Reflections on the Strike

Comments presented at the Roundtable on Public Education: Significance of the
Teachers’ Strike. November 9, 2005
By Charles Menzies

Two weeks that shook our world. That’s what the teachers’ strike was. But is our world
any different the day after the strike ended than it was on October 6? To be honest, I’'m
not sure. The Ready Report offered some important economic and some political gains.
Like the Surrey Teacher’s Associations’ nine reasons to vote no, dwould agree that the
Ready Report left much to be desired.
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In 1998 the then NPA dominated school board decided to readjust a staffing problem
mid-year by laying off 400 teachers to remove a 100 jobs. At my sons’ school this
translated into the layoff of about three quarters of that elementary school’s staff. As you
might well understand a crowd turned out at the Parent Advisory Council meeting that
night. We decided to manifest our concern with an early morning district-wide
demonstration on the grounds of the new P3 school board offices. More than 300 parents
and children turned up.

The next year my wife and | found ourselves in a meeting with a Learning Assistance
teacher and the school principal. The topic was what could be done to support his



learning needs. | found myself speechless as the principal, in what was in is mind
supportive advice, directed us to hire the support we needed as they really wouldn’t be
able to do much for him. “Isn’t this a public education system in which the learning
needs of every child is met?” | naively asked. Well, apparently not.

That was under a nominally supportive provincial government that had introduced some
significant changes to public education, most notably agreeing to class size and
composition clauses in teachers’ collective agreements. With the election of a new
provincial government in 2001 things went from poor to very bad.
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Second it demonstrated the central importance of the relationships between teachers and
parents in the care of our children. Many parents | spoke to during the strike emphasized
that the relationship between teachers and parents is a critical one that needed to be
supported and maintained. It is unfortunate that our provincial parent voice has placed
some much energy into vilify teachers and their representatives; from resolutions
focusing on teacher misconduct, through ones aimed at reducing the rights of teachers
and support staff to engage in free and fair collective bargaining, the provincial voice of
parents has spent a lot of time highlighting the negative aspects of parent/teacher
relations.



Third it had the possibility to go longer. From west side parents holding morning
breakfasts to inner city parents holding barbeques to north coast parent standing in
hurricane force winds, parents and members of the wider community were standing there
side-by-side with teachers. And this represents one of the single most important develops
of the October Strike. The teachers’ cause was one that was in fact political. It was
political in the sense that it was a strike in support of democratic principles that involved
not only the right to collective bargaining, but —and I think more importantly- was about
the central role that access to effective public education plays in a democratic society.
And here, parents from right to left, from wealth to poverty, from gural to urban, found
common cause with teachers. This was both a classic labour/e struggle and a
democratic rights struggle.

If I have a criticism it is more likely to be laid at the feet e House of Labour
who pulled the plug on the teachers’ strike. The de il
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