
I walked by my son’s bed-
room a little earlier today
and was dismayed to see
the chaotic state it was in.
Clothes cover the floor, drawers
and closet doors hang open, his
laundry basket is still full of the
clean laundry that never got
put away and his book shelves
are loaded with many more
things than books. Why is it
that our son’s room continues
to be in such disarray when we
have provided him with spaces
and places for all his things?
Any of you who have children
can probably answer this ques-
tion easily! The mess truly
doesn’t bother him and there
are many other things he would
rather spend his time on than
keeping his room tidy and or-
ganized. While we have provid-
ed the structure our son needs
to organize his room, we have
not yet influenced his attitude
about its organization. Stand-
ing in his doorway this morn-
ing, it was obvious to me what
work we still need to do.

I would like to draw a paral-
lel between the scene I’ve just
described and the field of edu-
cation. Educators, policy-mak-
ers, and parent advocates have
spent a great deal of time and
effort putting structures in
place to create greater opportu-
nities for parent voice and en-
gagement in public schooling.
School councils have been legis-
lated across Canada and, in
Ontario, there are wonderful
structures such as the Parent
Engagement Office, a parent in-
volvement policy, parent in-
volvement committees, and a
provincial parent board. While
really valuable work has been
done (and I applaud it), in and
of itself, it is not enough. In or-
der to realize the potential these
structures offer students, fami-
lies and the educational system,
it will also be critical to spend
time and energy developing
with educators and school staff
attitudes and dispositions
which invite true parent en-
gagement. 

One of the critical lessons I
learned from my research is
that it is not about looking out-
ward at others; it is always
about looking inward. It is
about how willing we are as ed-
ucators to ask honest questions
of ourselves. It is about how
willing we are to act honestly
on what we learn when we ask
those questions. Are we giving
parents real – and safe – oppor-
tunities to share their thoughts
and feelings, to provide input,
to have a voice in decisions
which impact their children?
Are we truly listening – and
hearing – what they say to us,
without believing that we al-

ready hold the answer? Are we
acting on what they say to us?
School councils are intended to
give parents “meaningful input
and an ability to influence deci-
sions that would affect their
children and their local
schools” (School Councils: A
Guide for Members, 2002, p.
2.2). The reality is the structure
of a school council can not do
this; only an attitude and belief
on the part of the educators
who enact the school council, a
belief that parents are integral
to schooling and to realizing
enhanced outcomes for stu-
dents, can make this happen. 

Yves Bousquet, a principal
with Saskatoon Public Schools,
tells a story of a conversation
he had with a respected col-
league. Yves mentioned to this
experienced principal he was
considering opening up staff
meetings to the parent and
community body, making them
“school meetings” instead. His
colleague responded by saying,
“That will never work!” When
Yves asked why he did not
think it will work, his friend
said, “Parents don’t have the
same information we have.
Therefore, they can’t play the
same part in decision-making
processes.” Yves went away
and thought about what his
colleague had said and he de-
cided his colleague was right –
parents do not have the same
information educators have.
Rather than deciding to exclude
them from decision-making
processes because of this, Yves
decided to ensure they had ac-
cess to the same information as
educators and staff. He did cre-
ate the school meetings he was

considering. He also opened all
professional development ses-
sions to parents and communi-
ty members. In both settings, he
made available to parents all
the background information
they needed to ‘provide mean-
ingful input and to influence
decisions that would affect
their children and their local
school.’ Yves did not look out-
ward and say, “You are right,
these parents do not have
enough information to con-
tribute to our decision-mak-
ing.” Instead, he looked inward
and asked himself, “What do I
have to do differently to ensure
parents can play a meaningful
part?” It was his disposition
that shaped his action.

At the time Yves made a de-
cision to move to “school
meetings,” he was principal of
Princess Alexandra Communi-
ty School. Everyone attending
the meetings, staff member or
parent, took a seat in a circle.
Rather than providing a pre-
determined agenda, Yves co-
constructed the agenda with
those in the circle. As they
moved from person to person,
each individual had an oppor-
tunity to put forward agenda
items, for information or dis-
cussion, or to pass. Yves had
the same opportunity to raise
items as everyone else. The
meeting ended when each per-
son in the circle had had a
turn. It was in such a meeting
that a parent strongly ex-
pressed his concern about
what he perceived to be a lim-
ited amount of supervision on
the playground. He held the
floor while he provided ac-
counts of his observations of

the playground and the rea-
sons for his concern. Other
parents in the circle affirmed
they, too, held similar con-
cerns. Staff listened to the par-
ents and spoke openly of their
struggles, with a small staff, to
assign more personnel to play-
ground supervision. As parents
and staff talked together, they
began to generate solutions. In
the end, the group decided that
parents would play a role in
supervision. To support the
parents in taking on this task,
Yves agreed to arrange some
inservicing on safety protocols,
first aid, and conflict resolu-
tion strategies. He also agreed
to purchase safety vests for all
adults to wear on the play-
ground so that children would
recognize both staff and par-
ents as legitimate supervisors. 

So what might this example
invite us, as educators, to con-
sider in relation to our attitudes
about parent engagement?
A disposition in which we are
willing to give up control.

Yves no longer prepared the
agenda in advance and directed
the meeting. When the desired
outcomes of a school meeting
are clearly defined by the
group, we can trust that the
items others enter into the con-
versation are as important and
worthy of attention as our
own.
A commitment to respect and 
honor the process and the peo-
ple.

A critical piece in moving to
school meetings was to design a
strong process which invited
voice, and then to trust in the
process as it unfolded. Such a
process enables us to take a po-
sition where we truly are able
and open to listen to – and to
hear – one another. 
An acceptance of conflict as a
natural result of human inter-
action.

We often work hard to avoid
conflict or to shut it down. It is
not conflict itself that is prob-
lematic, but our response, or
lack of response, to it that is. In
this situation, the parent’s hon-
est and open expression of con-
cern enabled a satisfactory res-
olution. 

In the Winter 2009 edition
of the School Advocate, Gord
Kerr called for an evaluation of
the structures through which
the Ontario Ministry is work-
ing to enhance parent engage-
ment in the province (p. 6). He
articulated a sound rationale
for an evaluation of the PIC’s
(Parent Involvement Commit-
tees) as a means of strengthen-
ing and enriching the current
work being done in schools. In
supporting Gord’s position, I
would like to suggest that such
an inquiry focus on the atti-
tudes and dispositions of those
enacting the structures to en-
gage parents. The structures are
in place. It is now up to educa-
tors to live within them in rela-
tional ways. It will take a dis-
position on the part of educa-
tors that sees parent voice and
meaningful input into decision-
making as being important and
integral to all the work they do.
We need to ask ourselves what
is needed to create that disposi-
tion. 
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Parent engagement: It’s an attitude

A few weeks ago, I went
cross country skiing just
outside of Parry Sound.
The winter has been a good
one for cross country ski enthu-
siasts.  The snow came early
and stayed.  After finishing a
ski, I overheard some conversa-
tion about how disappointing
it was that school would be
starting before Labour Day this
coming September.  Aside from
the disruption to families who
would need to return home
from holidays to get the kids
back to school, the conversa-
tion turned to all those resorts,
campgrounds and small busi-
nesses in the area that depend
on every summer weekend for
the business to sustain them-
selves for the rest of the year.
Communities dependent on
tourism dollars place a high
value on summer weekends.

And of course, long holiday
weekends like the Labour Day
weekend are particularly im-
portant for business.

In Toronto, the Canadian
National Exhibition cried out
that they depend on high
school students to operate
many of the concessions and
rides while the CNE is open,
and that sending their workers
back to school before that final
Labour Day weekend finale
would disrupt their ability to
continue operating through
those last few days.  How
many other businesses around
Ontario need their high school
students to continue working
through that last weekend of
the summer?

In any year, starting school
before the Labour Day week-
end presents a disruption to the
usual ebb and flow of family
life.  But this year, during a
rather pronounced economic
downturn, starting school early
presents the opportunity to dis-
rupt the economies of Ont-
ario’s communities when they
can least afford such a disrup-
tion.  Starting school early in
2009 appears like a self-inflict-
ed constraint on the economy
when Ontario’s economy needs
stimulus, not constraint. 

Of course, there are schools
where families and children
choose to send their students
back to school early.  But this is

not one of those situations in-
volving family choice.  

It was not the intention of
any board to cause a disrup-
tion to the local economy.  It
was an unintended conse-
quence of trying to fit in the
number of required instruc-
tional days and professional
development days into a con-
strained calendar.  No harm
intended, but plenty of poten-
tial harm to be done.  

There have been problems
with inconsistent school calen-
dars before.  A few years ago,
the Toronto District School
Board (TDSB) held their March
break at a different time from
many of the surrounding
Greater Toronto Area boards.
It doesn’t sound like such a
problem, until taking into ac-
count that many TDSB teach-
ers live in York, Peel, Durham
or Halton, and many teachers
for York, Peel, Durham and
Halton live in Toronto.  When
the TDSB teachers who lived
outside of Toronto were on
break, their children needed to
be in school, and when the chil-
dren were on break, their par-
ents had to work.  The simple
shift of a break by a single
week had the effect of disrupt-
ing the family lives of so many
people.  

Decisions about the school
calendar are made independ-
ently by 72 school boards and

several school authorities.  Giv-
en the number of people in-
volved in setting the calendar,
and the number of different de-
cision making bodies involved,
it’s amazing that there are not
more problems and inconsis-
tencies.  Someday, it may make
sense for the calendar to be es-
tablished on a province wide
basis, with exceptions request-
ed by individual boards who
offer alternative programming
that demands an alternative
school calendar. 

At this time, however, it re-
mains a board level responsibil-
ity and decision.  And despite
the uproar about the planned
early start for the 2009 / 2010
school year, the Minister de-
fended the boards’ authority
over this decision.  Minister
Kathleen Wynne did, however,
encourage boards to start the
regular school year after the
long Labour Day holiday
weekend. 

Within a struggling econo-
my, starting school after
Labour Day makes good
sense.  Protecting the decision
rights of school boards also
makes sense.  Yet, by encour-
aging boards to start up after
Labour Day, the Minister of
Education has contributed to
sustaining an economy that
operates based on the histori-
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