Counsel for School Councils

School councils are more likely to be helpful if government guidelines are followed.

By Trudy Griffiths

Elected school councils are man-
dated by the Ontario government for
every publicly-funded school in the
province. At present, some are more
successful than others, and some
schools have no school council at all.

School councils were established
in two phases: first, Policy Program
Memorandum (PPM) 122 in April
1995; and second, Ontario Regula-
tions 612/00 and 613/00, in September
2001.

Regulation 612/00 stipulates that
school councils can provide advice to
the principal and the school board on
almost any matter, including planning,
implementation, and policy develop-
ment. Excepted are personnel matters
and issues pertaining to student confi-
dentiality.

The principal and the school
board are required to consider any
recommendations made by school
councils, and they have a duty to re-
spond to a school council’s advice by
advising it of the actions taken in re-
sponse to their recommendations.

Some people see school coun-
cils, and some school councils see
themselves, as mostly fundraising
bodies. While fundraising is certainly
worthwhile, there is so much more
school councils could — and should
— be doing.

Regulation 612/00 states that
“the purpose of school councils is,
through the active participation of
parents, to improve pupil achievement
and to enhance the accountability of
the education system to parents.”
School improvement planning seems a
natural fit for school councils.

Members of school councils may
or may not be aware that schools and
school boards are required to develop
action plans in response to their re-
sults on provincial tests.

All parents must be given the
opportunity to contribute to the devel-
opment of the plan, as well as react to
both the assessment results and to the
finished plan.

It is important to understand that
the provincial tests stand out as high-
lights, special milestones in education,
but that the real focus is the daily
teaching and learning from kindergar-
ten through grade 12.

Higher scores on provincial tests
are nice, if they reflect real progress
by the students. But scores are not the
only benchmark, since the goal of
school councils is to improve overall
student achievement. The school im-
provement process can go well be-
yond a simple response to the EQAO
results.

Schools and school councils’
ultimate objective is to improve stu-
dent achievement by enhancing the
way curriculum is delivered, by creat-
ing a positive environment for learn-
ing, and by increasing parents’ in-
volvement in their children’s learning
at school and at home.

There must also be a mechanism
through which schools can measure
improvement and through which they
can be held accountable for student
success.

If schools and school councils
are to really make a difference, the
best way is to develop a clear vision
and a good plan.

For this to work, the school and
the school board must make the plan-
ning process transparent, giving par-
ents and school councils access to
accurate and neutral information about
budgeting processes and policy devel-
opment.

An effective principal views the
school council as an powerful tool for
creating a successful school commu-
nity. The school will be more effective
if parents, teachers, principal, com-
munity members, and students work
together as a team.

The school council is an excel-
lent medium for conveying to the prin-
cipal the ideas and concerns of the
school’s students, parents, and com-
munity members.
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The principal is the key to the
success of the school council. This
does not mean that the principal con-
trols the school council’s agenda or
sets its direction. Rather, it means em-
powering the school council to fulfill
its mandate.

The principal should consult
with the council on matters of impor-
tance to the members, openly sharing
information, providing the resources
necessary for the council to communi-
cate with the school community, and
responding in a timely manner to the
council’s advice.

Unfortunately, some  school
councils are struggling. Their difficul-
ties may be caused by an unreceptive
or uninterested principal, or by con-
flicts between different factions.

Where Ontario’s school councils
are working, the principal recognizes
that parental input is not interference,
but rather a valuable contribution to
the school’s success.

It is important for all members of
a school council to focus on their real
purpose — the well-being and success
of the students.

There is a great deal of informa-
tion about school councils at
www.ontarioparentcouncil.org, in-
cluding the School Council Guide for
Members. The Parent-to-Parent pages
have an array of topics, including a
section on School Improvement Plan-
ning that | strongly encourage you to
consult.

The Ontario Parent Council has
made repeated recommendations on
how to strengthen the role of school
councils and continues to believe that,
with the proper training and support,
school councils are an essential com-
ponent of an effective education sys-
tem.

(Mrs. Griffiths is the parent of a
child in public school in Dryden in
north-western Ontario. She is a
school council chair and the chair of
the Ontario Parent Council.)
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