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Introduction

The Canadian Union of Public Employees is the largest union in the province, representing approximately 23,000 public sector workers.  Across Canada, CUPE is over 500,000 strong.  Our members work in a broad range of sectors in the province from health care, school boards, universities, libraries, municipalities, in community-based organizations and for government agencies such as the Human Rights Commission and Legal Aid.

Our union has a strong presence in the school board sector where we represent approximately 3,700 workers.  Our members include caretakers, clerical workers, library technicians, teacher associates and assistants, maintenance and tradespersons, community school coordinators and bus drivers.

The support staff of the Saskatoon Public School Division are represented by three CUPE Locals:  Local 34 represents 183 caretakers and maintenance workers; Local 1948 represents 560 secretaries,  teacher associates, library technicians and a variety of other workers; and, Local 4436 represents 12 driver education instructors.  In total, we represent about 755 employees of the Saskatoon Public School Board.

We believe that support staff plays an important role in the public school system and that our work is essential to the smooth day-to-day operation of the schools.  We are dedicated employees and are committed to providing the best service possible so that our students can receive a high standard of education in a safe and comfortable environment. 

For this reason we want to take this opportunity to express our concerns with the proposed administrative changes that have been recommended by Meyers, Norris and Penny consultants.  We believe that many of the recommendations cross over the labour relations line and would have a negative impact on our work.  The consultants’ report proposes massive changes in human resources and in reporting relationships that could damage labour relations instead of creating a more harmonious process.  Most of our comments in the following pages will comment on the recommendations regarding human resources and facilities management.  

We will also comment on governance issues because we feel that the proposed structure moves away from a democratic, publicly accountable governance model.    The report is written from a business perspective, including the use of business terminology for job titles, board governance and processes.  The underlying assumption in the report is that it is appropriate to transfer a corporate structure to a public, non-profit educational organization.  There is no evidence presented to support the appropriateness of a corporate governance model. 

Although the report states that one of the goals of the review was to “increase efficiencies and effectiveness of the administration while maintaining the quality learning environment,” we note that the report does not demonstrate how its recommendations will enhance the learning environment for students.

Decentralization and Site-based Management

CUPE is concerned about the possible impacts of further decentralization and the adoption of site-based management within the Saskatoon Public School Division.  The main concerns we have are the conversion of principals into managers and interpreters of our collective agreements and the decentralization of budget decisions to the school level.

If the role of principals is changed so that they must take on more administrative, budgetary and supervisory roles, we feel that the important role that principals play as educators will be lost.  Principals are foremost educators who are responsible for with the quality of education and the learning environment of students in their school.  To impose greater responsibilities on principals to be site-based managers, whether or not they have the management skills, will mean they will have less or no time for educational matters.  

Under Option #1 in the consultants’ report, caretaking and maintenance staff would report directly to the vice-principal rather than the facilities manager.  Vice-principals would then be involved in labour relations matters and the interpretation of collective agreements.  This could raise complications if there are fifty different interpretations of the collective agreement instead of one consistent interpretation from the facilities manager.

Currently principals are the immediate supervisors of the clerical, library, teacher associate staff but after grievances are filed with the principal, they are usually passed on to the superintendent to deal with at step two of the grievance procedure.  We do not believe it is appropriate for principals, who are members of another union, to be responsible for labour relations matters.  In fact, a recent resolution passed at the 2002 Spring Council of the Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation states that principals and other STF members are not to negotiate as administrators at the bargaining table with other employee unions.  We believe that this resolution reflects the respect between unions which should not be diminished in any way.

The other concern with site-based management that we have is with respect to decentralized budgeting.  Option #1 suggests further decentralization in the purchasing of supplies in the schools.  We would like to express our opposition to the transfer of budgets to the school level and having principals responsible for allocating resources within their school.  This is the model that exists in Edmonton Public Schools and it has created extreme inequities in resources between the schools.  The Saskatoon Public School Division, for example, currently has in place a centralized purchasing department that monitors and controls the cost of school purchases.  We feel that the accountability that exists in purchasing and control of budget items would be lost in a decentralized environment.

The Meyers, Norris Penny Report provides a glowing review of the Edmonton Public School Division’s decentralized structure.  In that school division, according to the consultants’ report, 92 percent of the division funds are allocated directly to the schools
.  The report states that the superintendent of the division believes that their model has been a complete success.

The custodial and maintenance staff, represented by CUPE Local 474, has a much different perspective on site-based management.  The local has documented serious problems with the decentralized model, including massive reductions in custodial staff, inappropriate use of school funds, and deterioration in the cleanliness and upkeep of the schools
.  In fact, for many years the union has been calling for an independent assessment of site-based management (SBM) that the school division has never agreed to do.

Some of the concerns raised over the years by CUPE Local 474 include:

· In 1986, 68% of custodians found that SBM had a negative impact on their ability to do their jobs.  By 1996, that increased to 80%.

· Between 1993-1996, 98 permanent custodial positions were eliminated even though the schools had increased enrollment.  Principals would cut custodial staff or supplies and use funds to purchase computers or furniture.

· In 1996, the local showed that Edmonton Public School custodians clean more square footage than any one else in Western Canada (up to 5,000 square feet per hour) and at a level twice the industry standard.  Since then the union has been requesting a joint process to establish minimum staffing levels to meet appropriate cleanliness standards.  The employer has refused to do so.

It is important to point out that the Edmonton Public School Division is in the process of changing the reporting process for caretaking staff who will report directly to a director of Property Management for the school division rather than the principal.  Even though the school division is not abandoning site-based management, it has recognized that there were many problems with custodial staff reporting directly to principals.  It makes no sense for Saskatoon Public School Division to adopt a structure that Edmonton has determined is unworkable.

Human Resources

The consultants’ report makes numerous recommendations on human resources matters.  The proposals include the development of a performance management system, a “competency-based” hiring system, a recruitment and retention strategy, and several recommendations dealing with employee satisfaction and recognition.

Some of the proposals, such as “competency based hiring” and “making sure the right person is in the right job” could be possibly considered violations of our collective agreements, depending on the extent of those proposals.  

Although we do not necessarily disagree with the proposal that the Saskatoon Public School Division improve its relationship with staff and find ways to recognize and value their work, we would suggest that the implementation of employee satisfaction surveys and employee reward programs are not the most appropriate.  Naming an “employee of the month” will not address broader workplace issues such as workload, stress, health and safety or balancing work and family demands.

Surveys can be extremely subjective and if the questions are poorly designed, they may not capture important information about how employees feel about their workplace.  What information will these surveys attempt to gather?  Will the responses be confidential?  Will employees be assured of no reprisals for how they answer the survey?  Will the results of the survey be available to the unions?  How will the results from the survey be used to implement changes in the workplace?  We believe that all of these questions need to be carefully considered. 

Balancing work and family demands has become one of the most pressing issues for Canadian workers.  A few years ago our provincial government initiated a Task Force and survey on balancing work and family issues, and the survey revealed that one in five Saskatchewan workers are members of the “sandwich” generation (having both childcare and eldercare responsibilities) and have a parent, spouse or dependent with some form of disability
.  The survey also found that half of the respondents felt they had a high role overload (filling too many roles at work and home).

We believe that if the Saskatoon Public School Division wants to demonstrate its commitment to and recognition of its employees, it should develop a strategy in conjunction with its employees towards a healthy workplace.  A healthy workplace strategy would address health and safety, workload, stress and balancing work and family issues.  A healthy workplace strategy would support employees by investing in training and upgrading opportunities.   

School Governance Models

School board governance has been studied and debated for many years in Canada and in other countries.  A search on the ERIC database turned up close to 800 journal articles and papers on the topic of school board governance.  The Saskatchewan School Trustees Association has also commissioned research papers and discussed various models for school governance.

It is surprising to us, therefore, that the Meyer, Norris, Penny Report does not once refer to the diversity of thought and range of studies examining board governance and its relationship to the learning environment.  Instead, they present one model of board governance without any supportive evidence for this model (recommendation 17).

The model being recommended, although not named in the report, is the Carver model of board governance.  John Carver, an American who has become the guru of board governance, initially developed his model for private corporations to increase their efficiency.  Later the model was promoted to non-profit organizations and has been used quite widely in the non-profit sector.  

The Carver model creates distinct roles for the board and the chief executive officer (CEO).  The role of the board is to develop vision statements and define organizational goals and be “hands off” when it comes to operational issues.  The role of the CEO is to achieve results, by any means deemed necessary.  Under this model the board does not concern itself with the means used as long as the “ends” are achieved. 

The Carver model is a hierarchical model because it concentrates power in the hands of the CEO who becomes the “sole employee” of the board and the only person ultimately responsible to the board.  The Meyers, Norris, Penny Report recommends this model and suggests that the Director of Education be referred to as CEO, even though the Education Act uses the title Director of Education.  

Our union has many concerns with the Carver model and question its appropriateness for the Saskatoon Public School Division.  We believe that, by concentrating power in the hands of a CEO, this model restricts the flow of information to board members and restricts their ability to make informed decisions.  An effective, analytical CEO could ensure that board members receive the full range of options and information on an issue.  But, on the other hand, an ineffective CEO may not present all the needed information or intentionally mislead board members.   This would jeopardize the board’s accountability to the public.

Problems with the Carver model

We are aware of a number of cases where the Carver model created problems.  At Elgin Community College in Chicago, the implementation of the Carver model suppressed discussion at meetings, did not allow the Board to properly oversee college business, eliminated the finance committee and public hearings on the budget, made it difficult for the public to access the board, and limited information to board members.  

In November 1997 the election of trustees for Elgin Community College was reduced to a fight between those who supported the Carver model and those who opposed it.  Two challengers unseated the Board chair (a Carver supporter) with the support of faculty, support staff unions and community groups.

CUPE is familiar with another case where a women’s shelter adopted the Carver model and concentrated all power in the hands of the executive director.  The authoritarian style of the executive director created conflict with staff leading to an increase in stress-related leaves by 35 percent.  Staff tried to communicate with the board members to ask them to seek a resolve to the internal conflict but the board refused because the executive director was responsible for all personnel issues.  

Ultimately the board is accountable to the public that elects it.  The board must be open to hearing diverse views and opinions on policy direction rather than blindly following the advice of a CEO.  A democratically elected board must also be willing to challenge the direction of a CEO if evidence shows that the decisions are not appropriate for the interests of the organization. 

In a paper prepared for the SSTA, Denise Kouri summarizes various analysts ideas on school governance
.  She quotes from Cyril Houle that “ ‘the worst illusion ever perpetuated in the nonprofit field’ is that the board should determine policy and the CEO should carry it out.  In addition to making policy, boards must perform a number of CEO and judicial functions.  The CEO, on the other hand, has an important role in policy making.”

She also quotes from authors Robert Herman and Richard Heimovics who believe that the Carvel model is an ideal model that is not easily “operationalized.” 

“The problems and opportunities that any nonprofit organization faces do not come labeled as major policy or administration.  A board needs to sort out what are their major policies and ends, but it must also be prepared to adjust them as conditions change.  This makes the simple divisions between ends and means, or between policy and administration, difficult to implement consistently.”

Kouri also summarizes the thoughts of many authors who question the hierarchical model presented by Carver.  As mentioned earlier, under the Carver model the CEO is considered the board’s only employee and that all other staff are under the direction of the CEO.  Kouri points out that this approach “is not the norm for Saskatchewan boards of education,” and that many analysts do not agree with this approach.  She states that some studies describe the relationship between the board and CEO as paradoxical and often conflictual, and that a rigid separation of policy and operations might lead to an uninformed board
.  

She quotes one author, Robert Greenleaf, as saying that “the model of the single chief sitting atop the hierarchy is obsolete,” and that we are too wedded to the belief in one-man leadership.  He promotes instead the development of two strong teams so that “no single person has unchecked power.”

Democratic models of governance

We urge the board to reject the Carver model and to consider alternative governance models that are more democratic and accountable.  Although the Carver model is widely promoted as the most effective governance model, its actual success rate is not that great.  The magazine Nonprofit World conducted a survey of nonprofit boards in 1997 and found that only one-quarter of the boards that were changing their way of operating had adopted the Carver model.  The survey found that those who adopted the Carver model were no more satisfied than users of other models.

The article from Nonprofit World concluded with the following advice:  “your organization must develop its own unique model for how your Board ought to operate.  You must base this model on your understanding of your organization’s environment, history, set of personalities and culture.  The aim of a successful board development process is to find your unique pattern, the one that works for you.”

We believe that school boards must not only be democratically elected and accountable, but that they must also encourage democratic participation and debate.   Ultimately the model of governance chosen by the Saskatoon Public School Division will reflect the values of the organization and the values that it wants to promote to children in our school system.  An hierarchical corporate model may be appropriate for a private business that is interested in the bottom line.  An educational institution should develop a model that reflects our values for society:  values that strengthen democracy, public participation and debate, cooperation and teamwork.

Kouri sums up the issue in this way:

We are coming to understand that an important role played in our society by not-for-profit and public sector organizations is to increase the overall level of democratic participation.  A strong and democratic society relies upon a strong civil society.  From this perspective, it follows that school boards have a responsibility to extend their specific role in education to that of increasing the extent and quality of public debate.  Enhancing democratic citizenship is important.

Conclusion

In summary, we believe we have highlighted many of the concerns around the proposals for decentralization and restructuring in the Administrative Review Report.  Although we recognize that change is sometimes necessary to move forward, we do not believe that change for the sake of change is progressive.  

In light of the shortfall of provincial funding for education in the province and, in particular, to this school division, we see no advantage to incurring additional costs for restructuring as proposed by this Administrative Review.

From the perspective of our union locals, we are particularly concerned about the proposals that would impact on labour relations, the work of our members and accountability to public.  Decentralization is not a recognized method of reducing costs and indeed may make costs rise as accountability for expenditures will be difficult to determine.  

The off loading of central office work onto school administration will result in a direct increase in responsibility to school based support staff many of whom have reached the peak of their capabilities now.   Increased workload and stress without consideration for staff needs will bring about a drop in morale among all staff in the schools along with a reluctance to take ownership and responsibility in the work being done.  The joy of being in the service of education will be lost as will the delivery of that service to our students and to public education.  If the Saskatoon Public School Division would like to improve working conditions for its employees, then we believe the Division should work with its union to develop a joint strategy for a healthy workplace.

We also believe it unwise for the Saskatoon Public School Division to embrace a hierarchical governance model that does not reflect our democratic values of public participation and community responsiveness.

Therefore, it is our conclusion that is it not necessary to fix something that is not broken.  Our current system of delivery of services works well, interpersonal and labour relations are positive, and the need for fiscal responsibility is being recognized and addressed.    We do not see any constructive reason to follow the restructuring recommendations of the Administrative Review at this time.
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