to discuss our own responsibility or role are met with 

a great deal of resistance from teachers, administrators and students. Students generally 

know who the oppressors and victims are in any given text And they are ofien outraged at 



any unfairness. Students ofien say that they would not put up with any kind of unfairness. 

Their solutions are often to fight or leave the oppressive situation. Often the students blame 

the victim for not fighting back I try to get students to identify with chanicters in texts. 1 

relate my own stones of being victim or victimizer (of coune it is often not so clear cut). I 

also try to provide examples from society. Students often write about when they were 

younger and victimized. Very few write about being victimized in the present (even when 1 

have observed them to be so). Students, however, rarely identiQ themselves as a buily or 

victimizer and often defend their own acts of violence against another penon as justified 

How can students leam about the rwts or systemic nature of discrimination when those that 

they are supposed to go to for guidance, teaching and discipline are often a large part of the 

problem? 

As teachers, we are often told that we are to give issues of discrimination to the 

Guidance counselor's or vice principals to "handle". We l e m  this both officially and 

unoficially. We are told about the chain of command by other teachers, the guidance 

counselors, administrators and the school d e  book. The d e s  Vary in each school. Often 

you ieam by relating to the vice principal or guidance counselor what occurred. This, 

however, is not aiways practicai. Students Say a lot every day in class. 1 am supposed to be 

teaching them. You cannot just send someone to their guidance counselor, they must have 

an appointment. Sending a student to gindance also takes the student out of the classroom 

contea. They need to undentand within the ciass dynamic how to relate to one another. If 1 

wanted to remove a student fiom the situation because 1 felt it was necessary for the 

weU-being of the class and the student 1 could not send them to the guidance counselor. My 



ody other option would be to send the mident to an administrator. This doesn't work either. 

Administrators often limit their role to that of a punitive discipliner. A punitive attitude 

does nothkg to help kids understand their responsibilities. I have tried sending -dents to 

and administrator and have found that the students corne back to class worse than before. 

For now they cm add anger to their discriminatory behaviours. The lesson they may have 

leax-ned, is that they cant express themselves out loud in a classroom. Also when an 

administrator doesnt listen to the parhcular circumstances, but just slaps on a punishment 

(Le., zero tolerance premise) the student may feel overwhelmed and angry as this just 

reinforces their already feeling the injustice of (some of,  the students, especially students 

who have a "record" of "trouble in the officet1) life. They have not learned about the roots 

of discrimination. It often tums out that if a "good" student does something they may not 

be sent to the office because their infraction may be seen as a forgivable mistake, or they 

may be treated nicely by administration who would aiso view the situation as a "simple 

mistake", the reasoning being the infi-equency with which the student commits infractions. 

This discrepaacy in treatment is not rnissed by the %ad' kid, who rnay view this as further 

injustice. There is usually a lack of belief surroundhg the deeds done by some kids; 

"They're such a 'good' student!" Of course, there is an air of expectation and resignation 

("nothing can be done") around that %ad' kid doing bad thuigs. I have met a couple of 

administrators who could actually taik to most kids (not just the few worthy chosen). Most 

do not. Some of the administrators that 1 have dealt with view incidents of discriminaîion 

as just that: isolated incidents with no underlying cause or relationship to power relatons in 

schools and society. Here is one example of a vice principal's treatment of a student 



A student in my class told me that another student in our class had been 'persecuting' 

her in their physical education class. This mident, "B", told me that she tearfully related the 

stotory to her mother. "8" and her mother met with the vice principal. "B" told me that the 

vice principal was very sony and was very helpful. He wanted "B" to report any M e r  

problems to him. He assured the mother that he would take care of this and made her feel 

that this was an isolated incident at the school. Durhg the next class "B" approached me. 

One of the students in our class was harassing her, kicking her se& laughng and pointing at 

her. 1 didn't observe any of these things. The other student wote "B" a note saying at fint 

that she was sorry for picking on her in physed with her other fnends, but that she had 

changed her mind because "B" had gone to the office and got her in trouble. The main 

perpetrator of nastmess towards "B" was "A". "A" was a "regular" in the vice principal's 

office. "A" came into Our class and started screaming and refemng to "Her", and "Thar 

Bitch". 1 told her she was not going to do this in our class ( she had a history of this type of 

behavior, though she was more recently less expressive of her anger). We had worked on 

our own relationship and her relationship with other students. I told "A" that we could 

discuss this after school. She chose not to. After speaking to several students it tumed out 

that, indeeâ, several female shidents were forming a gang against IBN. "B" was fiom the 

United Arab Emirates, as were the two other girls who were being persecuted "B" said the 

other girls were afkid of " A  and her fiends "B" saîd she was not afraid and so she told on 

"A". Some of "A's" friends in the class told me that they were not pleased with "A's" actions, 

and had rold her. 1 agrewl that what "A" had said was inappropriate. 1 could. see tbat "Bn 

was still being persecuted and asked her if she would Like me to go to the vice principal. She 



said, "yes". At first the vice principal was sympathetic, but as our conversation continued, 

he said there was another side to the story. He said he had talked to several other students 

and that "B" did not try to assimilate and this was why she experienced problems with the 

other students. 1 was astonished as he continued with this line of reasoning. 1 knew both 

girls quite well. 1 told the vice principal that I understood what he was çaying, and it was 

called, "blaming the victim". He didn't achowledge this, but proudly remarked that as he 

told one concemed parent: "There is no racism in this school, look we have this 

rnulticultuml festival - al1 our kids mix." The vice principal was looking to me for 

affirmation. When I tried to say that students were often forced to stay in what others called 

their "own" groups , he said that according to his sources, "B" was not doing this. 1 said she 

was lonely and that 1 had spoken to her on several occasions. I had encouraged her to write 

about her experiences about how difficult it m u t  be to corne to a new country. The vice 

principal replied that several girls in the school also wore the veil (hajib) and that "B" didn't 

even try to mix with them. "B' did not Wear a hajib. 1 told him again that 1 understood 

perfectly what he was saying, it was called ,"blaming the Mctim". 1 also told him that there 

was a sight passage on the exarn about this very issue. 1 left his office. 

The vice principal that I write about is well respectecl by staf f  and administration 1 

feel his style of doing business is similar to other administraton. He is perceived to be a 

person who listens. He was quite discriminatory in his assumptions, while sirnultaneously 

believing his actions to be fair. 1 I he was coming from a position of white privilege, and 

he had never seen this as problematic. In fact, our society, including the schools, m l y  

questions the privileged. "There is a strong belief in western superiority among some 



educaton at al1 school levels" (Remi-Rashti, 1994, p.78). 1 also believe that while 

administraton have quite a bit of power, they are quite selective in using it. Some d e  - 
uifractions are punished nght away and, consistently, othen are not. Students having 

problems within the school setting is something that the administration cannot resolve, 

because they will not look at underlying causes. Schooling does not seem to be set up for 

that. Short term disciplinary solutions, which are often used by adminisirators also rarely 

work How could they work to address problems such as racism ? To deal with underlying 

causes would mean doing education differently, looking at the relationship between people 

and structures.. It might mean a process of educating sta f f  and a change in curriculum. 

lnstead, I find that schooling largely ignores, denies, and so makes light of real concems and 

causes. Many times I have tried to explain a situation of racism to an administrator, tacher 

and guidance counselor. I have looked for guidance frorn them. They do not like my 

naming, and they rename a situation I am familiar with. I think possibly the job of 

administrators, counselors and teachers are to diffuse volatile situations. It seems crucial to 

school administraton that incidents of violence (for example) be hushed up, so their 

school will not get a bad reputation. A bad reputation means that parents send their kids to 

other schools. 

Sometimes issues of abuse get confuseci with race. Rezai Rashti explains that some 

educators: 

... seem bent on racialking gender issues pertaining to rninonty midents. 
Sometimes, problems that are perceiveci by school personnel as being related 
to a midents' "home culturen, in fact have Little to do with specific cultural 
practices. They could well be the types of problemç encountered by any 
typical adolescent (1994, p.78) 



At one school 1 had a fnendly relationship with one of my students. She was having 

problems with her father and her brother. We spoke at length, over a period of several 

months. 1 asked her if she would like to see a guidance counselor who I thought would be 

helpfid. My fnend reluctantly agreed. 1 thought the counselor could provide some 

community support and other information. I sat with my fnend as the counselor minimized 

her concerns. The counselor also tried to deny and modify the young woman's story. My 

hend told the counselor that her father had been hitting and abusing her. The counselor 

asked her what she meant by hitting. She asked if ber father was just hitting her with an 

object, like a shoe, thus implymg that this wasn't a big deal. This silenced my fiend, who 

had expected to meet a supportive person, as 1 had told her. The counselor told her that 

what she was describing wasn't really abuse. She also asked the student if she wanted to be 

separated from her fmily. She said this was what would happen if the young wornan did 

anyttung further about her experiences. The counselor said to her, "You know what 1 

mean?" She gave the mident the number for a local East Indian Woman's organization. My 

Fnend lefi dejected, probably mad that she had put her tnist in me. She felt nothing could be 

done. I listened and watched as she daily became more depressed and desperate. The 

guidance counselor drew me aside later and told me that she hoped 1 wasn't getting involved 

in this girl's situation. She wamed me about the violence of Sikh men. 

While I understand that students cm be very manipulative and my &end could have 

ken manipulahg me, I chose to thllik othemise. My reasons are that I developed a 

relationship with this student who wouid corne to chat with me informally. In class she 



would hardly speak and was very quiet in front of the other students. This student would 

just show up ai lunch or after school and stand in front of me. I felt she wanted someone to 

listen, to speak with or just to be a fiiend At First she said very little. It was as if she was 

testing me to see if 1 could be tnisted or was the type of penon that she wanted to talk to. 

The subject of her home life came up only after we had talked for several rnonths. She 

started talking a little about her father as we becarne better acquainted. Usudly there were 

just brief mentions of family. Slowly her M e r  figured in our conversations more. 1 had 

asked her several times if she tried speaking to her mother, father, sibling or relatives. She 

said she couldn't. Her brother told her father that she was speaking to a guy at school. This, 

it seems, is when the father started abusing her. Over a period of a several weeks 1 tried to 

convince my fiend to visit the guidance counselor. This was the fint time I "advisedn her. 1 

thought perhaps the latter could "do something". I was probably hoped that she could speak 

to the parent or help in some way. 1 diMt think she helped at dl. Goli Rezai-Rashti, a 

race relations consultant for a Toronto area Board of Education, writes that we should be 

aware of the intersections of racism and sexism in the schools. Remi - Rashti suggests that 

midents can be manipulative and that their storks need to be checked out with the family. I 

believe this is the responsible and respectfil way to proceed, however 1 did not do this. 

Maybe I did not do this for sorne of the reasons Rezai - Rashti suggests, such as my own 

prejudices. I feel that 1 did h o w  my fnend fairly well and 1 believed her. 1 also have felt 

fiom past experiences that speakmg to the parent cm make it worse for the child , especially 

if the child is being abused My experience of kids who were abused were of both males 

and fernales from dflerent backgrounds. 1 do think îhat in most cases there is very little that 



can be doue for the child in cases of abuse, regardless of the child's background Abuse is a 

systernic problem. The way 1 view it is that abuse in schools, and in society, is "handled" 

by short term strategies, that don? get to the roots of the problem. 

Anti-racist initiatives in the school, while important, are not enough. These issues 

corne up in the class as the students relate to each other. T'here are no prognuns (there are 

curriculum initiatives) that tell you how to navigate and negotiate your way around these 

daily lived experiences. i sense that many people who design anti-racist curriculum think 

that your authority (questionable to someone concemed about power relations) as teacher is 

al1 it takes to deliver an anti-racist message which will be accepted by a receptive audience 

of midents. No problem! Right? The teacher simply deliven the message and students, 

being subjects to teachen authority, will be educated fiom their ignorance (because in this 

scenario al1 you have to do is educate the ignorance out of people- how easy!) 

My experiences were never easy, nor did they follow a prescription of "How To's". 

As a teacher you dont want to hurt anyone or silence them. At the sarne time 1 try to make 

a democratic d e  space for everyone. Although students inibally can be very angry (as I 

have attested to here) 1 have found our relationships to have withstood these types of 

"incidents". 1 think it is a credit to those students 1 have tau& that they do listen and maybe 

have become more understanding people. rm never "satisfied" with the way I ded with 

"situations", as  I couid alwarj think of how 1 might have doue it better. But, in the 

classrmm you dont always have the luxiiry of chwsing your moments. 1 have been 

informed by every little interaction with the students, and in tum these relationships have 



informed al1 the one's that followed However 1 feel that this is not enough. There is more 

that I and my colleagues could work on to make anti - racism part of our everyday practice 

with students. 

I think it would be usefui for schools to hold courses teaching the history of 

colonialism and teaching about white privilege. While we have had "equity" groups of 

teachers in schools these seem to have fallen by the wayside in recent years. The reasons for 

ths are a topic in thernselves which 1 will not go in«, here. We also have an equity group at 

the school board level, consisting of teachers. This, too, is in jeopardy of folding. The three 

teachers that organize it are tired of ninning it year after year. 

There are books out that are based on the principles of teaching for equity. The ones 

1 am familiar with seem like well- planned, thoughtfid ways of approaching curriculum. 

These are not the regular texts that you see in the departments. 1 attend a York University 

Equity Conference most years where they sel1 ths type of book A lot of ideas and 

networking cornes fiom these sources. However, these sources are something that the 

individual tacher has to search out and basically do on their own. Very few teachers attend 

from each board for differing reasons. One main reason is that it is difficult to get PD 

(professional development) &ys OR High school teachers no longer get the few guaranteed 

PD days shce the Harris goverment gutted educational funding. Teachers may apply 

individually to attend a workshop and get class coverage, however there is a very limited 

amount of PD money, so only a smail minority of teachers couid attend- Some positive 

(albeit limited) plicies and resoufces were put in place regarding equity initiatives by the 



previous provincial NDP governrnent The current Hams Conservatives have removed and 

rolled back any progressive initiatives. 

In my expenence, the equity groups never seemed successfd at reaching the 

rnajority of teachers and administrators. They are very poorly attended. Some teachen and 

administrators seemed quite resistant to the equity ideas. Instead of seeing equity as integral 

to our way of being in life, unforttmately it is gets seen by many as just one more separate 

add- on to an already heavy &y. We also have an Equity officer for o u  school board. At 

one of the schools t worked in, at our equity cornmittee invited the oficer in. It seerned that 

the sarne narrow group of teachers on staff were interested in what the officer had to say the 

rest seemed not to be. Some of the reasons for the resistance may have been the extreme 

pressure and time constraints that teachen working conditions involve. It may be Rom a 

lack of concrete materials offered to the teacher. Often ideas of equity are perceived as "just 

one more thing pushed on us fiom above". Another reason for the resistance may be it is 

often easier to not disnirb the statu quo. Questioning our own privilege is hard work ... it can 

be upsetting, conflictual to 'rock the boat.' 

During the 1990's committees were started up in the schools on different topics with 

teachers being asked by principals to volunteer to join a group. The groups were never tnily 

voluntaq, and if you chose not to join you had to go and speak to the principal. There was 

an Equity group . Now in 1999 at the school where I am teaching, the old "success" 

committees have been replaced by the "Secondary School hplementation Teams". The staff 

has been divided; there is no choice to membeahip there. And uonicaily or not, there is no 



equity group. While issues of equity may not be important to Ministries of Education, 

Boards of Education and schools, 1 feel it is even more important now not to let go because 

the system has made it difficult to do otherwise. 

Teachers Bock to courses on testing, the new curriculum, grading and cornputers. 

Many teachen fiel that they need to know these items that relate to their job. I guess the 

question is how can teachers come to see work of anti - racism as crucial to their job and 

life? Perhaps the initiative could corne from the "ground" - up? Getting students involved 

as well as parents is crucial if this is to be an on-going project of leaming. 1 think students 

are better situated to rnake dernands on the system. Sirndtaneously, there needs to be strong 

leadership by the principal who gets involved in what is going on and has a strong sense of 

what is going on and why it is going on. If only some in the system are cornrnitted to 

anti-racism, then those individuals ofien become targets of their opponents. These 

individuals rkk becoming examples to othen of why not to practice equity. This is not to 

say that the StnrggIe is less wonh doing . It is just that a network consisting of different 

groups is needed to be cornmitteci to the idea and practice of anti - racism in order for it to 

work. And, indeed, I think that cornmunicating to your colleagues is something that needs 

to be worked on. Workshops on how to do this would be helpful. The schools where I have 

taught "do" some multicultural initiatives. However, the marginal nature of these 

initiatives is problematic. Goli Rezai-Rashti makes the crucial distinction between 

anti-racism and the multicultural approach She explains that an: 

. ..Anti-racist approach, made a radical theoretical departure from maiasÛeam 
multicdtirralism. The latter's emphasis had been on the transformation of 
individuai's attitudes and prejudices; the former, however, shifted that focus 
to the study of institutionalïzed f o m  of racism. It maintained that racism is 



manifested in the policies and practices of larger institutions .... Henry 
Giro W.. said it bluntly: "multiculturalism should mean analysing not just 
stereotypes but also how institutions reproduce racism and other forms of 
discrimination-" (Rezai-Rashti, 1 994, p. 76) 

I feel that most schools have not even tned the multicultwal approach let alone an 

anti-racist approach. It is easier for many to believe that racism, sexism and other forms of 

discriminations just don't exist. Mer dl, we did those "multicultural" things in the 1980's. 

Let's move on! There are only individual problems (due to individual ignorance), therefore 

we don't need anti-racist or feminist educators. And so it is in schooIs. 

As an individual tacher I try to "love" my students. This means that I see myself as 

aying to facilitate each person to an "ideal of becoming 'al1 that s(he) may' "(Olson, p. 2 19). 

Or as hooks (2000, p. 137) describes love, "...as the will to numire one's own or another's 

spiritual growth, revealed through acts of care, respect, knowing, and assuming 

responsibility ..." %le other teachers and fhends wodd describe me as passionate, intense 

and caring, some would often preface it with the word, "too". Now, while they may be 

concerned with my well-being and often "stressed-out" state, I feel they are not 

undentandhg rny position. In fact, I once thought everyone was like me. And 1 didn't thnk 

1 was more caring than others- i assumed we were dl the same. A part of me believed in 

what 1 was doing( so much so that 1 never saw this as separate from my teaching, 1 just came 

to see it as my way of being and what I struggied toward), but another part of me came to 

understand that this "loving" must be kept quiet because it wodd be seen as a negative. Only 

a couple of colleagues saw rny way of king as valid and were loving teachen themselves. 



I happened upon bel1 hooks' article, "Eros, Eroticism, and the Pedagogical Process" 

(1994, p. 1 14). For the first time 1 saw my attempts at king a loving teacher were thought of 

as positive and desirable attributes of teaching. How different this was from the books, 

courses, d e s  and regdations on disciplining students! While hooks is referring to her 

experiences in a university setting, I find that k i n g  a loving teacher is just as important in 

the hi& school setting hooks writes that a feminist pedagogy always tried to bring the body 

back into the traditionalist view of the mincilbody split so critical to much of Western 

thinking. She explains: 

Feminist education for criticai consciousness is rooted in the assurnption that 
knowledge and critical thought engaged with in the classroom should inform 
our habits of being and ways of living outside the classroom .... Concurrently, 
it was expected that we wodd bnng a quality of care and even "love" to our 
students.. . . The classroom becomes a dynarnic place where transformation in 
social relations are concretely actualized and the false dichotomy between the 
world outside and the inside world of the academy disappears. In many ways 
this is fîightening. (hooks, 1994, p. 1 15) 

hooks writes about expressions of love she has received from her midents. i have also 

received many expressions of love fiom students over my years of teaching. I know other 

teachen also receive these. However, there is this thing called professionalism that seems to 

deny the reality of a teac her having a loving relationship to students. After dl, the 

Education Act states that teachers are "in loco parentis", as kind but firm parents. And you 

just get the feeling that being a loving teacher is not really valued You leam this by word of 

mouth, by negative evaluation by administrators of teachers, and by teachen comments 

about each other. 



hooks writes: 

Well learned distinctions between public and private make us believe that 
love has no place in the classroom. Even though many viewers could applaud 
a movie like THE DEAD POETS SOCIETY, possibly identifjnng with the 
?assion of the professor and his students. rarely is such passion institutionally 
affirme& ... Teachers who love students and are loved by them are still 
"suspect" in the academy. Some of the suspicion is that the presence of 
feelings, of passions, may not allow for objective consideration of each 
student's ment. But this very notion is based on the false assumption that 
education is neutral, that there is some "even" emotional ground we stand on 
that enables us to treat everyone equally dispassionately. in reality, special 
bonds between professon and students have al ways existed but ûaditionally 
they have been exclusive rather than inclusive. To allow one's feeling of care 
and one's wîll to nurture particular individuals in the classroorn to expand and 
embrace everyone goes against the notion of privatized passion. (hooks, 1994, 
p. 117) 

Another notion îhat hooks refers to that 1 have ais0 some experience with is students' 

discornfort and lack of familiarity with the loving teacher. It seems that many students 

experiences of a loving teacher are about exclusion, unfaimess, class "pets" and so on. The 

idea of a teacher (indeed any person) loving (dl)  her students may be sornething a student 

doesn't have much experience of. Students are initially (and sometimes later) uncornfortable 

with my expressions of love. Some students are suspicious of my motivation. Some thnk 

they are guaranteed great marks, while some are jealous and they want to be the only one 

who is "specid". M e r  students become familiar with me (and sornetimes this takes a whole 

semester, and some rnay never trust or believe in my caring) they corne to trust rny ways. 



Recently 1 taught a class in a vocational school, where the midents were among the 

most oppressed, oppressive and disempowered people I have been with. At different times 

through the semester these students found my caring and loving al1 of them hard to take. 

Certain people wanted me exclusively and worked hard at telling me what I should do to 

discipline other students. 1 would talk to the students about this seeming jealousy of anyone 

they perceived to be getting special attention. 1 would explain that they al1 got special 

attention, that I tried to ta& to a11 of them about everything. 1 would elaborate about 

specific incidents when they each received "special" attention. 1 think the sttidents 

understood this but it was difficult for them to live this loving and caring in their eveyday 

classrwm relations. Perhaps much of their experience denied the worth of this view. The 

students fought against each other constantly. There were times when you knew they "got 

it", however. Like the time one student, "P" was angry because I didnt cal1 "V" into the 

classroom right d e r  break. She maintained that if it was "P" or another student in class 1 

would have told them o K  "P" said it was just because "V" was in a wheelchair that she got 

special treatment I tried to explain to "P" that she and d l  the students got special treatrnent. 

I reminded her of her airnost daily 'lates' to class, when 1 didnt send her to the office as 

other teachers did That was special treatment. 1 said that "V" was never late and she was 

only a minute late and she had explained to me why this was. "On happened to be in the hall 

when "P" brought her into the heated discussion. "You always give "O" heck," said an 

injured 'Tm. "O" confirmeci this. 1 said that "O was seventy-five minutes late every day, 

upon whch she immediately disappeared to buy chips, then she wouid proceed to her five 

minute break for which she took 20 to 30 minutes. Still, I did not send down "O" to the 



office because she had a child at home and 1 figured she needed the extra t h e .  Y"' brought 

another mident, "C" into the b y .  "PH thought this incident was the same as the time when 

"C" was being mean to another student and 1 talked to her for about an hou about i t  (This 

was another incident about the disempowered "picking on" the disempowered). I could see 

that even though "P" was clearly the victimizer she was seeing henelf as the "victim". "C" 

said to "PM that she had leamed somethng and did not "pick on" the other mident anymore. 

"P" wodd not see it and started crymg. I said we al1 thought she was great and how 

sometimes we feel bad about ourselves and then take it out on others, and so on. Then 1 had 

to try and convince "V": to corne back in the classroom. And so it wodd go. It was very 

difficult for many midents to see kindness extended to others, especially if they thought the 

other was not worthy. When I attempted to draw parallels between themselves and others 

they were most reluctant to see the other point of view. They usually though they were 

d e s e ~ n g  of compassion and love but others werentt. The classroom was often filled with 

discussion and argumentation. In the end I h o w  they knew the diflerence. It wasn't easy. I 

also understand that students experiences of life were in opposition to such a notion of love. 

hooks writes about similar feelings that her students had: 

In studend joumals fkom various classes I have taught there wodd always be 
cornplaints about the perceived s p i a l  bonding between myself and particular 
students. Realizing that my students were uncertain about expressions of care 
and love in the classroom, 1 found it necessary to teach on the subject I asked 
students once: "Why do you feel the regard I extend to a parhcular student 
cannot aiso be extended to each of you? why do you think there is not enough 
love or care to go amund?" To answer these questions they had to think 
deeply about the society we live in, how we are taught to compete with one 
another. They had to think about capitalisrn and how it informs the way we 
think about love and care, the way we live in our bodies, the way we try to 
separate rnind fiom body. (hooks, 1994, p. 1 18) 



1 try to think of the students 1 teach as able to leam something, even if it is not 

when and what 1 am trying to teach them. 1 also try to listen as if they, too, know things. 1 

also try to think that they are worthy of the best. 1 try to help them connect to what we do in 

English courses. 1 often use penonal narratives to make those connections and as a means of 

encouraging them to do the same. 1 bring in contemporary issues that relate to something we 

are studying and ûy to get the students to bring in ideas, stories and such. h e  had speakers 

corne in. 1 talk to the students periodically about what rm trying to do in the classroorn. 1 

try things that would get students to comrnunicate with each other in the class and to see 

each other as worthwhile. I try to mode1 that behaviour myself so the students c m  see that 1 

think of them as worthwhile. In the final analysis 1 am the "boss" and do have to step in and 

be an auîhority figure. Some situations cal1 for that. And yet for al1 my efforts, 1 never feel 

that 1 am in a perfect class. My classes never are like that I am usually stmggling , for as  

Kari Dehli (2000, a penond communication) says, This work is never 'done' ... itts ongoing 

and surprisingiy difficult." 



Homophobia 

One of the most difficult topics to discuss in school is homophobia While students 

acknowiedge that racism is bad (and 1 know there was a history to get to this point), many 

midents do not regard homophobia in the same way. Moa schools will not deal with this, 

nor will they support the tacher who does. There have been many cases where teachers 

have been fired or not supported for discussing homosexuality in class. Heterosexuality is 

also seen as a taboo subject by some principals. Local schools want to "play it safe". In my 

experience, there is a climate of fear surroundmg the discussing of sexuality. 

One ûrne in my grade 9 class 1 told a girl that I thought her outfit was "cute". She 

said, "1 hate it when people Say "cute", it sounds so gay." 1 told her that "cute" was just one 

of those words that i oveniseci, but I meant it in a nice way. Some students were making fun 

of the idea of the word "gay". 1 asked them if there was a problem with being gay, as they 

seemed to be saying. A few students became very angry with me. We discussed this 

heatedly for the majority of the class. The most vocal students said it was wrong to be gay. 

1 questioned them on their assumptions. Some students used the Bible as the justification 

for their homophobia The midents became increasingly angry and fnistrated with me as 

they tried to shout me dom. 1 tried not to rnake this a win - lose debating situation where 

anyone's feelings would be hurt Often this type of discussion ends this way. 1 have to be 

very careful. One girl in the class who was hown to speak her mind was able to say that 



she thought there was nothing wrong with king gay. Many of the students sat silenced by 

the discussion One student said to me after the class that 1 was looking at her with anger 

and she thought that now 1 hated her. 1 reassured her that 1 didn't hate her, but yes, I was 

angry. I also reassured her that her disagreement with me would not mean she would lose 

marks and so on. (1 have since leamed to ceassure students at the beginning of the year and 

during the year about how to "read me". 1 do not want them to read disagreement or anger 

as  a withdrawal of caring but as a part of dialogue.) A couple of weeks later i brought my 

students to a play put on by young students From another school. The play illustrated 

homophobia After viewing this play one of the previously most vocal and angry students 

came up to me to Say she was sony, she never knew that was how "they" thought. 

At one school where 1 taught, a parent compiained about a teacher of family 

studies who discussed sexualiîy, even though this was what the course was about. The 

teacher was doing a brainstorming exercise where the students say words and ideas 

comected to a topic. The teacher wrote al1 the ideas the students contributed onto the 

blackboard The students copied them into their notebook. One parent who read his son's 

notes didn't like some of the things that were being discussed. She took her cornplaint to 

the principal, the Board of Education and the Ministry of Education. A panel of trustees had 

to vote on whether this teacher should be fired or not. She was not, though some voted she 

should be. 1 know this teacher and this was not someone who you would describe as a 

risk-taker or "radical", 

I think that parents often do not know what their children are Ieaming in high 

school. Histoncally the schools have fostered the idea that most parents (often depending 



on their social class) do not need to have a voice in their child's education. We seern to be 

living with the backlash tu that at the moment, as some parents feel that, indeed, they do 

have the right to h o w  what is going on in the schools. Some schools still act like the 

parents have no rights. Schools should be accountable to the parents and students. 

Educational history also shows us that schooling has ofien been the site of great injustices. 

However, the Ontario Consemative govemment (2000) has created a crisis in education. 

"Accountability" is one of the catchwords of this 'crisis'. Parents and the public are made to 

believe that the only thing that is stopping their child fiom getting a great job is the poor 

schooling system. There is no political or social responsibility on the govemment's part. 

Bad schooling and teachen (and sometimes, students) are al1 that is preventing each child 

from becoming a marketable object "Accountability" is a way of monitoring and blaming 

teachers. I think if the schools, administrators and such were committed to and understood 

their own policies, then they would be more clear on what to do when an irate parent 

questioned the individual teacher. As it is now, I have seen a few examples of individual 

teachen being the subject of "witch - hunts" for teaching the c ~ c u l u m .  In each of the 

cases the individual teacher has been lef't to defend themselves. The union can only play a 

role if the teacher makes them aware of the situation. Many teachen don't The onus fiom 

the administrators has been on the individual teacher to prove that she or he did not do 

something wrong. This illustrates that the administrators do not know the curriculum of the 

different departments, nor policies goveming schools. It also shows that al1 the policies on 

anti-racism, anti-discrirnination, mti-homophobia, and so on are fairly useless pieces of 



paper unless administrators make it clear (Le. communicate to the parents with the help of 

the teachen) that they are committed to the struggle for the schools to look like this. 

In the last few years I have taught in more affluent schools where the parents have 

more of a voice. Some of these parents have questioned the moral precepts of certain 

books in the English curriculum. I have heard teachers de fending books such as Margaret 

Laurence's Stone Ange1 ) to parents. Some students also question the Christian mords of 

particular books. Teachen are ofien on their own to support the curriculum. 

1 have focused on how 1 and other teachers address some of the discriminatory 

attitudes and viewpoints as they arise in the classroom. When 1 step back from the 

immediacy of the classroom, 1 can see the more systemic face of discrimination. 1 

understand, as Basil Bernstein said, that, "Schools cannot make up for society" (Corrigan, 

1986). And, as Barlow and Robertson write: 

Indeeâ, the symptoms schools have been told to address restrict them to a very 
limited analysis of the underlying disease. The problem of youth violence has 
been reduced to how schools should cope, and perhaps how to provide 
students faced with assault with "more skilled responses". Teachen have 
been discouraged nom naming sexism and racism as underlying issues, not 
only with their midents but within their profession. Schools must deal with 
the result without narning the cause. ( 1994, p. 8) 



Leaniing to "Sort and Slot" in Teachen' College: Creaming off the Top 

In this chapter, 1 write about how 1 learned about "streaming" in scbools through my 

experience at the Faculty of Education and in the classroom, practice teaching assignments 

and in some of the teaching positions 1 have held. Under the heading, "Streaming at the 

Bottom End: Vocational Schooling and Leaming to Discipline", I discuss my experiences 

of streaming, parhcdarly during the two yean 1 spent teaching at a vocational school. 1 

will look at NDP provincial governrnent attempt at a more equitable educatiod system in 

the section, "Destreaming Grade Ninef'. In, "Analysis of the 1994 Onan0 SeconClary School 

Teachen Federation Survey" i look at the limits and possibilities of this critique. 

Throughout the chapter my main premise remains; that streaming is a discriminatory 

disciplinary practice. 

When I went to Tacher's College in 1984 I didn't know what the term "streaming" 

meant 1 assurned that streaming was the same as the two, four and five year prograrns of 

my high-school days in the 1970's. (Studenîs were streamed then, but 1 never heard anyone 

use the word "streaming"). For me this was something unquestioned and 'natuml' in those 

days. i slowiy leamed that meaming was grouping by ability, through sporadic discussions 

in the guidance class at the Faculty of Education and on practice teaching assignments. The 

latter form of leaming usually came from casual comments by associate teachers. 1 didn't 
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ask for explanations, since 1 thought that to do so would make me look unknowledgeable 

about something that seemed obvious to others. From the start 1 also experienced a sense 

of fear that anything 1 said or did that was not viewed as 'teacherly conduci' would end up 

as a negative comment on my final evaluation. This feeling only increased throughout that 

year. 

My initial objection to what 1 was hearing about streaming was that it sounded 

unfair. It becarne obvious that affixed to the diffenng streams were varying degrees of 

privilegeand opportunity. Despite the denials and qualifications that prefaced comments 

from teachers and *dents, 1 learned that the "basic" and "general" level students (for 

that is how students in lower classes came to be labeled) were oRen referred to and treated 

in derogatory ways, while their "advanced" and "enhanced"' (just look at the language here!) 

were privileged in cornparison. 

On my first practice teaching session my associate, " W  told me that he taught 

grade 9 basic level English, and grade 1 1 and 1 2 advanced level Drama On the way to class 

one &y, and by way of introduction to the grade 9 basic level English class, "W" told me 

that the students in this class could be difficulf due to attitudinal and behavioral problems. 

1 thought that " W  was very hanh with these students and I felt sorry for them. He would 

walk aromd with a stick in his hand, which 1 found quite intimidating. The students also 

seemed a h d  of the stick. A few times during my training, "W" mentioned the basic level 

students' "need for structure and discipline. "Ws" written suggestions to me on how to 

teach these students focused on the importance of gaining control. He wrote to me on one 



occasion: "Be imperaiive! " Though " W emphasized the importance of discipline and 

control in dl the classes, he seemed to stress it in the basic level ciassroorn. 

Back at the Faculty of Education I took a "guidance" course as part of the larger course 

called "The Contemporary Classroom". The guidance course ran for abut one month. One 

session was about "streaming". A few of us "students" voiced our concem that "streaming" 

seemed to favou. certain individuals. The teacher, "Cl', was very defensive about the 

practice. He made us  feel that our concems were misplaced, misinfomed and naive. 

Streaming was simply the method whereby "midents could do exactly as they wanted to 

do." So, for example, "Kids who wanted to go to university would take advanced level 

courses. Students who wanted to go to community college needdt bother themselves about 

taking courses at the advanced levels; the general level courses were designed for them. 

Those students who CHOSE not to go to College or University, but have other interests, such 

as entering the work force, could take the General or even the Basic level courses." "C" 

said that everybody had different aspirations and there was nothing wrong with being a 

garbagernan if that made one happy. One 'older' woman student disagreed, saying that most 

parents would not be happy if their SONS were garbagemen because parents wanted their 

children to do better than they had done. Some students tned to "put this woman in her 

place"- as if she was illiberal or inhumane- dismissing her as a product of the past I asked 

"Cn what effect streaming had on those people who didn't know what they wanted to do after 

high school. His response was dismissive and said: "A York University survey showed 

that students in grades 7 and 8 know what they wanted to do." 



Most of the more vocal students agreed with "C" that "streaming" was about 

choice and hence it was the best of al1 possible worlds. Any attempts to discuss the negative 

effects of 'streaming' were subsumed by the teacher, with claims that we didn't have time 

for this. Slowly I was beginning to see how we, as prospective teachen, were supposed to 

view streaming as an equitable phenornenon that we couldn't question AImost everyone 

treated it as if it were a "good" thing. By o b s e ~ n g  professors' comments and responses to 

streaming, students could take a cue for sunival about what issues you were to challenge or 

shut up about. No one wanted to fail Tacher's College and professors' dimissive, 

silencing and, at times, angry reactions to students who had the "wrong" viewpoinf 

taught us a lesson about survival. The "right" attitude we were to embrace regarding 

'streaming' was confirmed on rnany other occasions. 

The teacher that probably taught me the most about the unfairness of streaming was 

'Y, my second associate teacher. She was the teacher who attached the most explicit 

derogation to the diflerent streams. Once " X  asked me where, what and at what level had 1 

taught on my previous practice teaching session. 1 told her that 1 had taught grade 9 basic 

level English; the rest were drarna subjects. Y' informed me that they didn't have basic 

level STUDENTS at her school - it had a fine reputation as an 'acadernic school'. She 

continued happily, 'They are not as good as us, but WE shouldn>t Say that." She also 

remarked how 'standards' must have changed since she had gone to school. I did not tell her 

that my degree major was in Sociology. 'X" proudly confided that she had taken voice 

lessons and attended school hockey games early in the moming in an effort to improve 

herself for teaching. She recomrnended that these and other self-improvement efforts were 



what 1, too, should be "open" to doing. Another obvious source of pride to " X  was her 

grade 12 'enhanced' class. "X" referred to students in this class as "enriched, although she 

admitted that she shouldn't be calling them this anyrnore, since the Ministry had changed the 

label to "enhanced". ( It seemed that the term "enriched" had derogatory connotations). 

Several times during rny session with her, "X" said that this was her favowite class. 

"Sometirnes they just boggle my mind ... even 1 have lemed from these students ... this is a 

fungroup ... theyeatupall theinfo." " X  seemedreluctant to let me teachthisclassand 

told me exactly what she wanted me to do with them. "X's" privileging of the students' 

knowledge by virtue of the students being in this "special" class was always apparent. On 

one occasion this "privileging" involved me, for "X" had made known to her class that I was 

"new", a "non-knower" and therefore someone to whom they didn't have to pay much mind. 

A student in "Xs" class disagreed with something 1 had said, saying that I was wrong. I told 

the student that she was using the Old Testament of the Bible to support her opinion, while 

1 was talking about the New Testament. The student didn't believe that there was a 

difference. She went to 'X" afler class to cornplain about me. " X  chastised me, saying 

that the student was an EXPERT on The Bible. I tned to explain to "X"- to no avail. "Xs" 

pnvileging of "enhanced students was out of characttr with her treatment of other students. 

At the end of each class "Xn confionted me with a lengthy list of Observations and 

Suggestions (criticisms) of my teaching. These criticims also included how 1 should have 

disciplined students in the advancecl level class. 'X" wrote: "[niere is) Background Noise! 

No Homework?" No such minute criticisms were given to me afier teaching the "enhanced" 



classes. When I rnentioned to " X  that there was a discrepancy between the homework given 

to the two levels, she said that the enhanced students did not have to have regular homework 

because they were "intelligent" and because it was assumed that they would do i t  It 

appeared that homework was a punishrnent for students who were perceived to be less able. 

There was never mention of the "enhanced" classes having disciplinary problems, yet these 

students were doing the same sorts of things (acting like students) that their counterparts in 

other classes were doing. I was tryng to impose the same types of disciplinary "tips" on the 

enhanced level classes that "X" was telling me to w in the advanced level classes. The 

enhanced level cIass followed the advanced level class on the tirnetable. On one occasion a 

student told me that the midents in the enhanced level classes did not have to do things in the 

same manner as students in other classes, since they were "emiched. The students said they 

were "allowed" (meaning privileged) and 1 was to relax with them. 

I couldn't believe "Xs" change in demeanor u p n  entering the 'enhanced' class. I 

found her carefiee, happy attitude odd and false. It had changed in the time it took to walk 

fiom the 'advanced' to the 'enhanced' classes. "Xn did not think her "other" classes were 

"srnari" (other than the few midents that she pointed out to me), and she treated them as if 

they knew nothing. They acted accordingly at tirnes. It was as if they were playing out a 

self-fulfilling prophecy. " X  treated her "enhanced" students like adults that she liked The 

students in this class were "allowed" to eat in the class, taik during class, make excuses, be 

funny and witty, discuss their ideas, to be listened to and respecteci and go to the washroom 

withold permission. 'X" tnisted these students b u s e  she thought they were smart. 

Students in her advanced level classes were not assumai to be as intelligent. None of the 



previously mentioned "allowables" were available to them. 1 thought that these were n a d  

items, not privileges. "X" made me understand (however unwittingly) that al1 these 

seemingly petty items were controls she used for and against the students. 

"X's" differentid treatment of students in the "advanced" and "enhanced" classes 

is very similar to those Jean Anyon found in her study in workiag- class, middle-class and 

executive-class schools. Anyon explored the different attitudes and expectations of teachers 

in the various schools. Though 1 write about streaming within one school by individual 

teachers, the attitudes of teachen towaràs students (in di fferent level classes) are similar in 

Anyon's study and in my observations. Curtis, Livingstone and Smaller surnmarize Anyon's 

In the elite school, children had teachers who were polite tu them, who made 
no nasty or sarcastic remarks, and who gave few direct orders. In this 
atrnosphere, students were encourageci to work through problems analytically 
and to conceptualize rules in ways that they could apply to a range of 
problems. While they were expected to work hard, they also enjoyed 
considerable freedom of movement. The contrast between this school and 
those with working class students was W. In the latter, Anyon found that 
students were taught to follow d e s ,  often in mechanical manner and in the 
absence of choice. The teachen rarely explained the objective of the work 
midents were assigned and students spent too much of their time copying 
from the board Students resisted teachen' atternpts to make them leam in 
this way and teachers were at times content when students did not work, as 
long as they were quiet. (1992, p. 72) 

The pleasure that " X  derived corn teaching the enhanced level classes was 

understandable. It is flattering to "teach" students who are able to learn easily. It is also 

easier to teach smailer classes. It is more difficult to teach classes with students of rnixed 

abilities (advanced level classes seem to include more of a variety of abiiities than the other 



two levels). These classes are also generally much larger, as they have a higher enrollment 

By the time the student gets to high school they have developed cumulative coping 

strategies whose roots aren't always obvious A highIy controlled class may give the 

appearance of more well behaved students. This, in turn gets translated into students who 

are easier to teach. The more disciplinary ways of teaching students appear to work. The 

nature of teaching time, makes short term disciplinary solutions inevitable to teachen. 

Alternative disciplinary styles are hard to imagine, as there doesn't appear to be a plethora of 

legitimized role models available to new teachen. As Curtis, Livingstone and Smaller write: 

Many of the reasons that students, especially working - class and ethnidracial 
minority students, do not do well in schools lie outside the control of teachers 
in the large classes, in the pressure on teachen to cover the standardked 
curriculum, and in the lack of opportunities and resources for teachers to offer 
innovative curricula, courses, and programs to students, not to mention the 
multitude of regulations, policies and procedures that determine where and 
how teachen shall cany out their duties. ( 1992, p. 4.) 

Less disciplinary approaches, where the teacher is trying to make a more democratic 

classroom, can appear to be chaotic. Administrations in some schools reprimand teachen 

for a class that seems noisy and disorganized. h one schw 1, the teachers are made to keep 

their classroom doors open so that the administrator can walk down the hall and observe the 

classes. The principal never said why we had to keep ow doors open, though s(he) assureci 

us that it wasn't to 'check on' us. S(he) then continued to say that our classes should be 

quiet anyway. The assumption is that your class should never be so noisy that it would 

disturb other teachers and students in other classes. Teachers at this school do not see this as 

an issue. This "rule" is not written anywhere, but is one of those controls that teaches 



enforce by word of mouth. It is not something that is readily observable by visits to a 

classroom. With muent evaluations (rnonthly report cards in one school where I taught) 

and more accountability to parents regarding evaluation, a more democratic systern is hard to 

defend and develop. 

"X's" attitude reflected officia1 policy of the schools. She was playing by the d e s ,  

and, of course, this is most valued by administraton. 

1 also discovered that despite assurances fiom the Ministry and professon at the College 

that strearning did not label individuals, only teaching subjects, the opposite was tme. "X" 

told me about individuai students in her "enrichedu class, some of whom "excelled at 

everyhng", "a few excelled in one or two subject areas" an4 "a girl who shouldn't really be 

in the class but she wanted to be with her boyfbend." 

OSIS (Ontario Schools: Intemediate and Senior) States: 

these terms [levels] refer only to courses not to students. 

Basic level courses: 

should serve the needs of the student who may not parbcipate in post secondary 
education and provide a good preparation for direct entry into employment. 

General level courses: 

should be considered as appropriate preparation for employment careea, M e r  
education, education in certain prognims in the colleges of applied arts and 
technology and other non- degree granting pst - secondary educationai institutions. 

Advanced level courses: 

should.. prepare students to entry to tmivenity or to certain programs of the colkges 
of applied arts and technology. 
(OSIS, 1984,4.6 "Levels of Difficdtyn) 



Each of these "levels" determines where students can go and who they c m  be in the 

world Students takùig basic level courses can't go to univenity or college. 

One myth about streaming involves the Mini- of Education's (OSIS) distinction 

between individuals and classes in relation to strearning. The distinction attempts to 

make streaming sound reasonable, equitable and fair, a matter of choice, by making it 

seem as if students take only some subjects at different levels. It is my experience that 

students do become identifiai by the level at which they take most subjects. "Smart " 

kids take advanced and enhanced courses (though this category seerns absent in the 

document) and they do take most, or al1 of their subjects at these levels. It is especially 

important that they take their academic, university-bound subjects at the appropriate level. 

It is interesting that those kids who know they are going to university understand the 

importance of taking the right level, as do their parents. Those kids who are not 

universi ty-bound but are taking advanced level courses, seem oblivious and 

unknowledgeable regarding streaming, and requirements for M e r  education. While this 

may seem obvious (that is, why should you need to know about sornething you are not 

going to do or use?), 1 maintain that the omission narrows the fuhire leaming possibilities 

and earning capacities of the student. It seerns that the program of streaming in schools 

fulfills its purpose and intention of streaming in life. What appears to be an 

accommodation of midents of diffenng abilities is just another structure to ensure the 

privilege of the few. As Curtis, Livingstone and Smaller argue: 

Educational discrimination is a systemic political problem ... biases agaiast 
those fiom less affluent backgrounds are inherent in the fonn and content of 
the public schuol system, From its ongins in the middle of the 19th century, 
public education in Ontario has worked to ensure that the vast majorïty of 



working class people remain in their class or origin, whiie recruiting a very 
srnall and select minority of them for social mobility .... (1 992, p. 1-2) 

Many of the snidents who have been classified as smart, enriched, enhanced, 

speciai or whatever, have a history in the elementary school of sirnilar treatment. Students 

- are treated in an 'enhancecf or, "oettei way 'ay teachen and men& and the schooi. i ne 

midents and parents becorne familiar with and leam to expect a school system that treats 

hem in a specific way throughout their schooling career. As Conne11 writes: 

In a strearned high school where the academic curriculum is hegemonic, the kids who 
have best reason to 'expect results' are those in the top streams. These are the kick for 
whom the academic curriculum is working well and who are being favoured by the 
schools selection mechanisms. Their purposes are likely to coincide with the 
teachers, and the result is likely to be a well established hegemony of the staff in 
upper strearn classes. This can happen whether the teachers' technique is 
pupilsentered or teacher- centered. ( l98S.p. 134) 

Strearning benefits those in the "top" Stream. Another problem with streaming is 

that it contradicts the idea of leaming for manylmost midents. Learning should not limit 

you and ensure that you always stay in the same social place. Strearning does just this. It 

presumes that knowledge is already predetermined in an individuai and that you can only 

gain enough howledge for the social category you are in. It is very difficult for a mident to 

de@ these streams, since they are so wrapped up in one's self-identity and identification by 

othen. Moreover, it is very difficult for a *dent to change fron a generai to an advanced 

level class, though the opposite change is relatively easy. ifstudents are having difficulty in 

a subject andlor failing it the teacher may alert the guidance counselor who rnay in tum 



sjwk to the student about dropping to a more 'manageable' level of study. The student may 

also request a change in course level. 1 have rarely heard of a studentts request to 'drop downt 

a level being denied However, 1 have rarely heard of a student who wishes to change fiom 

a general to an advanced level course. Most students and parents dont even seem aware that 

it is a possibility. This is not surprising in a systern that limits the idea of leaming to 

streams. 1 think that many teachers, guidance counseloa and administraton corne to think 

of students in terms of inherent ability and levels. "Intelligence" then, becomes something 

that is basically fixed in individuals. It also becomes a sign of worthiness: the more 

intelligent are more worthy of the best schooling and society has to offer while the not so 

intelligent are less worthy of a 'good' place in schooling and society. 

Another example of the Ministry's privileging the "enhanced levels is seen in the 

section of the OSIS document regarding evaluation: 

Student achievement in such courses [enhanced] shall be reporteci at the advanced 
level so that all students taking an advanced level course, whether it is emiched or 
not, wi Il receive assessrnent based on comparable standards. This is parûcularly 
important when students submit their results to pst- secondary institutions. (OSIS, 
1984,4.6 "Levels of Difficulty") 

There is no official difference in evduation of students in enhanced and advanced 

programs. However, enhanced programs then have the privilege of smaller classes, more 

specialized curriculum designed tu meet the &dentst individual interests, teachers who want 

to teach this elite, prestige fiom being in the "smart" class and evaluation at the same level of 

difficulty as the advanced level. That is, midents in an enhanced level class are being 

evaluated by the same standards as the advanced level students. Students at the advanced 



level are not given this break and evaluated at the easier, general or basic level of difficulty. 

They are evaluated with the more difficult standards designed for the advanced level. In a 

system that bases worthiness on evaluation, ths "favowitism" is blatant. There are more 

benefits and resources for those going into higher academic programs than for those going 

into lowet streams. Curtis, Livingstone and Smaller write about the difierence in special- 

education programs: 

In the four years from 1 984 to 1 988, the number enrolled in gi fted programs 
in Ontario rose by 341% (from 3,369 to 1 1,488), at a time when the overall 
secondary population actually decreased by 5%. And as "g~fted" classes were 
skyrocketing* those going into lower-level special education (that is, those 
labeled "social maladjusteci," "leaming disabled" etc.) rose as well - by 85% 
(fiom 25,901 to 47,921) (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1988). Al1 reports 
suggest a skewing here on the basis of race, class and ethnicity - in one 
direction for "gifted" and in the other direction for many othen. (1 992, p. 94) 

I taught an "enhanced" math class during a supply teaching &y and asked some of the 

students about the meaning of being in an "enhanced" class. One student said he had more 

creative fun. He had been in an advanced Math class the previous year but did not do well 

because he was too "bored, so he switched to "enhanced" Math, where he would be 

"challenged". The mident continued: "We're not treated better ... [pause] well 1 guess we 

are ... [p ause] in regular classrooms the teacher cornes in, teaches his stuff and that's it . .., but 

this teacher has fun with us . .. ifs because of our mentality . . .. " I have never heard a -dent 

in the general or basic Ievel class use the words "bored" and "challenged" to get her or him 

into a higher class level. In fact, when a student in a basic or geneml level class uses these 

words, the efkct is quite different often gettuig them into trouble. There seems to be no 



way "up" for these students and this appears to be a built in prernise of the schooling system. 

The "smart" kids cm Iearn, the "dumb" kids cannot. 

Explicit in the philosophy of these programs is the assumption that some kids 
designated as "gifted" require more "stimulation" and "challenge" to realize 
their "potential" than do "nomal" midents. The tems used to describe these 
students vay.  "hrighter", "exceptional", "more intelligent", more "creative", 
etc. To be sure most school officials would be quick to deny that these 
students are in any way '%etter" human beings than their classrnates. 
However, such students clearly receive better than average treatment at 
school. (Curtis, Livingstone and Smaller, 1992, p. 65) 

The authon argue that: 

there are no provincially prescribed rnethods to determine who the "gifted 
are. Some boards use standardized tests despite evidence/studies that show 
that these tests are often biased in favour of children fiom dominant cultures 
reinforces the concept of "gifted as being chqracteristic of the dominant 
culture. (Ïbid, p. 66) 

And: 

... fiequent complaints have been raised about allocating resources to them 
[gifted] at the expense of the regular classrooms. (ibid., p.66) 

I'm not sure whom the authon were speaking of when they wrote of "frequent complaints". 

1 usually hear complaints from people who think that the 'gifleci' students are being held back 

by other kids and sufFer fiom a school system that doesn't serve their needs.. Resources are 

also given at the expense of the general level classes, with their hi@ number of studentr. The 

general and basic level classes are also suf5ering because of the recent attack on technical 

subjects (except cornputer related courses) in the vocational schools. A colleague in a school 

that arnalgamated the vocational and "regular" high school told me that the principal 



informed the stag that the basic level class numben would have to increase or else they 

would get huge OAC classes (which no teacher teaching them would want). Vocational 

subjects are supposed to have a lower student - teacher ratio than the ratio in "regular" 

subjects. The principals' directive denies the special attention that is supposed to be given 

to studentî in a vocational classroorn, as well as ignoring one positive (smaller class sizes) 

aspect of schooliag for vocational students. It also pits vocational teachers against "regular" 

teachers in a nurnbers game. 

Streaming at The Bottom End: Vocational School and Leaming to Discipline 

I taught at a vocational high school for two years. The subjects I taught were English, 

Drama, and People in Society. 1 also taught English with Section 27 students (students under 

the age of I 8 who were in the protected custody of a group home) in a segregated classroom 

for approximately two months. The subjects at this school were taught at the special basic, 

basic and general levels. This was my first full time teaching position. I was hired in 

October after the school year had already starteci. 1 knew little of what the differing levels 

meant What 1 learned seemed to corne f?om casuai comments made by my colleagues about 



the students. These comments, while not exactly flattering, were alsa mixed with defensive 

and protective attitudes towards thern. 1 came to the school with the knowledge given by 

well-wishers and others that this school was one of the worst places you could teacb I was 

told that it had very BAD, tough kids. 

What I faced in a classroorn were 15 students of varying abilities and behaviours. 

The majority of students were white males. Some students had major attendance problems. 

Some could barely read and or write and would not do any work. Some were major 

disturbers. Mon were labeled with some leaming disability. Some were poor, sorne had 

physical disabilities; some were passive; sorne were aggressive; and some were violent; 

some hid (literally under their coats and hats, some by being silent) and some were 

protected Most students seemed not to want to be at school. These students did differ 

fiorn the kids in a "regular" school, in that al1 the "troubled and troublesome" students 

populated every class. Vocational school appeared to me a 'dumping ground for society's 

failures. The apathy was, to me, palpable. 

Teaching students who are so oppressed doesn't mean that you can start teaching 

them about their oppression. You knew that these students had a history of similar negative 

experiences of schooling that directed them here. The darnage already done to these 

midents is underestirnated. They werent suddenly going to transform. 

I thought that if you were faK, worked to expose b i s ,  were open and provide 

curriculum of interest to each student, then you would be on your way to a democratic 



classroom. 1 believed that most people can learn in a numiring environment. In this school, 

however, I was faced by al1 of the students with d l  kinds of problems. No previous 

schooling, teaching or life experiences had prepared me for the variety of people I would be 

teaching Generally, 1 got along quite well with most of my students in the vocational 

school. At times, vety difficult midents could make your classroom a very hateful place. 

I tried to show them what respect was by respecting them, though to practice respect was 

often a real struggle. For example, it is difficult to teach the student who is totally 

resistant, the one who is constantly victimizing another student and today starts to spit on 

him because he says he wants to give the student AiDS because he is a "geek". Or, you 

canP get his attention. Or the entire class of boys who refuse to stop playmg games and 

listen, no matter what you are doing, even if you are doing something that would capture 

their attention, something they could relate to. The classroorn dynamic often severely limits 

what can be done. It can, on the other hand also be the starting point. Some students woufd 

totally disrupt everything al1 the time. I might know why a mident behaved the way they did 

and would not send them to the office or to guidance or out of the room. 1 also realized that 

those avenues were ofien useless, (although at times they did serve as a much needed 

reprieve for al1 those involved) because they could not get at the long terni, deep seated 

complex reasons for the student's behaviow. Then the student would retum to class, doing 

the sarne types of things that got them sent away in the first place. But now they were mad 

at you and you still had to deal with them. 



Being able to deal with students was the first step in the disciplinary chain. If you had 

problems you were to send the student to the guidance counselor or the administration, 

depending on the problem. You couid also phone a parent If a teacher came to rely on the 

administration for help with students, at some point he or she would be seen as not being 

able to control the class, or to handle the situation. A sign of success was if the teacher diddt 

send d o w  referrals to the office. Then she would be seen as either not having problerns with 

students or able to handle these problems herself If you did have problems, your 

cornpetence as a teacher would then be questioned by other teachen and administration. 

The administration tell the sta f f  that we should refer the students to hem, and officia1 

school d e s  were written in documents outlining the proper disciplinary procedure for a 

teacher to follow. Teachen corne to realize that the reality is different. They often 

complain that they get littie or no support fiom administrators, despite contrary rhetoric. 1 

leamed about discipline from the experience of teaching: fiom observing and reacting to 

colleagues. Theirs' was not the official talk. Herein lies a difficulty for a new teacher: 

the contradiction between what is stated officially and represented partly by the 

administration, what you want to beiieve, and the daily reality of students and teaching 

(where there is always an exception to the d e ) .  The novice teacher l e m  about this part of 

the hidden curriculum for teachers through work experience and other teachers. What you 

end up doing &en bean little resemblance to the official version, especially in a vocational 

school. The 'official version' of discipline and curriculum only 'works' for a minority of the 

*dents. Some students are able to fit into these versions. It is my experience that students 

at a vocational school rarely fit into the official prescriptions of schooling prepared for them. 



C e c u l u m  standards often seemed like a farce. Many of these students were so low 

in readiog and writing skills. m e r  students refused (passively or not) to demonstrate their 

skills. "Doing" work often looked 'messy'. 1 couldn't help thinking that if another tacher 

came into my class she wouldn't think we were "doing" anyhng. In fact, we may have been 

miles away fiom the curriculum. 1 felt that what students had to say about themselves came 

first, and I was pleased if they even got to that. That could never be predicted. 1 often felt 

that the contents of the books on the English course were stupid for most teens. They were 

geared for their reading level. They were sirnplistic, moralking and stereotypical. When 1 

became more experienced and confident, 1 sometimes scrapped the curriculum and would 

b ~ g  in newspaper articles, do drama and other things 1 thought would engage the students 

(these strategies could also be incorporated into the curriculum). 1 would ask the students 

what they would like to do and offer alternatives. Sometimes this "worked'' and more often 

I felt that it didn't. So, while 1 believe that you mut provide relevant materials and engage 

the students, this is not always enough. Critics oflen argue that students don't do well 

because they are not challenged This is part of the mix, but it is much more complicated 

Another w o n  some students may not do well in school are the efTects of poverty on them. 

While poverty per se is not a cause of failure in school, the "damage inflicted 

(Davies, 1997) by poverty can be. 1 have worked with many poor, neglected and abused 

kids. This is not to say that al1 the p r  are abused, nor are ail abused people poor. 

However there did seem to be an abundance of poor kids who were abused at this school. 

Davies explains: 

... there are social workers and doctors and local politicians who know very 
well that among some of the very poor white communities, there is something 



like and epidemic of child abuse - physical, ernotiod and sexual. But, with a 
few brave exceptions, they are most reluctant to admit if for fea. of giving the 
poor a bad image. It is the same story with the tnrth about levels of crime 
committed by poor people, or about levels of alcohol addiction or domestic 
violence or the neglect of children. Well - meaning defenders of the poor 
mask the tmth about what is happening to them, insist on being positive about 
their achievements and constnict images of their courage in the face of 
austenty. ( 1 997, p. 23 5 )  

Some students can barely function with others in a classroom, while others appear to be 

doing so because they are not disruptive. Students should have a d e  environment to leam. 

That is probably one of the most difficult things to achieve. For example, it rnight take a 

whole semester to get students to ever Men to one another. I remember one class in 

particular. Every time someone would try to Say something, other midents would constantly 

"put them down". This made many students not want to say anything. The bantering often 

took the form of escalating joking. It was cruel and silencing and insured that nothing else 

went on. It was constant "dissing". in one class, the "guys" would punch each other in the 

arm. hevitably, one student would fa11 on the Boor (they were sitting with chairs balanced 

on two feet, while their own two feet were on the table in Front of hem) which would cause 

and uproar. They never seemed to tire of this. One day this "punching" continued while we 

were waiting for the dismissal Ml, only this time, one of the "guys" punched me by mistake! 

Or there was the day they were stufing little bits of papa into the film projector 

(unbeknownst to me, of course) untilI could me11 something b m i n g  Efforts at discussion 

and role-playing were often futile. 

The lack of selfesteem (especially in this environment where these students had a 

history of failure) experienced by many of these students rnanifested itself in abuse, 



intolerance and disrespect of others. One of my students, "Cm, used constant humor to avoid 

doing school work and to prevent anyone else fiom doing anything. He seemed "hi& 

spirited". "CM once told me about being tied to a chair and whipped as a child and told me 

that he lived on the Street in Toronto off and on. When I showed concem, he laughed at me 

dismissively. He becarne increasingly distressing throughout the terni, yelling obscenities at 

everyone throughout a class. I tried to speak to hm but he just joked about my concem. 

My tacher, mentor ffiend and guidance counselor suggested that 1 give "Cn chances and 

then report him to the office. "C" told the guidance counselor that he did whatever he 

wanted because 1 let him do it. So I followed al1 the steps and "Cts" behaviour changed for 

a week. Actually he wouldn't speak to me. He became the same disruptive person afler 

that "C" and I had been fiends in the previous year but by this time (upon reflection) he 

seemed to be totally out of control. At the time I saw his behaviours more as a penonal 

classroom problem. I met "Cl' recently . He said he had been in and out ofjail twice for 

drink- related charges and he was trying to get his life back on track. He said he didn't know 

how we teachen had put up with the likes of him. He also spoke of the difficulties he had 

experienced and since he was a very young person with a dnnking problem. "Cu was just 

one of several stwlents in a class with "problems". 

One time in the same school, one of the shidents' threatened to shove her reading 

book down another girl's throat if she did not ''shut the f .. up". 1 asked her if she needed to 

take a walk around the school. She did One student in the Section 27 class tried to turn the 

teachers' desk over on me because 1 asked him if he had a pencil. One student pretended to 

read the paper, though he couldnt r d  He would never let me help him, because he 



couldn't admit (even privately) that he had a probiem. One student wore a hood and would 

keep his face covered and would never speak, while another could barely respond to me 

other than to reply how he was. They ail knew though if you were being fair to them or not 

They spent a lot of time complaining about the injustices they experienced in some classes. 

There was the student wtio got kicked out of the house because he wasn't doing well in 

English. The father coulddt undentand that his son was failing. 1 told him that his son 

would not do any of the written or oral work. The father thought that as when he went to 

school there were ways of making the son do it. He spoke about beatings and such. He 

thought 1 should m l e  his son do his work. The son could barely write a sentence and so 

would not wite. He would not sit dom, he would not listen, he would not Say what he 

thought He walked around pushing books off his classrnates tables, laughing and making 

fun. I talked to him a lot. He seemed to think 1 was worrying for nothing. What could Ywe 

do? Was there any topic he was interested in? Nothing came of our chats. Sending him to 

guidance and the office also had no positive effect. The father was very angry about his son 

and decided to punish him. 1 didnt know about this. The son was out of school for a week 

and a haif. When 1 asked him where he had been, he responded, "You should know, you got 

me kicked out". I had no idea. Since then, I have k e n  cautious about what 1 say to parents. 

On Parents' Ni& out of 40-50 students, I might have 3 parents show up. Often 

these were the parents of the midents who were doiog well. I cannot help thinking that for 

some of these parents, schooling didn't hold out the canot of success. 

For each of these lo'ds 1 have d e s c n i  there were many othen in the class 

manifesthg some fom of resistance to c l a smm leaming. Truancy was a major problem 



for a minority of students. Parents were cailed and administration dealt with the midents. 

Ml this was to no avail (as far as 1 could see) to the chronically absent hi&-school student. 

It was very dificult to get &dents to improve their reading, writing and speaking skills. 

Their oral skills were generally the strongest so 1 tried to capitalize on these. Many of the 

students were very social and although they may not have liked school (especially the 

academic subjects) they attended because their fiends were there. 

An example of the arnbiguous nature of power that the individual tacher had in 

relation to the system is in their relationships with administraton. Here 1 provide an 

instance of that relationship that occurred during my teaching at the vocational school. I 

learned by being told by my teacherhentor fnend that you had to document every incident 

with "problem" students. This seemed excessive and paranoid since these students al1 

seerned to be problems when set against the regular school kids and standards. Also, 1 felt 

that with d l  this documentation, I wodd purposefùlly be putiing myself in an adversarial 

position with students. I was having difficulty with one student, "A". He started school 

about one month late because he "didn't feel like coming". This late start was a problern as 

he seemed out of sorts with the class dynarnic. He was constantly trying to assert his 

presence as an authontarian. He would swear at the girls in the class for no apparent 

reason. if 1 asked him what was wrong or urge hirn to be quiet, this would provoke a 

heightened round of verbai abuse. He was nasty and would pick on and intimidate kids. He 

made it quite plain that he would not talk to me ever and that he was in control. 1 spoke to 

the parent, the guidance counselor and the vice principal several times. After exhausting 

several avenues for dealing with the student, the vice- principal and guidance counselor set 



up a meeting between the student, the principal, guidance counselor, parent and teachers of 

the student My teachedmentor fnend had advised me al1 dong to document what was 

going on with this student. Surely my case was obvious, and wasa't this al1 a bit paranoid? 1 

protested. M e r  dl, I was a kind and patient teacher who was not Iike some of those mean 

teachers (so 1 thought) whom students bad a "real" cornplaint aga&. This student was 

notorious for these types of behaviours, after dl .  My patient, kind hend explained that the 

administration, while at one point seeming to support you, would change in another 

meeting. "Do not mist them, they don't care about you". 1 still could not believe this but 1 

documented everything. 1 went into our meeting. As soon as the parent raised objections to 

what was being said by the vice-principal and principal the vice-principal started to act as if 1 

was the one who had manufactured the student's behaviours. AI1 of a sudden 1 was king 

blamed. Another teacher spoke of the student's behaviour and the multitude of chances he 

had been given over the years. Then the principal spoke of this. The blame was king 

shified from me almost imperceptibly. I said very little during this exchange. The parent 

started to tell her son that he had been behaving like this for a long time and he must finally 

accept responsibility. 1 also felt that had this parent not been a single working class mom 

with a history of negative relations in the school (i.e., she had midde class power and voice 

and knew how to assert this) the principal would have decided in her favour - regardless of 

what 1 had done or not done. This 18 year old boy began to cry. I felt very bad that I had 

taken this so fm and began to question myself You are supported as long as it is easy to be 

supportive, when there is nothing to lose. As mon as a student, parent or trustee questions 

the teacher, the administration will go with the &est bet They don'twant to entertain the 



threat of publicity and thus there isn't a trial for the tacher. There is no defense. It is easier 

for them to agree with whoever cornplains. Students, parents and teachers become victims of 

this power play. So, in uphdding the adrninistmtion's d e s ,  regulations and discipline 

you can get hto trouble. You can get in trouble without even being aware of it. You're 

damned if you do and you're damned if you don't. 

By my second year of teaching at this school, it was easier in the sense that the kids 

knew me, 1 had a reputation and they were okay with me so we didn't have to go through 

these initiation rituals. They often told other, newer students to lave  me alone because I 

was okay". Although I portray these students as having dificulty learning, 1 did like k ing  

with them and we did have h. 

1 was declared "excess" at this school in lune, due to declining enrollment i was 

placed by a principals' cornmittee and the OSSTF at another school. The next year would see 

the amalgamation of this vocational school and the high school next door. 1 thought students 

would welcome this oppominity to be affiliated with the other school. 1 reasoned that the 

comection to the "academic" school would result in a better image for the students at the 

vocational school who often referred to their school as the "no knowledge college". I spoke 

to the students in a few of my classes about this. Although they knew they were negativeiy 

labeled they still thought that this was the best place for them. They felt they got "special" 

help here. And yet their regular daily remarks about teachea, the curriculum and other 

aspects of their schooling contradicts that they were even gettîng an okay education. 1 

discovered that they were very defensive about "their school. They didn't want to be 

affiliated with the other school. They thought that they would not receive attention and 



would not get special help. This was interesting because 1 often felt they were not getting 

much help at all here. Many of these students would have experienced a lack of success in 

elementary schooling, which is why they would be sent to a vocational school. In the 

destrearned elementary classes these students would have been at the bottom of the ciass. 

When they came to hi&-school at least sume of them felt that being in a vocational school 

meant they were getting special treatrnent. They might even be at the top of the class in a 

vocational school which was probably an improvement fiom being always at the bottom of 

the class in elementary. Or, students felt cornfortable with students who they perceived as of 

similar ability to themselves. They felt they were not the "worsy" in the class. The students 

were afiraid of being put in a class with what they called "regular" kids. They were afraid 

that they would appear stupid, for they had internalized the labels given to them long before 

they reached hi@-school. This fear is rooted in their experiences in elementary school. 

Some of the students talked tough about things that they were going to do if anyone (fiom 

the other school) said anything to them. "his tough facade was something cultivated by 

these students as a defense mechanism and as a way of understanding, survivîng and making 

sense of their iives. This rough and tough attitude permeated their schooling lives as a 

counterpoint to their toId, reinforceci and internalised "lack of ability". So while many of 

the students appeared confident, rude, honest, direct, "behavioural problems", "in your facen, 

and able to stick up for themselves, in fact these were well pmcticed coping strategies. 

Once I got to know the students, 1 came to understand just how wlnerable they really were. 

The teachers at this school were also defensive about where and what and whom they 

taught They too were labeled With the imminent amalgamation of the two schools, many 



teachen seemed ahaid that they would have to teach advanced level courses. 1 heard 

teachen saying, "We can teach their [advanced level] kids, but can they [advanced level 

teachen] teach our kids"? Some of these teachers didn't have the confidence to teach 

advanced level courses, because they didn't have a teaching degree and they were scared, 

they also seemed afraid of their colleagues' imputed intelligence. Some did not want to 

change because they had been doing the same thing the same way for 15 to 18 years. Some 

seemed afraid of the more challenging curriculum at the other school. Some had it fairly 

"cushy" and did not want any direction from anyone else, especially since they had been 

teaching so long. Some teachen were not thnlled with the idea of the stricter surveillance 

and accountability of teachers in the "regularn school. The division between mental and 

manual labour was very apparent here, with most of my colleagues affiliating themselves 

with the latter. They associated the academic school teachen with the former. This was a 

division that both sets of teachen seemed to uphold. A few teachers would "go with the 

flow" and seemed pleased with the amalgamation. 

As a result of my experiences 1 believe that strearning, whether it be vocational 

schooling, or in a "regular" schooling is undesirable and contrary to the idea of learning. 

Al1 midents should be integrated into one school. Of course our ideas about schooling would 

have to change to be so inclusive. The following section outlines my experience of grade 

nine "destreamedn classes. This "partialn destreaming may have contriiuted to the present 

backlash against destrearning. 



Destreaming Grade Nine 

1990 - 199 1 NDP Government in Ontario decided to destream grade 9 courses. The 

process of "getting everyone on board" was less unifonn than might be supposed. Teachers 

may be told about the new way to do things through several venues. We may hear about it 

through the monthly staff meeting or department meetings, and through teaching or union 

bulletins. Of coune the media is our first inclination of change. 

A tacher who has not taught grade 9 in a semester or year then s(he) may not know 

too much about strearning in the classroom. 1 write here, in 1996, about some of the things 1 

have observed about the grade 9 destreaming program. At di fferent times in the pst  four 

yean 1 have taught grade 9 English and Drama. Drama is different from other subjects 

regarding strearning since it is in pmctice destreamed 

In many of the schools where I have taught, Drama was offered until grade 12 at the 

"general" level of study. Then there is an "advanced OAC course, that is supposed to be 

academically more difficult, with an emphasis on more writing than the previous drama 

courses. Students in grade 12 "genemln level Dmma may take the OAC course without an 

advanced level prerequisite. This is not consistent with the policies of taking the sarne level 

subject throughout high-school for the other courses. The head of department at one of the 

schools that 1 taught in argued with the principal for getting the level of Dtama courses 

changed from the "gened" level to the "advanced" level. This, he reasoned, would lend 



legitimacy to the Drama program (which was often seen as a "bird coursen), as well as  

providing a more logical continuity from grades 12 to OAC. He also fought to get a Grade 9 

Drama program into the school. Most schools have Drama starting in grade 10. Some 

drama teachers say the students are not mature enough in grade 9. It has been my 

experience that the grade 9 students are the most enthusiastic and interested students of all 

the grades. The head of the Drama department reminded me that we always taught drama as 

a destrearned course. I had forgotten that, and had taken for granted this way of seeing 

classes and teaching. The idea of streaming is very much a part of many teachers' 

consciousness. It's taken for granted status makes it seem as natural. It is not just people 

who are not pro-kids who come to see streaming in this natural way, as I try to explain in the 

following anecdote. 

A teacher, "B", of the Developmentally Challenged (D.C.) class at a school I was 

teaching approached me to tell me that he was putting one of "hs" students in my grade 9 

class. I told him that was fine. "B" explained all about h s  girl. I admit I didn't know much 

about the program at the school. He seemed reluctant to "integrate" this girl because he had 

never integrated any of his students into classes in the school. He assured me that she looked 

"normal". The student, "C", would also be integrated into an Art class. '73'' seemed unsure 

of this move and appeared to be preparing me for the "worst". I forgot most of what he told 

me as it was the beginning of the year and there was a lot to remember. I tried to make it so 

"C" was not pointed out as special (read: derogatory). I never told other students that she 

was fiom the D.C. class. "C" had some things in common with other students, in other ways 

she was meren t  But this could be said of every student This is what I wanted '73" to 



understand "B" kept treating "C" as if she was special and wone than other *dents. He 

would come to visit me and when I said that "C" was doing fine he acted in a disbelieving 

way, as if 1 was king naive, or lowering my standards just to accommodate "Cu. 1 found it 

difficutt to communicate with him at the time as 1 was on edge and thought he was 

disapproving. Eventuaily, 1 wodd come to talk to my head of department about what was 

becoming an issue. Some of the things that stick out in my mind about "C" are how some of 

her %ebehaurs" became identified and treated by "B" as if she was k ing  %ad. 1 did not 

see it this way. On one occasion a very defiant "C" came to me saying in no uncertain terms 

that she was not putting some stupid costume on for the play her group was doing. So i toid 

her that t h  was okay and that people put on costumes because it can be fun and it helps 

them get into role. But, if it makes you feel stupid than you shoddn't do it I told her a few 

times that it was no big deal. She seemed surprised by rny answer, her tone suggesting that 

she was getting ready for an argument (this was "C's" method of comrnunicating with me for 

a while). When 1 told "B" this he seemed to interpret the situation to be "C" not doing what 

she was supposed to, even though 1 explained that 1 thought it was about selgesteern and 

that forcing her would not be helpful. 1 also told '3" that this was not uncornmon. Many 

kids refused (this refusal took me a while in my weer to learn how to deal with, Le., what 

happens when everyone refuses? - as would sometimes happen) to do things (especially in 

Drama) and usually there would be a reason, though it was not aiways imrnediately available. 

Yes, sometimes, especially when tire4 1 felt like refusais to parûcipate were nuning my 

plans and I ciidn't always hande situations in the best way. In my responses to the kids 1 

would ûy to keep in mind that there were rasons that they chose to do or not do something, 



that were often not directly related to me. I tned to give them time. Sometimes I tried to 

persuade them. 

Once "B" walked into the middle of my class to get "C". She told him to "fuck - off' 

and he suspended her. 1 knew she was embanassed that he entered the class because his 

presence announced that she was associated with him and he was vaguely known as the 

reacher of the "durnb kids" and so she, too, must be "dumb". niis was the last penon she 

wanted to be identified with. "B" didn't see her defiance in this way. "C" wanted to fit in; to 

be seen as "nomal" by her classrnates. 1 thought she was doing well. It seemed the more she 

was treated like one of the othen by the other midents and myself', the more willing she 

became to participate. A comrnon feeling for most of us! She would never join in the games 

we played at the begiming of each class, and I figured it was because these could be 

intimidating, even though they were designed to get people to know each other. There was 

one game that "Cm wodd join in, however, and she excetled at it. It was a game involving 

concentration and memory. As a teacher you have to be carefüi with "allowing" certain kids 

not to participate, as this cm backfire. Other students, looking for a scapegoat or thinking 

the teacher unfair will question the mident and the teacher. So, midents who do not want to 

be "singled out", may inadvertently be the object of other students' attentions. Some 

shidents were questionhg me about "Cl' in front of her. "Why doesn't she have to play?" 

They thought 1 was king unfiair. 1 had to explain and give examples of how we dl have 

things we are not cornfortable doing and that "forcing" someone rnight not be in their best 

interest. And, I explained how I tried to be sensitive to al1 of their ways. 



'73'' wanted his assistant to come in and observe "C" in my class because she 

wasnlt doing much in her other classes. The assistant was j~ to drop in. I was not very 

comfortable with this because 1 felt that when the assistant saw "Cm she might interpret her as 

"doing nothing". Sometimes "C" did sit back, as other midents did. A penon not fmiliar 

with a Drama classrmm rnay come in and observe the students to "be doing nothing". At 

times 1 also perceived the students to be "doing nothing". But, Drama is a process that can't 

necessarily be observeci Yes, the students do discuss their [ives at the sarne time, but that is 

part of a process of working with othen. I would walk around and "guide" them and "help" 

when needed. The assistant never came in because "C" was apparently cursing at her 

and not getting along. "B" also toid me that "Cl' was "strongly against" having the assistant 

observe her. "C" would ofien tell me that "they" treated her like a baby. Again "B" spoke 

to me about "C". I think he couldn't understand why "C" was doing well in my class because 

she wasn't doing well in another class. 1 said that "Cu was like other kids. He said that "Cm 

was sexually promiscuous. 1 asked what he meant by this. 'BB" explained that she would 

"offer" herself to any guy and had no sense of responsibility - she was like a little k i d  It may 

well have been that she was less responsible than some of her peers, but 1 couldn't see how 

my willingness to teach her alongside other kids should be affected "B" treated my 

willingness to have "Cn in my class ( and i guess what seemed like my casual attitude to his 

concems) as my lack of knowledge, and he kept tryng to inform me about how abnormal 

"Cl' was. "B" only spoke to me one more t h e  that semester. He was concerned that 1 was 

passing "CM, and that she would get and "advanced level" credit He seemed to think that if I 

wanted to pass her she should get only one halfcredit, or she should get the credit at a 



general or basic level. He thought that 1 was compromising my standards and that it would 

look bad for other kids if "C" got the credit. Again, 1 was angry, but unable to respond very 

much 1 had never thought that she should get less of a credit My marks showed that she 

did the work and was passing 1 told my head of department about this dilemma. We spoke 

about how "outsiders" often didn't understand h a  He also had observed this girl himself 

and saw that she was participating, ofien more than many other kids did He agreed that it 

wasn't fair and said he would speak to "B" about this. The "head explained to "C" about my 

concerns, and the way of Drama in general. "C" then agreed that the mark could be lefi. 

1 was fortunate that my head of department had a similar ideology about the Drama 

program and students. Many of the Drama teachen 1 have met have a more understanding 

approach to students. This may be because h a  is destrearned . At the end of the year, in 

his farewell speech, "B" mentioned that he had ieanied from me about integrating the 

"D.C." students into the classroom. i wished that I had been able to set aside my own fear 

aside to comrnunicate with him more. Although I never thought about it much, now 1 see 

that 1 have often found myself in the role of student advocate (1 never thought of this as 

separate fkom my tacher role). 1 have often felt powerless and defeated when someone 

was threatening othen (and myself7my belief systems). 1 will state my position, but feel 

defensive and attacked and often cannot engage in dialogue. Now, I can see the systemic 

roots of this experience. 

Michael Apple writes about how the "labels" tbat have been used by the '%elpingn 

professions can have a l e s  than helpful effect: 

... many of the ameliorative refoms schooi people propose in schools, and the 



assumptiom behind them, have the sarne effect-ultimately haming rather than 
helping, clouding over basic issues and value conflicts rather than 
contributhg to our ability to face them honestiy.. . .especially. ..inRR. the 
process of using clinical, psychological, and therapeutic perspectives 
and labels in schools .... as a mechanism by which schools engage in 
anonymizing and sorthg our individuals 
into preordained social, economic, and educational slots. 

And he continues: 

The labeling process, thus tends to function as a form of social control, 
a 'worthy' successor to a long line of rnechanisms in schools that sought 
to homogenize social reality, to eliminate disparate perceptions, and to 
use supposedly therapeutic means to create moral, valuative, and 
intellectml consensus. The fact that this process can be deadening, 
that it results in the elimination of diversity, that it ignores the 
importance of conflict and 
surprise in human interaction is too ofien lost in the background in our 
rush to 'help.' .... by the very fact that they are s h e d  assumptions, the 
product of specific groups of people, and are commonly accepted by 
mon educaton (if not moa people in general), they only 
become problematic when an individual Molates hem or else when a 
previously routine situation becomes significantly altered. (Apple, p. 
t 75) 

Destreaming in English meant, to begin with, that there was a new coune-outline to 

teach and learn. men,  as teachers who are switched from one subject area to another, and 

one grade Ievel to another, you often are stniggling just to keep up. What we are going to 

teach is only known to us just as we start to teach the course. New courses can be the 

source of much anxiety. OAen, there is not much practical help nom other teachers, as 

they are burdened down with their own work Ioads. Even if other teachen are helpfui, 

doing a new course with new evaiuation procedures is often a process of triai and error. So, 



some teachen cornplain about the extra work destreaming meam as well as king anxious 

and unsure of exactly what it is that we are supposed to be doing. Teachen get paralysed by 

ail the paperwork we get tellhg us "how to do it". What are meant to be guidelines and 

reasons for doing things, become interpreted and used as "the canon". Generally, it seems 

that teachers like to obey. 

Wheo I iaught my first destrearned grade 9 English in Febniary of 1994 I treated it as if 

it was partially a new corne . I had taught the grade 9 course only once at this school, a 

year or two previously and 1 could hardly remember it 1 found that I had to read some new 

things, but some of the texts were the same. 

My fint impression of the grade 9 cfass was that there were only 15 midents. 1 have 

never cared what level 1 was teaching, or whether they were "mixed", if only 1 had a small 

class. So dl I could think of was that I had this small class and that I could redly do 

something with them. We were a very caring class, though we a is0  had to work at it. A 

part of caring was helping each other and working with other students, being tolerant of each 

other. Finding out the students' leaming habits takes a while. I am reluctant to test students 

irnmediately or look at their past records, as we are encouraged to do. 1 can't remember the 

students' narnes for a few weeks anyway, so 1 would aever be able to amch a face to a file. 1 

dont want to start judging the midents because this o h  becomes a self fulfilling prophecy. 

Although I came to see that the students were at different places in ternis of English, this is 

also the case in streamed classes. 1 couldn't really sec the difference. I can remember 

feeling bady about a month after the course begaa It was Parents Night and one student's 

mother came in with him. She wanted to know how her son was doing. 1 said I thought he 



was dohg well. She asked to see his marks and 1 showed her. Many marks were quite low 

and some assigmnents were not done. Mrs. X seemed puzzled at why 1 thought her son was 

doing well, though accordhg to his marks he was bordedine in tems of passuig. 1 told her 

that her son was very hard working but didn't always finish, but that he could hand his 

assignments in Iater. Mn. X didn't seem convinced that her son was working very bard and 

began lecturing hirn on how he must try harder and how stiff cornpetition was for university 

and jobs. She was also concemed about his attitude, which 1 assured her was "j ust greatl'. I 

wondered whether she realized that what he did do was great for where he was at. He 

worked really hard and always asked for help when he needed it. I had observed him to be 

reading "The Adam's Family" book. This is a book for people who have been reading for a 

few yean, maybe grade three, and the project that this student excitedly described to me and 

painstakingly worked on for hours at home and a week in class was a big box painted black, 

with Styrofoam cups as m e t s  and a drawstring bridge; the Adam's Family cade. He met 

my criterion of illustrating in some way the book they read and so he did well. 1 was 

conscious that some of my colleagues wodd be appalled that 1 "let" him read this book to 

begin with. Even though they have time set aside in class for independent reading many 

teachen restrïct the students' reading to what they consider to be worthy literature. The 

independent reading time is supposed to be for the students to choose their own reading 

material. I take this seriousty. Limiting hem is not choice. Teachers may control the 

midents' reading in many ways. This includes telling midents what they can read, 

approving their books, to, giving out a iimited list to choose fiorn. Sorne people would not 

think that this individual should be in this class and be achieving the same grade as the other 



students. This particular student was labeled a slow leamer and 1 did feel anxious that 1 may 

not have helped him as much as 1 could have. 1 ofien feel that in any classroom. 1 didn't 

focus much on km iodividually nor did 1 necessarily think about him k ing  "slow". 1 

expected the students to help each other. 1 wodd circulate and ask them if they were okay 

and 1 wodd be available for help, but I did not like to haras, or force them to corne to me 

for help. 1 believe that they could corne to me whenever they wanted. How the teacher is 

with each student is watched by al1 the other students. The students take Eues fkom you 

This student was really a part of this class because he wasn't differenced by the other students 

or myself because of his grades in English. He was not identified by his "ability" in 

English. 

Special Learning Disabled(S.L.D.) teachers that were assigned to each student ofien 

gave the teachen of those students a page of suggestions and recommendations, strengths 

and weakness of the student Although as teachers we are supposed to modiQ our program 

to meet the needs of the students, when we do this we are often perceived as lowenng our 

standards. When 1 have questioned some of the guidance, ESL and SLD teachers about an 

individual student, they have told me not to lower my standards. (1 never felt îhat 1 thought 

in tenns of standards, 1 just tried to get each penon to do something.) This seems very 

contraclictory to their suggested strategies. The students dont undentand, nor do the 

parents, that their kid is progressing fine, even though they are not getting an "A", or in the 

case of other grade levels, may be failing You are supposed to individualise a program for 

a student with certain Ieaming disabilities. Sometimes it was perceived by students and 

other teachers that you were "too easy" if some weaker academic students "passeci". Though 



if several students "failed the teachers would be questioned. The administration (and 

others) wanted it both ways at the same time. 

Despite al1 this we had fun in that grade 9 destreamed class: we ate, we chatted 

about what was bothering us about events that had happened that day and in our lives, and 

we got through the course. It wasn't that I was naive in the sense of trying to wipe out the 

differences between us, but 1 tried not to focus on them in a way that would bnng derogation 

on the individual. I did not want to limit the students' possibilities, in what they codd do and 

how they could imagine themselves. The students listened, supported and helped each 

other. Some knew others fiom grade 8 and sorne didn't know anyone in the class. I believe 

because they were listened to they listened to othen. 1 do not mean to give the impression 

that they were perfect and that they al1 were communicative and loving each other. We 

argued and negotiated and some times they would "work" and at times they didn't want to. 

I remember one girl who was a year older than the others. She had failed grade 9 

English and had the reputation of being tough. The students seemed to defer to her. One 

day we were talking about our anger and she said that she had assaulted a tacher - and we 

talked about that as linle as she could. Another day this girl started screaming at the very 

gentie student I wrote about above because they were working on a project together and he 

forgot his part at home and it was due that day. . This girl was angrier than seemed 

warranted and the other midents' eyes got very big and he just froze. He coddn't even 

respond to her. She looked ready to smke him. The whole class seemed pamlysed., as did 1 

- momentarily. They protected one and &pected the other one, seemingly out of fear. 1 

r told the girl that it was okay that they could submit their project the following day 
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penalty. She started to corne out of her focused, dmost trance-like, anger. I laughed and 

said, "1 dont think you could see how you scared hirn, he was shaking and shocked." And 

she hadnt This wasn't her intention, as she was usually rather protective of him in an 

understated kind of way, if someone else threatened him. She apologized to hirn and we 

continueci. This was just one exarnple that could have taken place in any class. 

In 1993 1 attended an English department meeting. One of the teachen 

presented her plan for getting the 'reaily bright kids' of English and Math into their own 

sepamte class. As she explained if these kids were "drowning" in the "regular classes". This 

teacher was very concemed with their plight. The eight teachen in the room nodded their 

agreement. What did we think? Some spoke of the appalling behaviour of many students 

who prevent other students fiom Iearning. 1 noted that similar concerns, energy and 

resources were never extended to the "general" level students, for whorn these arguments 

could be made. If we were talking numerical concerns, something budgets could justiQ, 

why weren't we lookmg at the general level courses, where îhere were a very large number of 

students? Why weren't these classes made smaller and given the individual attention that 

the special class they were talking about would be @en? Oflen, general and advanced 

classes were large, twenty-seven to thirty students, while enhanced classes were maybe one 

third smaller, with ten to fifieen students. 1 have heard the teachers explain that they could 

not find enough kids for their gifted classes in their schools. This was a mal1 number, "the 

Cream" d e r  ail, that they were talking of making special classes for. 1 said that the general 

level courses were shit, they had not been revamped in years and the books were garbage. 1 

reasoned that we rnight try to do something for this growing population in our school 



instead of focusing on the eahanced, who always seemed to be the focus. Of course, if the 

enhanced course was established, then the numbers of students in other classes would 

increase substantially. 1 aske& " Why are these special progmms aiways for the "smartestn 

kids? Why are teachen eager to teach these classes which are protected as if they are little 

prizes, only certain teachen get to teach them?" No one answered me, though the assistant 

head of the department told me I could revamp the general level courses. "Ml the courses, 

by rnyself', 1 asked? A rather ta11 order for a teacher (in June) who had never taught a full 

semester of English in that school. 

Though there is a general acknowledgment that general level classes are large and we 

have the sarne old books, there never seems to be the same concem. The unspoken (and 

sornetimes spoken) feeling I often get, is that the "advanced Ievel" kids deserve better 

because they are willing to leam, whereas the "general level" kids are unwilling to l e m  so it 

doesn't really matter what you give them. Why spend time on them? 

The result of the English meeting was that the teacher proceeded with her plans for 

the "smart" Math and English students. 1 mistook our presentation by the teacher in the 

English meeting as a discussion before the implementation. It was only a formality. A few 

weeks later I was presented with the reality of this meeting. A note was distributed to dl 

teachen of grade 9 midents asking us to recommend whether the students in our classes 

should go into a generai or enhanced level program for grade 10. 1 reNned this note, blank, 

to the teachen who issued i t  A little while later some students came up to me to thank me 

for putthg them in the "smart " [enhanced] class. It appears that the guidance teacher and 

other teachers had looked at the students' marks and placed them there, despite. At the end 



of this school year a guidance person sent a memo around to al1 teachers of grade 9 asking us 

to recornmend the students for a level for the following year. 1 signed d l  of "my" students up 

for the "advanced" level courses in grade 10, though I found out the foilowing year thai the 

guidance counseloa had placed them in the level they saw "fit". 

One concem that teachers have with the smaller destrearned grade nine classes is that 

the other classes will be larger. So those who dont teach grade Nne aren't necessarily 

committed to the smaller classes, though as teachers they usually have no say about class 

size, anyway. 

Comments I hear about destreaming from my colleagues are the same comments I heu 

from those who teach the "general" level English classes. Teachers often think that the "less 

srnari kids" shouldn't be in theirclass. Thereseemsto bethis ideathat theyare holdingthe 

other kids back. Part of it, I feel, is the guilt that we feel as teachen if we cant see that we 

are helping the student We would like them to become a part of someone else's problem . It 

seems that many teachen think that certain students are "unteachable" (i.e., dangerous to 

other students, disruptive, violent, and so on) and shouldn't be in a class with "regular" kids. 

And, students who arenlt as successful in school ofien are disruptive. I think that the effect 

that the disruptive students' have on the class and teacher is often glossed over by the 

literature that is proposing more democratic classroorns. The theory is, if a teacher is 

democratic and has a democratic curriculum to deliver, then a democraîic c l a s m m  will be 

the remit. It is at this point that the theories are contradictory to practice. That is, they fail 

to take into accormt the systemic relations of power and knowledge. "Teachers becorne the 

kind of people they are, partly because they participate year in and year out in a school 



system of a particular 1Md"(Connell,1985, p. 119) Schooling as an Uistitution is 

hierarchical and undemocratic. Because they fail to acknowledge the existence and power of 

the institution many democratic theories are seen by teachers as utopian at best The onus 

then fdls on the individual teacher to 'make it dl happent. An extremely dificult and often 

impossible situation to be sure. What liappens' is, as teachea we blame ounelves, our 

colleagues and our students for 'out failure to make our classsrooms look the way they do in 

the progressive literature. This does not make the stniggle for a more socially just education 

system less worth engaging. However it does acknowledge the limitations of such a stniggle. 

It is necessary to Frame it thus in order to survive. I have had some very rough times. 

Comell captures the essence of teaching when he discusses teachers emotional involvement. 

He writes of a particular teacher: 

She is inside these relationships ar a teacher. In a real sense these 
emotional relationships are her work, and managing them is a large part 
of her labour process. (Comell, 1985, p. 1 17) 

The issue of blarne is often brought up. It must be the parents' fault or the teachers 

who taught the student before. Some teachers seem to think destrearning is extra work 1 

c m t  really agree with that, because as  I have written above, 1 think dl classes have students 

at different levels. But 1 think if you start with the attitude that destreaming is not n'ght then 

you are going to consider those kids at the lower end a burden or an excess. It seems also 

that many teachers like to teach kids who are academically "smart". They feel that it is 

easier, more rewarding, and 1 think, a refiection of their own teaching and self-worth. For 

s e ~ c i n g  the academically more able is what the school system is best at doing - what it 



seems designed to do. Connell(l985, p. 92) questions where the pro - streaming, 

"...conceptual categories of ability and pace, this unit of teaching, and this conception of 

leaming actually corne fiorn. .." His response is: 

. . . that they arise fiom particular educational practices; speci f i d l  y that they 
are generated b y  or at least strongly shaped by, the cornpetitive academic 
c ~ c u l u m .  To the extent that the school defines its offer of teaching in terms 
of this curriculum, 'mixeci ability' becomes a problem and streaming a 
resolution of it. The connections are so close that streaming c m  vimüilly be 
regarded as the institutionalised form of the cornpetitive academic curriculum. 
It is very difficult to run that sort of curriculum without a streamed 
school.(Connell, 1985, p. 92) 

Anal y sis of the 1 994 Ontario Secondary Sc hm 1 Teac hers' Federation Destreaming 

Survey 

I use the 1994 Ontario Secondary Schools Teachers Federation (OSSTF) Destreaming 

Suntey to illustrate how limited and expaimental this single attempt at destreaming was. 

The results of this suntey were presented in the OSSTF CRITICAL ISSUES SERIES: 

Monograph #6. It shows that the majority of the 2900 teachers who taught the grade 9 



destreanied classes in 1993-1994 were agauist the destreaming. Fifty-seven per cent 

"strongly disagree" that the "Grade 9 program in rny subject areas was beneficial". 

Eighty-four per cent "strongly disagree", that "Destreaming allowed me to give more 

individual aîîention to students. " Sixty-one per cent strongly disagree that "1 was able to 

keep the stronger students challenged" Fi@-two percent "strongly disagree" that 

"Destreaming increases self esteem in students". Fifty-two percent "strongly disagree " that 

"1 am satisfied with the student evaluation procedure. Fi@-two percent "strongly disagree" 

that "1 am satisfied with the student promotion procedure for grade 10." 

These results, 1 argue, are not surprising. It may be the case, however, that those 

who are for streaming are just more vocal in their opposition to destreaming than advocates 

of it In my view, the survey was a set up designed to elicit the pro - streaming responses 

supported by some teachers and OSSTF. Each of the questions begs one answer. It is a very 

superficial document that doesntt' get to the crux of the matter. 

My interpretation of destreaming, using this document, is in conflict with the 

majority of respondents, especially in the area where the majority "strongly disagreed". I 

found that the grade 9 program in my subject was beneficial, though only 20 percent of 

respondents agreed with me and 23 percent were unsure. 

Destreaming, in a sense, allowed me to give more individual attention to -dents, 

because my class was smaller. And there was a cornmitment in the school where I taught. 

Al1 prognuns had smaller grade 9 destremed classes, since this program was in its infancy. 

The OSSTF survey, however, flags quotes taken fiom the survey; dl of which are against 

desaeaming. Under "Typical Teacher Respmes", "Numbers have increased unbelievably. 



It is impossible to give individual attention to students in an adequate manner if there are 

32-36 students in the classSt' This increase in numbers, while a major deterrent to effective 

destreaming, was not my experience at this time. I dont understand what the comection is 

between a rise in class nurnbers and destreaming in this survey. We were warned, however, 

that numbers could go up in the fiiture this is in blatant disregard on the policy makers' part 

to any senous and effective Vnplementation of destreaming. A smaller class does allow you 

to get to people to see if they need help. In my class we could ail give each other attention, it 

was easier to listen, easier to taik and easier to have a class discussion. 

It is interesting to note that in response to several of the questions, just as many 

respondents are "unsure" as are those who agree that the destreaming was generally a "good 

thingn. Eight percent thought that students did receive more individual attention and 8 

percent were unsure if the students did. Eighty -four percent didn't think destreaming 

allowed them to give more individual attention to students. Twenty one percent thought they 

were able to keep the stronger students challenged, while 18 percent were unsure and the 

majority were unable. Fm not really sure what this means. One quote of the rnonograph 

said, "Weaker students are feeling overwhelmed with the workload and stronger students do 

not feel challenged" Though I have of€en heard this as a defense for stmming I am 

inclined to believe it is an elitist staternent. For the next question on whether destreaming 

incmes  self esteem in students, ody 14 percent agreed, while 34 percent were mure. 1 

would Say in the long run dmtreaming would increase self-esteem. That so many were 

unsure seems to be because the effects of one year are not readily obsenmble. Also, 1 

question how tnily desireamed a class can be when the curriculum and the schools are still 



academically cornpetitive. Furthemore, students corne out of a streamed system (even 

though our elementary schools are not officidly designated as streamed) and the educational 

system as a whole is streamed as is the consciousness of the teachers. And, of course, 

society is "streamed", so it would be naive to expect that one year's pilot program could wipe 

out the injustices of the schooling system and to judge it as "working", "beneficial", or 

"producing" self -esteem in the grade nine students. How cm destreaming work when 

most of the teachers have not 'bought into if? In my grade nine class we did work at 

improving each other and our own self-esteem. It "worked " because the class was small 

enough, because the dynamic of individuals happened to work and because we worked at it! 

This, though, is not a feature that is or should be exclusive to "destreamed" classes. l also 

feel that grade nines are particularly open to learning. Some of them are exciteci, and eager. 

Si4xty-six percent of respondents to the OSSTF survey said that destrearning increases 

student frustration, 23 percent were unsure, while 1 1 percent strongly disagrd 1 hear this 

comment corning From my colleagues fiom time to tirne and it is used in conversations to 

justi@ strearning. Again, I find this may be in part an elitist view of wfiat schooling is or 

could be. For me this question is tied to the issue of standards. 1 also hear the same people 

saying that we cannot lower "ouf standards! However, student mistratioo could also be a 

result of the lack of committment to strwuning by the schooling systern at large. With the 

change h m  the provincial NDP goverment to the Conservatives streaming has been 

reinstated for grade 9 midents and the categories renamed 



An example of the coafusion for teachers regards the contradictory nature of teachuig 

the hegemonic academic cornpetitive curriculum while simultaneously being asked to 

destream. It seerned, al1 the jargon aside, that we were still teaching to a standard One 

well-meaning teacher I know was concemed when his mident was passing even though the 

student was very weak in the English language. The student was passing because the teacher 

"allowed " the student to do the work over and over again. The teacher thought he was doing 

a good thing but was also womed about his reptation to the teacher that wodd have îhis 

student in English for the following year. The teacher aiso felt he was doing most of the 

students' work for her when he corrected it. Where do we draw the line on who to help and 

how often. There aiso seems to be a common assumption among teachen that there is a 

shared standard. Though everyone's standards seem their own we do have evaluation 

guidelines that teachers are expected to follow and tie in with the idea of the standard The 

standard is never regarded as the social constmct it is and teachen are in awe of "It" and 

fearfid of "It" and aiso use it to justify their practices in teachmg. 

Retuming to the OSSTF survey, while 24 percent of respondents agreed and 24 

percent were unsure if they were satisfied with the student evaluation procedure, the majority 

were dissatisfied with it. Again i'm not sure whether the teachen disagree because the more 

and diverse opporîunities for evaiuation- hence more fair, made the "weaker" students more 

successful(which might be interpreted as a lowering of standards) or whether the teacher 

respondents thought that there was just too much evaluation. One quote in this rnonograph 

says, "1 just about dtowned in marking." niere was a lot of rnarking because the courses 

were new and because of accountability. More and different forms of evaluation are pushed 



on teachen and defended as more fair to the student Teachen are told that the public wants 

more evaluation as a sign of the formeh accountability. Evaluations becomes a panacea 

for dl types of educational problems. They become so entrenched in teachen everyday work 

by virtue of the bombardrnent that principals and othen(workshops on evaluation) subject 

us to, that you can hardly remember a time when it wasn't so. That evaiuations are a social 

co~l~trtlct with a socio-politicai comection is not remembered or even acknowledged. This 

is in direct opposition to the spint of destreaming to begin with, but that conflict is never 

addressed as an issue. The practical work is what the teachers corne to see; destreaming 

means more marking. The majority of survey respondents were not satisfied with the 

mident promotion procedure for grade 10. The meaning of this is also vague. Though when 

1 looked down the columns of numbers in this survey 1 could tell that the largest numbea in 

the strongly disagree colurnns would be those comments against destrearning, and those 

nurnben largest in the strongly agree colurnn would be showing the same favouritism. The 

items that were scored highest in the strongly agree coiumn were those that showed a 

negative response to streaming. These generally asked about the effect to teachen workload 

of the destreaming in grade nine. Sixtysight percent thought that their workload increased 

dramatically teaching the grade 9 destreamed prognun. Of course the teachers are txying to 

leam al1 the new curriculum and evaluation while simultaneously teaching it. I did not really 

feel that my workload had increased that much partly because 1 wanted to remain clear about 

the purpose of destreaming 1 didn't allow the volumes of jargon around the destrearning to 

detract me. The sheer volume of information on curriculum and espeziaily evaluation as 

well as the method of delivery to an already stressed teacher body was surely a recipe for 



failure. The stress around getting the Ministry testing done however was perceived by 

rnyselfand othen as a significant increase on our workload. The test took a week. We had 

meetings on how to administer it and the instructions for each section were extensive and 

multiple. Again, workload is a critical issue to teachea and 1 am not denying that it is or 

should be a determining factor of the implementation of something new. However, this 

simplistic category on the monograph doesn't let the respondent see the cornplexity of the 

issues. 

Sixty-two percent thought that classroom management was more difficult due to 

destreaming. This to me reinforces the idea that teachea have that " behavioral kids" are in 

the lower strearns and that is the place for them. There are many students, for who manifest 

a wide range of 'khavioral problems" at the general levels. However, that there are a lot of 

people who have problems learning in the schooling sening does not mean that they are best 

served, or learn betîer when they are al1 lumped together in one general level class. My 

experience is the opposite. As 1 wrote above, "my" destreamed class was great partly 

because of its small size. 

It is interesting to note that a lot of the teachea who were teaching the destreamed 

classes didn't seem to know very much about destreaming and didn't feel they were 

adequately prepared for i t  Forty-aine percent felt that they were oot provided with sufficient 

information about the reasons for destreaming. Sixty-one percent didn't think that the 

in-service training oppominities were scheduled within the reguiar school &y which is a 

definite deterrent to acceptance by teachers as it increases significantly their workload 



It seems that the O S S E  and the majority of teachers want to throw out the program 

because it is extra work and it doesn't work. The s w e y  was self-serving, as the majority 

was already opposed to destreaming. 1 think it is significant Mat the number of respondents 

who were more positive about their experiences of destreming as well as those who were 

unsure of the effect of their destreaming practices, together add up to around half of the 

respondents in any given category. This is sornewhat encouraging for destreaming, and 

suggests that some teachers, maybe more than it appears, favour more fair practices in 

SC hooling. 

1 am writing this section in 1998, the Ontario Conservative govemment is preparing to 

"re-stream" the grade 9's. It seems that those in power now are pro-streaming: 

The corporate establishment remains solidly opposed to democratin'ng 
policies that run counter to established hierarchies of ownership and control in 
private enterprise. ûther elite associations representing private schools and 
"bright" children express similar opposition. Most other interest groups are 
either supportive of destreaming or ambivalent on the issue. Professional 
associations of doctors, lawyers and engineen, for example, espouse equality 
of opportunity principles, but only within the context of restrictive 
occupational hierarchies that will maintain their own status; they are, 
therefore, typicdly ambivalent about destreaming. (Curtis, Livingstone and 
Smaller, 1992, p. 120- 12 1 ) 

What many teachers and the OSSTF may be objecting to, may not be desireamhg 

itself, but the specific destreaming they experienced This is an important difference. Lack 

of tirne, large class size, inadquate curriculum , increase of teachers workload, lack of 

overall understanding, systemic contradictions, dl made for a particdaristic version of 

destreamîng that was unpopular with many teachers. Hopefully, teachers, parents and 



students will corne to see the inequities of strearning and the possibilities of a desneamai 

system. 



CONCLUSION: "WHAT IS TO BE DONE?" OR TRANSFORMATIVE EDUCATION 

Although " l e s  than equitablet' schools have always been with us, Pm a h i d  that in the 

current (2000) educational climate, there is the danger of losing our way. As the 

governrnent and other interest groups try to convince us of the necessity of al1 of their 

discriminatory disciplinary structures of power, we must be equally convincing that this 

anti-democratic view is undesirable. 

My thesis documents sorne of the problems I have experienced around the notions of 

power and inequality in schooling and education. From who, how, what and why we are 

taught as teachen to the teachng of who, what, why and how we teach students are the 

lessons of moral regulation and disciplining, hegemony and resistance. "Everyone" it is 

claimed, has equal access of oppomuiity to education. Therefore anyone who is 

unsuccessfid has only themselves to blame. 1 have also observed that a large number of 

students who are "nirned off" of education. Mass schooling will continue to alienate more 

and more students. Many people I speak to think the problem is with "other people's kids" 

and with a lack of discipline in the schools. The same people often think the solution is the 

pnvate schmliag system. 1 disagree with al1 of these ways of viewing the system, as well as 

their solution. Public schooling needs to t d y  represent al1 of the public. 

Any discussion on how to transform education needs to be, in part, a discussion 

about the purpose of schooling. One "function" of schooling is to provide jobs. The current 



Harris corservative govemment of Ontario, as well as past governments, like to blame 

unemployment on the schooling system's lack of work-suited graduates. This notion has 

become part of an everyday common sense knowledge, especially prevalent in times of 

capitalist economic crisis. In the introduction to his book The Education-Jobs Gao: 

Underem~lovment or Economic Democracv, D. W. Livingstone, explains: 

In spite of the historical record, most private corporate and governent 
leaders continue io promote more fonal  schooling and training programs as 
the antidote to unemployment. The ovenupply of educationally qualified 
people on the job market has been disguised by employers' inflation of 
credential requirements, as well as by scantily based imputations of persistent 
specific skill shortages and general expressions of dissatisfaction with the 
quaiity of job entrants.6 Specific technical ski11 requirements for many jobs 
in private market-based economies are continually changing. But the need for 
narrow new technical skills, which can often easily be acquired on the job by 
those who have an adequate general knowledge base or job experience, 
should not be confounded with a lack of general knowledge and skill to do the 
work. (Livingstone, 1999, p. 5) 

This cerîainly has been my limited experience working six yean in two different 

factories; one that disributed greeting cards, the other a bottle making factory. While the 

hinng officer told me I needed a grade 12 education, there were many people at both 

factories who had no or limited schooling. 1 did not feel 1 needed any formal education to 

do either of the jobs. It was more important that 1 had a work ethic that agreed (somewhat) 

with the long, hot hard hours of work, keeping up the pace, with little protestation. 

Livingstone tunis this schooling for work ideology around: 

The most pertinent social policy question is not "what work requires of 
schools?" but "how can work be reformeci to permit fidler use of peoples' 
current education and continuhg learning capacities?" .... most of us 



continuafly l e m  much more work-rekated knowledge than we mer hme a 
chance to appi'y in paid worRplnces. ... there is very little research that hm 
Iinked progressive economic alternat ives w ith education ond leuming. 
(Livingstone, 1999, p. 10, emphasis in original) 

People have little choice when they are desperate to find a job but to take more 

schooling; the government/business sanctioned justification and solution to unemployment. 

"In spite of widespread rhetoric about illiteracy related to both basic learning skills and 

computen, there is little reliable evidence of declining skills and much to support the 

improving quality of education and learning in most countries" (Livingstone, 1999, p. 6). 

Livingstone continues that although efforts to acquire more education may fulfill a 

personal desire, "More and more highly qualified people cannot find any decent 

jobs"(livingstone, 1999, p. 6). Much of the cornplaints against employees have been 

generated by the "specid interest" of the business-management sector. Although it is not 

exactly the topic of this study, I do not generally find the goals of management and some 

teachen in school to be incompatible with the schooling for business approach. In both 

world views, it often seems as if it is necessary for individuals to be disciplined to accept 

their lot/sîatus in life as if one's life were fated to be M. Livingstone argues: 

Neo-conservative regimes are now tryng to cut back and pnvatize costly 
schwling provisions. Budget cuts are certainly increasing problems of 
overcrowding, violence, tacher bmout, student dienation and 
discriminatory selection in public schools, colleges and universities. But, 
since work remains central to most peoples' sense of self-worth and useN 
work-related knowledge remains central accessible through diverse sources, 
these restrictions continually prove unsustainable and the social pressures to 
share more stratepic uzformation and decent work with other capable people 
continue to mount This conflict between the proliferation of useful 
knowledge in democratic societies and the efforts of elites to gain private or 
exclusive control over strategic work-related information through the 



construction and execution of "expert lmowledge" has been the centrai 
educational contradiction of advonced private industrial market economies. 
(Livingstone, 1999, p.9) 

And he goes on: 

Rather than thinking about the paid work-schooling lmk in isolation, we need 
to consider al1 the interactive relations between current paid work, unpaid 
work, schooling and i d o n a l  leaming in order to begin to m o w  the 
education-jobs -p. I identifi and assess three very general economic 
alternatives, shareholder capitaiism, sîakeholder capitalism and econornic 
democracy .... Whether elitist or democratic versions of human resource 
coordination prevail in the application of useM knowledge to meaningful 
work is likely to be one of the major political struggles that will shape the 
social character of the next millennium. (Livingstone, 1999, p. 1 1) 

It is with al1 this in mind that 1 want to consider "transforming education". 

i believe that mas schooling has k e n  almost in opposition to the idea of student diversity. 

Sorne of the midents who perfom best in schools are those who c m  ieam best in that 

limiting environment In other words, the system suits them. For rnany othen, schooling is 

boring, tortuous and so on. Many of these othea are oppressed by the system because they 

are not of the dominant discoune by virtue of their race, gender, sexual orientation, 

knowledge base, attitude, leaming style, and class. The "system" has difficulty in viewing 

diversity as successful. 

Yet the schools have promised that, indeed, the system is diverse with "equality of 

oppuminity". So if you dont succeed it is your own fault Curricula (in English, anyway) 

have partly attempted to be more inclusive for a while now. As teachers we are constant1y 

being asked and pushed to rework our subject. The lack of a systemic overhaul led these 

initiatives to be marginalized and left up to the hterpretation of the individual teacher 

(though teachers often tried to standarche the departments' teaching; although not 



necessarily to make it more inclusive). The Ontario provincial Conservatives have taken this 

up to produce more standardized curricula One of the goals in our English subject 

documents is to foster lifelong leaming. Again, this meets with a diverse set of responses. 

Mass schooling has to tnily represent and serve al1 the people who attend it, and are 

interested in i t  It ne& to change its thinking to include divenity in every aspect of its 

rationaie. 1 think this involves a paradigm shik Schools don't exist in isolation to the rest of 

society and so there has to be a radical departure from curent and dominant notions of 

schooling in the rest of society. This involves a more "socialist" vision of what society could 

be. So, where to start? George J. Sefa Dei, Irma Marcia James, Leeno Luke Kanimanchery, 

Sonia James Wilson, and Jasmin Zine have written a book about inclusive education, 

"Removing the Marnins: The Chailenges and Possibilities of inclusive Schooling. The book 

for me, is a way to proceed - an idea of how it could be . Dei et. al., define "inclusivity": 

... We intend our consideration of 'inclusivity' to mean that viewing difference 
is political and not neutral. We also believe that for inclusive schooling and 
education to create substantive stnicturaI and social transformation, 
participants must avoid reproducing a dominant hierarchical ordenng and 
classi fj-t ng of bodies by race, class, gender and other hegemonic categories; 
rather the negotiation of multiple knowledges must take place on the terms of 
ail parhcipants and not just through the conditions irnposed by the d i n g  
class. (Dei, et. al., 2000, p. 13). 

Some of the approaches that the authors advocate are "holistic and anîi-racist". These 

approaches: 

... can provide teachers with a framework within which to redefine practice in 
ways that consider al1 children in al1 of their complexity and a way to 
challenge and propose ways that learning can happen in schools. (Dei, etal., 
2000, p.247) 



The authors believe that knowledges should be more inclusive, and they give the 

examples of indigenous howledges and spirituality. Bot-  knowledge bases are seen as 

positive approaches to leaming. Tbey write: 

Indigenous knowledges are situational, contextual and localized, despite 
their specificities, indigenous knowledges are of general application. The 
idea of no sole/ private ownership of knowledge is embedded widiin 
indigenous thought systems, meaning that no knowledge can be bought and 
sold in a so-cailed "market place of ideas". Instead indigenous knowledges are 
for general ownenhip and public consumption. (Dei, etal., 2000, p. 24 1) 

Indigenous knowledges cm question the present "Euro-centic" (Dei, et. al., 2000) 

monopoly on knowledges in the schools. They also address the issue of representation. 

While indigenous knowledges present the possibility of more "multi-centricn knowledges, the 

authors caution us: 

... in avoiding a problematic rornanticization an over mythicization of 
knowledge systems ..... Some knowledges have discursive sanctions against 
their misuse for injurious as well as non-conforming purposes .... As 
indigenous knowiedge systems are used to rupture a linear, secular, 
materialistic and ahistorical reading of the reality so, too, can culture, 
tradition and history be presented as unquestioned truth. (Dei, etal., 2000, 
p.245246). 

The authon also suggest spirituality as an important feature of holistic education that 

should be included in curriculum. "Spirituaiity" loosely defined, is an exploration of the 

inner self that may or may not also be religious. Dei and his co-authors believe, "...that the 

ciassroom and school become an environment where students feel d e ,  valued and 

empowered"@ei, etal., 2000, p. 248) in order to do this work. 



1 agree with these authors' work around inclusivity, yet the simplicity of this statement 

belies the stniggle and contradiction that one faces when trying to do this work. Still, it 

provides hope and a course of action. Another important element of inclusive education is 

language integration. The authors feel that language is power and so the barriers to language 

communication keep people in an oppressed situation. First languages should be integrated 

into the curriculum. I have been witness to students being prohbited and reprimanded for 

using their first language. While I undentand the rationale that students won't l e m  a new 

language if they are using their fint language as a crutch (this is the same rationale for 

French immersion) 1 don't agree with first language exclusion. Students are m e r  isolated 

if they are not cornfortable and unable to communicate to anyone. The authon also argue 

that language inclusion means that the student cornes to see their language and culture as 

validated if it is used in the classroom. 

Another element of inclusive pedagogy is the idea of representation. The authors state 

that global education, divenity and equity education are good practices for AU. students. 

They also caution us that there is the danger of creating a "master-nanahve or 

representations of etnic groups through 'patterned depictions' that are narrow and 

essentializing."(Dei, etal., 2000, p. 256). Some teachen take the knowledges of the 

"cultrwl ûther" and simply add them on to satisQ (for example) an equity mandate. 1 agree 

with the authon, but I dont know how you can get people to see things differently to 

incorporate these inclusive views into their world view. It is also important that 

representation also means tacher representation: 



... not as token representatives, but in recognition of their skills, abilities and 
the broad firnâs of knowledge they bring with them into the classroom. 
However these teachea should not be regarded as "speaking for" or 
representing their entire cultural or ethnic group, nor should they be on cal1 to 
"perform" as part of the school's multicdtural offerings. Pei ,  et.& 2000, p. 
357) 

the authors mean that everyone in the community should be called upon to take an interest in 

educating the child. Education should not be the sole domain of schools. Many positive 

actions have corne out of this community based education. Board of education officen 

liaison with the parents of marginalized and minoritized youth. in thinking about community 

schools, 1 wonder what the definition of cornmunit. is? I live and teach outside of Toronto 

in the suburbs. I wonder in the large high schools, what would a community look like? In 

Dei, et.al.'s study one community came together around ûying to supplement the public 

schooling system that wasn't "working" for "blackn students and other minontized youth. 

The focus here is on: 

a) attention to the individual leamer, 
b) integration of language, culture and spirituality.. . 
C) inclusive governance and empowerment opportunities; 
d) representative teachers: 
e) inclusive curriculum and; 
f) a sense of discipline 
(Dei, etal., 2000, p. 200) 

These are areas that respondents to Dei e t  al.3 study felt were lacking in the "regular" 

schools. The authors definition of success is: 



Educating o u  children for "success" means educating them to develop a 
"critical consciousness" that recognizes and interrogates elitism and pnvilege, 
without seeking to emulate[d] it. (hooks, 1988.h Dei, etal, 2000, p. 253) 

These very definitions of success and possibility are opposite to the cornpetitive, marks 

drives narrowly defined concepts of education and success that much of society and, in 

facr, sorne of the respondenrs ro the authors' m a y  Roici. i agree wih ail the above work kat 

the community schools are doing to address the inequities and discrimination some youth 

experience in the public system. 1 feel that "the sense of discipline" is of a more 

contradictory nature than the authors of the sîudy look at. 1 will concentrate on this in the 

following section. The authon write: 

Community educational pedagogies also stress the need for strict discipline of 
the leamer. In some cases, discipline was undentood as part of a religious 
and spiritual dimension of learning which encouraged learnea to be more 
attentive to the traditional noms of their faith and spiituality that helped 
them to make sense of the world and their rights and responsibilities within it. 
h other cases, discipline was understood to mean respect and tolemnce for 
difierence and diveaity. Generally, for teachers and parents, respect was 
defined as something which is "given" to othea and expected from students. 
(Dei, et. al., 2000, p. 206) 

Some of the respondents in the midy saw there to be a lack of discipline in the schools: 

Conf?onted with a pedagogy which was unlike what they were accustomed to 
"back home", many immigrant parents feel that the current school curriculum 
is not stnngent enough in providing students with "the basicsn, and they find 
early childhood education concepts such as "learning through play" to be 
superfluous. (Dei, etal., 2000, p. 210.) 

And: 

Canadian teachen, she explained, are not demanding a hi@ enough standard 
to meet with the expectations of Chinese parents: (Dei etai., 2000, p. 2 11.) 



Dei, etd., argue that: 

These codicting values represent how educational expectations are culhirally 
mediated according to differing standards. The challenge in a plural society is 
to address and accommodate the differences not by measuring them agaiast a 
dominant standard, but by beginning to explore the possibilities for change 
based on different cultural ways of knowing. (Dei, et. al., 2000, p. 2 1 1) 

I'm not sure what the authors mean by "accommodate". To accommodate certain ideas 

such as streaming would be in direct conflict with socially jus4 inclusive education. The 

notion that the curriculum is not "stringent' enough is also problematic. The Conservative 

govemment of Mike Harris has certainly made sweeping efforts towards more stringent 

curriculum and to ensure more "discipline". That does not mean that his vision is socially 

just or inclusive. 1 think we have to be carefd here. Although some of the respondents had a 

more inclusive idea about discipline (as reflected in the first quotation above), the overall 

impression frorn the material is that most minoritized parents and teachers in the midy are 

critical of what they perceive to be a lack of authoritananism in schools. This is a popular 

public perception that needs to be deconstnicted A lack of discipline' in the public schools 

is one of the main arguments that private schools use for their 'difference' and existence. 

However, I dont think the private schools (or anyone else) would daim that they were 

interested in a sociaily just and inclusive systern. Authoritarianism may lead to a more 

disciplined class, but that doesn't mean that the students are leaming in a more equitable 

situation even thogh they are sitting there causing no problems. More discipline doesn't 

necessarily translate into more caring. You can discipline and push kids without caring 

about them. My question is, "At what expense, education?" Maybe midents wodd learn 



more iS for example "1" was more authorit.an. But what else could they lose with this way 

of being? Strict discipline/authontarianism is not in conflict with many midents life 

expenence. Although that may be the only thing students respond to seriously, this doesn't 

mean it is a desirable method of being with kids. This is just another version of the 

dominant discourse, knowhg your place, an oppressive form. 

Authoritarianism is contradictory to my notion of a socidly just and inclusive education 

and contradictory to the authors' stated vision of inclusive howledges and what it means to 

be a success in schools. Those students who have had a history of discrimination in school 

and society generally do not take well to authoritarianism fiom those they see to be the 

oppressor. In schools where 1 have taught, "disciplinarians" were often accused of being 

"unfair" and "racist". Students corne into a class, often with their histories visible from the 

beginning. As a teacher, while covering the curriculum, I am at the same time doing much 

more. From the time they begin class, 1 struggle with the possibility and visibility of each 

student's anger, hatred of me, or what 1 represent to hem, hatred of othen and al1 of their 

Iife experiences. Although inclusive, socially just schooling would help, sometimes students 

resist. However, we should have more minority teachen. Though students would 

sometimes complain that I was "too nice", or that i "let people get away with too much", this 

was always directed towards other students. Al1 the shidents wanted the special attention for 

themselves but thought that others deserved more discipline, even if "they" were "doing" the 

same types of thing. Over my years of teaching 1 have leamed to talk to the students (some 

more, some les)  about why 1 do things the way I do. About negotiating, about a safie place 

for dl, about making mistakes, about not knowing everything, and how to balance this with 



finaiiy having some voice to speak to and be listened to as the "teacher". I think to have 

socially just, inclusive schooling, we need a socially just and inclusive society. 1 do feel this 

subject deserves more attention than it is often given. 

For teaching to be more attractive as a possibility to a wider array of people, it would 

have to be experienced as more equitabie to begin with by the student If the education 

system were more equitable and democratic for the çtudent, and not so narrowly academic, 

hegemonic and competitive (that is the education that is seen as worthy) it would attract a 

more representative body of people to be teachen. Many of the present aspects of 

'normalization', such as who and what counts couldnt help but be expanded It may well be 

that notions of what teachers and schooling could look like has expanded in the past 100 or 

so years. Since we dont have the luxury (if it is that) to start anew we have no choice but to 

work towards an equitable and democratic pedagogy in the present (that is, we can't wait for 

that perfect moment - there isn't one). 1 think it is difficult work and an ongoing stniggle. 

With this in min& 1 think that the Teacher's Colleges and associate teachers could work 

towards a more equitable system. 1 bel ieve that for the most part they do tsy to prepare 

student teachen in a fairly progressive fmhion. Much of teaching must be learned on the job 

and cornes through the expenences of dealing with different people in constantly changing 

situations. "For al1 the research and talk about schools, getting people to l e m  remains 

something of a mystery. It is certainly an extraordinarily complex business, an interplay of 

intellechial, ernotional, and social processes so intricate that it Wtually defies analysis." 

(Comell, 1985, p. 127) The everyday ciassroom practice is one of the sites where attempts 



at creating socially just education often becomes problematic. 1 dont want to underestimate 

teachers' power, however we d l 1  work in a discriminatory system and unless things like 

streaming are 'ditched' it is difficult to see teachers making any real progress towards a 

more socially just system. The present Harris Conservative provincial government in 

Ontano is a force that must be worked against Maybe teachers unions could get together 

with the Faculties of Education to educate teacher candidates. 1 think that it is important 

for new teachen to understand that there are a myrid of possibilities in ways of knowing 

and k i n g  and that these shouid be welcome. An understanding of the teacher's relaîiooship 

to the schooling system would be helpful for the aspiring teacher. What are the difficulties 

and limitations of a critical pedagogy? What does an equitable and democratic pedagogy 

look like? What things detract from an equitable pedagogy? Does it look different 

depending on your position in society and in the schooling system? Why does it look 

different? What do these terms even mean and for whom ? How does it work in the 

classroom? Going through some case scenarios wouid be helpful, though of course every 

situation couldnt be covered. Maybe some of the Equity groups 1 have spoken about (mostly 

teachen and some non - teacher guest speakers) and memben of the comrnunity involved in 

working with people could teach the teacher in training about their different perspectives. 

Ail this, while keeping in mind that ' r d  change' means the system must change. 
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