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ABSTRACT

This study examines the respective roles of school councils in Ontario, Canada and New South
Wales, Australia. It explores the similarities and differences in the way school councils function
in small schools as well as the perceptions of members about their roles and responsibilities. The
findings have utility at the ministry/departmental level where policies regarding the creation and
role of councils are formulated.

INTRODUCTION

In most nations, small schools are part of the country's educational milieu. Certainly, in Australia
and Canada, each with a huge land mass of which only part is densely inhabited, small schools
are part of the less inhabited regions. Although Ministries of Education do realise that small
schools have special problems and although they do try to make some provision for remedying
those problems, they also tend to overlook certain features of those schools which make the
implementation of certain policies very difficult or even impossible. A current example of this
concerns the membership on school councils, and the roles and responsibilities of members of
school councils.

The Ontario Ministty of Education formally mandated the creatjon of school councils in every
Ontario publicly finded school in 1996. The policy was outlined in Policy Memorandum 122
which not only created the councils but laid down the categories of membership in them. The
majority of members were to be parents but provision was alse made for some teachers, support
staff, community members and, at the secondary level, students. The councils were originally
given advisory duties but only this year the word 'advisory' was dropped. No replacement for
that word was made nor has any change been declared in the councils’ function.

A substantial amount of research into the operation of wrban councils has been conducted over
the past two years. No research, to date, has taken place in Ontario’s small schools and especially
in small rural or remote schools. The opportunity for a comparative international study provided
the motivation for such a study,

School councils are a recent phencmenon in the public education systems in the New South
Wales education systern. In New South Wales, the impetus for school councils began with the
School Centred Education report ((Scott, 1990). In this report, ‘councils are seen as vital
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elements in building a strong infrastructure for schools' and 'the recommendation for school
councils ... develop closer links between schools and their communities.' (pp. 76-79). The
establishment of school councils began slowly and, in some schools, was met with some
resistance. In 1995 the Department of School Education placed the formation of school councils
on its priority agenda in response to this slow rate of establishment. This prioritising of school
councils led to most schools forming 2 council. By contrast, over the period 1990 <1992 in the
Riverina region of New South Wales, the then Assistant Director General - Region supported
strongly the creation of school councils through both financial incentives (a once only $1000
grant to the school council) and professional training programs for all council members. This
level of support meant that by 1994 over 90% of Riverina schools had school councils operating.
However, by 1998, with numercus changes to the organisational structure of the Department and
changes in key personnel, a number of school councils had dissolved or were in recess.

SOME LITERATURE

The creation of school councils or boards is a2 world wide phenomenon of the past decade. In
countries such as England, New Zealand, the United States of America, Canada and Australia,
school councils have become important policy making organisations within schools. Feng (1997)
observed that in many states of the Unites States of America, school councils have become part
of the educational reform agenda for schools of the 1950's.

In the New South Wales education system, various policy documents about the roles, functions
and responsibilities of school councils and their members have stressed the benefits for schools
and staff when parental and community input into the provision of education occurs (NSW DSE,
1995; NSW DET, 1998).

The Ministry of Education and Training in Ontario has stated that the reasons for establishing
school councils include: i} increasing parental involvement in the education of their child and
hence the child's learning; i) making the school system more accountable; and iif) providing
advice to the school principal on a range of neatters (MET Policy/Program Memo no 122, 1995).

Fullan and Quinn (1996) suggested two possible scenarios for the functioning of school councils.
In scenario A, school councils can be regarded as a political policy fad and their creation is seen
as an end in itself. In this scenario, the school responds by implementing the legislative
requirements regarding membership, modes of election, and meeting other
organisational/administrative requirements. This scenario is Jabelled the ‘compliance orientation'
by Fullan and Quinn (1996: 2-3). In Scenario B, these authors suggested that school councils
become the means for creating a stronger and deeper partnership between parents, teachers and
the whole school community for the purpose of improving the quality of education provided to
the students. This scenario, Fullan and Quinn label the ‘capacity-building orientation’ (1996: 4-
35), and they contend it can produce fimdamental changes to the relationship between a school
and its community which invoke the concepis associated with forming a leaming community
(Senge, 1990).

These orientations have provided a conceptual framework for the present study and the recency

of school council introduction in both Ontario and New South Wales education systems
prompted a detailed analysis of the roles and functions of these organisations.
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COMPARING THE ROLES OF SCHOOL COUNCILS

In both educational systems the roles and responsibilities of the school councils were developed
to serve the local needs. As both educational systems have a relatively recent history on the
establishment of school councils, a comparative analysis of the published
ministerial/departmental policy documents on the stated roles and responsibilities of school
councils was conducted. From our analyses, the school council's role can be categorised into five
areas of commonality:

1. Status. The school council has a clearly identified advisory role to the school Principal and
Jor other educational administrative groups.

2. Policy making. This is where the school councils develop aims, priorities and goals for the
educational program developed and offered at the school.

3. Policy Advice. Here the school council has an advisory role into the selection process for the
principal and the setting of priorities for the educational resource needs of the school.

4. Budget functions. The school council's role is to work with the school principal to develop
school budgetary plans that reflect the educational priorities, the stratepies designed to meet
educational needs and to achieve the goals identified in the school budget.

5. Accountability. The school council provides the primary forum and mechanism through
which the educational goals and programs of the school, the plans of the school council and
the achievements of students are made public to the community.

This comparison is shown in Table 1 below. The most striking feature of our analyses is the high
level of similarity in the specific roles of the school councils in both systems.

Table 1
Comparative analysis of school council roles
ROLES OR CANADA AUSTRALIA
FUNCTIONS ONTARIO NSW
1L STATUS
a} Advisory to the principal Yes Yes
(NSW - advise the principal)
b) Advisory to the School Board Yes Yes

(NSW - advise the
Assistant Director General (Region)}

2. POLICY MAKING

a) Local school year catendar Yes Yes .
(NSW - assess the needs of the school
Jrom time to time in areas such as
starting and firishing times)

by School code of student behaviour Yes Yes
(NSW - determine local student welfare policies
and the schools Fair Discipling Code}

Education in Rural Australia, Vol. 9 (2) ... 15




¢} Curriculum and program goals and priorities Yes Yes
(NSW - Determine the aims and
educational geals of the school)

d) Community use of school facilities Yes Yes
(NSW - establish policies for community
use of school facilities)

ey Development, implementation and Yes No
review of board policies
at the local fevel

3. POLICY ADVICE

a) Selection of the Principal Yes Yes
(NSW - Have representation on the
interviewing panel for selecting
the incoming principal}

b) Extra-curricular activities in the school Yes No

¢} School based services and community Yes Yes
partnerships refated to social,
health, recreationat and
nutrition programs
(NSW - provide guidance for the principal
on supplementary services required
by the school}
(NSW - determine broad policies
of the school canteen)

d} Local coordination of services for children Yes Yes
and youth
(NSW - provide guidance for the principal
on supplementary services required
by the school}

4. BUDGET FUNCTIONS
a) Set school budget priorities Yes Yes
(NSW - Assess the school financial needs) )
(NSW - advise the principal on the
implementation of the budget plan)
(NSW - examine reports on expenditure provided
by the principal at infervals
determined by the council)

8, ACCOUNTABILITY

a) Responses of the school or schoo! board Yes No
to achievement in provincial
and board assessment programs

b) Scheoi~comumunity communication Yes Yés
strategies
(NSW - establish effective liaison with
other school/community commitiees
to promole activities consistett
with sehool policies)
(NSW - present and promote a positive
image of the schoo! in the
local community)
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¢} Methods of reporting to parents Yes Yes
and the community
(NSW - Provide an annual report
to the school community on
the activities of the School Council)

6. OTHER
a) Preparation of the studeat profile Yes No

From Table 1, the high degree of overlap in school council roles and functions is evident.

In addition to these core educationally focussed roles, both education departments have
stipulated a number of organisational, administrative and procedural roles for school councils.
In Table 2, these further aspects of the roles and responsibilities of school councils and its
constituent members are identified and compared between both systems.

Table 2

Organisational roles of school councils
ORGANISATIONAL CANADA AUSTRALIA
ROLES ONTARIO NSW
Policy Making
a} Establish goals, priorities and procedures. Yes Yes
Development/Training
a} Organise information and training sessions to Yes No

enable merbers of the council to
develop their skills as council members.

Management Practices

a} Hold a minimum number of meetings 4 Not stipulated
per year. . Suggested 8

b} All meetings shall be open to the Yes ‘ Yes
members of school community.

Accountability

a) Communicate regularly with parents and other  Yes Yes

community members to seek their views
and preferences with regard to matters
being addressed by the council.

b) Promote the best interests of the Yes Yes
school community.

¢) Provide audited annual financial report - No No
to Ministry of Education/Auditor-General.

Legal
a) School Councils are established and defined Yes Yes
under an Act of Government.

b} School Council is the direct employer of No Ne
all non teaching staff at the school.
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Representation
a) The minimum required proportion of 50% (Parents) 63% (Parents)
parents elected as members.

b) Term of appointment/ 2 years 1year
election. 2 year cycle annually

Again, the remarkably similar organisational roles of school councils from both systerns is clearly
evident in Table 2. Included in Table 2 are two roles that are not present in Ontario nor New
South Wales under the Accountability and Legal headings. These two roles and functions which
are current and controversial in one Australian state for school councils occur in the state of
Victorie. They have been added into the analysis to highlight other potential or future roles that
school councils can be asked to adopt. These roles relate to the school council adopting the
employer status for all non-teaching staff in schools and thus becoming directly responsible to
the Auditor-General for the sound financial management of these funds. Also, it should be noted
that in the later part of 1998, the Victorian government initiated a trial in selected schools in
which the school council's role as the employer has been extended to the teaching staff, including
the Principal. This initiative parallels practices in the New Zealand education system where each
school's Board of Governors is completely responsible for the employment of all teaching and
non-teaching staff.  In neither the Ontario province nor New South Wales state education
systems has this legal employer role been devolved to the school councils at this point in time.

THE DESIGN OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study was to focus on the operation of school councils in srmall schools and
to seek school council members perceptions and views on the functioning of school councils and
their roles as members of a school council. A purposive sample of small schools were selected.
For our study a small school was defined as a school with a total student enrolment of less than
200.

In Ontario, although 16 schools were invited to participate in the study, only eight provided
significant responses. Three of these schools came from the far north, one from such a remote
area that the only way to reach the school was by float plane in the summer and ski plane in the
winter. Three came from areas within a four hundred kilometre radius of Toronto, the provincial
capital. Two small schools came from within Toronto iiself, one being a French school and the
other a school for aboriginal children. A total of 28 useable surveys provided the data for the
analyses reported below.

It New South Wales, eight schools were contacted and six responded producing a total of 37
respondents.  All schools were within 2 130 ki radius from Wagga Wagga in the Riverina
region. Three schools were rural central (K-12) schools and three schools were primary schools -
two being P5 schools (two teacher schools) in small rural communities and the remaining
primary school being a P4 school with seven staff.

Although the number of responses was small, the content of the responses was remarkably
consistent.
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FINDINGS
Membership

‘Who were the members of the school councils? The answer to this question revealed a number
of similarities in both systems. School principals, teachers, parents, and community members
were represented in both contexts. In Ontario students and support/administrative staff were also
constituent members but only in secondary schools. In Table 3 below the median number of
people representing particular constituencies are reported.

Table 3
School council membership
Type of Ontario New South
Constifuent Wales

Parent 6 4
Teacher 1 3
Community Member 2 2
Principat 1 1

School councils were predominantly formed in 1992 in New South Wales while it was in 1996 in
Ontario. Usually a school council met 8 times per vear in New South Wales as per the mandated
requirements from Table 2 while in Ontario the school council typically met 10 times per year.

Role perceptions

All participants were asked to respond to a series of 18 Likert style items in two areas dealing
with: i} the degree of fnvolvement in achieving its defined functions (4 items); and ii) providing
advice on a range of education related matters {14 items). The three point Likert scale used for
all jtems was 'a great degree', 'some degree’ and 'not at all'. All ifems were drawn from the
official policy documents of both education departments and the wording of each item was kept
as ¢lose to the official wording as possible.

1. Functions

Overall school council members reported similar levels of involvement in the following
functions:

i) establishing priorities and goals.

if) seeking the views of community members and parents about school matters.
i#f) reporting on school council activities to the school community.

iv) promoting the best interests of the school within the community.

Establishing its priorities and goals, and prometing the best interests of the school within the
community identified as activities that the majority of members were regarded as areas in which
the school council spent a great deal of time. Seeking the views of community members and
parents about school matters, and reporting on schooi council activities to the school community
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were activities to which both system's councils gave *some degree' of attention and time. Less
than 10% of all respondents selected the 'not at ail’ option for these four statements about their
school council's functioning.

2 Advisory roles

In this section of the study, participants were presented with items relating to three areas
pertaining to the advisory roles of school councils. These were:

i} school organisation issues. These were: the school calender, school budget priorities,
selection criteria for the school principal, schoo! district plans, and school improvement
plans;

i) educational issues. These covered: the code of student conduct and behaviour, curriculum
offered, reporting to the school's corumunity, the range of school based services provided,
monitoring educational authority policies, and preparing a school profile; and

iif) partnership issues. These were: community use of the school's facilities, provision of
extracurricular activities, and community partnerships in social, health or recreational
programs.

In the following tables, all results are reported as whole percentages.

Table 4
Advice on school organisational issues
% % %
A great depree Some degree Not at all

NSW ONT NSW ONT NSW | ONT

Advice on school-year

catender 14 43 40 - 14 39 43
Sefting school budget

priorities 68 11 19 46 5 36
Seiection for school

principal 30 4 27 21 35 75
Responding to school

district plans/programs 16 i1 73 57 5 29

Planning for school
improvernent activities 43 46 5t 36 0 18

The trends in the responses from school couneils suggest that both have similar levels of input
and providing advice on responding to school district plans/programs, and pianning for school
improvement activities. In Ontaric school councils have a much greater input info the
construction of the school-year calender while in New South Wales, council members have a
much greater level of advice on setting school budget priorities and the selection for school
principal.
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Table 5

Advice on educational issues

% % %

A great depree Some degree Not at all

NSW ONT NSW ONT NSW | ONT
The code of student
conduct and behaviour 76 37 19 29 0 14
The curriculum offered at the
school 8 11 70 50 16 36
How the school reports
1o its community 27 21 62 64 5 14
Examining the range of
school based services
provided to students 16 4 68 64 11 32
Monitoring educationat
authority policies
within the school 43 40 46 54 5 i8
Preparing a school profile 54 40 33 29 3 32

The response patterns from both New South Wales and Ontario school councils show quite
similar trends in their perceptions of their advisory roles on educational issues.
situations the members believe they have some input into these matters. New South Wales
members reported having a higher level of input and provision of advice (by a 20% margin} on
the code of student conduct and behaviour and the curriculum offered at the school.

In most

In the following table, Table 6, school council members responses to partnership activities are

reported.
Table 6
Advice on partnership issues
Y% % %

A preat degree Some degree Not at all

NSW ONT NSW ONT NSW | ONT
Community use of the
school's facilities 11 7 &5 50 19 39
Provision of
extracurricular activities
in the school i9 4 51 57 24 39
Seeking community
partnesrships in social,
health or recreational
programs. 16 7 49 68 30 25
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Generally, the response patterns from the school councils on partnership issues show a high level
of similarity in the level of input and advice that they provide to the school on each of these three
items.

Following the series of Likert scale items, @ set of six open ended questions seeking written
responses from the schools councils members was included. These six questions have been
grouped into three areas focussing on identifying the school council members' perceptions of:

i) areas in which the council functions well and how the school council has benefited the school;

it} where the school councils should focus their efforts and whether school councils should have
greater responsibility for things that happen within the school; and

iii) identifying the weaknesses and challenges facing school councils.

The analysis of Ontario and New South Wales council members' responses to the open ended
questions follows.

Where the councils do a good job and how they benefit the schools?

The New South Wales and the Ontaric council members indicated that the presence of the
councils has increased the amount of communication between the parents and the schools and
this provides parents with an opportunity to become more involved in the schools. Some school
council members commented that their councils have assisted the Principal in working through
issues by acting as the "sounding board" before an issue becomes a school guideline or policy.
The areas where the school councils in New South Wales appeared to view their contributions as
most beneficial included: discussing problems with their communities, community awareness of
school activities, student welfare and discipline policy, seiting school budget priorities, and in
providing epportunities for pupils.

While similarities exist between the New South Wales and the Ontario schoo! council members
with regard to where they see the councils as being most beneficial, some Ontario council
members noted the importance of providing a cuitural context for school policy direction and
promoting safe school issues. Also, the presence of the school councils in Ontario has helped
strengthen relations between the school and the English as a Second Language (ESL) community,
according to a school council member.

Many of the Ontario ¢council members viewed fund-raising as an important component of what
the school council does, notwithstanding that the topic of fund-raising is absent from the roles
and responsibilities of the school councils as outlined by the Ministry of Education and Training.
According to some New South Wales council members, one of the benefits of the current
infrastructure of the school councils has been the separation of the representation function from
the issue of fiund-raising responsibilities.

Both groups viewed the benefits of the school councils primarily in terms of increasing the
involvement that parents play in the operation of the schools. This involvement may range from
the purchase of playground equiptent to giving input related to the "hard issues” that Principals
must often deal with in the school. As one NSW respondent noted “more eves and ears in the
mapagement and smooth running of the school " In addition, most respondents indicated that it
is gratifying when successful school programs are effectively- commaunicated to the communities
and the communities respond favourably to the work of the school couneils.
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Where the school councils should focus their efforts and suggestions as to whether the school
councils should have greater responsibility for things that happen within the school.

There were similar suggestions for where the school councils should focus their efforts and
whether the school councils should have greater responsibility for things that happen within the
schools from the New South Wales and the Ontario respondents. The majority of council
members viewed improving communication with their school communities and promoting the
positive aspects of their schools as essential to where the councils should focus their energies.
As one NSW council member wrote "promote the school to atiract more pupils and promote
policies that enable pupils to reach their full potential.”

Council members in Ontario suggested increasing their input with respect to school trips, school
budgets, codes of conduct, policies related to the closing of schools and to fund-raising ideas.
The NSW council members suggested greater attention with regard to student issues such as:
assessing and reporting, tighter controls on canteen policies, discipline and student welfare
policies, and developing the direction of the school in conjunction with the Principal.

Increasing the responsibility and say of council members for things that happen in the schools
was greeted with a fairly even split between those on either side in both Ontario and New South
Wales. Those in support of increasing the role of the school council indicated that parents are
key players when it comes to educating their children and emphasised that council members
represent their communities. According to a few respondents, the parents and the students have a
better knowledge of what is good for their schools because they are so directly involved in the
educational system.

Other council members in both countries remarked that parents do not want too direct a role in
the day-to-day operations of the schools because parents lack the knowledge base to get involved
in many decisions made in school. The suggestion was made that "many Ontario parents are not
knowledgeable about the laws and regulations governing much of the operation of the schools
and parents do not have the time to learn about it either.” A similar sentiment was expressed by
a NSW council member in the following comment "I think the school should be run by the
Principal and staff. I think the school council is there for support and discussion. The Principal
is there because he wants to be running the school and we, as a council, should support him."
In addition, some Ontario and New South Wales council members expressed concern that the
councils may become agents of special interest groups because the members of these groups
often have the time and the desire to become involved in the school councils.

One respondent remarked that the school council should have a collaborative relationship and not
focus so much on issues of greater or lesser responsibility. In general, the NSW council
members felt that the councils have enough responsibility while the Ontario councils appeared to
be more in favour of suggesting that the roles and responsibilities of the school councils should
be expanded or at least clarified for ther.

A few respondents in both Ontario and New South Wales did note that some viewed the school
cotneils as there to serve the needs of the school Principal and this, therefore, affected the
autonomy of the school councils. As one NSW member stated "z perception of some people who
have served on the school council (and some serving) is that they are just a rubber stamp for
whatever the Principal and executive staff of the school want.” Others suggested that the school
councils are not a rubber stamp for the Principal and that these councils can be integral to
developing a positive image of schools in their respective communities.
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The weaknesses and challenges of school councils.

With respect to the wealmesses and the challenges facing school councils, there appeared to be
areas of commonality between the respondents in Ontario and New Sowth Wales. Both groups
indicated that the scope of reference for school councils is sometimes vague and that the councils
often lack direction and support from their Ministry offDepartment of Education and Training.
In addition, both groups noted that the councils need to educate the parenis and the public in
tertns of the good work that the councils do for the schools and the communities.

Both groups viewed the involvement of persons on the council who were there only to promote
their own agendas as being very detrimental to both the operation of the school councils and the
communities. The rapid changes to the educational sector were criticised by councils in both
New South Wales and Ontario because the council members felt they have not been fully
informed of these changes, nor are they well prepared to deal with the backlash from parents with
respect to these ongoing changes. ‘Tn the case of Ontario, the removal of the advisory label and
the restructuring of Ontario's school board system has left many school councils wondering
where they fit within the educational community. A number of the New South Wales council
mermbers noted that their councils are expected to do too much, with too little time and with very
limited funds.

Within the Ontario school councils data, the problem of sustained membership on the school
councils appeared to be more prevalent then in New South Wales. In addition, some Ontaric
council members identified as both a weakness and a challenge the lack of council members from
representative ethnic groups within their communities. A few councii members commented that
some school councils are not truly representative of the school at the regional Jevel and that these
councils are often hampered by the fact that English is not the major language of communication.
Furthermore, with the closing of some small schools, it may be difficult for parents to join an
existing farger council and feel that they have a role to play. These Ontario council members
also discussed the need to reduce violence among primary students in a culturally acceptable and
effective way. Council members in New South Wales zlso identified monitoring student
behaviour and keeping ahead of the drug problem as twb major concemns that require constant
attention from their school councils.

CONCLUSION

It is interesting to note that while there are similarities between the school councils in Ontario
and New South Wales, as this analysis indicated, there are also clear differences that have
evolved since school councils were established in each country. In terms of the membership of
the councils, the Ontario Government has outlined the minimum requirements for the
corposition and operation of the school councils (Ontarjo Ministry of Education and Training,
1993}, The NSW Department of Education and Training has permitted each school 1o decide
how many members the council will have, how many seats will be reserved for parents, how
many for staff and so on. However, there are two limits on this freedom: parents and members of
the community must make up the majority of the members of the council and no one group can
be so large as to out-vote all the rest (New South Wales Department of Education and Training,
1998).

The aim of the school councils in both Ontario and New South Wales is "o enswre that the
whole community is involved with all the important decisions made by the school™ (New South
Wales Department of Education and Training, 1998). While the NSW councils appears to have
sufficient numbers to support their activities, this is not the case in Ontario. Council members in
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Ontario expressed concern over the lack of participation by the community members, and the
Aboriginal community council members noted that often the councils do not reflect or consider
cultural concerns when decisions are being made.

Counci] members in both New South Wales and Ontario indicated their displeasure over the
possibility of councils being taken over by special interest groups who do not represent the
commumity. Members also expressed an interest in being involved in developing policies related
to a number of areas within the schools but were less certain gbout whether they should be
involved in curricuium development. Most councils saw their roles as including interactions
amongst the community, involverment in the administration of the school, the distribution of
decision-making power amongst parents, and, in the case of Ontario, fund-raising.

Council members in New South Wales and Ontario criticised the cutbacks m funding to
education. However, in Ontario, the rising tensions between the teachers and the provincial
government with regard to Bill 160, The Education Improvement Act, led some council members
to comment that these kinds of disagreements are not heaithy for the educational system.

While it is true that school councils have the potential to be key players in the Ontario and the
New South Wales educational communities, there are still 2 pumber of challenges that must be
overcome with respect to-defining more clearly the roles and responsibilities of these councils
(Wignall, 1996). In addition, in the case of Ontario, serious consideration needs to be given to
ensuring that the councils reflect the composition of their communities. At the present time, this
seems to be an unlikely occurrence. When we compare the responses of the schools councils in
both countries to the two scenarios proposed by Fullan and Quinn (1996), it is evident that the
‘compliance orientation’ has been met by all schools and, in many schools, this crientation seems
to be their modus operandi. However, there are some promising signs expressed by individual
members of school councils. They envisage their school councils can or will evolve into
facilitators creating stronger and deeper partnerships between parents, teachers and their school
community. Here, the 'capacity-building orientation' labelled by Fullan and Quinn (1996} has its
origins and is evident as council members focus on i) improving the quality of education
provided to the students, and i) producing significant changes to the relationship betwesn a
school and its community as they work towards building a learning community (Senge, 1990).
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