
Society for Quality Education, December 2006, Page 1 

Mission Possible 
by Malkin Dare 

 
 In this article, I propose a very simple and doable action for ordi-
nary people who want to improve their public schools. The chain of 
logic is a bit long though, so please bear with me. 
 The first link in the chain is that public schools, due to their mo-
nopolistic status, are very resistant to change. To date, strenuous ef-
forts – including more spending, increased testing, smaller class sizes, 
mandatory school councils, standardized report cards, longer school 
years, and new curricula – have resulted in little, if any, improvement. 
Recent research and the experience in other jurisdictions suggest that in-
creased competition is the only force sufficiently galvanizing to over-
come schools’ reluctance to change. 
 The second link is that the best way to introduce competition 
into public schools is to make it possible for more families to choose 
their children’s schools. At present, most children are assigned to a 
neighbourhood school that is almost indistinguishable from other 
neighbourhood schools. Relatively few families have the resources to 
choose better schools, such as independent or home schools. As a result, 
neighbourhood schools are able to keep most of their students (and the 
associated funding) regardless of their level of service. When, however, 
parents are able to choose better schools for their children, neighbour-
hood schools are forced to offer a competitive service lest they lose stu-
dents. 
 The third link is that provincial legislation is required before it 
will be possible for enough families to choose a school other than the 
assigned neighbourhood school. Such legislation might:  

• Bring in open enrollment (that is, parents can choose any public 
school in their area); 

• Permit charter schools, tuition-free public schools operated inde-
pendently of the local school board, usually with differentiated 
curricula and educational philosophies; 

• Promote magnet schools, public schools offering a specialized 
curriculum, often with high academic standards, to a student body 
representing a cross-section of the community; 

• Eliminate school boards, since they stifle the development of spe-
cialized schools; and 

• Grant tax credits for independent school tuition and home school 
expenses. 



Society for Quality Education, December 2006, Page 2 

The fourth link is that provincial politicians are not as free to 
pass this kind of legislation as one might imagine. Voters have a com-
fort zone when it comes to public policy, and any politician who strays 
very far from the public’s current comfort zone is unlikely to be elected. 
Right now in Ontario, for example, the public’s comfort zone probably 
embraces open enrollment, magnet schools, means-tested tuition tax 
credits, and possibly the elimination of school boards. Consequently, 
some political parties might endorse these measures during the next elec-
tion campaign; however, no political party is likely to promise, for ex-
ample, charter schools – since they are not yet supported by the public 
 The fifth link is that before fundamental public policy changes 
can be made, the public’s comfort zone must shift. If, for example, 
public opinion shifts to supporting charter schools, then some political 
parties might pick up on this trend and promise to pass charter school 
legislation if elected. The stronger the public’s backing is, the stronger 
the political support. 
 The sixth and final link is that public opinion is formed as the 
result of ordinary people talking to each other as they react to 
events. This is where you come in. To continue with my charter school 
example, you could help shift public opinion by talking to your friends 
and neighbours about charter schools and how we need them. For in-
stance, when you hear someone complain about his child’s public 
school, you can say what a shame it is that Ontario doesn’t have them 
yet. Then you explain what charter schools are and why we need them. 
 Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to tell people 
about the benefits of more school choice of any kind. Most people will 
respond positively if you emphasize that parents should have the right to 
control their children’s education and that personalized educational op-
tions will actually strengthen public schools.  

More information about the advantages of school choice, includ-
ing lots of myth-busters, is available here. If you are willing to make this 
modest contribution to school improvement and would like some more 
pointers, please call me at 519-884-3166.  
 
(Mrs. Dare is the president of the Society for Quality Education.) 

http://www.societyforqualityeducation.org/school_choice.html

