
 

 

NOT IN THEIR CLASSROOMS: 

CLASS STRUGGLE AND UNION STRENGTH  

IN ONTARIO’S ELEMENTARY TEACHERS’ UNIONS, 1970–1998 

 

by 

 

Andy Hanson 

 

A thesis submitted to  

the Frost Centre for Canadian Studies and Indigenous Studies 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Canadian Studies 

 

Trent University 

Peterborough, Ontario 

2013 

 

©Copyright 2013, Andy Hanson



 ii 

ABSTRACT 

Not in Their Classrooms: Class Struggle and Union Strength in Ontario’s 

Elementary Teachers’ Unions, 1970–1998 

 

This dissertation examines the rise of teachers’ union militancy in Ontario through a case 

study of the Federation of Women Teachers’ Associations of Ontario (FWTAO) and the 

Ontario Public School Teachers’ Federation (OPSTF) between 1970 and their 

amalgamation into the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario (ETFO) in 1998. It 

uses the archival records of the two unions, relevant legislation, media records, personal 

collections, and interviews to explore how these two professional organizations became 

politicized, militant labour unions able to engage with the state and the trustees of boards 

of education.  

The Introduction situates the public education project within nation building in a 

capitalist-democracy and outlines the theoretical influences informing the dissertation. 

Chapter 1 follows the two unions during the 1970s as they developed into labour unions. 

The 18 December 1973 one-day, province-wide, political strike achieved the right to 

strike and established a unique labour regime for teachers. Chapter 2 examines the 

advance of the unions during the 1980s as they developed labour militancy. At the same 

time, neo-liberalism was ascending and the post-war social accord was coming to an end 

resulting in attacks on unions and cuts to social programs. How gender affected the 

elementary teachers’ unions between 1970 and 1990 is developed in Chapter 3. The 

FWTAO campaigned for women’s equality on a platform of liberal feminism while the 

OPSTF followed a unionist path in an effort to convince women teachers to join them. 



 iii 

Chapter 4 scrutinizes the effect of neo-liberal ideology on education during the 1990–

1995 Bob Rae NDP government and the impact the Social Contract had on teachers. The 

development of teacher resistance to the neo-liberal state is explored in Chapter 5. 

Alliances with other labour organizations during the Days of Action campaign culminated 

in a two-week, province-wide strike in the fall of 1997 against the Mike Harris 

Conservative government. The Conclusion brings together the findings of the dissertation 

and suggests future research exploring teacher union strength in the Canadian context. 

 

Keywords: Teachers’ unions; Federation of Women Teachers’ Associations of 

Ontario; FWTAO; women-only union; Ontario Public School Teachers’ 

Federation; OPSTF; December 18, 1973; Bill 100; collective bargaining; 

merit pay; teachers’ strikes; wage and price controls; pay equity; 

affirmative action; liberal feminism; Baum decision; Rae Days; Social 

Contract; lean state; Mike Harris; Days of Action; province-wide strike; 

neo-liberalism; Bill 160; College of Teachers; Elementary Teachers’ 

Federation of Ontario; ETFO; public sector unions. 
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A Note on Primary Sources 

 
The primary data for this thesis was provided from the records of the two unions and 

government documents. Supporting materials have come from the electronic archives of 

various newspapers, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation website, and from 

government websites. The British Columbia Teachers’ Union provided copies of the 

Canadian Teachers’ Federation records of teacher strike actions across Canada. The few 

interviews undertaken with former teachers’ union members provided personal reflections 

on the events of their time and helped to clarify some of the ambiguities contained in the 

documents. 

The FWTAO records are housed at York University where they were 

professionally archived. The FWTAO had made a habit of archiving and storing their 

records so that a large collection of material was available for research on the women’s 

union. The sheer volume of documents made it impossible for me to read all of them. I 

focused on the period between 1970 and 1998 with an occasional foray into the earlier 

days of the union. The FWTAO archives are identified as they appear in the catalogue of 

the York University archives.  

The material from the OPSTF posed some difficulty when it came to organizing 

and recording. Those records had not been archived at the time I was undertaking my 

research. After the 1998 amalgamation, the bulk of the material had been housed in a 

rented storage unit in Toronto, where much of it had been damaged by water seeping in 

along the floor and wicking up through the boxes of documents. The papers that were 

unaffected by the flooding were moved to a room at the ETFO offices on University 

Avenue in Toronto, where I was given access to them. The documents that had been 
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water damaged were in the process of being rid of mould by Munters Corporation. As the 

boxes of cleaned documents were returned to the ETFO offices, they were placed in a 

controlled environment that had been designed for the future archiving of the ETFO’s 

documents. I was given access to the OPSTF documents as they were returned from 

Munters. Throughout the entire process I was given access to a photocopier and 

permission by the ETFO to photocopy the documents I required for my research. I took 

full advantage of the ETFO’s generosity, knowing that the documents would not be 

readily available during the period in which they would be in the process of being 

archived at York. Because the volume of material from the men teachers’ union was 

smaller, I was able to read the entirety of it. My research included some personal 

collections by ETFO staff members who were formerly employed by one of the 

predecessor unions. 

After I completed my research, the OPSTF material was to be transferred to York 

University where it would be catalogued and reorganized. For that reason I have taken 

pains to identify each document, by author, identifying title, date, and page number 

whenever possible. Since then, the OPSTF records have been archived in the York 

University Archives. 

In 1982 the Ontario Public School Men Teachers’ Federation (OPSMTF) changed 

its name to the Ontario Public School Teachers’ Federation (OPSTF). My notation makes 

the change to OPSTF after 1982 in the footnotes. However, when referring to the men’s 

union in generic terms throughout the thesis, I use the name of the organization as it was 

in 1998.  
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  Introduction 
 

 
In the years between two province-wide teachers’ strikes — a one-day strike in 1973 and 

a two-week strike in 1997 — Ontario’s two elementary teachers’ unions fought against 

the rise of the neo-liberal state. At times, they battled on their own; on occasion, they 

joined with the other teachers’ unions in the province to resist the state’s intrusions into 

education. During this period, the elementary teachers also engaged in an internal dispute 

over amalgamating their two unions into one. That debate came to an end eight months 

after the 1997 strike with the formation of one elementary teachers’ union in the province. 

The women’s elementary teachers’ union — the Federation of Women Teachers’ 

Associations of Ontario (FWTAO) — and the men’s elementary teachers’ union — the 

Ontario Public School Teachers’ Federation (OPSTF)1 — amalgamated to become one 

union, the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario (ETFO). This thesis will examine 

the actions of the two former unions in response to the attacks of neo-liberalism on 

Ontario’s education system over the final quarter of the twentieth century. It will also 

describe and analyze the events that brought the elementary teachers together under one 

flag during the most heated moments of the battle between teachers and the state.  

In today’s Ontario, 155,000 teachers educate over 2 million students in publicly 

funded schools.2 Teachers are employees of the state in the public education project; the 

major focus of their job is to prepare students for their lives as adult workers and citizens 

in the capitalist democracy that is Canada. While this was not always the case, teachers 

                                                
1 In 1982, the men teachers’ union, the Ontario Public School Men Teachers’ Federation (OPSMTF), 
2 Ontario Ministry of Education, <http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/> (1 February 2011); Ontario Teachers’ 
Federation, “About OTF,” <http://www.otffeo.on.ca/> (1 February 2011). 
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have become respected members of the community who enjoy the status and wealth of 

the middle class. They acquired their middle-class privilege through the organized 

activities of their unions during the final quarter of the twentieth century, when public-

service unions were expanding. Labour historians also know this to be the period when 

the neo-liberal project emerged and became the hegemonic doctrine of North American 

states, forcing unions into retreat.  

Teachers’ work is the construction of hegemony.3 Antonio Gramsci, who 

elaborated the terms of hegemony, stated that “the instruction-education nexus is enacted 

by the living work of the teachers, insofar as schooling is the acceleration and disciplining 

of the child’s formation.”4 The education of children, as a process of formal schooling, is 

the effect of the everyday work of teachers in their efforts to construct a common 

consciousness. The situations under which teachers do their work, or their working 

conditions, are the same conditions under which their students learn.5  

Ontario’s schools are workplaces governed by capitalist relationships. They are 

sites of both compliance and resistance. Unless historians are willing to examine the 

organized activity of teachers, they cannot glimpse the influence teachers have had on the 

structure of education, particularly at the end of the twentieth century. Nor can they 

understand the degree of influence teachers achieved over their work lives by undertaking 

collective, emancipatory action. This thesis will examine how they became agents of their 

own destiny on terrain over which they had little choosing.  
                                                
3 Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks: Volume 1 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), 155-57. 
4 Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks: Volume 2 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), 226. 
5 Ken Leithwood, Teacher Working Conditions That Matter: Evidence for Change (Toronto: Elementary 
Teachers Federation of Ontario, 2006), 
<http://www.etfo.ca/Resources/ForTeachers/Documents/Teacher%20Working%20Conditions%20That%20
Matter%20-%20Evidence%20for%20Change.pdf> (7 February 2012).  
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The fundamental questions in this study are concerned with the relationship 

between elementary teachers and the state — that is, the efforts of teachers to broaden the 

democratic impulse that is unionization, and the struggles for bettering their situation. Did 

the rise of teacher resistance come from teachers’ identification with organized labour, or 

was it rooted in more material considerations? What is the contradictory nature of 

teachers’ professional identities? When did professionalism contribute to the goals of 

these workers and what were the conditions under which it failed? How did teachers’ 

subjective sense of themselves influence their decision to take up picket signs or march 

through the streets? What was the reaction of the unionized workforce of elementary 

teachers to late twentieth-century state demands for a neo-liberal education in 

classrooms? How are labour historians to understand class struggle in public education in 

a time of regime shift?  

Secondarily, this thesis examines the relationship between the OPSTF and the 

FWTAO, two unions that held divergent opinions regarding the efficacy of having two 

organizations. Their different approaches raised questions about the circumstances under 

which teachers were better served. This thesis scrutinizes the historically gendered 

political economy of schooling and how the elementary teachers’ unions approached 

gender equity in a period when such battles were central to labour. 

Finally, this thesis asks how the organized activity of teachers affected the 

education policy of the day. When were teachers successful in mediating state actions in 

education? Conversely, how did government policy affect the relationship between 

teachers and the state? 

The vast majority of Ontario’s children will pass through the public school 

system. In most developed countries, the requirement of all children to gain a basic 
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education in literacy and numeracy became social policy during the nineteenth century. 

More recently, developing countries have made education a priority in their efforts to 

raise the living standards of their citizens. In 2000, the United Nations’ Millennium 

Development Goals set the achievement of “universal primary education” as the second 

target in the alleviation of worldwide poverty.6 Despite their apparent inability to meet 

these lofty goals, most nations view an educated population as a requirement to ensure 

their economic survival. Many parents go to great lengths in their efforts to secure an 

education for their children, assuming much of the burden themselves, with an 

understanding that to be uneducated severely limits life chances in the twenty-first 

century.7  

Ontario began its public-education project in the mid-nineteenth century. Early 

school promoters, in what was then Canada West, promised that providing schools 

“would result in the comparative emptying of jails in the province, and relieve the courts 

of a good portion of their business.”8 The country had just come through the Rebellions of 

1837–1838 and the British ruling class was looking to establish institutions that would 

maintain order and prevent another uprising. Since the mid-nineteenth century, schools 

have been called upon to solve a plethora of social problems.  

The purpose of Ontario’s public-education project has been relatively narrow and 

often contradictory since its inception, historically a twofold process for the production of 

                                                
6 United Nations, “Millennium Development Goals,” <http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/bkgd.shtml> 
(31 January 2011).  
7 Ontario Federation of Independent Schools, <http://www.ofis.ca/> (1 February 2011). The OFIS claims to 
have 126,000 students registered in private schools and estimates an additional 20,000 students are being 
home-schooled. 
8 Alison Prentice, The School Promoters: Education and Social Class in Mid-Nineteenth Century Upper 
Canada (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1977), 50. 
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worker-citizens who were disciplined both to the rigors of industrial production and to the 

rituals of citizenship in a colony of the British Empire. While the education system raised 

the literacy levels of workers to meet the requirements for employment in the capitalist 

economy, it also confined groups of individuals to menial work by withholding access to 

higher education from certain segments of the population. Education achievement 

continues to perpetuate modern social hierarchies by restricting the children of working-

class parents to often precarious jobs as labourers or servers, while the children of 

middle-class parents are more privileged in their access to more stable positions as 

professionals, managers, and/or owners. The public education regime conveys the illusion 

of neutrality, of being a mediator devoid of any of the subjective or preferential treatment 

so abhorrent to Western sensibilities. Nonetheless, for those parents with additional 

resources, private schools offer their children a more certain promise of upward mobility, 

while those doors remain closed to the majority of children.  

Historically, the bulk of students in public schools have come from the working 

class. Teachers disciplined students to the rigors of scheduled work periods and to the 

hierarchy of power relationships that were necessary for capitalist production methods. 

Such routines were habitualized until they became invisible and natural. Students 

practised sitting in rows, accepted regularly scheduled activities, moved in response to 

bells, and deferred to authority. The focus of education was on the end product, the 

disciplined worker-citizen who emerged at the conclusion of the schooling process.  

In the public education system, teachers were disciplined by the state at the same 

time that they were agents of discipline on behalf of the state. They were the subjects of 

technologies of discipline employed in a hierarchy of authority. They were positioned 

alongside, and against, social structures, discourses, and constructs reproducing and 
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outlining the terms of the public education project. While the state placed its demands on 

teachers from its position as the employer, teachers were able to resist certain elements of 

the burden through their unions. 

Surprisingly, not much has been written about Canadian teachers’ organizations. 

Despite the attention the media have given to strikes, teachers’ unions have not received a 

great deal of consideration from labour historians in this country. Internationally, the field 

has been more noteworthy, with a number of writers in the United States, a few in Great 

Britain, and important contributions from Andrew Spaull in Australia. For the most part, 

these writers continue in the political economy tradition asking who has the power and 

who performs the work. 

Spaull has pointed to the necessity for Canadians to go beyond our own borders to 

enter the debates on teachers’ unions and their successes and failures.9 Because of the 

focus abroad, we are left to speculate on the impact that Canadian teachers’ unions have 

had on education policy and the face of schooling in this country.  

Despite major instances of resistance from the teachers’ unions in various 

provinces throughout Canada, their importance has remained submerged in the national 

consciousness. The explanation may lie in the effect that provincial jurisdiction has had 

during the evolution of regional variations in education. Distinctive differences in each of 

the provinces’ education structures have generated unique responses to teachers’ need to 

protect their interests. The multiplicity of forms of teachers’ unions presents a fragmented 

                                                
9 Andrew Spaull, “Fields of Disappointment: The Writing of Teacher Union History in Canada,” Historical 
Studies in Education, 3 (Spring 1991), 21–47.  
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view of teachers’ struggles across the Canadian labour landscape rather than a cohesive 

and singular view of teachers’ labour activity.10 

Often, scholars writing about teachers’ organizations have missed the unique 

contribution of women workers in education, and the distinctive forms of labour activity 

that evolved from women workers organizing. The hesitancy of scholars to portray 

women’s unions is not entirely explained by the historical predominance of men in 

organized labour. Even in examinations of teachers’ unions, a workforce that has been 

largely feminized in Anglo-Celtic countries, historians have hesitated to narrow their 

study to those few women-only unions. Such an omission misses the opportunity to 

explore alternative visions of unionism. The eighty-year experiment in gendered unions 

that was unique to Ontario’s public elementary schools lends itself to a discussion of how 

identities and class have intersected in education unions — labour feminists have studied 

such intersections within other sectors of unionized workers.11 Because Ontario’s 

elementary teachers were divided into two unions by sex, some of the questions asked by 

this thesis concern the part gender played within these class-based organizations, and how 

that has changed over time. 

                                                
10 Stephen B. Lawton, George Bedard, Duncan MacLellan, Xiaobin Li, Teachers’ Unions in Canada 
(Calgary: Detselig Enterprises Ltd, 1999); George Martell, The Politics of the Canadian Public School 
(Toronto: James Lewis and Samuel, 1974); Susan Robertson and Harry Smaller, Teacher Activism in the 
1990s (Toronto: James Lorimer, 1996). 
11 Joan Sangster, Dreams of Equality: Women on the Canadian Left, 1920–1950 (Toronto: McClelland and 
Stewart, 1989); Joan Sangster, Earning Respect: The Lives of Working Women in Small-Town Ontario, 
1920–1960 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995); Joan Sangster and Linda Kealey, Beyond the 
Vote: Canadian Women and Politics (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989); Ruth A. Frager, 
Sweatshop Strife: Class, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Jewish Labour Movement of Toronto 1900–1939 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992); Linda Briskin and Patricia McDermott, eds., Women 
Challenging Unions: Feminism, Democracy, and Militancy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993); 
Gillian Creese, Contracting Masculinity: Gender, Class and Race in a White-Collar Union, 1944–1994 
(Don Mills: Oxford University Press, 1999); Dorothy Sue Cobble, The Other Women’s Movement: 
Workplace Justice and Social Rights in Modern America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004). 
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Canadian feminist writers have taken the lead in examining women’s experience 

in teachers’ unions, a topic that has been largely ignored in the rest of the world.12 They 

point out that women teachers have not always assumed a pro-labour stance in their 

unions. Studies of Ontario’s elementary women teachers’ unions offer unique insights 

into women’s experience within organized labour where gender has resulted in significant 

cleavages. They raise a number of questions within the framework of class, gender, and 

unionized workers. How do teachers’ unions fit into the history of the labour movement? 

How do Ontario’s teachers’ unions compare to those of other countries or to those of 

other Canadian provinces? When have women workers become attached to identities and 

ideologies other than class? When have those attachments strengthened or weakened 

women workers’ position in labour relations? What was unique about the particular 

circumstances of Ontario’s women teachers in late-twentieth-century Ontario?13  

We need to consider where teachers and their unions fit into the broader contours 

of labour. It is noteworthy that studies of union activity have been largely concerned with 

the prevailing forms of male employment. Writers such as Craig Heron, Wallace 

Clement, Gregory Kealey, and Bryan Palmer have documented the history of a Canadian 

labour scene that was ruled principally by male-based unions until the latter part of the 

                                                
12 Wayne Urban, “Courting the Woman Teacher: The National Education Association, 1917–1970,” History 
of Education Quarterly, 41 (Summer 2001), 139–66. 
13 Michael W. Apple, Education and Power (Boston: Ark Paperbacks, 1985), 113; Constance Backhouse, 
Colour-Coded: A Legal History of Racism in Canada, 1900–1950 (Toronto: Published for the Osgood 
Society for Canadian Legal History by University of Toronto Press, 1999), 3-17; Pat Armstrong and Hugh 
Armstrong, Theorizing Women’s Work (Toronto: Garamond Press, 1990), 41. These writers frame racism 
and patriarchy in terms of ideologies that benefit dominant groups in society. 
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twentieth century.14 Such studies are important and relevant in the context of trade-union 

development and have set the stage for the study of political economy and labour history.  

Recently, the gaze of feminist historians has turned to the struggles of women in 

their labour organizations. Joan Sangster, Ruth Frager, Linda Briskin, Patricia 

McDermott, and Gillian Creese are feminist scholars who have examined the lives of 

unionized women workers in the Canadian labour force. They have documented women’s 

battles with their employers and their concomitant struggles with the male leadership of 

their own unions.15 As these studies have become available, they reveal both similarities 

and differences between the class interests of men and women workers and detail the 

intersection of class and gender in the power relationships of capitalist production. 

Although the work lives of women have become a source of study, the presence of 

women-only unions or women-only locals of unions is only recently receiving significant 

attention in the literature. Such studies have emerged with reference to unionized groups 

of factory workers, waitresses, airline flight attendants, bank tellers, and other sectors of 

the feminized workforce.16 

                                                
14 Craig Heron, Canadian Labour Movement: A Short History (Toronto: James Lorimer and Company, 
1989); Wallace Clement, Hardrock Mining: Industrial Relations and Technological Changes at Inco 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1981); Wallace Clement, The Struggle to Organize: Resistance in 
Canada’s Fishery (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1986); Bryan D. Palmer, Working-Class Experience: 
Rethinking the History of Canadian Labour, 1800–1991 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1992); Gregory 
Kealey, Toronto Workers Respond to Industrial Capitalism 1867–1892 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1980). 
15 Sangster, Earning Respect; Frager, Sweatshop Strife, 120-28; Briskin and McDermott, Women 
Challenging Unions; Creese, Contracting Masculinity.  
16 Janet Mary Nicol, “‘Unions Aren’t Native’: The Muckamuck Restaurant Labour Dispute, Vancouver, 
B.C. (1978–1983),” Labour/Le Travail, 40 (Fall 1997), 235–51. This article references the Service, Office 
and Retail Workers’ Union of Canada (SORWUC), a feminist union dedicated to organizing women 
workers in industries neglected by the labour movement. See also Allen Ponak and Larry F. Moore, 
“Canadian Bank Unionism: Perspectives and Issues,” Industrial Relations, 36 (Spring 1981), 3–34; Meg 
Luxton, “Feminism as a Class Act: Working-Class Feminism and the Women’s Movement in Canada,” 
Labour/Le Travail, 48 (Fall 2001), 63–88; Joan Sangster, Transforming Labour: Women and Work in 
Postwar Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010). 
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Other writers such as Pat Armstrong, Leah Vosko, Winona Giles, Sedef Arat-Koç, 

and Marjorie Griffin Cohen have examined women’s work in non-unionized Canadian 

workplaces, a history that cuts across the grain of long-standing assumptions of a white, 

male-breadwinner workforce.17 The writings of this latter group of scholars have shed 

light on the political economy of precarious work that is often the lot of women workers, 

and have revealed the abysmal conditions of women workers brought into Canada on 

temporary work programs for what are generally domestic labour jobs.  

Internationally, the context for examining the uniqueness of women teachers’ 

union experience has been established in the literature from the United States, Australia, 

and Great Britain. The Australian historian Andrew Spaull has investigated the many 

variations of teachers’ unions in Victoria State, including new organizations that emerged 

out of women’s dissatisfaction with the structures of established unions.18 In Great 

Britain, Martin Lawn outlined the formation of women teachers’ unions and their 

subsequent amalgamation with men teachers’ unions after their raison d’être was 

resolved.19 Hilary De Lyon and Frances Widdowson Migniuolo relate the experiences of 

British women teachers who were members of the National Union of Women Teachers 

(NUWT), an actively feminist union, the much larger National Union of Teachers (NUT), 

                                                
17 M. Patricia Connelly and Pat Armstrong, eds., Feminism in Action: Studies in Political Economy 
(Toronto: Canadian Scholars Press, 1992); Marjorie Griffin Cohen, Women’s Work, Markets and Economic 
Development in Nineteenth-Century Ontario (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988); Winona Giles 
and Sedef Arat-Koç, eds., Maid in the Market: Women’s Paid Domestic Labour (Halifax: Fernwood, 1994); 
Leah Vosko, Temporary Work: The Gendered Rise of a Precarious Employment Relationship (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2000). 
18 Wayne Urban, “New Directions in the Historical Study of Teacher Unionism,” Historical Studies in 
Education/Revue d’histoire de l’éducation, 2 (Spring 1990), 1–15; Andrew Spaull, Robert White, Kate 
Nash, Adrian Vicary, Teacher Unionism in the 1980s: Four Perspectives (Hawthorn, Victoria: Australian 
Council for Educational Research, 1986). 
19 Martin Lawn and Geoff Whitty, “England and Wales,” in Bruce S. Cooper, ed., Labor Relations in 
Education: An International Perspective (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1992), 71–92. 



 11 

and the masculinist women-only Union of Women Teachers (UWT).20 However, few 

studies show the depth of Marjorie Murphy’s Blackboard Unions: The AFT and the NEA, 

1900–1980, in which she gives a detailed examination of how women achieved 

prominence in the power structures of the two American teachers’ unions, the National 

Education Association (NEA) and the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), despite 

being denied representation by union hierarchies composed of men.21  

Wayne Urban is another writer who has taken note of the representation of women 

in studies of the American teachers’ unions. He has examined some of the questions of 

gender in his comprehensive analyses of the shifting nature of discourses in American 

teacher unionism, including how gender and race have been incorporated into notions of 

teacher professionalism in the development of teacher unionism as played out within and 

between the AFT and the NEA. Although the two American unions are not direct 

parallels to teachers’ unions in Ontario, Urban’s examination of gender sheds light on the 

experience of Ontario’s elementary teachers in their gendered unions. Urban has 

suggested that “[f]eminist (and other) historians of women’s experience have been slow 

to examine women teachers’ unions, even though these groups often existed alongside of 

similar organizations for men.”22 Generally, anglophone scholars have hesitated to study 

women’s unions, even teachers’ unions.  

Closer to home, two studies of the Manitoba teachers’ union pose intriguing 

questions about the tensions between men and women teachers in their unions. Rosa 

                                                
20 Hilary De Lyon and Frances Widdowson Migniuolo, eds., Women Teachers: Issues and Experiences 
(Milton Keynes, England: Open University Press, 1989). 
21 Marjorie Murphy, Blackboard Unions: The AFT and the NEA, 1900–1980 (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1990). 
22 Wayne J. Urban, “New Directions in the Historical Study of Teacher Unionism,” 6. 
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Bruno-Jofré’s study of the Manitoba teachers’ union indicates that women teachers had 

little success in achieving wage parity with men teachers until 1952.23 Mary Kinnear’s 

research reveals that parity was such a divisive issue for Winnipeg teachers, and so 

difficult for men to recognize, that the women demanded a split of the Winnipeg local 

into a women’s and a men’s local.24 She examines how men teachers worked within 

conventional notions of gender that knowingly disadvantaged their union sisters in, 

among other areas, equal pay, access to promotion, and the hiring of married teachers.  

These two studies pose questions regarding the necessity of women forming their 

own unions during particular periods to counter the universalization of men’s concerns 

within the labour movement. In considering the FWTAO’s position on women-only 

unions, the question of when a women’s union is the best vehicle to serve the interests of 

women workers is extremely relevant. Conversely, we need to ask if folding their 

membership into a larger organization of both sexes might strengthen women’s position. 

Throughout the twentieth century, teachers’ unions functioned within widely 

accepted discourses of maternal femininity and male-breadwinner masculinity. Although 

the internal structures of these discourses mutated, their logic continued to operate. It is 

critical that any examination of teachers’ unions acknowledge the sexism that was a 

constant presence in women’s work lives. Although the location of women workers was 

redefined as the political economy shifted in the 1960s and 1970s, they continued to be 

denied ready access to positions of power and the compensation that comes with them 

                                                
23 Rosa Bruno-Jofré, Issues in the History of Education in Manitoba: From the Construction of the 
Common School to the Politics of Voices (Queenston: E. Mellen Press, 1993). 
24 Mary Kinnear, “‘Mostly for the Male Members’: Teaching in Winnipeg, 1933–1966,” Historical Studies 
in Education, 6 (Spring 1994), 1–20. 
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until late in the twentieth century. Even then, there was a limit on promotion opportunities 

available to women.  

While Ontario’s elementary teachers belonged to parallel unions based on their 

sex, the schools in which they taught were managed by male principals for almost the 

entire twentieth century. The strength of the attachment women teachers felt towards their 

union was in large part a response to the effects of the entrenched sexism that was a 

feature of industrial capitalism powerfully reflected in the education system. Having their 

own organization made a great deal of difference to the lives of women in the elementary 

school system. It granted them a voice with which they could articulate the gendered 

nature of the education system in immediate and personal ways.  

The conflicting ideologies of professionalism and unionism in a context of gender 

are problematic for labour historians. Notions of professionalism generally run contrary to 

discourses of solidarity and the collective. They tend to dampen the activities of white-

collar unions whose members are uncomfortable with even a whiff of Marxist analysis or 

the mention of class conflict as a dimension of power relations. When constructions of 

gender are folded into ideologies assigning prestige to unionized white-collar work, new 

contradictions emerge that are not necessarily evident solely through a labour or a 

feminist lens. Teasing apart such knotted contradictions is one challenge of labour 

feminism.  

A study of teachers’ unions would not be complete without addressing the 

contradictions inherent in the notion of professionalism. As white-collar unions, teachers’ 

organizations have employed discourses of professionalism to collective advantage.25 The 

                                                
25A thorough discussion of professionalism in teachers’ unions would include Jennifer Ozga and Martin 
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gains they have fought to achieve have often come out of their sense of professional 

entitlement. Yet, professionalism has worked both for and against teachers, limiting their 

subjective identification with the cause of labour at the same time as it has mobilized 

teachers to resist state incursions into their field of expertise.26  

Initially, professional discourses were introduced by the state as a means of 

disciplining teachers. Professionalism included specialized training and skill, workplace 

autonomy, and an ethos of care.27 A century later, teachers’ unions appropriated 

professionalism in their struggle for middle-class privilege. The competing meanings are 

used today where hegemonic control of the terms of professionalism becomes a crucial 

battleground between the state and the teachers’ unions. The state harkens back to a 

historical meaning of professionalism to proceed with standardization of the workplace, 

while teachers’ understanding of professionalism has bifurcated in class terms to include 

notions of advocacy and responsibility for education and students that cut across class 

lines.28 Marxist theorists cannot ignore the importance teachers have attached to their 

professional status, nor the gains teachers have made beneath this banner. This thesis 

acknowledges the fissure professionalist ideology opened between elementary teachers 

and other unionized workers, a breach that delayed teachers’ participation in the postwar 

labour movement until after it had gone into decline. Their distance from the broad 

                                                                                                                                            
Lawn, Teachers, Professionalism, and Class: A Study of Organized Teachers (London: Falmer Press, 
1981); Martin Lawn, ed., The Politics of Teacher Unionism: International Perspectives (New Hampshire: 
Croom Helm, 1985); Murphy, Blackboard Unions; Spaull, White, Nash, Vicary, Teacher Unionism in the 
1980s; and other, more recent articles by Andrew Spaull. 
26 Lawn and Whitty, “England and Wales,” in Bruce Cooper, ed., Labor Relations, 71–92. 
27 Wayne J. Urban, Why Teachers Organized (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1982), 43.  
28 Linda Briskin, “Resistance, Mobilization and Militancy: Nurses on Strike,” Nursing Inquiry, 19 
(December 2012), 285–96. Briskin draws a parallel development among nurses’ unions in Japan, Great 
Britain, the United States, Ireland, and Canada concluding that professionalism developed occupational 
solidarity among nurses and strengthened their unions.  



 15 

campaigns of labour between 1940 and 1960 denied teachers access to the experience and 

support of other unions, leaving them vulnerable to pressure from their employing boards 

and from the state during those decades.  

The labour movement has had to come to terms with the retreat of labour 

following the postwar covenant between the state and unions. Implicit in Canadian labour 

legislation is union complicity in containing political unrest. The broad-based labour 

movement was unable to sustain its strength in Canada after 1945, when labour unions 

traded away their right to support other workers through secondary strikes in exchange 

for the legal right to strike. Teachers’ unions, particularly the elementary teachers, have 

been an extreme example of a generalized disconnect among elements of labour. Yet it is 

not enough to point to teachers as weak supporters of the labour movement: historians 

need to tease out why teachers’ support was so faint and why their unions have been 

successful despite a variety of inhibitions. 

Examinations of education have developed an understanding of professionalism as 

an ideology with contradictory outcomes, which teachers have employed in pursuit of 

their goals. This thesis agrees with that position, but suggests that teachers appropriated 

professionalism from the state’s arsenal of disciplinary techniques. While the attributes of 

professionalism continue to be debated, the centrality of discipline to the public education 

project cannot be overstated. Whether it is in training teachers or in teaching literacy 

skills to five-year olds, the features of discipline are intrinsic in establishing hegemony 

within the education system. Professionalism originated in state discourses constructing 

the organization of discipline in education, only later becoming central to teachers’ 

resistance. This study of elementary teachers’ unions contends that professionalist 

ideology as reconstructed by the unions contributed to the democratization of teachers’ 
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workplaces, but its emancipatory strength was weakened by an inherent anti-labour 

elitism, central to the original professionalist discourses.  

The years between 1975 and 1998 constituted a critical period of regime change in 

Canada. The transnational neo-liberal project emerged unevenly around the globe in the 

1970s and 1980s, offering the economic and political elites a means by which they could 

dismantle the Keynesian state and, with it, the Fordism compromise that had provided 

workers with a range of social programs and labour protections in exchange for high 

productivity and labour peace. Neo-liberal policy developed in Great Britain as 

Thatcherism and in the United States as Reganomics. In each of those countries, it 

signalled a return to laissez-faire ideology and practices of early capitalism supported by 

claims of faith in the “invisible hand” of the market. The advocates of neo-liberalism 

championed the supremacy of the marketplace as the mediator of social policy. Neo-

liberal political actors achieved power by advancing a populist ethos that resonated with 

voters across the spectrum of social classes. Its intellectual proponents, followers of the 

Chicago School in the United States and the London School of Economics and University 

of Manchester in Great Britain, carefully crafted the discourses by which private and 

public institutions were empowered to strip worker protections, attack unions, and 

dismantle the social safety net.30 Neo-liberalism did not simply evolve as a response to 

inflation in the 1970s. Rather, it was constructed over a period of decades, beginning in 

the 1930s, by the economic elite of Western countries to ensure their access to continued 

profits.31 This thesis agrees with David Harvey in dating the beginning of neo-liberalism 

                                                
30 Kean Birch and Vlad Mykhnenko, ed., The Rise and Fall of Neo-Liberalism: The Collapse of an 
Economic Order? (London: Zed Books, 2010), 3. 
31 Kean Birch and Adam Tickell, “Making Neoliberal Order in the United States,” in Birch and 
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to the mid-1970s.32 His overview of the progression of the neo-liberal state suggests that 

while distinctive geographical and cultural environments determined policies, the general 

tendency of neo-liberalism has been to consolidate wealth in the hands of elites. The 

features of neoliberalism that he identifies in this process include market and trade 

freedom masked as individual, personal freedom;33 the restoration of an economic elite;34 

opposition to government regulation other than enforcing the conditions for businesses 

and corporations to thrive; 35 reducing taxes, on both corporations and wealthy 

individuals, with parallel declines in state funding for social services that provide a social 

safety net;36 limiting and constraining individual states (or arms of the state) from 

directive involvement in economic life by validating the mechanisms of the market as the 

primary vehicle governing the economy and its workings;37 the corporatization, 

commodification and privatization of public assets, utilities, and institutions;38 individual 

responsibility and accountability for health, education, and pensions; 39 a suspicion of 

democracy and democratic institutions with an attendant tendency to centralize power;40 

                                                                                                                                            
Mykhnenko, The Rise and Fall of Neo-Liberalism, 54. 
32 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 13, 87. 
33 Ibid., 7, 19, 20. 
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39 Ibid., 60, 66-67, 115. 
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the design of a flexible workforce and hostility to labour organizations;41 and the 

privileging of information technology.42  

The development of an intellectual base was an important aspect of this project. 

As Craig Heron has pointed out, the developers of the neo-liberalism project in Canada 

were well-funded think tanks supported by various corporate interests whose collective 

purpose was to undermine the strength of organized labour and its political wing, and to 

replace left-leaning intellectuals of the state with their own. The Fraser Institute, the 

Canadian Federation of Independent Businesses, the National Citizens’ Coalition, and the 

Business Council on National Issues represented over $2 trillion in assets at the end of the 

twentieth century.54 When these financial resources were harnessed to the power of the 

state, the resources of labour organizations paled in comparison.  

The ability of some workers to achieve their goals while others floundered and 

failed points to the uneven front of the neo-liberal advance. Corporate interests did not 

control governments in democracies, they simply supported them financially, provided 

them with intellectual momentum, and lobbied relentlessly. As situations changed over 

time, organizations and ideas evolved to fit the new circumstances. Neo-liberalism did not 

emerge full-blown from the head of Margaret Thatcher or Milton Freidman; it was the 

collective contribution of believers in a theoretical “free market” and a transnational 

corporate culture that was poised to benefit from defeating limits on economic activity 

imposed by nation states. 
                                                
41 Ibid., 75-77, 169-70, 177-178. 
42 Ibid., 157. 
54 Heron, Canadian Labour Movement, 139; Canadian Council of Chief Executives, “Business Council on 
National Issues Launches Transformation of Mandate and Reach; Thomas d’Aquino to Lead Organization 
Through 2003” (6 April 2001), <http://www.ceocouncil.ca/en/view/?document_id=7andtype_id=1> (25 
February 2011). 



 19 

Teachers in Ontario achieved the right to strike at the same moment as neo-

liberalism made its first advances in this country. Despite the retreat of the left during the 

final quarter of the twentieth century, the provinces’ teachers’ unions were able to make 

significant advances, and the elementary teachers were no exception. Teachers resisted 

the new regime with some success. Without being able to claim overwhelming victories, 

the unions did make considerable improvements in salary and working conditions for 

their members, moving them firmly into the middle-class by the end of the century. 

The significance of unionized women workers and white-collar unions during this 

period was their success in preserving a credible labour movement in Canada. After 

steadily increasing from 2,056,000 in 1967 to 3,841,000 in 1990, Canadian union 

membership declined by 294,000 workers between 1990 and 1997.55 In 1967, women’s 

union membership stood at 402,000 workers. By 1997, women’s membership had 

increased by a factor of 4 to 1,598,000. Statistics Canada reported that “[a]lthough the 

union density ratio for white-collar workers as a group (29%) is slightly lower than the 

overall average, the ratio among professional workers (for example, teachers and nurses) 

at 49% is the highest for all occupation groups studied, blue- and white-collar alike.”56 

The result was a decline in union density during the three decades between 1967 and 

1997 of only 2.1 per cent.  

Labour historians need to acknowledge women as active participants in the 

success of their unions. This is particularly relevant in the current labour situation in 

                                                
55 Ernest B. Akyeampong, “A Statistical Portrait of the Trade Union Movement” (Statistics Canada, 1997), 
1, <www.statcan.gc.ca/studies-etudes/75-001/archive/e-pdf/3386-eng.pdf> (5 February 2011). 
56 Akyeampong, “A Statistical Portrait,” 5. 



 20 

Canada where the number of women has surpassed the number of men in unions.57 

Women continue to enter the workforce and are increasingly the primary breadwinner. 

Women’s differences in organized labour are of growing importance to the labour 

movement as they enter traditionally male sectors in greater numbers and as historically 

feminized sectors expand. The connection between professional unions and women 

workers is also significant as the number of young women exceeds the number of young 

men in post-secondary institutions.58 It is incumbent upon scholars investigating labour 

issues to scrutinize the increasing relevance of gender to the unionized worker.  

As earlier mentioned, to date no overarching study of Ontario’s teachers’ unions 

has been undertaken, although some events have received detailed attention. The most 

complete has been Alan Sears’s examination of the acrimonious relationship between 

teachers’ unions and the state during Premier Mike Harris’s term in office.59 This thesis 

relies on Sears’s theoretical approach to neo-liberalism and its deleterious effects on the 

education system. A limitation to his study of the broad effects of neo-liberalism is that he 

does not explore the responses of each of the teachers’ unions, particularly the 

deliberations of the elementary teachers. However, two other studies do focus on the 

elementary unions: Karen Schucher’s unpublished thesis and the collaborative efforts of 

Mary Eberts and her colleagues to investigate the court cases that led to the forced 
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amalgamation of the FWTAO and the OPSTF.60 These feminist scholars give an in-depth 

analysis of the efforts of the women’s union to retain its identity. Their critique of the 

legal system is convincing. They offer an alternative conclusion to the story of two 

elementary teachers’ unions in this province, one that it is possible to imagine with the 

benefit of a decade of women’s rights advocacy behind us. Lacking in both these works is 

any analysis of benefits to women of having one union. Certainly, the OPSTF position is 

reiterated, but there is no alternative vision that reflects the reality of the membership of 

Ontario’s other three teachers’ unions being comprised of both men and women. The 

effect is to leave the reader disappointed at the loss of one more voice for women without 

consideration of the possibilities available to women through a single union representing 

all elementary teachers and comprised overwhelmingly of women. In that regard, a final 

mention needs to be made of the brief overview of the two unions and their successor, the 

Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario (ETFO), that has been compiled by long-

time newsletter editor Barbara Richter. Richter’s book offers a welcome reference to the 

major campaigns of the organizations and to the actors of the time.61 It was not intended 

to be a critical work.  

This thesis takes a political economy stance in applying questions of responsibility 

and power as they relate to the relationships between elementary teachers and the state. 

The state is represented by the government of the day and by its arm’s-length agents, the 

elected trustees of the boards of education. Teachers’ resistance is examined from a 

                                                
60 Karen Schucher, “Contesting Women’s Solidarity: Human Rights Law and the FWTAO Membership 
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Marxist perspective, an understanding of workers’ resistance as class struggle. In order to 

appreciate the unique campaigns of the women of the FWTAO, this paper takes a 

Marxist-feminist standpoint and considers the intersections of class and gender in both 

unions. The conflict between the FWTAO and the OPSTF led to entrenched positions 

from which the two sides could not seem to extricate themselves. This dissertation 

examines the rift between the two organizations in gender terms — a division that did not 

exist between the other teachers’ unions in the province — and the effect that the 

prolonged conflict between the two organizations had on the ability of the unions to 

improve conditions for their members. An analysis of both gender and class 

problematizes the decades-long battle between two teachers’ organizations. It also 

provides a theoretical context that situates the contradictions arising from having 

members of the women’s union in leadership positions in the men’s union; the men’s 

union support for pay equity in one instance and opposition to affirmative action 

programs in another; and the reality that member support for the FWTAO’s opposition to 

amalgamation was never seamless.  

While the body of this work remains grounded in the material conditions of 

teachers’ employment, some acknowledgement must be given to the contribution of 

discourse theory to historical materialism when dealing with the development of public 

institutions. Michel Foucault’s explanation of technologies of power clarifies the 

importance to the state of training teachers not only in curriculum content but also in 

pedagogy — that is, the methods of instruction and discipline.62 Postmodern insights into 

the importance of discourse in the public education project suggest how hegemony is 
                                                
62 Michel Foucault, Discipline & Punishment: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 
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constructed, but this thesis also insists that accent on the discursive needs to be 

established within power relations, the struggle for resources, and efforts at 

emancipation.63 

 

The Public Education Project and the Formation of Public School Teachers’ Unions 

Ontario’s first public school teachers were an arm of the British state. They were 

expected to demonstrate and instill bourgeoisie assumptions of moral behaviour in their 

students. The passage of the Common School Act of 1846 in Canada West and the 

appointment of the English Methodist Edgerton Ryerson to the position of Superintendent 

of Education began the state project.64 Public education was very much intended to serve 

white-settler nation-building. English was the language of instruction and British loyalties 

were enforced. 65 Ryerson’s design for the new system of schooling included centralized 

control, top-down governance, and homogeneous instruction. In 1871, the new school act 

made attendance compulsory for children between the ages of seven and twelve, ensuring 

that immigrant children would internalize appropriately British values and morals. When 

working-class parents did not agree with the compulsory nature of schooling, truancy 

officers were employed to enforce the law.  

The process of controlling schooling began with standardized entrance 
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requirements and state control of the Normal Schools, the training facilities for teachers.66 

These institutions for the uniform training and certification of teachers were established in 

1846. They would continue to function until the mid-twentieth century, at which time 

they would be absorbed into the faculties of education of universities. Teachers were 

trained in the proper application of state-approved pedagogy and curricula. Once they 

began their jobs, they were routinely observed by a cadre of inspectors who visited each 

of the schools on a regular basis to ensure that students were receiving appropriate 

instruction.  

Ryerson had originally intended that the Normal Schools would professionalize 

teaching and attract married men of British background to lucrative careers in the 

classrooms of the country. He had predicted that with the professionalization of teaching, 

boards of education would increase teachers’ salaries to attract higher calibre teachers. 

His prediction neglected to take into account the funding model imposed on local boards. 

Education was controlled by the central legislature, but funding had to be raised locally. 

Limits on salaries were set by the generosity, or lack thereof, of locally elected trustees 

who were required to finance education through the levying of local property taxes.  

In addition to prerequisite attendance at a Normal School, teachers were required 

to attend Teachers’ Institute conferences twice a year to partake in professional training at 

their own expense and on their own time. The institutes throughout the province were 

overseen by the school inspector for that region and included an obligatory membership 

fee. By the early twentieth century, state-imposed requirements for the regular retraining 

of teachers by means of professional upgrading were a constant feature of teachers’ lives. 
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Teachers were not permitted to move beyond the pedagogical boundaries set by the 

education bureaucracy.  

In 1861, the Ontario Educational Association was formed as a voluntary gathering 

of educators. This organization was designed to reflect the same professional objectives 

that were being promoted by the National Education Association in the United States. 

Membership was open to men and women elementary teachers, secondary teachers, 

students from the Normal schools, school trustees, provincial superintendents, and retired 

teachers. The training facilities and the Ontario Educational Association served to awaken 

a rudimentary labour consciousness by providing opportunities for teachers to gather in 

large groups in which general grievances could be articulated and a common identity 

could be forged between teachers from disconnected worksites.67 But the ideology of 

professionalism checked the growth and extension of this consciousness. 

The first teachers in Ontario to recognize the need for collective representation 

were women teachers in urban centres. In 1885, the women teachers of Toronto organized 

themselves to press their board for a salary schedule based on length of service rather 

than on the grade taught. They won their case before the trustees. The success of their 

campaign encouraged the women to launch the formation of the Lady Teachers’ 

Association (changed to the Women Teachers’ Association in 1892).68 Despite the 

effectiveness of their collective action, the women would not abandon their professional 

identity for a more militant unionism. They rejected membership in the Trades and 
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Labour Council for fear that they might be required to go on strike against their boards. 

The Lady Teachers’ Association was a response to the tremendous challenges that 

faced teachers. Reports of teachers in country schools having classes in excess of seventy-

five students, varying in age from young children to adult learners, were not uncommon.69 

Up until 1948, almost three-quarters of Ontario’s elementary schools were still one-

room.70 Teachers working in city schools reported class sizes of up to a hundred students 

in one room.71 Not only did school boards hire too few teachers, but fiscally conservative 

trustees were quick to employ young women for the classroom and pay them significantly 

less than they would have been obligated to pay men. The family wage worked against 

women teachers. Women had to be self-supporting and unmarried to teach, but when it 

came to salaries, they were punished for not being married. By the turn of the nineteenth 

century, two streams of teachers existed: university educated men in positions of 

authority and less-educated women teachers in the classrooms.72  

In the aftermath of the First World War and the depression that followed it, 

unionism and socialism had gained momentum. On 3 April 1918, at the instigation of the 

London Women Teachers’ Guild and the Toronto Women Teachers’ Association, women 

teachers from Hamilton, North Bay, Port Arthur, Prescott, Ottawa, Chatham, Galt, 

London, and Toronto met during the Ontario Educational Association’s annual meeting to 

amalgamate local woman teachers’ associations into the Federation of Women Teachers’ 
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Associations of Ontario (FWTAO).73 The FWTAO was the first of six teachers’ unions 

that would represent the interests of teachers in Ontario. Five of those unions would 

become affiliates of the Ontario Teachers’ Federation (OTF). In the handwritten minutes 

of the 1920 annual general meeting, a motion was carried to add to the objects of the 

organization “[t]hat we have separate Federations of men and women teachers and that 

we co-operate by means of a central committee.”74  

In 1919, the Ontario Secondary School Teachers’ Federation (OSSTF) organized 

as the representative body for Ontario’s secondary teachers, both men and women. 

Secondary teachers raised different issues that set them apart from the holistic nature of 

elementary teaching. The division of teachers into separate unions was an organic 

outgrowth of their perceived needs. The Ontario Public School Men Teachers’ Federation 

(OPSMTF), later the OPSTF, was the exception. The men elementary teachers did not 

willingly declare themselves a unique body. That the men did not understand the form 

and privilege of their identity speaks to the very heart of the matter over which the 

FWTAO would resist the amalgamation of the two unions. The men could not see where 

their interests and the interests of women teachers differed. On 8 April 1920, the Ontario 

Educational Association, Public School Section, took time out from its meeting to permit 

the men teachers to form the OPSMTF.75 
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When the French and the Catholic teachers decided to organize, their identities 

were readily apparent. In 1939, l’Association des enseignants franco-ontariens (AEFO) 

organized to represent teachers in French-language schools. The last of the five teachers’ 

unions, the Ontario English Catholic Teachers’ Association (OECTA), was incorporated 

in response to the Teaching Profession Act of 1944.  

The act also created the Ontario Teachers’ Federation (OTF) as the legislated 

umbrella organization for Ontario’s publicly funded school teachers when dealing with 

the state, and established a closed shop for teachers’ unions.76 In exchange for constraints 

placed upon their ability to negotiate with their employer, teachers in the province 

achieved the right to dues check-off at source two years before the Rand Formula was 

established.77 Closed shop and dues check-off assured teachers’ unions of their viability.78 

 

The Effect of the Postwar Compromise on Education 

During and after the Second World War, union militancy was at an all-time high in 

Canada with one out of three union members on strike in 1943.79 Unionized jobs, good 
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salaries, worker benefit packages, and mass production methods were the defining 

characteristics of what we know as Fordism. Mass consumerism became the engine that 

drove the economy of the twentieth century. The threat of militancy from an emboldened 

working class that emerged during the war pressured governments into developing a 

social safety net with its emphasis on the state’s responsibility to care for its citizens. 

Postwar workers demanded a larger portion of the wealth generated by mass production. 

They were encouraged in their demands by print advertising aimed at a literate populace, 

by the new technology of radio, and by the construction of popular culture. A market-

mediated homogenization of culture served to build demand for mass-produced goods.  

State accountability for the welfare and education of future workers resulted in 

shifts in the public perception of education.80 Schools participated in the homogenization 

project as well as in the medicalization of deviations from acceptable middle-class 

behaviour. The education system was at the centre of psychological discourses emerging 

as the new morality of the normal.81  

As baby-boom children entered schools in droves, the supply of unmarried women 

teachers was soon exhausted. Women who in the past would have been forced to leave 

teaching upon marrying were now encouraged to remain in their classrooms.82 Boards of 

education shifted their gaze from the unmarried teacher to the young, married woman 

with children. Her values and experience were expected to reflect those of the newly 
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constructed normal postwar family.  

By the 1960s, women were being asked by some employers to continue teaching 

even while pregnant, a significant change from a generation earlier. While postwar 

hegemonic assumptions of oppositional and gendered roles resulted in women being 

denied access to well-paying jobs, women teachers were able to take advantage of the 

baby boom and alterations in the construction of the ideal teacher to retain their jobs 

under conditions that would have been difficult or impossible in an earlier time. For 

years, the FWTAO had supported the right of a woman to remain at her job after marriage 

and during her pregnancy. In the moulding of a new subjectivity for women teachers to 

meet the teacher shortage, the union’s arguments were turned against its older members 

who had not had those options when they began their careers. As Sheila Cavanagh 

reports: 

The spinster image, once celebrated by early advocates of teacher professionalism, 
seemed to be unhealthy and associated with latent homosexuality. Female teachers 
felt compelled to renounce the old-maid persona… An article on why women 
teach, published in the Ontario elementary school teachers’ magazine, attempted 
to differentiate the modern teacher from the spinster now seen as a social outcast. 
 
[N]ever before had the construction of the spinster been recognized as an 
embodiment of sexual- and gender-identity transgression. This made the spinster 
teacher identity increasingly difficult to inhabit. Women teachers’ federations 
refused to speak outwardly in support of the unmarried teacher in both the postwar 
Canadian and the British context.83 

 
The shift in what constituted desirable attributes in a teacher left older women who had 

been forced to choose between marriage and career under a veil of suspicion.  

Just as gender norms were shifting, so too were the class relations of the teaching 

profession. The first recorded sanctions by public school teachers in Ontario were 
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initiated by the elementary teachers in Deseronto in 1953 over salaries.84 At that time, the 

FWTAO and the OPSMTF introduced the use of the “grey letter.”85 The letter advised 

teachers outside of the Deseronto board to refrain from applying for jobs there. Without 

the means of bringing in new teachers, the board was forced to negotiate with the teachers 

they had on staff. The unions won the improvement in salaries.  

Their next attempt was not as successful. In 1963, in a dispute with the Lakefield 

board over salaries, most of the FWTAO and the OPSMTF members resigned for one 

year. At the end of the year, the Lakefield board hired replacement workers for those 

teachers who had not returned to their classrooms.86 The failure of the Lakefield action 

demonstrated the weakness of the teachers’ unions and the limitations of mass 

resignations. Between 1953 and 1970, only the elementary teachers’ unions initiated 

sanctions in any form in Ontario.87 In 1970 that would change, but first the unions had to 

become politicized. How teachers embraced unionism while they retained their 

attachment to professionalism would be the story of the 1970s.  

In 1961, Minister of Education John Robarts took advantage of federal funding to 

begin developing vocational schools in Ontario. These new, expensive schools were built 

to offer training in the skilled trades to boys. The promise was an offer of good jobs in the 
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manufacturing sector after graduation.88 Girls were offered clerical and domestic skills 

training for their futures as office workers and homemakers. The success of vocational 

education remains in dispute, and the gendered division of the courses certainly reflected 

postwar male-breadwinner assumptions that limited the choices of girls.89 Nonetheless, 

the strength of the Robarts Plan was that it broke from education’s historical priority of 

graduating university-bound students. It created a technical and clerical stream of study 

that began in the elementary years for future workers who were interested in skilled trades 

or office work. At the same time, university, once the preserve of the wealthy, became 

accessible to the children of the middle class and even to segments of the working class. 

Fresh new elementary and secondary schools, universities, and the newly conceptualized 

community colleges mushroomed across the Canadian landscape.  

By the 1970s, education became the institutionalized means to a better life in a 

time of economic prosperity, and the politics of education was critical to a government’s 

survival. Multiculturalism was introduced into Ontario’s schools as a remedy for racism 

and a solution to political pressure from Ontario’s francophone population. Schools 

continued to be responsible for modelling acceptable standards of citizenship, and parents 

and their children rightly viewed education as a gateway to achieving material security 

and providing the means by which the complexities of modern institutions could be 

navigated. 
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The Chapters 

Chapter One, “Teacher Unionism: The Elementary Teachers in Ontario,” situates 

Ontario’s elementary teachers’ unions in the labour movement as examples of public 

sector unions that grew in strength during the early period of neo-liberalism. It sketches 

the labour activities and political battles of the FWTAO and the OPSTF as they made 

their decisions to behave as labour unions.90 This thesis contends that when neo-

liberalism entered the Canadian political landscape with the first wage and price controls 

in 1975, teachers were punished, along with other public service workers, for having 

improved their work lives through collective action. The response of the political and 

economic elites was to dismantle the postwar accord that provided support systems for 

workers. As neo-liberal ideology became hegemonic, unions and the public service were 

attacked by governments of every stripe.  

Chapter Two, “Elementary Teacher Militancy: Learning to be Labour Unions,” 

explores the fundamental issues raised by teacher unionism and how labour historians 

have approached this subject. The chapter clarifies how Ontario’s elementary teachers, 

who struggled with the competing ideologies of professionalism and unionism, developed 
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a unique standpoint that employed professionalist discourses as a defence against 

proletarianization and as a means of invigorating their unions.  

Chapter Three, “Gendered Unionism, 1970s–1990s,” examines the gender-

specific activities of the two unions and considers how the relationship between the 

women’s and men’s unions influenced their effectiveness in dealing with the state. 

During this period, the FWTAO successfully pursued an affirmative action campaign, 

while the OPSTF began to organize men and women workers outside of the classroom. 

The enactment of Section 15 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms moved 

gender to the forefront for the two unions and embroiled them in a series of court cases.  

Chapter Four, “Politics and Classroom Class Struggles I: 1990–1995,” 

investigates the relationship of the elementary teachers’ unions to partisan politics and 

how Bob Rae’s betrayal of public sector labour and his imposition of the Social Contract 

divided the house of labour. The inequity in the application of the NDP government’s 

deficit fighting measures, the opportunism of trustees demanding concessions, and back-

to-work legislation alienated teachers and turned them away from socialism. The 

“socialist experiment” in Ontario managed to sustain the momentum of neo-liberalism. 

Chapter Five, “Politics and Classroom Class Struggles II: Mike Harris and the 

Commonsense Counterrevolution,” analyzes the pitched battle between the teachers’ 

unions and the Harris government. The education system and teachers’ unions were 

reconfigured under a series of neo-liberal policy changes implemented by the 

Conservatives. Teacher resistance peaked with a two-week strike against the policies of 

the Harris government in October and November of 1997, the largest strike in Ontario’s 

history. Nonetheless, neo-liberal regime change was completed under this government.  

The Conclusion draws together the findings of the study and poses new questions 
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in light of what the study reveals. It considers the problems and possibilities for unionized 

workers resisting a neo-liberal state regime. For women teachers, the FWTAO 

successfully represented their interests as it pursued its particular form of liberal 

feminism. The OPSTF’s drive for an amalgamated union reflected a collective vision of 

union strength in the pursuit of traditional labour objectives. Historical conditions set one 

vision against the other, until the unions were forced into a resolution, a synthesis of their 

positions, to deal with neo-liberal attacks on public education. 
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Chapter 1 

Teacher Unionism: The Elementary Teachers in Ontario 
 

 
On Monday, 27 October 1997, all of Ontario’s teachers walked out of their classrooms. 

The combined forces of five teachers’ unions faced off against the Conservative 

government of Premier Mike Harris. It was the largest teachers’ strike in North American 

history. For two weeks, teachers held their picket lines and rallied to march through the 

streets of towns and cities across the province. The political strike was the front-page 

story. It was a remarkable demonstration of union strength by a group of workers who 

had never been noted for their militancy. They walked off the job in opposition to $2 

billion in cuts to the education budget that were included in the provincial government’s 

“slash and burn” fiscal plan.91  

Ontario’s teachers made history with their wildcat strike, but it was not enough. 

The walkout embodied a common front of five teachers’ unions that represented disparate 

groups of the education sector divided by religion, language, age of their students, and 

gender. There was little history in Ontario of teacher unity in strikes and political 

mobilizations. At the end of the second week of the walkout, television cameras recorded 

the collapse of teacher resistance. Under a pall of inter-union squabbling, three of the 

participating unions decided to end the strike.92 The decision left a pervasive sense of 

betrayal within the rank and file of all five unions. Despite the support of parents, 
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trustees, and labour organizations, the united front that had been the teachers’ strength 

dissolved. Harris and his government had succeeded in waiting the teachers out and 

dividing them. They then continued with the most egregious attacks on Ontario’s 

education system the province had ever experienced.  

The 1997 strike was the second time in a generation that a battle with the state had 

provided teachers with an exercise in developing worker consciousness. The first strike 

had taken place on 18 December 1973. At that time, Ontario’s teachers had left their 

classrooms for one day in an illegal and province-wide walkout against state-imposed 

conditions that they had found unpalatable. Although a relatively non-militant wing of the 

labour movement, the teachers’ two large-scale strikes against the Conservative 

governments of their day were widely supported in both instances. Among the teachers’ 

unions, the elementary teachers were the most apprehensive when it came to labour 

disputes. Nonetheless, they had willingly joined both of the province-wide strikes. Their 

numbers, and their position as caregivers of young children, provided a critical intensity 

to the struggle with their political masters. 

Billions of dollars in cuts to the public service were part of the Harris 

government’s program, but education was not the only social program put on the 

chopping block. Public service workers were laid off, health care was dramatically cut, 

and a variety of public services were privatized. Fiscal restraint was not the only item on 

the Harris agenda. The second prong of his program was an attack on unions. Like 

England’s Margaret Thatcher, Harris was ideologically driven in his efforts to defang 

unions. While past premiers of all stripes in Ontario had included unions in their policy 

discussions, Harris turned his back on labour. Early in his mandate, he introduced labour 
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relations legislation that made it more difficult for unions to organize and operate in 

Ontario.93 The Harris years were the zenith of neo-liberalism in the province.  

The defeat of the 1997 Ontario teachers’ strike reflected the weakened condition 

of organized labour on the Canadian political landscape. With over 100,000 teachers on 

picket lines across the province, trade unions and their political allies were unable to turn 

the Conservative government from its neo-liberal agenda, ironically labelled the 

“Common Sense Revolution.”94 The striking teachers stood alone, isolated from the other 

unions being threatened by the Harris government. Where were the other unions? Where 

was the Ontario Federation of Labour (OFL)? How could the provincial government have 

simply waited out some of the largest unions in the province? How had unions and the 

Left come to the point that a right-wing provincial government could defeat their best 

efforts in a mere two weeks? How had it come about that historically passive public-

service unions had become the front line in the battle for workers’ protections?  

In the early days following Harris’s success in the 1995 election, the labour unions 

had called upon their members to fight back against the Tory’s anti-union program. Yet, 

despite rotating general strikes during the 1995–98 Days of Action, the OFL had not been 

able to mend the schism that had developed between its affiliates in the aftermath of the 

NDP’s Social Contract.95 The eleven collective protests that were the Days of Action 

could have built into a province-wide general strike, but union leaders were unwilling to 
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overcome their differences and commit to shutting down public services in the province. 

That was part of the legacy of the Rae government. During February and March 1996, the 

members of the Ontario Public Service Employees Union (OPSEU) went on strike across 

the province for five weeks in what was both a labour dispute and a political strike to 

protect their collective agreement. At that time, teachers offered support but did not join 

them in their walkout.96 It would be another year before the teachers decided to leave 

their classrooms to participate in their own illegal strike, a political protest that was not 

part of negotiations for their collective agreements. 

Following the collapse of their strike, the internecine battles among teachers’ 

unions provided ample opportunity for finger pointing and blame. What little consolation 

teachers took from their loss was that they had been willing to stand and fight for 

themselves. Polls indicated that public support had moved from the government to the 

striking teachers, an important consideration for teachers who valued their reputations in 

their communities and who had to deal with parents’ concerns at their classroom doors on 

a daily basis.97 In addition, teachers’ unions could lay claim to being among the few 

workers’ organizations to take the fight against the neo-liberal state to the steps of the 

legislature. If nothing else, future governments, not so intent on punishing public-service 

workers, would need to take a more conciliatory approach to teachers’ concerns or be 
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threatened with a major disruption of the education system. Nevertheless, such 

considerations were of little comfort at the losing end of the strike. 

For elementary teachers, the 1997 strike came at a critical time in their internal 

politics. Harris’s teacher-bashing rhetoric offered them an especially visceral rationale for 

strengthening their position. He was a common enemy at a time when long-standing 

animosities between men and women teachers needed to be put aside. After eighty years, 

the women’s union and the men’s union were poised to form one organization under the 

banner of the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario (ETFO).  

It was a forced marriage that had been vigorously opposed by the larger women’s 

union.98 The Federation of Women Teachers’ Associations of Ontario (FWTAO) 

maintained that separate unions furthered the interests of women teachers in ways that 

one union of elementary teachers could not. Because women had always been the 

majority of Ontario’s elementary teachers, the FWTAO’s membership rolls had 

historically equalled or surpassed those of the other teachers’ unions, even those that had 

both men and women within their ranks. At the same time, the Ontario Public School 

Teachers Federation (OPSTF) believed that one union for elementary teachers would be 

more successful. The number of men who worked in the elementary system was never 

more than 35 per cent of the elementary teaching population, resulting in a much smaller 
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OPSTF membership than that of its sister union.99 The opposing views of the two unions 

on the question of amalgamation were pivotal to the historical presence of two 

organizations representing Ontario’s elementary teachers. 

On 1 July 1998, eight months after the two-week strike ended, the FWTAO and 

the OPSTF ceased to represent the elementary teachers of Ontario. In their place stood the 

Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario, the largest teachers’ union in English 

Canada.100 In the shadow of the most militant display of teacher-union strength in the 

history of the province, Ontario’s public elementary teachers moved to end the 

partitioning of their membership by gender. Men and women teachers stood side by side 

on the floor of the ETFO annual general meeting debating the issues that had separated 

them for decades. Across the province, similar conversations were being held in the new 

ETFO locals.  

Although this thesis will limit itself to a study of the two unions of the elementary 

teachers, to appreciate the development of teachers’ resistance it is necessary to 

understand the evolution of teacher unionism as it emerged out of the concerns of those 

who worked in the public education project. The threads of improving salaries, gaining 

control of working conditions, establishing pensions and benefits, and dealing with the 

gendered nature of teaching, appeared in the earliest days of teachers’ organizing. Key 

aspects of the events of 1973 and 1997 were shaped by the design of public education and 
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 42 

by earlier decisions of the teachers’ unions. To appreciate the context within which 

choices were made, it is necessary to review the background to the relationships between 

the unions and the arms of the state. 

 

From Professional Organizations to Professional Unions 

In the twenty-eight years between the end of the Second World War and 1973, successive 

Ontario governments funded twenty-seven different commissions, committees, and task 

forces dealing with education.101 Three of those were of major importance to elementary 

teachers. The Hope Commission tabled its report in 1950 and set the direction of postwar 

public education for nearly twenty years. The Provincial Committee on Aims and 

Objectives of Education delivered its report in 1968.102 Known as the Hall-Dennis Report 

after the chairs of the committee, it established child-centred pedagogy in Ontario, a 

major change in elementary education that was to remain in place for thirty years.  

 Central to this thesis is the naïvely troublesome Reville Committee, created in 

1970 to make recommendations to the government on the negotiation process between 

teachers and boards of education.103 It was the Reville Committee’s report that pushed 

teachers into their first broad-based political action.104  

The large new schools that had been constructed to accommodate the baby boom 
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had brought together the teachers who had once occupied one-room schoolhouses in rural 

regions and those teaching in the Victorian brick structures in urban areas. With groups of 

teachers in one workplace, the new buildings provided opportunities for sharing 

grievances and developing a collective sensibility.  

A second significant change was in the relationship between teachers and their 

employer that resulted from the amalgamation of small community boards of education 

into county-sized boards. Premier John Robarts announced the decision in November 

1967. Instituted two years later, the forced amalgamation of school boards broke down 

long-standing paternalistic relationships that had governed employer-employee 

negotiations in most school boards across the province. The distancing of community 

trustees from their schools further alienated teachers.105 They became conscious of 

themselves as workers dealing with an often faceless employer at the same time as they 

were experiencing tighter control of their work lives by the state. 

Before 1975, the legislation that governed teachers’ employment required each 

individual to sign a personal contract. The effect of these contracts on labour relations 

was to diminish the influence of the union. In the event of labour sanctions, teachers took 

personal responsibility for withdrawing their services by tendering their resignations. A 

vote at a meeting of local union members was necessary to initiate workplace sanctions, 

but it was not sufficient. This process evolved into a convoluted and cumbersome set of 

timelines. The local, through its negotiating team, the Economic Policy Committee 
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(EPC), bargained with the board. Although the provincial office offered assistance, it did 

not have the authority to demand conditions from the local. The local signed the 

collective agreement, a thin document that contained little more than negotiated salary 

and benefit terms. While the collective agreement set wage scales, the individual contract 

assured each teacher of being employed.  

Teachers’ unions were not under the Ontario Labour Relations Act (OLRA) or 

any other labour legislation before 1975. As a result, they did not have the legal right to 

strike to enforce their demands. To circumvent that constraint, the teachers employed a 

tactic of mass resignations, handing their resignation letters to their local president in the 

event that a strike would be required to enforce their demands during labour negotiations. 

Even at that, teachers had only two dates on which they could resign — Christmas and 

the end of June, making the timing of negotiations and sanctions crucial. Resignations in 

June were ineffective because the boards could simply hire new teachers as replacement 

workers for those who did not show up in September.  

In 1967, the FWTAO and the Ontario Public School Men Teachers’ Federation 

(OPSMTF) had issued a grey-letter sanction in a month-long dispute in North York.106 

Although teachers did not have the right to strike, the North York job action was an 

example of how labour relations between the unions and the trustees had evolved a 

system of sanctions from the grey letter to mass resignations. These steps followed a 

format that was familiar to trustees and teachers alike and permitted each side to achieve 

whatever gains could be made within a mutually understood structure. Certainly, the 

system had problems. Without the legal right to strike, teachers did not have an 
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entitlement to return to their jobs when the dispute was over, as the Lakefield strike had 

demonstrated. At this point, teachers were not capable of engaging in any form of 

militancy that might block entry to their schools to those who might take their jobs. 

In 1971, OECTA, the OSSTF, and the AEFO declared their intent to use strike 

action as a remedy to address their declining earning power, brought on by a period of 

double-digit inflation. They abandoned their one-sided identification with professionalism 

and the naïve belief that the tools of reason and moral suasion were sufficient to achieve a 

balanced and fair response from an employer with whom they shared a common interest 

and sought an identical outcome. Such a belief system ignored power structures. These 

three unions began to identify as waged workers justified in their efforts to improve their 

condition by making claims on professionalism. They embraced professional ideology as 

a tool in negotiating with their employer, and in mobilizing their own membership to 

pursue a decent standard of living.  

The decision to use the strike weapon required teachers to accept labour 

negotiations as an exercise in power relations between themselves and an employer 

whose interests were fundamentally opposed to their own. These teachers’ unions had 

come to the understanding that trustees were intent on retaining their elected positions by 

not raising taxes, and also that trustees believed that they were entitled to direct all 

aspects of teachers’ work as well as their personal lives. In the past, teachers had been 

worried that labour consciousness carried the risk of being stripped of their professional 

status within their communities, that the decision to withdraw their services would 

indicate that teachers had placed their material needs above their traditional professional 

responsibility — that is, caring for children. Negotiating in the politically charged arena 

of collective bargaining moved teachers into the camp of organized labour.  
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The teachers’ unions were able to capitalize on a broadened labour consciousness 

that emerged among workers during the turbulent 1960s, one that included the possibility 

of professional unions. They were able to move their members to militant action by 

calling upon a number of discourses to which teachers were attached. These included 

fairness, human rights, and the recognition of their professionalism in the work of training 

children. Ironically, the most powerful of these was their identity as professionals. In the 

first days of public education, Ryerson had thrust professionalism on teachers.107  

By 1970, teachers had married their sense of responsibility for the province’s 

children to their desire for entitlement to professional status and its privileges. The union 

response to the training requirements and the disciplined work lives of teachers that had 

been imposed by the state and policed by trustees for over a century became a demand 

that teachers’ professional status be reflected in a pay scale that matched that of other 

highly skilled workers. Brian Green has referred to this condition as teachers seeking “not 

to overturn the rule of capital so much as to win and/or protect a privileged place within 

it.”108  

Professionalism has a contradictory history in the education system. British 

historians Jennifer Ozga and Martin Lawn categorize professionalism as a tactic 

employed by teachers’ unions in support of their goals.109 They contend that the National 

Union of Teachers (NUT) was formed as a response to the contradictory position of 

teachers in Great Britain as both waged workers and professionals. Ozga and Lawn’s 
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analysis of British teachers’ unions describes professionalism as an ideology, one of a 

variety of strategies that teachers and their unions have used to further their collective 

goals in dealing with obstinate employers. These two writers prefer to focus on 

relationships of power rather than class consciousness and class identity. They regard any 

discussion of teachers’ class location as important only in that it places teachers within 

the matrix of capitalist relations. Ozga and Lawn’s importance to the discussion of 

teacher unionism is that they resituate the discussion of class, moving it out of abstract 

categories and into a historical examination of the labour process — an important 

distinction.  

Rennie Warburton adopts their position in his historical overview of teachers’ 

struggles in British Columbia.110 Grounding the discussion of class in the labour 

relationships of particular sectors of capitalist production permits a theoretical framework 

that is pragmatic and open ended, arising out of the experiences of workers in their 

historical circumstances. In their case, Ontario’s teachers had demonstrated identification 

with a model of professionalism that was attached to conservatism, while in British 

Columbia teachers preferred a more radical activism. More recently, teachers have shown 

that professionalism can be used by a labour organization as a means of countering neo-

liberal labour-baiting.  

Capitalist interests have proven to be very adept at appropriating the skills of 

specialized workers and segmenting the labour process to their advantage. In the 
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evolution of labour relations, workers have seized upon whatever means have been at 

their disposal to protect their livelihood. Professionalism has been one of the responses to 

appropriation from those whose work has required prerequisite specialized training in 

educational institutions, particularly when such training has resulted in the accumulation 

of personal debt. Law, medicine, engineering, and education are examples. For teachers, 

their claim to professional status has been most effective when combined with union 

strength. 

The readiness of Ontario’s teachers to confront their employer was confirmed in 

1972. The secondary teachers of the OSSTF and the elementary and secondary teachers 

of both OECTA and the AEFO called for mass resignations in ten jurisdictions to deal 

with intransigent trustees. The next year was even more encouraging; the three unions 

used mass resignations to strike seventeen boards across the province when trustees 

refused to meet their demands.  

The premier had been considering how to deal with rising teacher militancy even 

before the rash of strikes in 1972 and 1973, and it was for that reason that he had 

established the Reville Committee in 1970. The spectre of large numbers of teachers 

across the province involved in a variety of strike actions aroused concern among both 

Liberal and Conservative politicians.111 After two years of study, the Reville Committee 

Report was released in June of 1972. It naively attempted to set labour negotiations back 

to an earlier period when personal relationships governed public education. The Reville 

Report recommended that teachers be denied the right to strike or negotiate working 

conditions, that principals be encouraged to form their own “negotiating entity,” and that 
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an “Adjudicative Tribunal” be established to settle disagreements between trustees and 

teachers through binding arbitration.112 The Report was ridiculed in the legislature and in 

the press; as the future head of the Education Relations Commission (ERC) would put it, 

it was “totally discredited.”113 The decades when the state could set the terms of 

employment for teachers had passed. The Conservative government appeared to have 

dismissed the Committee’s recommendation to deny teachers’ the right to strike.  

Not long after, Ontario’s Minister of Education, Tom Wells, sat down with the 

teachers’ unions to develop a labour regime that would not require teachers’ resignations. 

For fifteen months during 1972 and 1973, he negotiated with the affiliated teachers’ 

unions of the Ontario Teachers’ Federation (OTF). The teachers continued to offer their 

resignations to boards to enforce collective bargaining demands. Even while the talks 

carried on between the teachers’ unions and the Minister of Education, the Conservative 

caucus proved unable to resolve its discomfort with granting public service unions the 

right to strike. Some of the teachers’ unions, particularly the elementary teachers’ unions, 

were still weak. Strikes did not have a long history in education and individual teachers 

were uncertain of where they stood in walking a picket line. Many Conservatives were 

willing to take advantage of the ambiguity in the ranks of the teachers. It was a critical 

point for labour relations in Ontario’s education system. 

The Reville Report became a lightning rod for teacher dissatisfaction. The 

teachers’ unions began to mobilize immediately after the report was made public. Judge 
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Reville brought teachers’ right to use workplace sanctions into the public discourse and in 

the process politicized teachers. While the provincial government attempted to limit the 

effects of double-digit inflation by reducing public spending, teachers watched their 

earnings dwindle as government expenditure ceilings limited teachers’ salaries. Those 

few locals that had gone on strike, Renfrew County (one day), Windsor (eleven days), 

and North York (one day), were well-publicized events that had ended positively for 

teachers, encouraging other locals to consider workplace sanctions. In boards that had 

gone to arbitration, arbitrators had decided in favour of the teachers, lending credibility to 

teachers’ demands.  

Teachers’ new consciousness of themselves as workers opened up possibilities for 

untried models of labour practice as well as a subjective shift in the range of behaviours 

that were permissible for them as professionals. On 14 May 1973, the teachers’ unions 

organized the first protest march ever undertaken by organized teachers in the province. 

They rallied at Queen’s Park to oppose the loss of 1,145 teaching jobs in Metropolitan 

Toronto.114 The Metropolitan Toronto campaign developed the model for bringing 

teachers together in a large body in one location to march in an orderly fashion on 

Queen’s Park. The process was communicated throughout the province by pictures, 

newspaper stories, and first-hand accounts in the unions’ newsletters. Ron Poste, the 

OPSMTF president at the time, recalled the excitement of seeing hundreds of teachers 
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marching for the first time.115 Ontario’s teachers had done their labour homework by the 

time they returned to their classrooms in September of 1973. 

The teachers’ unions had moved rapidly from their long-standing paternalistic 

relationships with their trustees in the 1960s to an organized labour model in the early 

1970s. Although they were restricted by legislation that reduced possible strikes to two 

periods during the school year, teachers and trustees had evolved a system of labour 

negotiations that permitted both sides to declare their interests; this gave the five unions 

some flexibility in enforcing their demands. The Reville Report threatened to undermine 

protocols that had become accepted practice on both sides of the table. By turning back 

the incremental gains that the teachers had made during consecutive rounds of 

negotiations, the Report hardened the position of union leaders.  

As Spaull notes, the importance of the role of leadership in teachers’ unions is 

significant. This was true in mobilizing Ontario’s elementary teachers to resist the state’s 

intention to deny them collective bargaining rights. In advance of the annual general 

meetings in August 1973, the members of both elementary unions had been notified of 

the debate to take place on the right to strike.116 Speeches by the two elementary teachers’ 

presidents supporting the right to strike carried the day with the representatives from the 

locals. 

In her speech to the FWTAO representatives at the 1973 Annual Meeting in 

August, President Lenore Graham called on her members to reject the Reville 

Committee’s Report. She demanded that: 
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Teachers must be allowed the broadest possible scope of negotiation including the 
right to negotiate working conditions. Teachers must be allowed the negotiating 
services of anyone they choose, particularly the Federation Staff, exactly as 
trustees are allowed to choose staff, or anyone else they want. And 3: In the event 
there is an impasse, we propose that the difference between teachers and trustees 
may follow any one of two routes: Arbitration, on the one hand; or, conciliation 
— voluntary arbitration and imposition of sanctions, including strikes.117  
 

Immediately following her speech, and with little debate, the assembly passed a 

resolution supporting the right of teachers to strike.118 

That same week, the OPSMTF was holding its meeting. The OPSMTF President 

Ron Poste put aside the reservations held by some of his executive members and moved 

the recommendation from the “Report of the Committee on the Advantage and 

Disadvantage of Strike Action” in favour of strikes.119 He was defending his motion when 

one of the delegates pointed out that the FWTAO had already adopted that position.120 

After that, the men had little choice but to support the motion. Consequently, both unions 

went into the fall of 1973 with the backing of their membership firmly established. The 

passage of these resolutions paved the way for the elementary unions to join the other 

teachers’ unions in opposing the Reville Committee’s recommendations.  

 

The First Province-wide Strike: 18 December 1973 

Talks between the teachers’ unions and Tom Wells continued for over a year after the 

Reville Report was released. In December 1973, teachers’ union leaders were prepared 
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for legislation to be introduced prior to the Christmas dissolution of the legislature. The 

government needed to demonstrate that it was dealing with teacher-board negotiations. 

The unions believed that the legislation would reflect the minister’s position, 

acknowledge Reville in some fashion, and confirm the items that had been agreed upon in 

the discussions.  

 The proposed bill should have been put forward by the government and then 

should have died on the order paper as the fall session came to an end.121 Some 

procedural wrangling would have been required to get the collective bargaining 

legislation back on the order paper for the next session. That would have granted the 

unions the time they required to complete their negotiations with the Ministry of 

Education. Unbeknownst to the unions, the Conservative caucus had become impatient 

with the media attention that teachers’ strikes had been receiving. 

On 10 December 1973, union representatives were preparing to leave the talks 

with the minister when they were asked to remain to hear an announcement on emergency 

legislation. Wells informed the five OTF affiliates that he would be making unilateral 

changes to what had been agreed upon over the previous fifteen months. The teachers’ 

unions were taken by surprise. They were not prepared for any new content that might be 

included in the proposed legislation nor had they discussed the timeline for passing any 

new legislation. Later in the day, the minister presented Bill 274, An Act to Amend the 

Ministry of Education Act, to the legislature. It nullified teachers’ mid-year resignations 

that were already in the hands of local presidents, effectively removing what leverage 

teachers had in collective bargaining for the 1972–73 school year. At the same time, to 
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prevent any future use of resignations as a strike weapon, the minister introduced Bill 

275, An Act to Amend the Schools Administration Act. This second piece of legislation 

required teachers to submit to compulsory arbitration, conclusively closing the door on 

future strikes in any form.122 The Conservative government had sent a very strong 

message that it agreed with the much-maligned Reville Report when it came to denying 

teachers access to collective bargaining.123 It was a step backwards in labour relations, for 

which the Conservatives would later pay. 

Teachers were shocked and angered by the unexpected turn of events. Neither 

were the school board trustees happy with the proposed bill. Arbitrators undermined the 

power of local trustees to manage costs by saddling boards with wage settlements over 

which they had no control. Strikes were certainly a threat to the boards, but trustees were 

aware that the vast majority of negotiations were settled without workplace sanctions.  

Teachers came late to the table of the labour community, but they understood the 

conditions of the social accord that defined the position of labour unions in the postwar 

economy. Teacher representatives expected to have a presence at the table when policy 

initiatives that affected their members were being discussed. The talks between the 

Minister of Education and the teachers’ unions reflected recognition of the place of 

organized labour in framing government policy. The right of labour to address the state 

would eventually disappear, but would not do so before teachers had their day. Decent 

wages in exchange for high productivity had fuelled the consumerism that kept 
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manufacturing strong in Ontario, and teachers, who felt they were responsible for 

developing the human capital of the province, could still speak to power. 

In the wake of the baby boom, teachers had been encouraged in their efforts to 

improve their own situation by the prominence given to education. The state had 

established the need for an educated and disciplined workforce that accepted the 

constraints of capitalist political economy. The postwar public education project lent 

support to teachers’ long-standing claim to possession of a specialized set of skills. Their 

professionalism was historically connected to the state’s demand for extensive training in 

pedagogy and curriculum, conditions of employment for which the unions had often been 

the strongest advocates.  

Foucault applies the term “technologies” to the range of knowledge and practices 

that establish and sustain power structures. He describes these social technologies as “… 

a whole set of instruments, techniques, procedures, levels of application, [and] targets” —

an apt description of teaching.124 In this sense, such technologies are the work of the 

public education project over which conflicts of ownership have arisen between teachers 

and the state. While teachers have laid claim to the instruments, techniques and 

procedures of control and instruction in the classroom, the state has controlled and 

defined the knowledges and practices of schooling. In the state training facilities that 

teachers were mandated to attend, the state institutionalized the technologies that 

supported the elites. Over time, those technologies shifted to meet the evolving needs of 

capitalist hegemony, but the education system was not seamless nor fixed and teachers 

did not readily accept challenges to their expertise from political actors, as happened with 
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greater frequency as the baby boom generation moved into the schools. 

In the reconstructed post-World War II education system that was a response to 

ballooning enrolment, the hard-earned experience of senior teachers was dismissed and 

substituted with a more appealing curricula and the child-centred pedagogy of the Hall-

Dennis Report. The Ministry-approved changes undermined teachers’ control of their 

work and distorted the manner in which they had come to practice education. The state 

shifted the standards of professionalism with more exacting levels of teacher training that 

were intended to discipline teachers to new social technologies. By the early 1970s, 

teachers had become increasingly frustrated with the changes that were being thrust upon 

them.  

The baby boom had come to an end in mid-1960.125 The effects were felt in the 

schools shortly afterwards. Declining enrolment and layoffs forced the elementary 

teachers into conflicts with trustees as inflation increased costs and boards required fewer 

teachers to service a shrinking student population. At the same time, teachers turned to 

their unions with demands for improvement of their material conditions. 

The debate between the state and the unions over whether teachers should have 

the right to bargain collectively caught the attention of the media in December 1973. The 

arguments made by the Conservative government were familiar to organized labour. 

Minister of Education Tom Wells was prepared to limit teachers’ demands by declaring 

them to be essential-service workers.126 The unions countered by pointing out that closing 
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a school would not threaten the safety of individuals as would closing hospitals, fire, and 

police stations.127 The minister responded by highlighting teachers’ obligations as 

caregivers and accused teachers’ unions of using children as pawns to make future 

gains.128 The teachers condemned the spending ceilings that had been imposed on boards 

as a limit on education and accused the government of using children to gain political 

advantage with voters. Heading towards Christmas, the two sides were in a public 

relations war. 

Regardless of any arguments the teachers could muster, the heart of the matter 

was that a particular group of workers that received wages from the state were demanding 

the right to strike, something few public service unions had been able to achieve by 1973. 

Free collective bargaining was not a labour relations regime that the Conservatives 

wished to see extended beyond the private sector. Despite months of negotiations, the 

caucus could not accept teachers closing down schools. Wells backtracked on the 

conditions he had negotiated with the teachers’ union. To have continued to move 

forward on a means for teachers to establish picket lines around schools might have 

resulted in his exile from Cabinet. With the session about to close, Wells attempted to 

squeeze teachers’ collective bargaining legislation through the house.  

The first piece of legislation, Bill 274, was to take effect on 18 December 1973, 

just before the Christmas break. Being the end of the fall session worked to the 

government’s advantage: the Conservative caucus could expect the teachers’ unions to 

have difficulty mobilizing their members when to do so would require travelling long 
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distances over snow-covered highways. The middle of December was a time when 

teachers would have to leave their families and students in the midst of Christmas 

preparations. The government could assume public support for their last-minute measures 

to keep the schools open in the New Year. It was a comfortable position for the 

Conservatives to be in with their majority in the legislature.  

The reaction of teachers was swift, emotional, and furious. Their sense of betrayal 

and injustice following the announcement of Bill 274 was immediate. A group of teachers 

accosted Minister Wells in the halls of Queen’s Park two days after the legislation was 

introduced. Irate teachers stood in the public gallery shouting at Conservative members of 

parliament every afternoon during the debates.129 The reactions moved the issue of 

collective bargaining for teachers to the front page of newspapers across the province. 

Other organizations expressed their outrage at the actions of the Conservative 

government. From the Ontario Medical Association (OMA) to the Ontario Federation of 

Labour (OFL), press releases characterized teachers as professionals who had always 

maintained their distance from the common fray of the world of labour in their position as 

caregivers of children. Teachers were characterized as a special and somewhat aloof 

group of dedicated workers. The OMA president, Dr. Wilson, stated, “If the free 

movement of teachers in and out of employment can be restricted by legislation, no one in 

society is safe from arbitrary government control.”130 The Canadian Labour Congress 

(CLC) president, Donald MacDonald, made the connection between the right to strike and 
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other fundamental rights by declaring Bill 274 “a blatant denial of human rights.’131 

Although demands for individual rights and protections for identifiable groups carried the 

threat of weakening collective entitlement at a time when workers’ organizations were 

still pressing forward, demanding human rights protections for workers was a position 

from which the teachers’ unions were able to mount an effective counter-attack against 

the state. 

Ontario’s five teachers’ unions were looking to advance from professional 

organizations to modern unions. The battle for the right to engage in collective bargaining 

was a watershed moment that would determine teachers’ ability to exert some control 

over their work lives. Wells understood that component and so he offered teachers a 

carrot, the right to negotiate working conditions, when he tabled the compulsory 

arbitration legislation.132  

The unions needed to bring teachers from every riding into the fight if they were 

to convince the Conservative caucus to back down. They prepared for a province-wide 

walkout. Telegrams went out from the provincial offices to every local.133 All five unions 

mobilized their local presidents to collect their teachers’ resignations. Locals activated 

their “telephone trees.” The unions expanded the model they had developed the previous 

year for the march on behalf of the Toronto teachers. On 18 December 1973, the teachers 

walked out of their classrooms, shutting down almost all the schools in Ontario. It was an 

unprecedented show of union strength. Thousands of union members rallied at Maple 
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Leaf Gardens and then marched to Queen’s Park.  

The seriousness of the situation drew the premier into the fray.134 Bill Davis had 

been Minister of Education in John Robarts’ government.135 Davis and Wells met with 

the teachers’ unions to negotiate a resolution to the dispute. The proposed legislation had 

not yet been enacted, permitting both sides some room to manoeuvre. As the government 

quickly backed down, the teachers’ unions agreed to return to work. Wells confirmed that 

the government would let Bill 274 die on the order paper at the Christmas recess.136 In the 

New Year, all sides would return to the table to discuss what would be included in the 

second piece of legislation that would have forced teachers to submit to compulsory 

arbitration. The unions were promised ample time to work out the details. The 

government conceded that teachers would be permitted to resign on 31 January 1974 if 

they so chose. With Bill 274 dead and Bill 275 open for discussion, local presidents left 

their members’ resignations in the drawer. Teachers returned to their classrooms. The 

Ministry, the teachers’ unions, and the trustees returned to the bargaining table.137 The 18 

December strike had been successful. 

Granting public service workers the right to strike had been a contentious issue for 

the Conservatives. Collective bargaining threatened to raise public service wages and 

increase taxes, something that ran contrary to Conservative sentiments. Before their 
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walkout, teachers had not yet developed a commitment to union tactics as a solution to 

their labour issues. Their first march on Queen’s Park had provided the teachers with a 

logistics model that they were able to draw upon for the much larger march in December. 

The strike was new ground for the leadership of the day. 

  

Labour Subjectivity: Merit Pay 

Participating in the one-day strike shifted the elementary teachers subjective sense of 

collective action. It was not the superiority of their arguments that won the day for 

teachers, since the state had refused to listen; it was their willingness to withdraw their 

labour collectively in support of their own interests. At this critical juncture in their 

history, the teachers proved they were able to push back the state’s efforts to curtail their 

bargaining rights.  

The elementary teachers were politicized by their activism in 1973.138 Their 

inchoate sense of themselves as belonging to a labour organization became evident in 

other decisions they made as they committed to the collective bargaining process. The 

unions were suddenly in opposition to merit pay, an idea that had been previously 

accepted by many teachers. Engaging in resistance gave union members a standpoint 

from which to view their situation critically. Merit pay came under scrutiny. 

Merit pay schemes rested on the assumption that workers could be compared to 

one another based on their productivity.139 The schemes were a component of Taylorism 

developed as a means of putting pressure on workers in the manufacturing sector. 
                                                
138 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/030, Annual Meeting Minutes verbatim, August 1975, 
101. 
139 Veronica Jane Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled: Lives of Girls and Women in English Canada, 
1919–1939 (Toronto: Copp Clark Pitman, 1988), 57–58. 



 62 

Compensation was tied to the efficiency of production, giving workers the impression 

that they were being offered a carrot for greater productivity, when, in point of fact, it was 

a stick that denied workers wages if they did not meet the employers’ shifting targets.  

In Ontario, cost cutting education bureaucracies and boards of education had been 

looking for ways to increase pressure on front-line teachers. Some boards had turned to 

the US model of merit pay as a means of speeding up and intensifying teachers’ work. 

Although it had widespread populist appeal, merit pay would fail in most educational 

jurisdictions for a number of reasons, not the least being because of the contradictions 

inherent in rewarding those who made the additional effort.140 When those responsible for 

sports teams, drama clubs, and other extracurricular activities were rewarded, the 

tendency was for the rest of the staff to reduce their voluntary commitments. The merit 

pay salary scale and the evaluative tool used to assess the worth of particular duties would 

become subject to the collective bargaining process and a means of achieving salary 

increases for a larger proportion of members by broadening the categories for bonuses. In 

order to be effective, merit pay required an intensive round of evaluations each year by 

school administrators, which significantly increased their workload. In some US 

jurisdictions, high-stakes testing attached to merit pay schemes siphoned experienced 

teachers from low-scoring schools that were generally in low-income neighbourhoods. 

Teachers seeking to benefit from the merit pay schemes moved to higher-scoring schools 

in the more affluent neighbourhoods. Here they would be assured of their bonuses. That 

pattern left the schools that most needed experienced and highly committed teachers with 
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fewer of them.141  

Up to 8,000 of the members of FWTAO were under merit pay schemes in 1974.142 

Despite the number involved, the representatives at the FWTAO annual meeting of that 

year took a stand against the concept. The debate was rancorous as those members who 

were in boards with merit pay schemes complained that their union was denying them a 

benefit. Across town, the men present at the OPSMTF annual meeting took a more 

cautious approach to the idea of merit; they formed a committee to study the issue. The 

fact that the OPSMTF was not as quick to condemn the practice is not surprising given 

the number of their members who were school administrators. For those members of the 

men’s union who were principals and vice-principals, merit pay was one more tool they 

could use to encourage greater effort from their teachers.  

The defeat of merit pay in elementary schools, led by the FWTAO, would prove 

timely as teachers headed into the years of declining enrolment and reduced government 

spending as the baby boom generation exited the school system. It was indicative of a 

labour consciousness in the elementary teachers’ unions that had developed during the 

1973 general strike. The consequences would include support for collective bargaining 

and lead to strike votes in the future.  

 

Bill 100: The Legal Right to Strike 

The teachers’ unions met with the Ministry of Education for nineteen months in 1974 and 

1975 to design a document that was acceptable to both sides. The result of those 
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negotiations was a unique piece of legislation, the School Boards and Teachers Collective 

Negotiations Act, Bill 100.143 It provided teachers with the right to strike and access to a 

grievance procedure with a labour relations board of their own, the Education Relations 

Commission. It was a remarkable victory.144 For teachers, the School Boards and 

Teachers Collective Negotiations Act of 1975 was the equivalent of what the Ontario 

Labour Relations Act (OLRA) was for other unionized sectors.  

While most government workers outside of Ontario had a right to bargain 

collectively, the majority of the workers in Ontario’s public service had been denied the 

same rights.145 The inability of Ontario’s government workers to engage in free collective 

bargaining at that time was noteworthy.146 Private-industry unions had been granted such 

rights thirty-one years earlier by Mackenzie King with his order-in-council P.C. 1003.147  

The teacher strikes that would follow would be traditional labour disputes in the 

interest of improvements to salaries, benefits and working conditions for teachers, but the 

1973 one-day withdrawal of services was of a different nature; it was a political strike. 

Monetary issues were not directly attached to it. The goal of the unions was to prevent the 

                                                
143 Ontario, School Boards and Teachers Collective Negotiations Act, Bill 100, 1975, <www.e-
laws.gov.on.ca/html/repealedstatutes/english/elaws_rep_statutes_90s02_e.htm> (19 July 2012). 
144 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/872, Educational Courier, 46 (2 November 1975), 23–
24. 
145 Robert P. Hebdon and Robert N. Stern, “Tradeoffs Among Expressions of Industrial Conflict: Public 
Sector Strike Bans and Grievance Arbitrations,” Industrial and Labor Relations Review, 51 (January 1998), 
204, <http://proquest.umi.com.cat1.lib.trentu.ca:8080/pqdlink?Ver=1&Exp=02-24-
2016&FMT=7&DID=25167278&RQT=309&cfc=1> (25 February 2011). NDP amendments to the Crown 
Employees Collective Bargaining Act, 1993 would grant government employees the right to collective 
bargaining. 
146 Craig Heron, Canadian Labour Movement: A Short History (Toronto: James Lorimer, 1989), 107. 
“Between 1965 and 1975 all provincial employees were eventually granted some kind of bargaining rights. 
The variation in this legislation ranged from Quebec, where state workers won the full rights of private-
sector workers, to Ontario, which denied them the right to strike.” 
147 Heron, Canadian Labour Movement, 80. “Mackenzie King...in 1944 (on the heels of similar moves by 
the Ontario and British Columbia governments), also passed an order-in-council, P.C. 1003, that 
incorporated the principle of compulsory collective bargaining (the word union was avoided)...” 



 65 

state from intruding further into the education sector and to preserve teachers’ access to 

their inchoate collective bargaining process.  

Teachers positioned themselves as the defenders of workers’ civil rights at a time 

when labour was strong and civil rights were a front-page issue. They were quick to 

confirm the altruistic and political nature of the strike, pointing out that they did not 

receive strike pay for their day out of their classrooms, nor were they able to repay the 

day on their pension contributions. As a result, they were successful at undercutting 

opposition voices that painted teachers’ unions as entirely self-serving. Teachers were not 

yet comfortable with defending their own interests as providers of an educated workforce 

for capitalist endeavours. By staking a claim to the protection of their human rights, they 

dismissed the complaint that teachers were using students as pawns for their personal 

gain. The material loss teachers suffered for their unpaid day lent weight to the principled 

approach within which they wrapped their professionalism. In the future, the unions 

would continue the practice of characterizing teachers’ interests as professional concerns 

when calling upon their members to mobilize for collective action. More strategically, 

they would have war chests that would enable them to mount a strike. 

Yonatan Rastin and Sandra Reshef have examined how collective action is 

embedded in the structures of unions and can be mobilized for political purposes. They 

conclude that political activism is a riskier undertaking than workplace sanctions on 

behalf of workers’ interests during collective bargaining.148 Rallying the membership for 

a political purpose requires the leadership to convince those members of the union who 

may well agree with the position of the government of the day to join the protest. As well, 
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it often requires the support of other unions in what may be a fragile alliance. The success 

of the 1973 strike was in large part due to the agreement of all five affiliated unions of the 

OTF to hold together. The outcome could have been different if the teachers had been 

required to maintain their coalition over a longer period. 

Bill 100 ensured that teachers’ unions could engage in labour negotiations and 

resolve disputes in a prescribed manner sanctioned by the state. For half a century, 

teachers had maintained a professional distance from the broad concerns of labour. When 

they accepted the legitimacy of behaving as unionized workers willing to make sacrifices 

on their own behalf, they were also willing to confront the power of the local trustees and 

the authority of the state in efforts to improve their conditions of employment.  

Trustees did not attempt to sanction teachers for engaging in their one-day wildcat 

strike. The teachers of the period were under personal contracts and were required to be in 

their classrooms under their terms of employment. Only a few locals were involved in 

negotiations that would have permitted moving to strike action. Although the unions had 

called for teachers across the province to write their letters of resignation for the end of 

the term, they would not have come into effect by 18 December. Boards of education 

could have disciplined teachers for violating their contracts, but no board chose that route, 

despite not paying their teachers for the day.149 Trustees were in agreement with teachers’ 

unions and opposed to the government on the issue of the right to strike for teachers.150 

They interpreted the binding arbitration provisions as an assault on their authority to 

                                                
149 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/024, Annual Meeting Minutes verbatim, August 1974, 
293. 
150 Donna Dilschneider, “Toronto Trustees Support Walkout,” Toronto Star, 14 December 1973, A6; John 
N. Adams, “Administrators Oppose Bill 275: York Starts Push for Settlement,” Globe and Mail, 9 February 
1974, 4. 



 67 

negotiate and were well aware that the arbitrated settlements of the time tended to be 

richer than negotiated agreements.151 The position taken by trustees bestowed further 

legitimacy on the use of politically motivated collective action by the teachers.152  

Historically, union politics in the United States and Canada have given primacy to 

collective bargaining by individual unions for improvements in salary and benefits. 

Unions often advanced their own cause based on the gains made by other unions in the 

same sector. Yet some workplace justice issues could only be achieved by labour as a 

movement. Examples include health and safety legislation, pensions, the eight-hour 

workday, the five-day week, paid vacations, and health care provisions. The labour 

movement was a collective vision of the fair distribution of wealth and a shared 

understanding of social justice, even though some unions have been more connected to 

political activism than others. The elementary teachers’ unions generally lacked a vision 

of labour beyond their own narrow interests. Supporting and strengthening the labour 

movement was not on the agenda of either organization in the 1970s; they were still 

attached to the structured ideology of professionalism that positioned them outside of 

labour.  

A timeline representing the history of the two elementary teachers’ organizations 

as labour unions would begin with the events that led up to the 1973 one-day political 

strike.153 Withdrawing their services for a day politicized teachers and convinced them 
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that they could behave as unionized workers. Although it would be a number of years 

before the elementary teachers would participate in a local strike against the trustees of a 

particular board of education, after the 1973 strike the two unions shifted their focus from 

lobbying efforts to building the support systems for militant action. They put a half-

century of paternalism behind them and prepared their organizations for the practice of 

union activism. The fight for Bill 100 broke the fixed grip the state had on teachers and 

their work lives. 

 

The Beginnings of Neo-Liberalism in Canada 

In the fall of 1975, the federal government was dealing with a serious inflation problem. 

It turned to controlling workers’ wages as the most expedient political solution. Prime 

Minister Pierre Trudeau brought in the Anti-Inflation Act as the means by which the state 

could cap wages without confronting the causes of inflation, high interest rates, and the 

rising price of oil. Controlling workers’ earnings may have been interventionist in the 

most egregious manner, but the monetarist school had been accepted by many western 

states and disrupting collective bargaining was strategic to the doctrine of the 

marketplace. While Trudeau’s wage and price controls were not necessarily a pristine 

articulation of classic neo-liberalism, they were nevertheless the response to the financial 

crisis of the state that, in the years of the mid-1970s, precipitated the rise of the new Right 

and its embrace of neo-liberalism. The particular state initiatives adopted by the federal 

Liberals in the mid-to-late 1970s thus opened the door to the future state practices and 

policies that would take a more classical neo-liberal form. In practice, then, Trudeau’s 

orientation functioned to restrain labour, the Anti-Inflation Board (AIB) having free reign 

to restrict wage increases and roll back collective agreements. In the future, other wage 
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controls, and other means of curbing trade union powers and entitlements, would be 

legislated by the federal state and a number of provincial regimes. Workers became 

convenient targets when the markets failed to produce desired levels of profitability. In 

Ontario’s education sector, elementary teachers’ unions were held in check until 

Trudeau’s wage and price legislation expired in 1978.  

Neo-liberalism promoted the supremacy of the marketplace at the very moment 

the market demonstrated its failure. The mid-1960s began a period of worldwide inflation 

that would peak in the 1970s and be repeated in the 1980s. Lending rates would rise to the 

highest in modern history, with Canada experiencing the worst inflation rates since the 

postwar recession of the 1950s.154 Beginning in the mid-1970s, fear of runaway inflation 

entrenched monetarism in the world’s economies. The phenomenon of high inflation, 

interest rates set in the double digits, and flatlined production, became known as 

“stagflation.” As the public’s anxiety over the economy rose, capitalist institutions took 

the opportunity to begin dismantling the postwar compromise that had framed social 

policy and industrial relations for thirty-five years.155 Governments around the world 

followed the lead of Great Britain and the United States in taking apart long-standing 

public services. Unions were attacked and their leaderships demonized. The legal 

protections that sanctioned and protected union activity were disregarded or blatantly 

discarded in the neo-liberal offensive. Governments relied on right-wing think tanks to 
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generate an outpouring of anti-union rhetoric. The state applied its full authority to harass 

and destroy unions. Some of the methods employed by leaders of neo-liberal 

governments veered into the illegal. Because teachers were the endpoint of 

institutionalized worker-citizen training, they became targets of the new state regime as it 

set out to redefine schooling and diminish teachers’ ability to direct the post-liberal 

education process.156 Ironically, the newly militant teachers would fight all of their labour 

battles during the rise and consolidation of the neo-liberal state. 

Ontario’s teachers would use their position as professionals to legitimate their 

criticism of government policies. The wedge that neo-liberal state actors attempted to 

drive between parents and teachers’ unions ended at the classroom door. Individual 

teachers were able to maintain the trust of parents whose children were in their care. 

Despite the swing to the right on the political landscape, parents continued to have faith in 

their teachers and demonstrated their confidence by sending their children to public 

schools. During labour disputes, the unions were careful to align their concerns with the 

broader goals of education and the improvement of schools for children. In the future, 

both the state and the unions would carefully nurture teachers’ identity as professionals, 

with both sides attempting to reinforce their vision of professional responsibilities to build 

support for their respective positions.  

 

The Effect of Wage and Price Controls on Ontario’s Elementary Teachers 

Before the 1973 strike, the Davis government had established spending ceilings on boards 

of education, but it was a clumsy effort that put the onus on trustees to contain costs. 
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Trudeau’s wage and price controls offered a sharper weapon that directly attacked 

collective agreements, marshalling the coercive power of the state. The AIB operated at 

arm’s length from the government as the enforcement apparatus in the process of capping 

salaries and rolling back collective agreements. In the Canadian context, such boards have 

been attractive to politicians. They have the appearance of political neutrality by keeping 

ruling ministers out of the messy process of making decisions on individual cases.  

The AIB was chaired by the Honourable M. Jean-Luc Pepin. He was a retired 

politician who had served in the cabinet of both Lester Pearson and Pierre Trudeau. 

Under his leadership, the AIB enforced wage controls of 10 per cent the first year, 8 per 

cent the second year, and 6 per cent the third year. Referred to by Pepin himself as “rough 

justice,” the AIB had a free hand in investigating and making decisions regardless of the 

agreements between employers and their employees.157 No appeal process was available 

to workers affected by the rulings of the AIB on their collective agreements.  

The 1975 announcement by the Trudeau government caught Ontario’s elementary 

teachers in the middle of collective bargaining. Some locals had settled and feared being 

rolled back; other locals were still negotiating. The president of the OPSMTF, Neil Davis, 

demonstrated the naïveté of the teachers’ unions, so recently introduced to the full range 

of collective bargaining. His communication to the men teachers appears to have been 

blind to the intentions of the controls and how they would affect ongoing salary 

negotiations.  

Nevertheless, we believe it imperative that teachers indicate they are prepared to 
give the federal policy a fair trial. We will participate. We will restrain our salary 
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requests within the parameters of the programme. In good faith, we will meet our 
responsibility to act in the best interests of all. Our support, however, must be 
conditional. If the AIB actions in Hamilton, Grey and other areas are upheld, 
many of our members will pay too great a price for our cooperation.158 

 
The FWTAO executive’s position was little better, coming out in support of “inflation 

control” if the provincial government set less stringent guidelines for the education 

sector.159 In the very first days of having the right to strike, the elementary teachers failed 

to understand their position in the political economy of education. They preferred to 

retreat from the front lines of class warfare.  

The wait-and-see position adopted by the elementary teachers was short-lived as 

the inequities began to materialize. The education system presented the AIB with a 

unique set of problems. Teachers were a significant segment of the public service so they 

could not be ignored in the government’s cost-containment exercise. Because contract 

settlements between boards of education and their employees were always front-page 

news in towns and cities across the province, they constituted a high-profile test case for 

the AIB. To complicate the issue, the school-year work calendar did not fit with the 

January-to-January cycle of the legislation, immediately raising the prospect of variability 

in AIB rulings. Because schools were open from September of one year to June of the 

next, teachers’ salaries were divided between two calendar years. In order to make the 

school year fit the legislation, the AIB settled on a scheme of breaking teachers’ wage 

schedules into units of six, eight and twelve months. The divisions brought them into 

compliance with the shrinking percentage caps of 10, 8, and 6 per cent over three years 
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that were required by the wage and price controls.160 Nonetheless, the rulings of the AIB, 

with their flavour of the autocratic, began to drift. The rulings made later in the process 

ran contrary to rulings made earlier, raising the ire of those teachers who were treated 

more severely. The AIB decision-making process, designed to produce quick results, was 

exposed as being both arbitrary and punitive. Teachers grumbled but continued to stay in 

their workplaces, accepting the authority of the AIB to overrule their legally negotiated 

labour agreements. 

Some boards and their teachers had completed negotiations before the 

announcement of the federal controls. The legislation was not retroactive. Collective 

agreements that had been previously settled were allowed to stand even though they 

exceeded the compensation levels that were being applied by the AIB. Locals whose 

negotiations were not settled until after the controls took effect were rolled back to align 

with the salary caps. The creation of two tiers of settlements generated a pervasive sense 

of unfairness that continued to fester as the capricious nature of the AIB rollbacks became 

evident. To rub salt in the wound, the provincial expenditure caps on boards of education 

that had been applied to education budgets for years were superseded by the new federal 

wage and price controls, confirming teachers’ claim that they had been subject to a form 

of wage controls since 1970.161  

The elementary teachers decided that striking for wage increases had become a 

futile exercise. Any gains that might have been made through militant action would be 

rolled back by the AIB. Neither the FWTAO nor the OPSMTF had any intention of 
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joining the fight against the imposition of the controls. The caps became the prescribed 

level for salary increases. Under the twin pressures of inflation and wage controls, 

teachers’ earning power shrank with each ruling of the AIB. 

The elementary teachers were decidedly passive in 1975 as federal wage and price 

controls stifled collective bargaining, despite their having joined the strike against 

provincial control of the negotiation process two years earlier. The leadership did not 

possess the political will to shoulder resistance to the state’s quashing of the same rights 

that had moved teachers to abandon their classrooms in 1973. Locals could not resist 

trustees without the support of the provincial office and its war chest. Neither the 

provincial nor the local leaders went before their membership to challenge legislated 

wage controls, nor did the provincial leaders defy the political elite in closed-door 

meetings. The unions made no attempt to align themselves with other labour 

organizations that had chosen to confront the state over wage controls. Although teachers 

had seized the right to strike when the provincial government threatened to take it away 

from them, the unions did not respond when the federal government placed similar 

limitations on them. The time limits put on the wage controls and the promise of some 

small increases were enough to convince the teachers to remain relatively passive while 

other labour organizations responded more militantly. 

Indicative of teachers’ quietude was their response to organized labour’s 

resistance to Trudeau’s wage and price control program, culminating in a one-day 

General Strike on 14 October 1976.162 The unfairness of the AIB was a common theme 

among teachers throughout 1976, but the general strike of an estimated one million 
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Canadian workers received no mention in either of the newsletters of the elementary 

teachers’ unions. Although there were instances of AIB roll-backs of 10 per cent and 

more, and despite the unions’ extensive criticism of the arbitrary nature of the AIB, the 

elementary teachers did not join the Canadian Labour Congress in its October protest 

against wage and price controls.163 The FWTAO, at its August annual general meeting, 

recommended that the OTF send a letter of moral support to the CLC, but did not send 

one itself. 164 The FWTAO members were hesitant to engage with the representatives of 

labour on their own behalf, preferring the anonymity of the OTF. The lack of support for 

the general strike was an indication of the timorousness that pervaded the elementary 

teachers’ unions and thwarted any steps toward solidarity with the larger body of 

labour.165 While teachers’ work in the elementary public schools was grounded in the 

same material conditions as those in other schools in the country, those conditions were 

not enough to mobilize them in alliance with the broader workers’ movement. Despite 

federal legislation restricting wage settlements, the AEFO, OECTA, and the OSSTF 

nevertheless continued to take specific strike votes and involve their members in 

workplace sanctions as part of their collective bargaining strategy, as did teachers’ unions 

in other provinces.166 Over the three years of the federal Anti-Inflation Board, Ontario’s 
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school teachers would undertake thirty-two workplace sanctions, but none of them would 

involve the elementary teachers of the FWTAO or the OPSMTF. Not one of the 

elementary teachers’ locals is recorded as having taken a strike vote. Clearly teachers 

were straddling the fence of working class solidarity in the 1970s, limiting their sense of 

collectivity to those realms buttressing their professionalism. 

Spaull’s labour theory of teachers’ union growth sheds some light on this 

ambivalence within the FWTAO and the OPSMTF. He argues that the development of 

teachers’ union militancy is dependent on the intersection of three elements: “changes in 

the work situation of teachers, the role of union leadership, and a favourable socio-

political climate for growth.”167 He applies these three variables to explain the uneven 

growth of teachers’ union strength in Australia, but there are clear parallels with Ontario’s 

five teachers’ unions.168 The tensions between discourses of professionalism, unionism, 

public service, and professional autonomy gave rise to a politics of competing ideologies 

that presented an uneven front when it came to advancing teachers’ interests. As stated 

earlier, the ideology of professionalism had been called upon to support state policy as 

well as mobilizing the rank and file to back union campaigns. Such battles were 

discursive wars within a particular framework of ideologies supporting claims to 

resources and power. The teachers could have advanced their defence of human rights 

argument from the 1973 strike into a more rigorous labour rights discourse by 1976. 
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However, they chose not to do so, leaving the two unions on the outside of the larger 

body of labour, even outside of the family of education unions. 

Spaull’s suggestion, that union leadership is a critical element in demonstrating 

union strength, appears to have some weight when examining Ontario’s elementary 

teachers’ union at this time. The lack of militancy from the FWTAO and the OPSMTF is 

remarkable given the actions of the other affiliates of OTF and the activism of teachers’ 

unions in other provinces. The socio-political conditions remained conducive to union 

militancy despite legislated wage controls across the country, but the elementary teachers’ 

unions refused to involve their members. The leadership that had brought teachers into 

the streets in 1973 had moved as far forward as they were capable of going. The decision 

to engage in militant action to improve their material conditions would fall to the next 

generation of union leadership. For this period, the two elementary teachers’ unions 

remained on the sidelines, unwilling to develop the strategies necessary to mobilize their 

ranks. 

 

Preparing for Strikes 

Spaull’s matrix misses a fourth condition required for teacher militancy in support of 

collective bargaining goals: the institutional structures of the organization must facilitate 

and support strike action. Unions are not independent and broad-based protest 

movements. They are closed organizations of workers in a particular relationship with an 

employer. Their members are dependent on the employer to meet their material needs. 

Unions must meet specific requirements of law. In addition, they must have the trust of 

their membership, have legal standing, and be able to demonstrate a credible response to 

the employer. In order to meet these requirements, the hierarchy of union authority must 
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be enshrined in the articles and bylaws of the organization. Responsibilities and roles 

during negotiations need to be transparent and tightly written. The communication lines 

with the media and the enforcement of member discipline have to be understood by all 

members of the union if a united front is to be maintained. The technical details for 

authorizing a strike vote and a ratification vote and how the rank and file are to be polled 

require advance preparation. Most importantly from the perspective of the rank and file, a 

war chest must be of sufficient size to mount a strike and to provide minimal financial 

support for the time union members will be without their wages.  

The distance from the professional organization that had been the vision of the 

teachers’ unions before 1973, and the vision of a post-Bill 100 union that could fully enter 

into collective bargaining, could be measured by the size of the war chests they developed 

after the 1973 walkout. In early 1974, the elementary teachers had still not begun to build 

a strike fund. It was evident to all concerned that no decision had been made that would 

permit the unions to support militant labour sanctions. The leadership of both the 

OPSMTF and the FWTAO attempted to rectify that situation in preparation for a possible 

fight with the Davis government over Bill 275 in the new year. Fortunately for the unions, 

that battle did not materialize, because union efforts to raise funds failed miserably.  

Trustees must have breathed a huge sigh of relief when the elementary teachers at 

their 1974 annual general meetings would not agree to a dues increase in either of the two 

unions.169 With their de facto decision to reject amassing a sizable strike fund, they had 

sent an unambiguous message that they were not prepared to use union-style tactics 

against their employer. Any residual identity as unionized workers united in their 
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intentions to protect their interests was slipping away.  

Over that school year, raising a war chest entered into the realm of the absurd. A 

desperate OPSMTF executive approached its membership with a campaign of signed and 

witnessed promissory notes that would commit individuals to a defined contribution in 

the event of a strike.170 Few teachers signed on. The FWTAO had made a request of its 

members to voluntarily contribute $30 per year to create a fund of $1 million even before 

the annual general meeting.171 This voluntary fund stalled at $12,000, leaving the 

FWTAO without the resources to call a strike.  

Increasing the funding to the provincial organization met with resistance because 

it was a distinct change in the authority structure of the unions. The FWTAO had been 

established as a collection of locals with a relatively powerless central office, and had 

remained so for over fifty years. The smaller OPSMTF had functioned in much the same 

fashion. The local representatives resented Bill 100 undermining the authority of the 

locals to deal with their trustees in their own way, and had pushed back by denying the 

central office funding. Even if it meant not being able to strike against their employer, the 

local executives were not about to hand over their authority. 

The FWTAO executive eventually solved the impasse by moving $1 million from 

their Professional Services Fund to a new Collective Negotiations Disputes Fund.172 That 

decision sidestepped the resistance from the locals and began the process of establishing a 
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budget to cover the costs of using the tools available to teachers in Bill 100. The 

OPSMTF followed the FWTAO’s lead. The defence funds would pay for financing 

mediation, final offer selection, work to rule, strikes, grievances and arbitrations, and the 

unions could begin to defend their members by means of the formal avenues of their 

labour relations regime. The following year the FWTAO raised their dues by $50 to 

enlarge the Collective Negotiations Dispute Fund.173 

Because the resources required to enforce collective agreements were well beyond 

their ability to pay, locals would increasingly rely on the provincial office in the future. 

Locals’ requests for assistance during difficult negotiations would require a more 

centralized approach. The wealth of the parent organizations would need to be divided 

judiciously, or the funds would be quickly exhausted. Decisions for assistance, sanctions, 

and legal action would require the involvement of the central body in the business of the 

locals, taking immediate solutions out of the hands of locally elected representatives and 

placing them in the hands of the union bureaucracy under the control of the provincial 

executive. The authority for collective bargaining had shifted from the local to the 

provincial body with the passage of Bill 100, exacerbating the natural tensions between 

the two groups. 

Creating the beginnings of a strike fund and the recognition of the authority of the 

provincial body still did not motivate either union to take an immediate strike vote. In the 

OPSMTF, the divide between school administrators and classroom teachers accounted for 

some of that hesitancy. As Bill 100 was being enacted, the OPSMTF president mused 

about school administrators’ sympathies for their employer and suggested that principals 
                                                
173 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/030, Annual Meeting Minutes verbatim, August 1975, 
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and vice-principals might want to leave the union. It was a call for loyalty as the 

organization tested the waters of member solidarity. The debate that followed was short-

lived, but it did result in the OPSMTF executive commissioning a survey of its members 

to study “Professionalism and Militancy in OPSMTF.” The results were predictably 

cautious with a high percentage of school administrators advocating for no strikes. In 

November 1975, Duncan Jewell reported to the membership: 

As a result of the study, we found that our members are more in favour of 
accommodation in negotiations than in the use of militant tactics. In fact, our 
members strongly support the former and are undecided on the latter. 

 
One interesting aspect of the study shows us there are demographic differences 
between the highly militant and the less militant members. The higher level of 
support for militant negotiating tactics was associated, first of all, with teachers 
who had an average of approximately seven to nine years of teaching experience 
while teachers who were in the lower category of militance [sic] tended to have 
eleven to twelve years experience. Higher militancy, moreover, was associated 
with teaching personnel while lower militancy was associated more with persons 
in administrative positions.174  

  
Union militancy was not going to come without challenges, that much was clear. 

The study by the men’s union brought school administrators’ sympathies into the light, 

but did little to encourage the rank and file. The OPSMTF’s hesitancy to undertake 

militant action left a cautious FWTAO to lead the charge, a position the women did not 

relish.  

Ideological paralysis marginalized the elementary teachers’ unions. They had not 

yet learned how to defend themselves against their employer, and they would not march 

with experienced labour organizations in protesting government policy. Only recently 

conscious of themselves as labour unions, the only activism the elementary teachers had 
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been able to support had been couched in civil rights jargon. While the unions kept their 

members informed of the effects of the AIB, they did not call for any kind of collective 

response. The leadership displayed a reticence that undermined any resistance that 

teachers may have been willing to raise against wage and price controls. Union leaders 

were uncertain of the response of the rank and file, and this inhibited them with respect to 

calling a strike. In their respective interviews, Margaret Wilson and David Lennox both 

mentioned that no one knew if teachers would walk out at critical moments.175 At this 

juncture, the unions were unwilling to test their members’ militancy in a second 

campaign, and the teachers’ historical liberal stance undermined any willingness they 

may have displayed to engage in a collective politics with other labour unions.  

As Leo Panitch has noted regarding Canadian unions’ response to wage controls 

overall, the hesitancy of labour leaders was general and pervasive, and certainly not 

restricted to the elementary teachers’ unions. “The failure of mass working-class 

opposition to wage controls, especially the astonishing ideological confusion of the trade 

union leadership, is even more disquieting.”176 The elementary teachers had just been part 

of a winning fight that ended with entitlement to challenge their employer over working 

conditions and salaries, yet they chose not to test their newfound legitimacy. At a critical 

moment, the teachers were silent and absent. 

In the 1970s, all of Ontario’s teachers came face to face with a labour 

consciousness that emerged alongside their long-standing identification as professionals. 
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The elementary teachers were the last to make that conversion. When compared to the 

other three affiliates of the OTF, they were the most passive.  

The elementary unions would take their first strike vote in 1978 at the end of the 

first round of wage and price controls. Those would be historical moments in terms of 

their militancy, but more importantly the strike votes would coalesce teachers’ 

consciousness of themselves as workers, albeit professional workers, and begin the 

process of collectively protecting their own interests. The importance of collective action 

would become more obvious to them as education came under increasing pressure in the 

decades ahead. Wage and price controls, in their various incarnations, would continue for 

over a decade and prove to be the vanguard of neo-liberal state policy.  

 

Changes in Working Conditions 

While wage and price controls were keeping teachers in check, the Ministry of Education 

took the opportunity to centralize education further by seizing control of curriculum 

development. The new approach was announced in the fall of 1976.177 Trustees, who had 

traditionally been charged with responsibility for the approval of local curricula, were to 

be excluded from the process and replaced by Ministry appointees who were given the 

task of producing a curriculum that would be applied across the province. The move 

pressured teachers to conform to new levels of standardization. The decline in student 

enrolment had provided the province with a surplus of teachers, putting the Ministry in a 

strong position to make new demands. 
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The belief that education presented an opportunity for the children of working-

class parents to rise above their class position achieved a degree of reality for a brief 

period during the rich years of the mid-twentieth century. A return to the historical 

parameters of public education followed in the late-1970s: the disciplining of the 

working class to the rigors of employment, the providing of future workers with a level 

of literacy sufficient to enter the capitalist workforce, and the developing of the attributes 

of capitalist-democratic citizenship. Of these, literacy would receive the most attention. 

Alan Sears argues that the elevation of literacy above all other forms of knowledge was a 

necessary step in the commoditized model of public education that was indispensable to 

neo-liberalism. 

Formal education plays a critical role in the elevating of literacy over other forms 
of interchange. Literacy is a crucial foundation of educational classifications, the 
organization of student populations around specific measures and assessments. It 
tends to be valued as a credential, an externally imposed measure of the 
individual that conditions educational and life trajectories, rather than as a tool for 
the literate person to make sense of the world.178 

 
The pervasive quality of the partnership between the legislature and the 

boardroom, between state and capital, enhanced the credibility of the marketplace while it 

expanded and tightened the grasp of corporate interests. The reproductive nature of 

teachers’ work in constructing future worker-citizens compelled market actors to engage 

in efforts to control teachers’ work lives as a principal means of predetermining how 

workers would be disciplined for the workplace. As education became more market-

oriented and results-based, literacy and numeracy (mathematical literacy) became the 

chief purpose of elementary education, while other subjects went through a process of 
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downgrading.179 

The student activism of the 1960s had infused education with new possibilities for 

liberation and democracy. The reaction of the state was to narrow the permissible in 

public education. The changes in education policy that began in the mid-1970s broke 

down teachers’ ability to make independent decisions regarding their work as educators. 

The state engaged with the classroom on a new level. The Ministry expanded by 

establishing a bureaucracy dedicated to developing curriculum materials that teachers 

were required to use. This was a break from the past where the state had produced 

curriculum documents that were broad outlines, and left the boards to develop the details. 

The 1975 curriculum documents Formative Years and Education in the Primary and 

Junior Divisions signalled the change.180 The new pedagogy focused on students as 

individuals and emphasized the need for planning the details of curriculum presentation. 

Teachers were expected to develop detailed lesson plans that involved input from the 

school administration. And it was not only teachers’ classrooms and teaching styles that 

were under scrutiny, but their preparation materials as well. The new curriculum was 

content-heavy, and it also regulated a more intrusive relationship between administrators 

and their staff. Like Edgerton Ryerson a century earlier, modern neo-liberal actors 

understood that the most effective tool for controlling education was to discipline teachers 

to conform to state-sanctioned pedagogy and curricula. Teachers found their work 

intensified and constricted at a cost to their professional autonomy.  
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The End of the Baby Boom and the Jackson Report 

The baby boom could not last forever. When the number of students registering for 

school began to decline, the state began to prepare a position from which it could 

respond. Davis appointed Robert Jackson from the Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education (OISE) to head the Commission on Declining School Enrolments in Ontario 

(CODE).181 As might be expected from a staff member of the premier education training 

facility in the province, Jackson characterized declining enrolment in such apocalyptic 

terms as “the gravest crisis in education that we have ever seen.”182 Such dire warnings 

gave the government permission to advance any policy that could be construed as 

alleviating the “crisis.” Jackson’s background at OISE permitted him to embrace a range 

of perspectives, some that were quite contradictory. In addition to writing a final report, 

the commission developed a series of small documents, authored independently outside of 

the commission, that were released through the 1977–78 school year, covering a plethora 

of topics from school closures to pensions. They examined the effects declining numbers 

of students would have on the broader school system.183 Jackson was more interested in 
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starting conversations about solutions to emerging problems than he was in proposing a 

grand scheme to resolve the issue. He sought to avoid the fate of past report writers who 

found themselves skating on the political pond, where they occasionally achieved star 

status or, more often, disappeared into the chilly waters of educational reform. For years 

afterwards, the Jackson Report provided a quote for anyone addressing enrolment 

issues.184  

Declining enrolment meant thousands of teachers across the province were being 

threatened with school closures and job losses. The unions needed a fair procedure for 

establishing layoff criteria and recall rights for their members, but first they had to agree 

between themselves on what process they would support. For generations, labour unions 

had agreed that seniority was the only fair means of assuring job security. Any subjective 

process was sure to lead to favouritism and favours. Nonetheless, there were those 

principals among the OPSMTF membership who supported the trustees in arguing for a 

process of layoffs based on the quality of a teacher’s work.185 They openly stated 

confidence in their ability to judge superior performance and believed they should be 

permitted to do so. The two unions were under pressure to establish a mutual position on 

layoffs and recall before they entered into negotiations, and certainly before they went to 

the rank and file for a strike vote.  

Evaluating the quality of teachers was one of the hallmarks of neo-liberal 

education policy. At the same moment that the Ministry of Education engaged in the 
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process of wresting the curriculum out of the hands of front-line teachers, high-stakes 

testing entered the conversation about assessment and evaluation in publicly funded 

education. Such tests would become one of the key planks in the neo-liberal vision of 

schooling. They would enable the state to undertake education reform by more firmly 

concentrating control of education in the hands of administrators. Evaluating a wide 

swath of students through a very narrow lens was one means of doing this. Front-line 

teachers, who nurtured an understanding of themselves as colleagues in the education 

project, necessarily promoted the idea that assessment should be more wide-ranging. This 

position, taken up by teachers’ unions, was viewed with suspicion by the state and its 

educational bureaucracy, which endorsed the utilization of information technology in 

evaluating classroom success and failure. The first suggestions of testing all Grade 3, 6, 

and 10 students in the province of Ontario was made by the Liberal Party in response to 

Minister of Education Tom Wells’ appointment of the Work Group on Evaluation and 

Reporting chaired by OECTA’s Claudette Foisy-Moon in 1976–77.186 Opposition Leader 

Stuart Smith was quoted as recommending province-wide testing with a focus on 

accountability:  

Taxpayers have no way of determining if they are getting value for the millions of 
tax dollars spent on education. We believe that there should be accountability 
which can be achieved only if measurable standards for our schooling system are 
met. We propose, therefore, to introduce performance standards on a province-
wide basis so that parents, teachers and administrators have a yardstick against 
which to evaluate their accomplishments… Examinations would be given at the 
end of Grade 3, Grade 6 and Grade 10.187 

  
Standardized testing would prove to be hugely popular politically but educationally 
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vacuous. What testing would achieve most effectively would be to narrow curriculum and 

restrict pedagogy, precisely the effect sought by those hoping to push back a progressive 

view for education.  

While standardized testing promised to diagnose the academic level of students, 

the narrow range of such tests had more to do with containing curriculum and controlling 

teachers. Demands for more student testing were accompanied by a concomitant demand 

for upgrading teachers qualifications. Required attendance at Teachers’ Institutes as a 

condition of employment had long disappeared from the Ontario education system, but 

the thought of compelling teachers to engage in regularly scheduled retraining programs 

at their own expense had a persistent appeal to politicians. The Ministry made every 

effort to exploit the Jackson Report for a new opportunity to increase managerial control 

over teachers. The Davis government suggested establishing a five-year teaching 

certificate that would necessitate evidence of regular upgrading of teachers’ qualifications 

in order for the certificate to be renewed.188 The Report recommended that a college of 

teachers be established to police teacher qualifications. With her medical background, the 

new Minister of Education, Dr. Bette Stephenson, advocated for the plan.189 The 

OPSMTF, top heavy with school administrators, was fully supportive of a college of 

teachers, as it had been for thirty years.190 The FWTAO withheld judgment on binding its 
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members to a perpetual round of courses at their own expense.  

Qualifications had always been a divisive subject between the two unions. The 

men’s union put great weight on formal qualifications, while the women’s union argued 

for the superiority of teaching experience over credentials. The debate centred on which 

standard should be used for the calculation of salary levels. The culture of the men’s 

union had long encouraged university courses as the route to a career in a principalship or 

beyond. Even though the FWTAO maintained that the skills developed through the 

practice of teaching should be equivalent to formal courses, for years it had encouraged 

its members to pursue further qualifications to compete with men for jobs as principals 

and vice-principals. Women teachers understood that it was much easier for men to take 

courses after work and during the summer because they did not have the same level of 

responsibility for child and family care. In addition, the cost of courses was a greater 

burden to women simply because they were paid less than men. To that end, the FWTAO 

set aside significant funds each year for members who needed financial assistance to 

further their professional training.191  

Jackson’s idea of a five-year teaching certificate and a college of teachers met 

with increasing resistance from the unions as the commission continued to release its 

reports. Eventually both initiatives were buried, until they resurfaced twenty years 

later.192  
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A New Generation of Leadership 

In the summer of 1978, the Jackson Commission was completing its work. The first set of 

wage and price controls were over.193 Joan Westcott was elected president of the FWTAO 

for the 1978–79 year. She would lead the women’s union into its first strikes and establish 

her career in FWTAO, giving it its teeth. George Meek returned as the OPSMTF 

president with his eye set on achieving seniority provisions. Westcott and Meek would be 

the first of a new generation of union leadership in the elementary teachers’ unions, a 

generation that had been politicized by the 1973 strike and were willing to adopt a more 

militant stance than elementary teachers had seen before. The chief administrator for the 

FWTAO was Executive Secretary Florence Henderson, who had assumed her position in 

1973, in time for the one-day strike. Douglas McAndless, a future OPSMTF president, sat 

on the executive. He was another strong advocate for the need to have contract language 

ensuring that seniority was the standard utilized by boards for layoffs and recall of 

teachers during declining enrolment.194  

This group of leaders had three tasks in front of them. The most critical was the 

need for a demonstration of union power by taking a local into a first strike under Bill 

100. With the lifting of wage and price controls, all labour unions were taking strike 

votes; the elementary teachers could not let themselves be left behind. The need for a 

convincing response in collective bargaining was particularly important as the province 
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faced declining enrolment and the prospect of laying off teachers.195  

Secondly, the FWTAO and the OPSMTF had to make some decisions on how 

they wanted to approach negotiations before they could confront trustees. They needed to 

put policy in place to guide locals through the uncharted waters of the full collective 

bargaining process, including possible strikes. They also needed to decide whether they 

would negotiate together or as individual entities. With their new powers to strike, 

working jointly would require developing a level of trust between the two organizations 

from the grassroots to the executive. With hostility simmering over the long-running 

threat of the men to raid the women’s union, any agreement had to bring the rank and file 

together.  

Their final task would be to prepare for maintaining discipline within their own 

ranks. Sustaining a united front during labour battles, in the face of mounting personal 

debt and social pressure, would be a new experience for teachers. Neither union had 

developed the means of enforcing member solidarity through penalties for those who 

crossed the picket line and returned to the workplace prematurely. They had been 

successful at mobilizing members in the 1973 strike, but keeping them out for a longer 

period, and holding the line, were more complex undertakings. 

Layoffs and seniority were to be the battleground as declining enrolment cut into 

teaching jobs. Boards were insisting that they had to lay off teachers whose services they 

no longer required. Trustees and administrators wanted to determine the employees they 

would be letting go. They preferred to base their decisions on their perceived needs, 

whether that was to keep a favoured music program or to address shrinking enrolment in 
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a particular school. More to the point, trustees wanted to minimize costs when it came to 

teachers’ salaries. The unions would need to take a hard line to mitigate budget restraints. 

When past generations of teachers had been forced to accept job cuts and reduced wages 

they had no legal recourse and little union clout behind them; the trustees had been in 

control. With Bill 100, the teachers could exercise some power in the relationship with 

their employer, although it was up to teachers to demonstrate that they were willing to do 

so. The generation of union leaders who had been witness to teachers in the streets of 

Toronto flexing their collective muscle were ready to challenge the historical reticence of 

elementary teachers to engage in labour tactics. Whether or not it would translate into 

workplace resistance had yet to be tested.  

Over the winter of 1978-79, the FWTAO and the OPSMTF hammered out a 

staffing proposal with which they agreed to go into contract negotiations. It included a 

formula for the minimum number of teachers a board required, based on the number of 

students in the schools. It contained a process for the recall of teachers who had been 

declared redundant because of reduced student enrolment. Most importantly, the staffing 

proposal established a seniority list and demanded that it be used for layoffs.196 

Seniority rights were critically important to teachers at this juncture.197 As the 

provincial purse strings tightened, boards were exercising the full weight of their 

authority when it came to hiring and firing.198 Reasonable decisions and good 

relationships were put aside as trustees cut jobs to keep local education taxes in check. 
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Teachers needed seniority language to prevent the boards from laying off senior teachers 

who occupied the higher pay scales. They also needed to be able to force boards to rehire 

experienced teachers who had been laid off before they hired new ones. Trustees in some 

boards were going to great lengths to keep teachers at their lowest salary. The most 

reprehensible practice was that of writing an end date into new contracts, which became 

known as “exploding contracts.”199 At the end of the contract, the teacher was no longer 

considered an employee. The practice absolved the board of the cost of health benefits for 

the summer months and for the salary increases that a teacher was entitled to as a 

seasoned employee. Generally it was the same teachers who were rehired in September, 

again being paid at the lowest pay scale. The unions were desperate to end a practice that 

institutionalized year-end layoffs.  

The teachers’ unions had no real choice but to adopt a seniority process. It was a 

defining principle of labour unions and one that their members could accept. If the 

process of deciding surpluses was viewed by teachers as intrinsically unfair, the unions 

would be forced to send every layoff to arbitration, a costly remedy involving lawyers 

and an arbitrator. While the trustees favoured layoff criteria that relied on performance 

evaluations or administrators’ preferences for school programming, the unions believed 

that such a system suffered from the limitations of personalities.200 They did not want 

teachers’ jobs dependent on the prejudices of an administrator; personalities could not 

help but enter into the subjective process of performance evaluations. The breadth of the 

declining enrolment problem assured that a system based on administrative evaluations 
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would be fraught with inconsistencies.  

Instead, the unions preferred to establish the pupil/teacher ratio, a base number of 

teachers for the system, and a seniority system that would determine the order in which 

teachers would be laid off. The unions proposed that seniority provisions also dictate the 

order of recall of laid-off teachers and that they be re-hired before new teachers were 

hired. They also determined to put a stop to the practice of trustees keeping the cost of 

educating children to a minimum by keeping their youngest teachers perpetually at the 

bottom of the pay scale. The unions wanted a staffing formula where young teachers 

would continue to move up the salary grid even if there were breaks in their employment 

with the board, a formula that credited teachers with cumulative experience. That would 

put an end to the practice of exploding contracts.  

The elementary teachers had yet to acknowledge that the process of collective 

bargaining was inherently confrontational. Their sense of a successful resolution hinged 

on a skilled negotiating team, not on the strength of the strike vote. They had not yet 

realized that collective bargaining involved the dialectics of power relations that were 

fundamental features of capitalist relations. The FWTAO and the OPSMTF had 

historically avoided direct confrontation. The outcome of that position was that they 

lagged behind other teachers. The elementary teachers had no experience standing alone 

in the public eye with the fairness of their demands being debated in the media. Being 

scrutinized did not appeal to them. Worker consciousness would be the first hill they had 

to climb.  

The trustees were not about to abdicate their time-honoured authority to decide on 

the number of teachers in their system, and to hire and fire whomever they chose. A 

seniority process tied the hands of trustees, and from their standpoint it was an attack on 
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the employer’s right to determine the conditions of employment. On this issue there was 

no middle ground. 

The legislation governing collective bargaining for teachers prevented them from 

conducting province-wide negotiations, even for such issues as seniority that affected all 

boards and teachers. Bill 100 had been designed to keep contract negotiations at the local 

level. That was the structural reason why local seniority, rather than province-wide 

seniority, had become the standard demanded by teachers as their entitlement to their 

jobs. Other provinces, despite their constellations of union representation and variety of 

education legislation, generally kept to the same pattern of local seniority.201 Provisions 

attached to experience in a board worked for both sides. It ensured that teachers were 

protected against incursions from outside their board during periods of declining 

enrolment, and it discouraged teachers from changing employers during times of 

increasing enrolment. 

The unions prepared to go on the offensive. As they coordinated their efforts to 

deal with school closures and staff reductions, the FWTAO and the OPSMTF planned 

workable protocols between their two organizations. They met in February 1979 to settle 

on a mutual policy for workplace sanctions. The members of the FWTAO delegation 

included Margaret Beckingham and Mary Hesser, both of whom had been prominent 

during the 1973 strike.202 The OPSMTF delegation included future presidents Duncan 
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 97 

Jewell and Douglas McAndless. The representatives at that table, who had been entrusted 

with establishing the model for future collective bargainng, were stepping into new 

territory.  

The committee decided to use a system of one ballot box for voting even though it 

was unorthodox for the members of one union to share a voting process with members of 

another union — unions tended to guard access to their membership with jealousy, and 

employers and the state demanded a strict interpretation of the results of any vote on 

workplace sanctions. Furthermore, the teachers made the decision to record the results as 

a collective vote of both unions, not as independent counts subsequently combined. The 

process included the step of having the rank and file hear speeches from the leaders of 

both unions and then having them vote jointly. Although two unions representing one 

body of workers was unusual in its own right, the elementary teachers were unique 

among labour unions for having their two organizations behave as one in the mechanics 

of collective bargaining.203 From a negotiations standpoint, the combined vote prevented 

trustees from splitting the men and the women with offers of special interest to one group 

over the other, but it limited what the teachers could achieve in collective bargaining. The 

legislation had set no legal constraints on the teachers’ unions for how they were to make 

collective decisions during collective bargaining. The parameters of the School Boards 

and Teachers Collective Negotiations Act simply gave the Education Relations 
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Commission the authority to supervise the mandated strike and ratification votes without 

delineating their form.  

 

Lambton, Peel, and Brant 

With the initial round of wage and price controls coming to a close, the unions prepared 

to test both the resolve of their membership and the effectiveness of strike action in their 

collective bargaining process. With every elementary teacher across the province 

watching the outcome, it was important for the unions to have a demonstrable success. 

The teachers’ unions chose the Lambton County board as their test case. The issue 

was straightforward. The board had taken advantage of AIB rulings to include in their 

calculations of total salary expenditures the amount of new teacher “increments.” These 

increments granted a dollar-amount increase to new teachers for each of their first fifteen 

years of teaching. Ostensibly, it was given in recognition for each year of accumulated 

teaching experience.204 The increment was added to a new teacher’s wages in addition to 

any percentage increase they were entitled to receive through their collective agreement. 

Trustees had developed the increment system as a means of encouraging employee 

loyalty while paying teachers extremely low salaries early in their careers. Young 

teachers accepted poorly paid jobs in exchange for the promise of these double increases 

to their wages in the early part of their careers. The cost of the increments was substantial 

for the boards; teachers often doubled their salaries over the fifteen-year span of the 
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salary grid.205  

When the Lambton board included the new teacher increments in their AIB 

calculations, they reduced the funding available for a general percentage increase to the 

entire body of teachers in the board. The reduction in the percentage increase affected 

teachers in every year on the salary grid, not just young teachers. Other boards did not 

follow that model. Because of the trustees’ manipulation of the conditions set by the AIB, 

Lambton teachers fell behind those of surrounding boards. In a move that further 

alienated the union, the trustees also limited the salary increments for school 

administrators, a parallel system to that of classroom teachers, which rewarded school 

administrators for the additional responsibilities demanded by their position. Principals’ 

increments became the second issue in the fight with the trustees. By punishing school 

administrators and classroom teachers at all stages of their careers, the board handed the 

unions the issue they needed to mount their first strike. Teachers were angry and ready to 

fight. The FWTAO’s past-president Marie McGregor, herself a Lambton County teacher, 

spoke at the strike vote, encouraging women teachers, as well as the OPSMTF members, 

to support a strike.206 The Lambton County vote became the precedent for the practice of 

the two unions acting as a single organization during collective bargaining. 

The first strike vote taken by the elementary teachers under the auspices of Bill 

100 was 98 per cent in support of strike action.207 The union could not have hoped for a 
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stronger showing. Still, the teachers felt the need to foster community support. Volunteers 

blanketed the county in brochures, delivering them by hand to over 30,000 households. 

The public relations campaign was successful. Hours before the strike was to begin, the 

board capitulated. The elementary teachers had their first labour dispute behind them with 

a successful conclusion to contract negotiations.  

The two unions had an indication of the direction collective bargaining could take 

in the future, though they had yet to make a conclusive decision on whether they would 

continue to negotiate as separate bodies or as one. The elementary teachers’ unions could 

each choose to bargain on their own as the secondary teachers did in the same boards. 

The OSSTF simply ignored any direction taken by other employee groups. However, the 

option that had proven itself in the Lambton County strike was joint bargaining.208  

As they organized for the Peel and Brant strike votes, the two unions sat down to 

establish more permanent strike protocols.209 They represented opposing positions on 

some fundamental issues. The OPSMTF complained that the FWTAO was being “sticky” 

about details and too aggressive. The men’s union, top heavy with principals, was content 

with the flexibility inherent in ambiguous policy. The women wanted to enshrine formal 

protections to ensure that their concerns were not going to be dismissed during 

negotiations and that their representatives were not going to be marginalized. The women 

accused the men of being more concerned with negotiating on behalf of principals and 

vice-principals than they were with negotiating in the interests of women teachers. The 

accusation openly acknowledged the uncomfortable situation in which classroom teachers 
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could be striking to defend the interests of school administrators. The FWTAO also made 

it very clear that the joint sessions were not to be misrepresented by OPSMTF as some 

precursor to a joint organization; they were two organizations meeting over matters of 

mutual concern in a committee format. The women wanted to ensure that the long-

running efforts of the OPSMTF to amalgamate the two unions was not being given 

support by mutual negotiating committees. They insisted that any process the joint 

committee developed went to the separate executives to receive approval. 

Joint bargaining did prevent competition for diminishing resources in the 

elementary schools, a problem that plagued the relationship between the elementary 

teachers and their secondary peers, but it also had serious drawbacks. The consultation 

process between the two organizations was a natural brake on union militancy, 

threatening to slow the advancement of elementary teachers. The two unions would have 

to align themselves on each issue before bringing it forward as an item for the bargaining 

process.210 Such agreement was not always possible, so concerns that were relevant to 

only one of the unions would have to be abandoned. The most serious shortcoming that it 

presented for the FWTAO was that it was an amalgamated approach — if one negotiation 

team was the most desirable solution for collective bargaining, then a single union for 

elementary teachers was easily imagined. 

Joint bargaining required a united front when meeting with the employer and 

called for one voice navigating the give and take of negotiations. To maintain control of 

the bargaining process while negotiations were underway, the unions agreed to grant 

authority over both memberships to a single chief negotiator selected from one of the two 
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organizations. Although they did not have a history of speaking on each other’s behalf, it 

was up to each of the unions to build support for a chief negotiator who came from the 

other organization. 

One of the issues raised by the FWTAO was the contradictory position that school 

administrators would occupy during a strike, most of whom were OPSMTF members. 

Because the principals and vice-principals were not permitted to strike under the 

legislated terms of Bill 100, they were paid their full salary by their employer during 

labour sanctions. Principals and vice-principals were on the union executives, on 

negotiating teams, and on strike committees, but during a strike they had to remain in 

their schools performing their duties while their sisters and brothers were on the picket 

line outside the building. The unions had to come to a defensible position as to how they 

would deal with the salaries paid by the school boards to its administrators while the 

teachers on the picket line went without their paycheques.  

The joint executive committee had agreed before the Lambton County strike vote 

that school administrators would pay 100 per cent of their take-home salary to their union 

in the event of teachers picketing their schools.211 Such a resolution appeared to be fair, 

since principals were occupying empty schools and would receive the benefits that came 

out of a strike, while the rank and file were suffering without their wages. However it 

would prove difficult to enforce the resolution. In future strikes, numbers of principals 

would refuse to pay or would lie about their full salary. In one strike alone, the OPSTF 

would be required to discipline fifty-seven principals and vice-principals who did not 
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forward the required contribution to the union.212  

In June, the unions agreed to a provisional procedure to get them into position for 

a full withdrawal of services. Strike pay had been set at $25 a day to commence on the 

eleventh day. The unions would continue to pay for benefit plans and pension 

contributions for those in their last seven years.213 

While the Lambton conflict had its roots in the despised AIB and wage and price 

controls, the issues in Peel Region and Brant were universal in their appeal to teachers 

across the province. The issue on everyone’s mind was establishing protocols for teacher 

layoffs that resulted from declining enrolment. Despite the teachers’ success in Lambton 

County, other trustees across the province had not agreed to using seniority. Without a 

seniority system, no teacher’s job was secure no matter how long they had worked. Both 

the Peel and Brant locals would take successful strike votes over seniority provisions. 

The elementary teachers had come to the point at which they needed a robust 

demonstration of union strength if they were to maintain the credibility they needed to 

protect their jobs. Teachers were frustrated and fearful because their job security was 

being threatened, and after four years of wage and price controls, the political landscape 

had reopened to collective bargaining. The resentment generated by the AIB’s ham-fisted 

decisions focused the issues. Importantly, the unions had stronger leaders. Douglas 

McAndless had become the OPSMTF president and, along with the FWTAO’s Joan 

Westcott, was willing to shoulder responsibility for strike action.  

In the Peel board, the teachers were angry and ready to confront their trustees. The 
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unions could build on a successful outcome in that local to inspire a seniority campaign in 

other locals. Teachers there were not losing their jobs as a result of declining enrolment, 

yet seniority was still the key issue. The problems in Peel had resulted from population 

shifts as new families moved into the Greater Toronto region.214 Teachers were being 

forced to move from schools with fewer students to schools with growing populations. 

Although the teachers welcomed the jobs that were being created, the Peel board would 

not recognize seniority in determining which teachers it transferred; job changes were 

determined solely at the discretion of administrators.  

The arbitrariness of the decisions angered mid-career and senior teachers who 

believed that they had earned entitlement to their jobs. The glut of newly trained teachers 

across the province should have worked to the trustees’ favour. Young teachers were 

grateful to have jobs. However, Peel’s trustees alienated even their newest teachers by 

insisting that they sign the odious “exploding contracts,” thus pushing new teachers into 

the arms of the unions.215   

The teachers may have struck the board on those issues alone, but there was a 

final problem with what the trustees were proposing. Like most boards across the 

province, Peel had developed a “retirement gratuity” plan to encourage teachers’ long-

term commitment to their board when small boards permitted a good deal of teacher 

mobility across board boundaries.216 The Peel trustees wanted to exclude new teachers 

from the plan.  
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In the days of small community boards, poaching of teachers was common 

practice between neighbouring boards. The plans were created to retain staff. The 

retirement gratuity plan compiled unused sick days, of which teachers could claim a 

percentage upon retirement. Full-time teachers received twenty sick days a year. Over a 

thirty-year career, most of those days would remain unused and available for the payout 

of the retirement gratuity. The boards had to pay for a supply teacher to cover classes as 

well as pay the regular teacher’s salary whenever a teacher was absent so the savings to 

boards when teachers did not use sick days was enormous.217 By excluding new teachers 

from the plan in the future, the board was creating a two-tiered system that jeopardized 

member support for the gratuity plan, a threat that demanded an immediate response from 

the unions.  

The Ministry had set the wheels in motion to break with the practice of retirement 

gratuities three years earlier by releasing a study entitled Sick Leave Gratuities and 

Resultant Liabilities in 1976.218 The authors did not request input from the teachers’ 

unions. For the most part, the report harped on how much the plans were costing the 

education budget and turned a blind eye to the savings incurred by boards because 

teachers restricted themselves to using the least number of their sick days throughout the 

school year.  

In response, the OPSMTF commissioned its own study. It concluded that on 

average teachers were absent fewer than four days per year. The authors claimed that 54 
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per cent of teachers surveyed said that those who persistently took days off without 

justification should have their pay docked.219 Even the Globe and Mail, a newspaper that 

seldom supported workers, described participating teachers’ comments regarding 

persistent absenteeism among their peers as being particularly harsh.220 Those 

interviewed for the union’s study overwhelmingly supported the notion that teachers 

needed to put their own discomfort second to the needs of students. Such sentiments 

reflected their attachment to the professional ideology that trustees claimed to value. It 

put teachers in an ambiguous position with regards to being absent from work. Teachers’ 

professional subjectivity included the responsibility to be in regular attendance for the 

good of students. For their efforts, they demanded the right to sick days. The trustees 

were exploiting the former to undermine the latter.  

The bold-faced manipulation of their own convictions angered teachers. Trustees 

were taking advantage of teachers’ professionalism to punish them for ethical behaviour. 

Classroom teachers had to have their daily lessons prepared in advance of the day they 

would be absent so that the occasional teacher replacing them would be ready for the 

students. The effort involved in these preparations was incentive enough to bring all but 

the sickest teachers to work. The prevailing belief that a teacher should drag herself into 

the classroom if she was at all able had become hegemonic in elementary education and 

was an effective attendance management system. On its own, the willingness of teachers 

to make every effort to be in their classrooms had become so much a part of the ethos of 

education that attendance had never been put on the table by any board as an item for 
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negotiations.  

With the Peel Region trustees demanding that teachers concede on three major 

issues, the unions requested arbitration. Arbitration was recognized as a means of both 

sides getting something of what they wanted. It offered smaller gains for teachers but 

guaranteed that the schools would remain open and that teachers would receive their 

wages. Peel Region’s trustees refused arbitration. The teachers heard the message clearly: 

the trustees did not want an arbitrator to give anything to the teachers. The unions were 

left with only two options: accept the boards’ proposal or strike. The trustees had reason 

to feel secure in their position. Only one elementary local in Ontario had engaged in strike 

action since Bill 100 had passed. Peel was a growing board with many opportunities and 

its elementary teachers’ locals had never engaged in workplace sanctions of any sort.  

That changed on 2 October 1979. The 2,630-members of the Peel locals of the 

FWTAO and the OPSMTF began the first legally sanctioned strike by elementary 

teachers in the province of Ontario.221 After one day of work-to-rule, they walked out of 

their schools and remained out for thirteen days. It was not a long strike by labour 

standards, but it was historically significant for the elementary teachers. As they left their 

classrooms, Peel’s elementary teachers strode into the political arena, a new venue for the 

elementary unions. The issues for which they were fighting were ignored in the press, but 

the fact that they were on strike received much attention in the media scrums at Queen’s 

Park. Liberal Leader Dr. Stuart Smith was quick to reverse his former position in support 

of teachers having the right to strike. While teacher strikes in the secondary and separate 

schools had provoked little comment from him, it was the closing of schools for the five- 
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to thirteen-year-old children of Peel Region, a growing urban board, that roused Smith. 

The Liberals had been weak supporters of the right to strike in 1973. As the leader of the 

opposition, Smith had initially sided with the Conservative government by making his 

argument against teachers, and then switched sides to support them. He returned to his 

initial position when the elementary teachers at long last used the rights they had been 

granted in Bill 100. As the days were counted off and the teachers continued to remain off 

the job, Smith spoke of the “damage of teacher strikes” and the “52,000 innocent and 

largely uncomprehending children [who] are being denied their basic training, and are 

being caught up in a dispute in which they had no voice.”222 Minister of Education Bette 

Stephenson responded that her party supported free collective bargaining and that the 

premier would be meeting with teachers and trustees shortly.223 The irony of that position 

after years of wage controls could not have been lost on the teachers. 

The possibility of a second front opening up in Brant motivated the unions to 

develop a definitive set of strike protocols to ensure a united voice on the picket line. On 

3 November, the two union executives met again and agreed to maintain the provisional 

protocols that they had put in place for the Peel strike while they developed more 

permanent policies.224 They also confirmed their mutual position on layoffs and recalls in 

the light of a strike vote.225 That was enough for Westcott and McAndless to entertain the 

next strike.  
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The issue in the Brant County strike was a staffing formula.226 The trustees 

refused to include the 19.9:1 pupil/teacher ratio in the collective agreement. Putting the 

ratio in writing would limit the board’s ability to use discretionary power in determining 

the number of teachers that it employed, and including the ratio in the collective 

agreement would prevent it from making radical cuts to the number of teachers in the 

future. Trustees viewed the ratio as an encroachment on their historical management 

rights by restricting their ability to deal with the effects of inflation.  

Teachers’ understanding of the design of a staffing formula was much the same as 

the trustees. They were worried about layoffs and demanded protection of their basic 

working conditions, including the size of their classes. The unions could not withdraw 

their staffing formula once it had been put on the table. It was even more urgent after the 

trustees rejected it, declaring their intentions to increase class sizes as a remedy for 

solving financial difficulties.  

Even though the Peel Region teachers had gone on strike, the trustees in Brant 

County had good reason to think they were on safe ground with their five hundred 

elementary teachers. Theirs was a rural board with a fifth of the number of teachers that 

worked for the much larger and urbanized Peel Region board. In the past, the Brant 

elementary teachers had backed down and eventually agreed to a settlement at some point 

during negotiations. This time would be different, however. A militant provincial 

leadership and a fear of losing their jobs convinced the Brant teachers to take a stand.  

The unions secured a strike vote in Brant much as they had in Peel. It was a new 

experience for the unions. In the brave new world of labour activism, their union leaders 
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did not attempt to force work-to-rule on recently radicalized teachers; on 14 November 

1979, they began a full withdrawal of services.227 The strike lasted twenty-two working 

days, ending on 14 December, a full month. It was an important victory for the teachers 

of the FWTAO and the OPSMTF. They had proved themselves capable of maintaining a 

strike in the face of a particularly intransigent employer. Their success enabled 

negotiating teams in other locals to include seniority, layoff, and recall clauses in their 

collective agreements in a whipsaw effect. The strike vote in Lambton County and the 

strikes in Peel Region and Brant County resulted in job protections for teachers across the 

province.  

 

Entrenching Collective Bargaining 

Securing seniority provisions and gaining the confidence to maintain member discipline 

during a strike came at the right time for the unions. While the teachers had been focused 

on the Peel and Brant strikes, Minister of Education Bette Stephenson had appointed the 

Matthews Commission to examine collective bargaining in education.228 Threatening to 

remove the right of teachers to strike made for good press. Given the very few strikes that 

involved teachers’ unions, the appointment had more to do with Stephenson’s desire to 

put her own stamp on her portfolio. The Matthews Commission gave her the opportunity, 

as the new minister, to engage in a little sabre rattling at the expense of the teachers’ 

unions. Choosing B.C. Matthews, the president of the University of Waterloo, and John 
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Process Between Teachers and School Boards (Toronto: Ministry of Education, 18 June 1980).  
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Crispo of the Faculty of Management Studies at the University of Toronto, paved the way 

for a report from the Commission that was management-friendly. In the summer of 1980, 

the Matthews Commission released its report. As expected, it concluded that Bill 100 

favoured the unions and needed to be balanced. It suggested some tinkering with the 

process and granting of some additional powers to the trustees. The final recommendation 

was to continue with free collective bargaining for the education sector. It was the 

confirmation the unions had been hoping to receive. The Davis government accepted the 

Matthews Report as vindication of its framing of Bill 100 and stayed the course in terms 

of its relationship with teachers’ unions. Despite the headlines that teacher strikes 

aroused, the question of whether or not teachers in Ontario should have the right to strike 

was laid to rest.229 It would not be entertained again with any seriousness until the Harris 

Conservatives came to power.230  

By 1980, the elementary teachers’ unions had achieved a strike vote on three 

occasions and twice tested their capability to mount a strike. They had successfully 

concluded negotiations with the Peel Region board and the Brant County board, and a 

year earlier with the Lambton board. Nevertheless, their brief engagement with labour 

militancy was enough for them at this time. Their historical liberal roots, supported by the 

fetishization of professionalism, sustained the cleavage between themselves and the 

labour movement even after the tactics of labour had proven successful. The teachers 

retreated from union militancy, refusing to acknowledge that it was a necessary ingredient 

                                                
229 Canadian Teachers’ Federation, “Teacher Strikes and Sanctions in Canada, 1919–1992”, 23–35. The 
OSSTF and OECTA engaged in 48 labour sanctions from 1975 through 1982. The AEFO locals often 
joined one of the other teacher’ unions to negotiate with a particular board on behalf of francophone 
teachers and would participate in workplace sanctions when they occurred.   
230 The question of teachers’ right to strike would be revived by the Liberal Minister of Education, Laurel 
Broten in 2012 with the Putting Students First Act, Bill 115. 
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for protecting and improving their working conditions. They had proven that they were 

willing to take to the picket lines if provoked, but chose not to do so. As though shocked 

by their own audacity, they went back to a no-strike position for the next seven years.231  

The opportunity to politicize broad segments of their membership had surfaced 

with the displays of strength in Lambton, Peel and Brant, but instead of seizing the 

opportunity to advance, the FWTAO and the OPSMTF banked their successes and 

returned to a more conciliatory style of negotiations with nothing more aggressive than a 

grey letter against the Durham board in the fall of 1980.232 The strikes had secured 

seniority and layoff provisions and that was as far as they were willing to go in the first 

round. The militancy that had invigorated the teachers dissipated while their negotiators 

embedded their gains in collective agreements across the province. The hard-won threat 

that had put teeth into collective bargaining was diminished by the teachers’ reticence to 

engage in further strike action. As long as their unions showed little inclination to take 

strike votes, the elementary teachers would remain near the bottom of the education 

hierarchy. 

Neither class-consciousness nor worker solidarity would develop within the 

elementary teachers’ unions; any sense of themselves as education workers in a class-

based system remained submerged. They were unable to develop the necessary 

understanding of labour issues and the subjective sense of class divisions that were 

required to support an ongoing labour activism. In essence, they could not make a 

                                                
231 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/029, Annual Meeting Minutes, August 1981, 5–6; 
Canadian Teachers’ Federation, “Teacher Strikes and Sanctions in Canada, 1919–1992” (Canadian 
Teachers’ Federation, November 1992).  
232 OPSTF Archive, Order Paper Motions, Provincial Assembly Minutes, August 1980, motion number D-
17.  
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determined break from their conservatism, despite successes on the picket lines. Even 

with strong leadership, the discipline required to establish a place for themselves in the 

labour movement remained beyond these two organizations. At this stage in their 

development, the elementary teachers were unable to make the leap that other teachers’ 

unions such as the British Columbia Teachers’ Federation, OECTA, and the OSSTF, had 

made to engage with labour organizations.  

The OPSMTF and the FWTAO were suspicious of class solidarity, a mistrust that 

was reflected in their nearly complete silence on labour disputes involving other unions. 

The result was that teachers remained aloof from other worker organizations, an attitude 

sustained by a leadership that made continual references to professionalism in their 

communications to the rank and file. The unions preferred to partner with broad-based 

coalitions such as the FWTAO’s presence on the National Action Committee on the 

Status of Women (NAC), or to make a contribution to the joint funding of court cases, 

rather than develop networks with other workers and their organizations. 

Their antipathy to labour sympathies had the enduring effect of preventing 

teachers from developing a theoretical framework out of which they could construct their 

own forms of solidarity with the larger labour movement. A sense of themselves as 

participants in the class wars — in whatever palatable form they wished to dress it — 

would have advanced a disciplined and consistent approach to strikes and grievances 

rather than the patchwork of local cultures to which the teachers remained attached. They 

could have developed reliable and predictable responses in support of the efforts of other 

labour organizations, and formed broad political alliances alongside unionized workers in 

other sectors.  
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Without the comprehensiveness and potency of labour-based discourses and 

practices, the elementary teachers were left with little more than a thin declaration of their 

deservedness, which hardly acknowledged the sacrifices workers historically had to 

shoulder along with their commitment to the labour movement. Teachers were not able to 

link their own struggles to those of other workers, for to do so would have located them 

within the labour community, and they rejected that prospect. Their efforts to elevate their 

social standing worked against them and were used by their employer to undermine their 

resistance.  

By the time the elementary teachers had organized to confront the trustees in 

Lambton, Peel, and Brant, they had already fallen well behind their secondary peers. 

They had refused to challenge their employers over those items that had remained within 

their power to negotiate during the period of wage and price controls, essentially their 

working conditions. The result was that the elementary teachers were unable to 

accomplish anything in the way of limiting their employer’s demands on their time during 

those years. They had not gained even a portion of the preparation time that secondary 

teachers enjoyed during their workday for developing lessons or marking students’ work. 

Neither had they reduced their number of hours of additional supervision during non-

teaching time. Elementary teachers were responsible for their students at all times during 

the school day, whether the children were in their classrooms or on the playground.  

Supervisory duties were particularly onerous for teachers in the younger grades. 

Duties included overseeing the activities of students before school, during recesses and 

lunch. Schools often kept their students in classrooms for the entire day during inclement 

weather and teachers were expected to remain with them. Moreover, teachers of 

elementary-age children were expected to volunteer for additional responsibilities. 
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Voluntary duties in a teacher’s day might include supervision of detentions, tutoring 

sessions, sports events, the choir, the Christmas play, an overnight field trip, or other 

extracurricular events.  

Many teachers enjoyed the non-structured time spent with students, but those with 

family obligations or interests outside of their work that collided with the timetables of 

their administrators or the community risked being sanctioned. Even at the most basic 

level of time for bathroom breaks, the overlap between a teacher’s entitlement to regular 

break times and her supervision duties had not been addressed. Nor had collective 

agreements tackled the issue of meetings before or after school. The number, purpose, 

and length of such meetings were left to the discretion of the school administrator. Five 

years after Bill 100, the work lives of elementary teachers remained relatively unchanged, 

while teachers in the OSSTF and OECTA had begun the process of defining what shape 

their workday would assume immediately after the legislation was enacted.  

The final task facing the first generation of leaders to engage with the full scope of 

collective bargaining was the disciplining of members who broke ranks during workplace 

sanctions. Teachers’ loyalty to their unions was relatively seamless. Other than school 

administrators refusing to hand over their salaries, the contravention of union policy 

regarding workplace sanctions was not a significant problem, but it did take place. The 

issue of disciplining members for non-support of a strike came to the forefront following 

the Peel and Brant strikes.  

Member discipline confounded both unions. There were two problems with 

sanctioning members: the first was the difficulty of proving guilt; the second was the 

effect of discipline on the accused. In the case of someone seen crossing a picket line into 

a school, the process of determining whether a member was actually “scabbing” (i.e., 
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performing the work of striking workers) was problematic. Teachers often had the keys to 

their schools and entered them during non-working periods to access teaching materials 

and personal items. Investigations could need to be extensive and would require some 

expertise in due process if they were to be just.  

The FWTAO consulted its legal council to examine their options regarding non-

support of union activities by teachers.233 They were advised that the legislated 

requirements governing teaching exposed the unions to legal action if disciplining them 

removed members from the union. The Teaching Profession Act stated that individuals 

needed to be members of the OTF before they could be hired to teach. Belonging to the 

OTF required a membership in one of the unions. The legal advisors pointed out that 

denying a teacher their livelihood was a situation the unions wanted to avoid. The 

outcome of wrongfully accusing a member of the offence of crossing a picket line was 

summed up eloquently in the lawyers’ response to the FWTAO.  

The word SCAB has become one of the dirtiest four-letter words and one of the 
most scurrilous accusations in a labor union society of which the teaching 
profession has become part. So, to accuse wrongly a person of being a scab in a 
strike situation is a serious matter and could result in a claim for substantial 
damages against the Federation and even against some of the officers involved. 
Moreover, to follow the accusation by expelling a person so accused from 
membership of the Federation with the attendant notoriety would undoubtedly 
affect the individual’s standing in the profession and cause her severe pecuniary 
loss and damages for which she could also have a claim.234 

 
After hearing their legal council, the FWTAO executive decided that further penalties 

beyond the withdrawal of support would be too great a risk. The organization heeded the 

advice and adopted a wait-and-see attitude to what OPSMTF was deciding.  

                                                
233 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/029, Annual Meeting Minutes, August 1981, 4–5. 
234 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/775, Letter from Blackwell, Law, Spratt, Armstrong and 
Grass to Miss Jean Stubley, “By-law 6, 1980, 1979,” 12 November 1980. 
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The OPSMTF took a more punitive approach to sanctioning its members. It 

decided to start the discipline process with a letter to the member, escalated it to 

publishing the person’s name in the newsletter, and ended with the ultimate penalty of 

revoking the membership of the offender.235 The issue of discipline for members not in 

compliance with union policy and directives would resurface from time to time, but in 

point of fact the unions did not invoke the measures they developed. Although the 

OPSMTF appeared to have a more rigorous discipline process, there is no record of any 

member being called to account to the full extent of the process. Either the union did not 

exercise its authority, the disciplining of members was so covert in nature that the records 

were hidden, or a warning was enough for individual teachers. Published names of 

violators did not appear in any of the newsletters. The unions were never able to solve the 

problem of members refusing to respect their own strike protocols.  

Bill 100 had made dispute mechanisms other than strikes available to teachers. 

Grievances, like strike votes, were not common occurrences in the elementary teachers’ 

unions. Their limited numbers sprinkled over the hundred boards across the province 

were a testament to the reluctance of the unions to engage in the process. The FWTAO 

claimed to make a priority of the use of the grievance process. During the 1981-82 school 

year, it reported that it had initiated over one hundred grievances, an average of only one 

per local.236 The writing of grievances was contracted out to the FWTAO’s legal firm, 

with funding provided by the provincial office. Centralizing the authority to initiate a 

grievance made the process more successful, but the FWTAO was not often willing to 
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Mr. W.A. Jones, Secretary-Treasurer OTF, “By-law 6, 1980, 1979,” 15 December 1980, 2. 
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employ the process as a warning to administrators to refrain from overreaching their 

authority. The fact that the locals did not write their own grievances was a testament to 

the lack of confidence the women’s union had in the ability of local leaders to challenge 

the employer. The unions did not appear to be comfortable with a process that brought the 

full weight of the legal establishment to bear on trustees.  

After the Brant County strike the two unions consolidated their gains. They had 

been forced into developing strike funds and setting budgets for grievances and 

arbitrations. They had demonstrated the potential of militant action and in the process 

coalesced much of the authority granted under Bill 100 in the central organization. They 

had bloodied the trustees and put them on notice that they would have to consider the 

possibility of strike action during future negotiations, and they had raised the spectre of 

grievances for violations of collective agreements, if only weakly. Board negotiators took 

the proposals of elementary teachers with more seriousness as they went into collective 

bargaining, evidenced by the general adoption of seniority provisions. Nonetheless, 

trustees were not about to grant elementary teachers any component of parity with 

secondary teachers unless they were forced to do so. 

The leadership models of the two unions were a problem that worked against a 

long-term campaign of labour activism. The FWTAO permitted one term in office for 

each of its presidents. Elected officers rose through the various positions on the executive 

and arrived on schedule for a term as president. Restricting the term of office was a 

means of ensuring that no one person took control of the union for an extended period, 

but it reflected a suspicion of leadership and a mistrust of the representatives who trooped 

off to the annual general meeting in August to elect a new president.  

The OPSMTF permitted two years in office, allowing for a greater consolidation 
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of power for their president, but it reflected the same mistrust of authority and of their 

own leadership. Neither structure encouraged bringing forward a new vision of the 

organization by a slate of officers who could build upon it for an extended period, and 

who could inspire and engage the rank and file in such a project. Elected leaders were not 

given enough time to develop and implement deep changes that would move the 

organizations beyond their history. The result was an ingrained conservatism in both 

organizations. Between 1977 and 1980, a few strong leaders arose who sought to 

radicalize the two unions, at least in terms applicable to teachers. When their tenure was 

over, the moment appeared to pass. The FWTAO and the OPSMTF had proved their 

capacity to behave as unions, but they did not capitalize on it. The direction adopted by 

the unions was decided as much by the chief executive officers as it was by the elected 

executive. The power of the executive heads of the organizations would become evident 

over the next decade as the two unions dealt with the incursions of neo-liberalism into 

education.  

 

Resistance to Wage and Price Controls: Embracing Other Unions 

Just before the summer of 1982, a second round of national wage controls was enacted by 

the Trudeau government. Like the first round, the controls were widely endorsed by 

business interests as the means of reigning in inflation and reducing high unemployment 

levels. The 1975 controls had been the test case. They had proven successful in reversing 

the gains made by unionized workers over decades of collective bargaining. Finance 

Minister Allan MacEachen announced the Public Sector Compensation Restraint Act, Bill 

C-124, in June.  

The new controls set wage limits of 6 and 5 per cent applied to the federal civil 
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service. The Canadian Teachers Federation (CTF) prepared a national campaign to fight 

the controls, putting teachers’ unions on notice as to the severity of the wage restraints.237 

The world was being introduced to the handmaiden of neo-liberalism — globalization. 

The effect of fluctuations in the money market provided multinational corporations with 

the rationale to speed up the advance of the neo-liberal project, and globalization was the 

means to break the hold of unions on national labour protections. 

Ontario’s premier was quick to take advantage of the federal legislation when the 

provincial legislature returned from the summer recess. On 21 September, Davis 

announced the Ontario Inflation Restraint Act, Bill 179. The act fixed a 5 per cent limit 

on salary increases for the Ontario civil service and put a freeze on all conditions in 

public service collective agreements for one year.238 Bill 179 applied to teachers as well 

as other civil servants. Extending collective agreements had the effect of declaring 

negotiations over for the year and proclaimed strike actions illegal for both non-monetary 

items and salary increases. If anything, the provincial wage controls designed by the 

Conservatives were even more restrictive than the federal controls designed by the 

Liberals.  

The across-the-board cap of 5 per cent on all public servants’ wages undermined 

whatever sympathy might have existed among members of the public by giving the public 

service a small raise. For affected workers, a 5 per cent salary increase was little solace 
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when the yearly inflation rate stood in excess of 10 per cent.239 The legislation severely 

limited the power of unions. The Inflation Restraint Board (IRB) was the mechanism 

created for enforcing the new wage controls. It was chaired by Jack Biddell, the president 

of a Toronto accounting firm.240 He had been a member of the original Anti-Inflation 

Board (AIB) with its autocratic decision-making process that had proven so useful to 

Trudeau.241  

The public service unions prepared for this round. They received an unanticipated 

gift in the form of a report commissioned by the Ontario Public School Trustees’ 

Association (OPSTA). In June 1982, the report on wages related to inflation, written by 

Professor D.A.L. Auld, was released.242 Unexpectedly, the report demonstrated that 

public-sector wage increases were below those of the private sector and were not a 

significant cause of inflation. It stated: 

The conclusion we reach about trends in school board settlements in Ontario is as 
follows: 
 
1. Wage increases in this division of the public sector have fallen short of wage 
gains in the Ontario private sector. 
2. School board settlements in Ontario lag behind those in the rest of Canada. 243 

 
The Auld Report gave credibility to the teachers unions’ position that teachers’ 

wages were not contributing to inflation. The second finding helped mobilize the rank and 
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file. It was the confirmation that the teachers’ unions needed to bring their members on 

board to resist the new controls.244 The teachers argued that they were not simply 

protecting their own interests but also fighting against an unreasonable government policy 

that had unfairly targeted public service workers. With the Auld report behind them, the 

elementary teachers prepared to oppose Bill 179.  

Under OTF president Margaret Wilson, the OSSTF representative for 1982-83, 

the five teachers’ unions joined with other public sector unions in forming the Public 

Sector Coalition to pursue collective action against Ontario’s Bill 179. For the first time 

in the history of the Ontario labour movement, all of the teachers’ unions were united in 

common cause with other public sector unions. Although it was to be a short-lived 

alliance, the elementary unions did become heavily involved in the activities of the Public 

Service Coalition and, like the other unions in Ontario, teachers’ unions mobilized their 

members to object to the provincial wage controls. The Coalition began its protest with a 

rally at Queen’s Park on 21 September 1982, the day Davis was to announce Ontario’s 

version of wage controls.245  

Teachers were protesting the final form of the Ontario Inflation Restraint Act, Bill 

179. It contained a limit on new teachers’ salary increments in addition to a wage freeze 

and the requirement that collective agreements would stay in effect for another year.246 As 

we have seen, the issue of increments had been a flashpoint that had sent elementary 

teachers to the picket lines in Lambton County in 1978. With the new wage controls in 
                                                
244 OPSTF Archive, FWTAO, “Teachers Oppose Discriminatory Wage Controls” FWTAO Bulletin, 
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Bill 179, some teachers would receive their increment and others would not. The 

provincial government’s attempt to prevent a repeat of teacher resistance similar to that 

witnessed in Lambton County around the issue of increments resulted in what came to be 

known as the “$35,000 rule.”  

The controls were not simply an attempt to reduce spending; they contained 

components that pitted one category of teacher against another in an effort to disrupt the 

unions. The IRB chose $35,000 as the acceptable level for teachers’ salaries and 5 per 

cent as an acceptable wage increase.247 Increases beyond those figures had restrictions 

placed on them. Those teachers who should have received regular experience-based 

increments but were earning less than $35,000 would receive the increase, while those 

teachers earning over $35,000, but who were still on the grid, would not. The measure 

negatively affected only those teachers in mid-career who were not yet at the top of their 

fifteen-year salary grids but were earning over $35,000. The injustice of the restriction 

was readily apparent.  

The FWTAO’s newsletter and the newly designated Ontario Public School 

Teachers’ Federation (OPSTF)’s special bulletin showed photographs of teachers 

prominently displaying their picket signs on the front lines of the Public Sector Coalition 

rally.248 The elementary teachers’ reaction to Bill 179 demonstrated a new willingness on 
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their part to involve themselves in an issue that was not entirely education based, and 

importantly, they were willing to do so in conjunction with unions other than the affiliates 

of the OTF. The mobilization of members in protest against the new round of wage 

controls was a shift away from a purely professionalist view of themselves. Still, they did 

not affiliate with the OFL, Ontario’s house of labour, as teachers’ unions in other 

provinces had with their provincial labour organizations.249 

For a brief period then, the elementary teachers took a position in solidarity with 

other unionized workers, and they moved beyond gestures by taking a leadership role in 

organizing large-scale resistance to the government policy of limiting wages. The 

FWTAO and the OSSTF coordinated a rally protesting Bill 179 on the evening of 26 

October in Hamilton. They were joined by the other unions in the Public Service 

Coalition. Hamilton was just one of a number of rallies held across the province to fight 

against wage controls. 

As a further sign of solidarity, the FWTAO president, Sue Hildreth, and the 

OPSTF president, David Lennox, sent appeals to teachers to sign petitions against the 

wage controls under the joint logos of both unions.250 The language in the covering letter 

presented a united front as they urgently requested elementary teachers to become 

politically engaged. The two presidents joined in efforts to approach the state. Hildreth 

wrote to Robert Welch, Minister for Women’s Issues, pointing out that “…women are 

getting poorer, for the very obvious reason that percentage increases hurt lower paid 

                                                
249 The B.C. teachers’ union and the Quebec teachers’ unions developed a reputation for solidarity with 
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250 ETFO Government Relations Officer Vivian McCaffrey’s office records (not archived), Teachers – 
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workers most, and women are disproportionately the lower paid.”251 Lennox wrote to 

Larry Grossman, Treasurer, identifying “…a virtual cessation of meaningful negotiations 

throughout the province on non-monetary items.”252 

Trustees in boards of education across the province took advantage of the Ontario 

Inflation Restraint Act to treat with contempt and indifference the unions’ attempts to 

bargain issues other than salary.253 In the Peel Region Board, the teachers’ representatives 

called off negotiations when it was apparent they would be getting nothing from the 

board. In Geraldton, the board changed the dates on the old collective agreement and 

handed it back to the teachers, declaring negotiations over. In Atikokan and East Parry 

Sound, the IRB ordered the board to roll back negotiated salary increases to previous 

collective agreement levels plus 5 per cent. Each of these decisions cost teachers in 

salaries, benefits, and working conditions.  

With monetary issues removed as a subject for negotiations, the attention focused 

on non-monetary issues did resolve one long-festering sore — the use of exploding 

contracts with their fixed term of employment that kept new teachers perpetually at the 

bottom of the seniority list. After three years of collective bargaining, the unions were 

successful in convincing the minister that they would not accept this form of part-time 

employment.  

The particular case at that time was in Peterborough.254 Having demonstrated that 
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they were willing to use the strike weapon the teachers were able to convince the minister 

to end the practice of exploding contracts. In July 1982, after a meeting with the FWTAO 

Executive Secretary, the Ministry of Education told the trustees to stop. The board’s 

calculation of seniority was corrected to prevent layoffs at the end of the school year.255 

The minister’s direction effectively closed the door on boards of education signing 

teachers to contracts with end dates on them. The decision of the FWTAO to call upon 

the Minister of Education to resolve an issue reveals a closer relationship between 

government and teachers than might have been expected. It also points to the inability of 

the union to resolve the issue of exploding contracts through the ERC. The failure of the 

state’s education enforcement body to force trustees to change their practices raises 

questions about the authority of that body to make demands of boards while they were 

able to dictate to the teachers.  

The elementary teachers’ unions were able to achieve a victory against the 

government’s Inflation Restraint legislation through the Education Relations 

Commission. As they were shutting down collective bargaining, the unions had asked the 

ERC for a ruling on the Inflation Restraint Act in the light of obligations under Bill 100. 

The Commission ruled in favour of the teachers, saying they could strike for non-

compensatory items. The decision was promptly challenged by both the trustees and the 

Attorney General.256 The ERC case was heard at the same time as a CUPE case against 

the Ontario Labour Relations Board (OLRB) in which the board had ruled that there was 
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no obligation for the government to negotiate with its employee groups. 

The OSSTF, the Service Employees International Union, and OPSEU took 

another tack: they mounted a legal challenge to Bill 179 in the Supreme Court. At first 

glance, seeking a resolution through the court system placed the unions in jeopardy, 

particularly since the Canadian court system had historically shown little sympathy for 

labour. The risk for the unions was that once they had taken the judicial route, they would 

be bound by the decision of the courts. Nevertheless, it was a risk they were willing to 

take since a legal decision was not their only objective.  

In the short term, taking the issue to court provided a very public and legalistic 

appeal that included fairness and rights. The legal venue, with its adversarial structures 

and slow processes, was becoming known to those union members who were under the 

OLRB legislation, and was becoming familiar to teachers since the passage of Bill 100. 

Taking the case to court demonstrated a willingness on the part of the union leadership to 

defend the rights of members without requiring the members to make the sacrifices 

involved in a strike. A favourable ruling would have confirmed the rightness of the 

position the unions had taken on the issue and would force the government to change its 

policy. In the meantime, media reports on the case built support among union members. 

The unions won a partial victory in the courts. The Supreme Court of Ontario 

declared that, although the government had the authority to control compensation 

packages to limit inflation, non-compensation items remained negotiable.257 An alliance 

of twenty public service unions promised to fight any further efforts of the government to 

challenge the court ruling. The Davis Conservatives did not reopen the battle. The 
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Supreme Court ruling re-established the ability of the public service to strike, if only for 

non-monetary items. Teachers reopened their collective agreements for the purpose of 

negotiating the working conditions granted to them under Bill 100. The Globe and Mail 

reported: 

A broad range of existing restrictions on the right to strike may come under attack 
in the courts on the basis of a recent decision by the Supreme Court of Ontario 
that the right to bargain and to strike is part of the freedom of association 
guaranteed by the Canadian Charter of Rights. 

  The decision is being appealed by the Ontario Government. 258  
 
Given the direction in which the government was moving at the end of 1983, the 

unions expected the premier to extend the wage control package for another year. They 

were not surprised when the new legislation, the Public Sector Prices and Compensation 

Review Act, 1983, Bill 111, imposed a cap of 5 per cent on salary increases. The new 

wage controls did not contain any restriction on collective bargaining or on striking for 

working conditions. Bill 111 would stay in effect from December 1983 through 1984, at 

which point it expired without renewal. During that time, a crippled collective bargaining 

process was still in force. 

Despite the court victory, during 1983 and 1984 there were no strikes involving 

any of the teachers’ unions. It was the responsibility of union leadership to give direction 

to inchoate teacher militancy, but rather than take their inexperienced members into a 

pitched battle for which they were ill prepared, they chose to abide by state-imposed 

restrictions for these two years. A decade after teachers marched in the streets of Toronto 

for the right to strike, they, along with the other unions in the province, had been 

forbidden to engage in free collective bargaining for the second time. Government 
                                                
258 Wilfred List, “Ruling Casts Doubts on Limits to Strike Right,” Globe and Mail, 2 November 1983, 4, 
<http://heritage.theglobeandmail.com/PageView.asp> (19 September 2009).  
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restrictions had suppressed workers’ activity for six of the previous ten years. The 

pressure on workers was mounting as corporate interests imagined new means of closing 

off resistance. Yet, despite their involvement with the Public Sector Coalition, the 

elementary teachers retreated from involvement with other unions at the end of wage 

controls and returned to protecting their own interests. 

 

The Inconsequential Role of the OTF to Developing Union Strength 

The Education Act had assigned three roles to the Ontario Teachers Federation (OTF). 

The first was to be the voice of teachers in relations between the teachers’ unions and the 

state. The second was to assign membership in each of the unions. The third was to run 

the teachers’ pension plan, known as superannuation. The Teachers’ Superannuation 

Fund began receiving contributions on 1 April 1917.  

The Superannuation Commission was comprised of one representative from each 

of the five affiliates and six government appointees. Although both teachers and the state 

paid into the Superannuation Plan, the state retained control of investment strategy 

through its balance of representatives. Public works projects were a major part of that 

strategy.259 

The historical role of the OTF as the intermediary between the state and the 

teachers organizations had been its most important function in 1944, but by 1975 that 

responsibility had become redundant. Its role dealing with pensions was still required, but 

the new labour model of the state-teacher relationship was the legislative requirements of 

Bill 100. Once teachers gained the right to collective bargaining, they were speaking 
                                                
259 OPSTF Archive, Ron Poste, “Report of the Superannuation Commissioner,” OPSMTF Assembly, 12–15 
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directly to their employers. Bill 100 had eliminated the OTF as an institutional actor in 

teacher-board labour relations, although it could not be entirely ignored since it still 

controlled union membership. It did nothing to improve conditions for teachers in 

classrooms, but it did decide which organizations would be representative of teachers. In 

that role, it became the theatre for battles between the unions. 

When the elementary teachers’ unions began to examine their working conditions 

and develop campaigns to improve them, their first efforts were to point out the unequal 

conditions between themselves and the secondary teachers.260 Their claims to fairness and 

equality resonated with their own members but could not be supported by the other 

affiliates of the OTF. Any argument involving parity actually weakened elementary 

teachers’ position rather than strengthening it within union circles. The type of parity 

sought by the FWTAO and the OPSMTF seemed suspiciously like “coat-tailing.”261 The 

elementary teachers appeared to be exploiting gains made by the OSSTF and OECTA, 

whose members had won their demands through hard bargaining and a willingness to 

support strike action. Any argument made by elementary teachers regarding deserved 

parity was sure to alienate both of these unions.  

The infighting between the affiliates of the OTF was an ongoing problem that 

weakened the position of all teachers when dealing with the state. Unified action had 

produced Bill 100, and further concerted actions could have produced similarly positive 
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results for teachers. Regrettably, the climate at the OTF meetings was generally territorial 

and lacked any shared vision of collective action.  

The inflexibility at that table was exacerbated by the governance structure of the 

OTF, which permitted chief executive officers to vote while the elected representatives, 

presidents and other members of the union executive, were present merely as observers. 

Control of the OTF by the union staff reduced the intensity of dealings with the state. The 

chief executive officers did not have the authority to make changes in their own 

organizations despite what they might have agreed to in a meeting. Ironically, they had 

more constitutional power in the OTF than they did in their affiliates. Before any 

decisions could be reached by the OTF, each of the representatives had to return to their 

organizations and seek the will of their executive. It was a cumbersome and slow-moving 

bureaucratic approach to government-teacher relations.  

The OPSTF would change the governance structure in 1983 by putting their 

president, David Lennox, at the OTF table to speak for the organization.262 The OSSTF 

followed suit the next year. Having presidents voting at the table developed tighter 

linkages between decisions made at the OTF and the policies of the OPSTF and the 

OSSTF, which would come to bear on the battles between affiliates in the future. 

By the mid-1970s, the belief that educating older students required a higher level 

of funding than what was required for the education of younger students had become 

hegemonic. The elementary teachers’ arguments for parity in supervision responsibilities, 

preparation time, teacher-pupil ratios, and salary levels could not find support among the 

other three affiliates. The OSSTF benefited from the additional per-pupil funding the 
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boards received for secondary students. OECTA, with all Catholic teachers under its 

wing, was not about to go into a campaign that would split its ranks along grade lines; nor 

would OECTA take up the cause of French-speaking elementary teachers at a cost to its 

secondary teacher members. Working to increase funding for education was one thing; 

demanding parity could split the unions. 

Although the OTF was designed to represent the full body of teachers in the 

province, by 1980 its function had been reduced to a venue for non-labour issues. The 

unions had briefly united in 1973, but not under the OTF flag. The necessity of having 

one voice speaking for teachers was relevant only in terms of it being a clearinghouse for 

bureaucratic information and the management of the pension fund; it had little relevance 

as a representative body for teachers’ interests. However, disbanding the OTF would have 

required forming a pension commission and having all the unions agree to the 

membership rules that were contained in the OTF bylaws. Those bylaws protected the 

FWTAO, the AEFO, and OECTA from raids by the OPSTF and the OSSTF respectively. 

When membership issues were on the agenda, the unions predictably lined up on each 

side in that order. The OTF was ensured of its continued existence in the short term only 

by virtue of its ability to maintain its grip on assigning membership affiliation. 

 

The End of the Postwar Social Accord 

By the 1970s, the postwar accord between labour, the state, and capital had tilted. The 

state had abandoned the postwar policy of seeking full employment. An unusually high 

rate of unemployment during the recession of the early 1980s, and sustained attacks by 

the state, had weakened workers’ organizations. The labour movement was unable to 

mobilize the large segments of the population that were required to regain labour 
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protections during the period when the economy was rebounding. A sustained campaign 

of nation-wide strikes in the earliest stages of wage controls might have resulted in some 

softening of the legislation and a possible agreement as to how workers would benefit 

when the economy recovered. Not having done so left organized labour with few 

solutions for reinvigorating the labour movement. 

 Neo-liberalism would take a firm hold during the 1980s, propagating anti-

union/pro-business rhetoric that would seep into all aspects of state functioning. State 

austerity programs would become the rationale for breaking the tripartite agreement 

between workers, capitalist employers, and the state, that had been the foundation of the 

Keynesian welfare state. Governments of all persuasions declared war on unions as a 

political solution to the economic crises of the marketplace. The relationship between the 

state and its public service workers went through a series of ruptures in Canada.263 Neo-

liberal discourses evolved as the economies moved through successive downturns, each 

of which would provide an opportunity for reiterating ideological claims that trade 

liberalization, market deregulation, privatization, the cutting of social programs, and 

reducing wage and worker protections were the preferred solutions for the evils that were 

undermining capitalist institutions.264 The marketplace ethos of privatization and market 

liberalization remained intact while workers struggled and often failed to hold on to their 

livelihoods.265 
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The Canadian labour movement was unable to mount an effective opposition to 

the monolithic logic of the neo-liberal call for a renewal of unfettered capitalism. 

Labour’s political activism had shrunk from the national campaigns of the 1940s to the 

efforts of single unions with limited resources caught in struggles to sustain their own 

members.266 Unions’ most powerful response in support of labour’s interests, the 

mobilizing of wide swaths of workers in secondary strikes, had ended with the 

legalization of collective bargaining.267 In exchange for the legal right to strike, unions 

had agreed to limit their strikes to the primary worksite. The bureaucratic model that had 

been adopted in order for unions to be effective under a legislative regime worked against 

mobilizing workers in sympathy strikes. In the years since the Rand Formula, successive 

generations of labour activists had made their commitment to the operational policies of 

their own unions. While the unions had put aside the dreams of a larger labour movement, 

workers had abandoned their demands for broad-based and profound socialist changes 

and settled in to enjoy their successes. Union leaders had become isolated within the 

confines of their constitutions and the legalities of collective bargaining, focussing on 

bettering conditions for their own membership.  

It was this model of unionism that teachers had adopted as they entered the labour 

movement in the early 1970s. Despite their hesitancy to engage with other unions, the 

teachers’ organizations reflected the labour scene of the time, admittedly a milder form 

than most others, but their sentiments did align with the commonly held attitudes of 

mainstream trade union leaders. Even as teachers’ unions developed their strength, it was 
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within the parameters of the liberal labour regime that they extended their approach to the 

teacher rank and file.  

The strength of the postwar labour movement had been further weakened by 

successive periods of redbaiting, anti-communist propaganda, and attacks on militant 

labour leaders. Two military expeditions against communism, the Korean and Vietnam 

wars, also provided opportunities for anti-labour sentiments couched in appeals to 

patriotism. The unions discouraged their members from going beyond the legal confines 

of restrictive labour laws. The majority of elected union leaders, who had risen through 

the ranks on their ability to manoeuvre within a liberal labour regime, were inclined to 

advocate a continuation of the legally sanctioned processes.  

With the destruction of the Communist Party in Canada, the reach of labour 

beyond the margins of legislation had been tightly hobbled.268 Civil disobedience on 

behalf of workers’ interests had lost its direction and vitality. The working class, as a 

social organism with a common identity shaped by its antagonistic relationship with 

capitalist economic structures, was taking on new trappings determined by the North 

American landscape of class relations.269 Without forms of explicit and combative 

working-class identities, labour was not able to band together in response to the attacks 

from the Right that were reconfiguring social relationships to the advantage of economic 

elites. 
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By the mid-1970s, the general rank and file in organized labour was not 

ideologically prepared for a militant response to the trials of workers beyond their own 

sphere. Unions did not appreciate the extent of the neo-liberal counter-revolution until 

they were under attack themselves, losing ground on a daily basis. At that point, they had 

no time to develop deep alliances. The elementary teachers were among those unions that 

kept to themselves. While workers rallied in some heroic moments of resistance, their 

efforts were brief and did not build to a national response from the labour movement. 

Teachers could claim with some justification that they were just as well off not becoming 

involved in the larger campaigns.  

By the 1980s, workers were paralyzed by economic uncertainties as neo-

liberalism and globalism entered hand in hand through the front door, threatening workers 

and their communities. For the most part, the newest generation of union leadership had a 

weak understanding of the contours of class struggle. This was particularly true in unions 

where the rank and file had discarded class identities, such as the teachers who had long 

elevated their white-collar work to bourgeoisie status. The labour movement was unable 

to find an effective response to the neo-liberal juggernaut. 

Public service unions were in the unenviable position of opposing the authority of 

the newly constructed neo-liberal state. Elected members of parliament, laying claim to 

the will of the electorate and to the “public good,” were comfortable in walking away 

from their agreements with their employees if they felt such a turn to be politically 

expedient.270 In the 1973 strike, Ontario’s teachers had been successful because union 

                                                
 270 Mel Watkins, “Politics in the Time of Space and Globalization,” in Wallace Clement and Leah F. 
Vosko, eds., Changing Canada: Political Economy as Transformation (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2003), 17. 

 



 137 

membership was still relatively strong in Canada, particularly in the manufacturing 

sectors in Ontario. Labour remained a credible voice in the mid-1970s. In the 1980s, 

unions were not given a sympathetic ear. 

The years of wage controls had splintered the labour movement and the best that 

unions could hope for was to sustain the benefits that they had achieved in previous 

rounds of bargaining. Collective bargaining frequently meant a fight to retain sections of 

a collective agreement to keep from falling behind. Moving backwards was exactly what 

unionized workers had witnessed during periods of wage and price controls as inflation 

shrank their purchasing power. Once the policy of government wage controls had become 

common political practice, organized labour was on the defensive. It was unable to push 

back against the federal and provincial legislation that formed the backbone of the 

controls.  

Unions had been most effective when aggressively pursuing their goals by putting 

pressure on individual employers. They were not structured to defend themselves from 

state attacks. Trudeau’s strategy for undermining the process of collective bargaining had 

opened a new space for governments to reverse negotiated language in collective 

agreements unilaterally, without fear of reprisal. Federal and provincial legislators 

imposed new conditions of employment on the public service sector without discussion 

with their unions, a tactic that would have resulted in mass labour disruptions a 

generation earlier.271 Attacks on workers through changes in labour law served to 
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undermine established labour protections and worker entitlements, and tilted the balance 

of power against workers.  

Demonizing workers’ organizations garnered political actors popular support 

while they stripped workers of long-established fundamental rights. The state pursued an 

aggressive strategy of systematically downgrading the legal obligations of employers 

towards their employees. After forty years of being on the offence to gain worker 

protections, decent salaries, health benefits, and pensions, organized labour found itself 

on the defensive. Building coalitions and raising funds for public relations battles was a 

slow and expensive process that was beyond most workers’ organizations; their only 

wealth was members’ dues.  

Had organized labour in the growing public sector responded by coordinating 

efforts in support of broad-based campaigns with private sector unions that brought union 

activists together in the streets, they might have had an effect, but such opportunities were 

few and hampered by a lack of leadership. Politically, the voice of labour was limited to 

the New Democratic Party (NDP). The NDP represented a loose coalition of labour, 

farmers, and activists with a variety of causes. As a social democratic party it proved 

unable to position itself in front of labour issues and rally workers.272 The failure of the 

NDP to become the voice of labour in Canadian politics was indicative of the hesitancy of 

the Party to take a radical position, but also reflected how disengaged from the political 

process many union members had become.  

The examples in this study, Ontario’s elementary teachers’ unions, were two 

public-service unions with sizable membership rolls that never displayed an inclination to 
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engage in mobilizing their members for labour causes outside of their own interests.273 

Their long-standing distrust of labour alienated teachers from other workers. The 

leadership of the two unions did not attempt to build a labour awareness by reporting on 

the issues of other unions in their newsletters. They did not bring other union leaders from 

outside education to speak to the delegations at the annual general meetings. The 

executive did not meet with other unions to exchange viewpoints. The most obvious 

indication of their lack of allegiance to labour was their refusal to join the OFL. The 

elementary teachers had never developed a sense of themselves as workers, nor identified 

as members of the working class. As they instructed their students in the means of 

becoming rational subjects, they demonstrated the process within their labour 

organizations.  

E.P. Thompson explains the phenomenon of class as something that happens 

within specific human relationships.274 Teachers did not feel or articulate any aspects of 

their interests that were universal with other workers. Nor had their history been one of 

advancing such relationships as were necessary to develop a consciousness of classed 

experiences in common with others. As the elementary teachers entered the 1980s they 

would find themselves alone in union circles. The teachers, with their late entrance on the 

labour front, did not have a strong connection to labour strategies, and had to find their 

successes where they could. Their size and critical location in the education system 
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ensured that they would make gains, but the more significant advances would emerge 

from legal challenges and legislative changes. Although private industry unions were 

declining, the teachers’ unions were expanding their influence, along with the other 

public service unions in the country.275 Their relationship with the state gave them a 

unique position from which to react to neo-liberal policy. 
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Chapter 2 

Elementary Teacher Militancy: Learning to be Labour Unions  
 

Pedagogical Shifts: Speed-Up and Intensification 

Traditionally, teachers focused their efforts on maintaining classroom discipline while 

they presented the curriculum to their students. The 1970s had introduced challenges to 

teachers’ authority and their ability to determine the rhythm and sequence of their 

teaching. New curriculum directives demanded that teachers consider students as 

individuals with particular preferences, which the school system needed to meet with a 

range of available study options.276 The number of pupils in their classrooms and the 

quantity of curriculum material that they were expected to cover were not considered as 

limitations on a teachers’ time; teachers would have to work faster and become more 

focused. Classroom discipline and good order were still required by principals and 

trustees, but the new atmosphere in the education system demanded that teachers address 

the needs of their students in a more personal manner.  

The enhanced value of education developed during the years of bulging birth rates 

did not diminish as the number of students lessened. Even though student enrolment was 

declining and school budgets were being reduced, the belief that academic 

accomplishment was the best guarantee of job security in an unstable marketplace had 

become an article of faith. Such an entrenched view of the value of education worked to 

the advantage of the education system, but it put increasing demands on teachers to 
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provide a more tailored education for students. As the children of the baby boom became 

parents themselves, albeit of much smaller families than their parents had produced, the 

focus of education shifted from providing groups of students the opportunity for an 

education to bringing the individual student up to an acceptable standard. The first stages 

in this realignment of educational priorities focused on creating a minimum level of 

proficiency in students who experienced problems learning to read and calculate.  

The means of determining when such levels were being met was not going to be 

the expertise of the classroom teacher. Rather, external evaluative measures were to 

become the test of schooling’s success. Special education would pave the way for a future 

of standardized testing and the scientific organization of labour in education. The 

experienced eye of the teacher was supplanted by assessment and instructional 

technologies developed by educational psychologists, experts in the field of human 

development and testing. This transfer of authority was reminiscent of the rise of 

Taylorism as a means of wresting control of manufacturing methods from the hands of 

skilled workers. Psychology divided the labour process into discreet tasks that broke from 

the holistic understanding of traditional teaching and demonized those who held on to that 

knowledge. Psychology, like Taylorism, deskilled and downgraded the labour of teaching 

by breaking it into discrete, marketable, and interchangeable packages. Psychologists of 

the period focused on normalizing behaviour. Their claims to a science of the individual 

corresponded to the vision of pedagogy that emerged in the late 1970s, a vision that was 

individualized, measurable, and empirically derived.  

Numbers of teachers responded to the state’s demands for a more personal 

education by upgrading their qualifications. Courses in the new field of special education 

provided a pedagogical approach to children who were not succeeding in the school 
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system, and opened new employment possibilities for young teachers. In the 1978–79 

school year, 4,875 teachers across the province enrolled in special education training 

courses, a doubling of the numbers from five years previous.277 The availability of trained 

special education teachers allowed for new policy initiatives from the Ministry of 

Education regarding children with intellectual and physical disabilities. The medical and 

psychological professions, which had entered the education debates in the 1960s, had 

entrenched the terms “learning disabilities,” “dyslexia,” and “attention deficit disorder” 

into the jargon of education by the 1970s.278  

In 1980, Minister of Education Dr. Bette Stephenson, bowed to pressure from 

parents of children with disabilities and introduced special education into the school 

system. Bill 82: Special Education provided a full schedule of legal requirements that 

boards were obliged to meet in order to address the needs of students who were diagnosed 

with learning disabilities.279 Both the unions and the boards welcomed the additional 

funding and the lower teacher/pupil ratio that was involved in the programs as a partial 

solution to declining enrolment and the dire warnings of the Jackson Report.280 Special 
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education classes became a part of every board’s mandate, generating a demand for 

teachers with specialized training. Children with intellectual and physical disabilities, 

who had floundered in a school system that was not designed to provide sustained 

attention to one or two members of a class, benefited as education became more 

accessible. The academic achievements of students in special education classes were 

largely due to the additional funding provided for education workers at various levels to 

support the needs of these vulnerable children.281 Psychologists did not participate in 

classroom teaching; they remained diagnosticians and evaluators who provided rationale 

for administrative decisions.  

For the everyday classroom teacher, the special education legislation undermined 

relationships with students and legitimized the discourses of the medical-psychological 

professions. The widespread acceptance of the mandate of psychology that elevated 

standardized testing above the educational judgement of teachers was sealed with the 

formal introduction of special education. Psychologists, with their commercial testing 

instruments, and their convictions regarding the primacy of the rational subject, seized 

pedagogical control of the classroom. Teachers were forced to reconfigure their lessons, 

and sacrifice family and personal time because of increased demands, in response to 

prescribed teaching strategies assigned by psychologists and approved at special meetings 

of parents and administrators, a process known as the Identification, Placement, and 

Review Committee (IPRC). Bill 82 began the practice of judging teachers on the output 

of their students without reference to a curriculum, and it brought new forms of 
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standardized testing into the classroom.  

Teachers did not defend themselves against the pressure of Bill 82. They hesitated 

to claim their expertise in classroom management, teaching methods, and curriculum 

specializations. The same unions that had advocated for specialized training were reticent 

to position themselves against the medicalized claims of psychology. The 

individualization of education appealed to parents of the 1980s small family, and to the 

governments courting their votes.  

Stephenson’s legacy would dovetail nicely with neo-liberal sentiments. With no 

trace of irony, the OPSMTF newsletter printed the words of Dr. Gordon Bergman, the 

director of the special education branch of the Ministry of Education, with a promise that 

more would follow:  

As educators in the schools and classrooms of the Province, the challenge will be 
a test of our professionalism — practicing with the interests of our clientele 
always foremost. In an age of accountability, this view should not come as a 
surprise… And, in an era of financial constraint, cost benefit analysis is a common 
approach to an investment versus production mindset.282 

 
Thus were teachers’ skills downgraded under the nascent authority of psychology. 

As the last Conservative Minister of Education in the party’s uninterrupted forty-year 

reign, Stephenson’s pedagogical shift at the heart of Bill 82 laid the groundwork for the 

dictums of accountability and high stakes testing that would create such turmoil for 

educators in the future. The teachers’ unions did not resist the special education 

legislation, because it secured jobs. They were caught between protecting jobs, work 

intensification, and a professional obligation of care. Stephenson was thus able to move 

her special education agenda forward without any resistance on the part of the unions. 
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Individualized instructional practices became pervasive. Despite the initial cost of 

implementation, special education became the platform for the development of test-

focused education. It was a system that particularly appealed to business interests looking 

to find ways to profit from education. When future governments looked to reduce 

spending on education, they would cut funding for special education classes while 

retaining the legislated responsibility of teachers to meet the individual needs of students, 

further intensifying the work of educating. 

Subsequent special education policy suggested that teachers would also be 

responsible for performing medical procedures, monitoring health and physical hygiene, 

and other non-educational tasks.283 Although teachers had been performing many of these 

procedures in a number of boards, the arrival of students with special needs increased the 

pressure on teachers across the province.284 The unions began negotiating restraints on 

teachers’ responsibilities for administering medical procedures and having them 

reassigned to auxiliary personnel.285 The trustees saw the door open and took advantage 

of the opportunity: they hired education assistants to perform what had formerly been 

teachers’ work. Because they had few qualifications, the assistants were paid at a much 

lower rate. The boards were able to hive off certain jobs as non-teaching at the expense of 

the unions. Education workers having responsibility for individual students with special 

needs would be represented by OPSEU, CUPE, and even the OSSTF, all of which would 
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be organizing non-teachers. Because of the influx of educational assistants, these unions 

would see their membership in the elementary schools grow over the next few years.286 

The unions commissioned their own report. It addressed teachers’ work as the 

outcome of the design of schooling. Laurie Lapierre was a well-known educator, 

journalist, and political commentator. His study of elementary education, the Commission 

of Inquiry into the Education of the Young Child (Ontario), dramatically entitled To 

Herald a Child, was released in 1981.287 Visually appealing and looking much like the 

Hall-Dennis report, it gave credibility to the teachers’ claim that there was a direct 

relationship between the effectiveness of classroom instruction and a smaller number of 

students in the seats, a workload issue for which the unions had been advocating for many 

decades. It would be hard to find a document that was more professionally focused, but 

unlike similar state-prepared studies, it provided support for teachers’ vision of education. 

Its recommendations would find their way onto the collective bargaining table over the 

next decades.  

At the same time as Stephenson was announcing her special education legislation, 

the Ministry of Education established a committee to examine secondary education in 

Ontario, the Secondary Education Review Project (SERP).288 The president of the 

OSSTF, Margaret Wilson, was the only teacher on the committee. Bill 82 and SERP were 

connected in their purpose — that is, to demand more from education workers. While Bill 

82 intensified the work required in educating, SERP recommended a speed-up to 
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complete the education of Ontario’s youth in a shorter time span.  

The focus of SERP appeared to be the elimination of Grade 13. The review 

recommended modifying the Grade 7 to Grade 13 curricula to be completed in six rather 

than seven years. The unions called it “curriculum compression.”289 The SERP mandate 

threatened secondary teachers most severely, but elementary teachers felt the pressure as 

well. The elimination of Grade 13 would result in one-fifth of secondary teacher positions 

disappearing and possibly 3,000 high school teachers losing their jobs. The elementary 

unions could expect OSSTF teachers to move into the elementary panel and that the 

Ministry of Education would grant them concessions to facilitate a smooth transition to a 

four-year secondary program. The elementary unions feared that the jobs of the most 

junior elementary teachers were being put in jeopardy by the possibility of secondary 

teachers moving into elementary positions.  

The elimination of Grade 13 threatened to create a membership dispute between 

the elementary and secondary unions because of the space that would open up in 

secondary schools. The empty classrooms would put pressure on trustees to move Grade 

8, and perhaps even younger students, into secondary settings. The OSSTF would be in a 

position where it would feel justified in claiming those teachers for its members, setting 

the stage for a jurisdictional battle between the unions over who would represent Grade 8 

teachers. The SERP review of secondary education, then, appeared to be leading towards 

a major row between the elementary and secondary teachers.  

All of the teachers’ unions worried that a shorter stay in school for students was 

not going to translate into a reduction of material in the curriculum; parents would not 
                                                
289 OPSTF Archive, FWTAO, “FWTAO Response to the Secondary Education Review Project,” June 1981, 
3. 
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agree to that. Teachers would have to speed up their work to cover the same material in a 

shorter period of time. Despite the effect of wage and price controls on lowering teacher 

remuneration, the SERP was asking teachers to work harder with a more intensified 

curriculum.  

Fortunately, the report was tabled with little public support for ending Grade 13. 

Significant changes to the high school programs included modifying the Grade 7 and 8 

curriculum.290 Mandatory core subjects were designated for all streams of students. The 

revisions complemented the minister’s focus on programs that were governed by 

measurable outcomes and accountability to parents and students. The SERP moved the 

neo-liberal vision of education into the regular classroom. Despite the changes to the 

curriculum, the decision was made to retain Grade 13. All grades were left intact and 

Grade 8 students remained in the elementary panel. The SERP had tested public support 

for a reduction in the length of the education experience for Ontario children and found 

the response too contentious for a government that had kept itself in power by keeping its 

distance from controversy. The unions responded with presentations to the SERP 

committee and with some minor mobilization efforts that amounted to bringing the threat 

to the attention of their membership.  

 

Protocols for Resistance 

In the fall of 1981, a task force of the executive of the FWTAO and the OPSMTF met to 

formalize the collective bargaining protocols that had been temporarily put in place to 

guide the negotiating teams and provide for provincial takeover during the Lambton, 
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Brant, and Peel strike actions.291 The two unions had found joint bargaining to be to their 

liking. Since they had decided to pursue one negotiating team, establishing firm policy 

agreements was necessary to provide a structure for escalating job sanctions or for the 

ratification of collective agreements by the collective body of the locals. The two unions 

had a sense that they were “virtually legislated to negotiate jointly.”292 They did not test 

the waters on that understanding.  

For joint bargaining to be successful, procedural guidelines had to be finalized. 

Over the 1981–82 school year, the means of coordinating labour sanctions between the 

two organizations were agreed upon and approved.293 The guidelines were brought in line 

with the policies of both unions and they reflected a balance between local control and 

provincial responsibility. It was important for the unions to be capable of mobilizing 

teachers locally while maintaining control of financial supports centrally.  

The collective bargaining process established by Bill 100 had created its own set 

of tensions within each of the unions. In making locals responsible for negotiations, 

legislation had placed the provincial body in the position of having to police its locals. At 

the same time, the central organization needed to politicize the rank and file in order to 

build resistance in advance of mobilizing. Locals were dependent on the parent body for 

funding. Any local that had independently decided to pursue a strike vote in support of an 

unconventional demand would have been left without the resources to mount a sanction. 

Admittedly, the reverse was true as well; the success or failure of militancy remained 
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with classroom teachers and their willingness to take up their picket signs.  

Provincial takeover of negotiations not only provided strike funds but also 

assigned a union staff member from the collective bargaining department to walk locals 

through the drawn-out process of achieving a settlement. Boards of education had their 

own negotiators, who acted on behalf of the trustees. Trustees also had access to the 

Ministry of Education and to the shared experience of the Ontario Public School Boards’ 

Association (OPSBA). The very complexity of labour legislation, and the unique aspects 

of education law, encouraged the presence of legislative experts upon whom negotiators 

could rely. Union staff acted as intermediaries between local representatives and the 

provincial body, making recommendations as to whether a particular set of negotiations 

was moving towards a solution or whether board intransigency required sanctions.  

It would be difficult to argue that the rank and file of the elementary teachers’ 

unions would have preferred more strikes, but it is not difficult to demonstrate that 

elementary teachers did not achieve the working conditions they were seeking, nor did 

they strike as often as the other unions. They did not secure wage parity with their more 

militant secondary peers, and they did not gain comparable preparation time. The 

tendency for elementary teachers’ labour disputes to be resolved without the use of 

militancy entrenched the divide between elementary and secondary teachers. The 

infrequency with which the elementary teachers turned to strikes promoted a conservative 

labour culture that tended to avoid workplace sanctions.  

The system of shared voting that the FWTAO and the OPSMTF adopted had a 

dampening effect on militancy. The single-ballot-box strike vote was not effective in 

achieving union strength. The two groups of teachers were unable to find common cause 

with enough frequency to present a strong and united front with regularity. Teachers’ 
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unions in other jurisdictions such as Australia, which represent different groups within the 

same geographical region, have demonstrated the same tendency.294 The consequences in 

all instances demonstrated that a multiplicity of unions did not achieve the same level of 

labour gains as those that merged their identities and spoke with a single voice. 

Examining Ontario’s elementary teachers through the lens of class struggle, it is clear that 

further gains would have been made had they been able to unite their forces. But the 

situation with Ontario’s teachers was not that simple. 

  

The Amalgamation of Toronto Boards: Narrowing Access 

One of the critical goals of the neo-liberal counter-revolution was to reconfigure 

relationships that had been established during the decades of Keynesian economic 

policy.295 The vertical relationships between individuals, state authority, and institutions 

were severed, forcing a tighter dependency on the market by closing off alternatives for 

personal survival.296 Entitlements of citizenship were progressively constricted by 

diminishing social services and narrowing access to state institutions. The spectre of 

endless red tape and bloated bureaucracies enabled neo-liberal governments to close entry 

points to state representatives, and the messy business of democracy was swept away 

under the guise of “finding efficiencies.” Such manufactured appeals to populist 

sentiment would result in state regulatory bureaucracies disappearing or being reduced to 
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an ineffective level. In education, funding for a multitude of programs and services would 

be cut and boards would be forced to amalgamate. The first steps taken in that direction 

were in Toronto. 

At the same time as the Conservative government was undercutting the ability of 

teachers to negotiate their collective agreements, it introduced new legislation to 

strengthen the position of the trustees in Toronto. It was the first step toward future 

amalgamations of school boards. The Municipality of Metropolitan Toronto Amendment 

Act, Bill 127, was enacted to integrate the seven metropolitan area boards into the largest 

single negotiating unit in Ontario.297 The Metropolitan Board was unique in having 

specific legislation passed to create it. The only reason for doing so was to curtail the 

unions. The legislation went well beyond what had been agreed to between the teachers 

and the government of the day in the negotiations leading up to Bill 100 nearly a decade 

earlier. 

The teachers’ unions had opposed Bill 127 even before it was tabled in May 

1982.298 The terms of the bill permitted the boards to retain their boundaries for the 

purposes of governance, but forced all the teachers’ unions that had previously met 

independently with their employers to negotiate with a single body representing all the 

boards in the metropolitan Toronto area for all future collective bargaining. The 

government claimed that the legislated change was to guarantee uniformity across the 
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region in salary, benefits, and working conditions. The unions were furious.299 The 

legislation required that the seven boards of education and their locals follow a 

predetermined process for joint negotiations that gave a distinct advantage to the trustee 

groups.  

The steps laid out in Bill 127 were a change from what the unions and trustees had 

developed during their brief stint with an unfettered Bill 100. Bill 127 placed additional 

restrictions on teachers in the metropolitan area. Because they were gathered under one 

mandatory bargaining unit, the outcome was one collective agreement per union for all 

the locals in the region. It was unabashed interference in the negotiating process, designed 

to reduce the vulnerability of the government to public opinion when labour disputes 

erupted in the large urban Toronto boards. The changes were unnecessary and arbitrary. 

As the unions pointed out, of 1,288 negotiations, only 32 had resulted in strike actions. 

Teachers objected to being forced unilaterally into a collective bargaining regime into 

which they had no input and which stepped outside of the boundaries defined by Bill 

100.300 It was all the more egregious given the short window of opportunity that had 

opened for any public service unions to engage in collective bargaining. The unions 

cautioned that more schools, rather than fewer, would be closed due to strikes. Under Bill 

127, strikes that previously would have been limited to one board would subsequently 

include all of the affected teachers within the boundaries of the metropolitan region, 

thereby closing an inordinate number of schools.  
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The changes created a process for the Toronto locals that was cumbersome and 

unwieldy. The teachers had had input on Bill 100; they had none on Bill 127. As an 

example of the problems for the unions built into the new format, the trustees in one 

board could block improvements sought by teachers in another board if they wanted to 

prevent their own teachers from having a claim to those improvements. It effectively shut 

down the traditional collective bargaining approach taken by labour unions, one where 

they put their resources into one particular campaign in one local to win an improvement 

there, and then, once it had been won, negotiated the same benefit into collective 

agreements around the province: the whipsaw effect. Although employers disparaged the 

practice, it resulted in fewer days lost to strikes, and employers were free to challenge the 

unions if they so chose. 

The unions complained and wrote letters, but the teachers stayed in their 

classrooms. Bill 127 went ahead without significant changes. The teachers had been put 

on notice that the state intended to curtail union activities that might result in major 

improvements to teachers’ work lives.  

The Conservatives had taken their lesson from the success of wage and price 

controls. They had found labour’s Achilles’ heel. State actors had discovered that when 

labour codes established the rules of engagement between labour and the state, new 

legislation could redefine the conditions under which labour would be permitted to 

negotiate. The state could change the labour codes at its discretion and the unions seemed 

unable to resist. Bill 127, giving trustees additional powers they had been seeking, was a 

prime example.  
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Davis Unseats the Conservatives: Full Funding for the Catholic System 

Between the 1940s and the 1970s, the political landscape in Ontario changed little. The 

province continued to prosper as the manufacturing heartland of English Canada. But by 

the mid-1980s, the economic stability that produced good, unionized jobs was shaken by 

the rise of globalization.301 The politics of the province became more divisive and at 

times unpredictable.  

Back in 1964, Premier Robarts had come up with the compromise of funding the 

separate system up to Grade 10, but no further. That had worked to appease Catholic 

voters at the time and did not alienate Protestants. Nevertheless, in the 1980s, a high 

school education had come to be seen as an essential achievement in a highly competitive 

job market. Any risk to students completing their high school would put them at a distinct 

disadvantage. Catholic parents were demanding that their children complete school in the 

Catholic system rather than putting them through the risk of moving them to the public 

secondary school for their final three years.  

Davis retired as premier in 1984. Before leaving, he surprised even his education 

minister by agreeing to full funding for the Roman Catholic separate system.302 The idea 

had been around for some time, but Davis’s timing was awkward. The teachers of the 

FWTAO, the OPSTF, and the OSSTF had been coping for over a decade with the effects 

of declining enrolment and the job losses that went with it, as had the members of 
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OECTA. Expanding the separate school system exacerbated the employment situation in 

the public system. Public school supporters were shocked and outraged.303 

In 1985, the Conservatives lost their majority for the first time in forty years in 

Ontario. After the election of a Conservative minority, the Liberals, supported by the 

NDP, seized the reins of power. David Peterson became the new premier. Ironically, it 

would be the Liberals who would bring Bill 30 forward providing funding for Catholic 

students to complete their Grade 13 in the separate system.304 The new government had to 

move carefully around this explosive issue. It went first to the Ontario Court of Appeal to 

confirm the legality of Bill 30. The provincial court found in the government’s favour. 

Then the Metropolitan Toronto Board and the OSSTF went to the Supreme Court of 

Canada to attempt to block the legislation. The OSSTF was fighting job losses, while the 

Metropolitan Toronto School Board was facing a reduction in funding. The Supreme 

Court permitted the legislation to take effect. 

The OPSTF and the FWTAO saw risks to their members as well.305 They argued 

that Bill 30 opened the door to other groups seeking religious accommodation for 

education. They worried that once the state had extended funding to the Roman Catholic 

system, the public school system could be threatened by other organizations seeking 

funding for their own religious schools by demanding equal treatment for their children. It 

was not an improbable scenario. If the private schools decided to pursue the issue in the 

courts, a judge might well come to the same conclusion and declare all private schools 
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entitled to tax revenue. The unions feared that Ontario was in danger of following in the 

footsteps of the fractured American system. Although the funding of Ontario’s parallel 

school systems had been the means of resolving the Catholic and Protestant divide of the 

nineteenth century, the principle of parental choice was gaining popularity at the end of 

the twentieth century as the country moved to the right. The elementary unions’ fears 

were well founded. Private schools had proven to be a threat to the public system in 

jurisdictions that supported them. Middle class support for public education waned when 

increasing numbers of children attended private schools. Already Ontario’s provincial 

funding for public education had been reduced significantly from its historical 60 per 

cent. Funding the separate system would further reduce the share for public schools and 

threaten the jobs of public system teachers.306 

The issue of two publicly funded school systems did not go away, but the 

transition to the additional three grades in the separate system was not as desperate a 

situation as the public school unions had feared. Teachers in the public system who were 

threatened with job losses were permitted to change to the separate system, avoiding a 

conflict over job losses between the unions. Despite their claims to provide parental 

choice, private schools did not gain access to the public purse. Parents who chose to send 

their children to a private system were free to do so, but their taxes continued to support 

universal public education. 

The change in the funding model was a warning to the public school unions. The 

decision to extend the separate system had been made unilaterally; Davis had simply 

announced the change leaving his successors to pick up the pieces. The legislation was 
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tabled during the NDP-Liberal coalition.307 Coming as it did at the end of the 

Conservative reign, and having been handed off to the first government to unseat the 

Conservatives in two generations, and that being a minority government, full funding 

offered the party that instituted it too many Catholic votes to ignore the issue. At some 

point, every party had supported it. The concerns of the public education unions were not 

going to win the day against another affiliate of the OTF. The unions had to make some 

decisions on whether they wanted to build partisan backing to champion their concerns in 

the legislature. Historically, the elementary teachers had shown weak support for 

committing to political parties. They preferred to court whoever appeared to agree with 

their agenda, but it left their political loyalties in question and provided little direction to 

their members during elections. 

 
 

Brian Mulroney: Cuts to Social Spending and Attacks on Unions  

Wage and price controls ended in 1985. In spite of this, the rhetoric of the marketplace 

had taken hold during the long inflationary period of the 1970s and early 1980s, and 

corporate interests were not about to concede anything. Politicians had become enthralled 

with the politics of retrenchment and were turning their backs on the role of the state to 

provide social services. Although Canada had returned to normal levels of inflation by 

1984, Ontario’s Conservative government continued to pursue reductions to education 

funding.308 Teacher union militancy resurfaced, although not immediately among 

Ontario’s elementary teachers. In April 1985, the Metropolitan Toronto teachers of 
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OECTA and the AEFO, negotiating together, went on strike for five days to achieve a cap 

on the size of their classes and a 9 per cent increase in wages over two years. The 1985–

86 school year witnessed a flurry of strikes across the province by members of the 

OSSTF, OECTA, and the AEFO.  

When Brian Mulroney’s finance minister, Michael Wilson, announced reductions 

in transfer payments to the tune of $2 billion in May of 1985, the provinces were forced 

to reduce funding for their social services.309 That trend would continue. The proportion 

of the cost of public education borne by the province would slip from a high of 60 per 

cent in 1975 to close to 40 per cent before it would level off. Brian Mulroney’s 

Progressive Conservative government pressed forward, fully embracing the neo-liberal 

project, with deregulation and tariff reductions a cornerstone of his program. Nationwide 

efforts by labour organizations pitted Canadian workers’ interests against the 

government’s negotiations for the US-Canada Free Trade Agreement. It would require an 

election before the agreement would become the new reality. Although labour and 

citizens’ groups mounted a strong campaign, they were no match for the combined 

resources of the state and corporate interests.310  

Brian Mulroney’s ideological determination allied him with those economic 

interests that could keep him in power. Once elected, he turned his attention to bringing 

the entire neo-liberal project to Canada. Despite the return of a relatively stable economy 

in Canada, Mulroney seemed to have a personal hatred for unions. He viciously attacked 

the Canadian Union of Postal Workers (CUPW) and the Public Service Alliance of 
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Canada (PSAC) and their leaders, making examples of them, and setting the tone for the 

rest of the country.311 Divided as a movement and restricted by labour laws that prevented 

workers from uniting in general strikes, individual unions turned inward in an effort to 

survive.  

By 1986, governments at every level felt secure in attacking the fundamental 

rights of workers. While the courts had offered some justice in past labour disputes, they 

were an uncertain ally. The Canadian Teachers Federation (CTF) issued a list to its 

member unions of twenty-three court challenges that had been mounted against legislated 

restrictions to public sector collective bargaining across the country that could affect 

teachers. It warned against pursuing that line.312 The most successful legal challenges 

brought forward by labour organizations were through the United Nations agency, the 

International Labour Organization (ILO).313 Although unions were successful in their 

international appeals, the Canadian state simply ignored decisions that went against its 

legislative practices. The ILO could offer little more than moral suasion. The conclusion 

the CTF reached was that a successful decision achieved at the ILO or in the Canadian 

courts would not stop governments from restricting collective bargaining, but the possible 

consequences of a decision going against unions could do a great deal of damage in the 

public eye.  
                                                
311 Leo Panitch and Donald Swartz, The Assault on Trade Union Freedoms: From Wage Controls to Social 
Contract (Toronto: Garamond Press, 1993), 79–95. 
312 Canadian Teachers’ Federation, “Court Challenges of Public Sector Collective Bargaining and Restraint 
Legislation,” Economic Service Bulletin/Des services économiques, 24 March 1986, 3. 
313 Roy J. Adams, “From Statutory Right to Human Right: The Evolution and Current Status of Collective 
Bargaining,” Just Labour: A Canadian Journal of Work and Society, 12, Spring 2008, 
<http://www.justlabour.yorku.ca/volume12/pdfs/05_adams_press.pdf>. In 2007, a decision of the Supreme 
Court of Canada declared collective bargaining a human right, but in 1983 the courts were a long way from 
making the connection between the ILO Declaration of Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, which 
Canada ratified, and the rights of workers in this country. The Canadian state has yet to come to terms with 
that decision. 



 162 

In any case, court challenges proved to be a dubious strategy for unions when they 

were opposing a state intent on drastically curbing labour protections. Workers were 

defending legal entitlements that they had won politically. Fighting a political battle on 

judicial ground had proven successful during and immediately after World War II 

because organized labour was strong politically and its arguments carried weight in an era 

of expanding production. By the 1980s, the Right had succeeded in reversing the political 

discourse. Labour leaders who were prepared to take their forces into a battle with the 

state risked losing everything. Without a secure political base, unions found themselves 

increasingly vulnerable to well-funded attacks by governments and corporations on both 

material and ideological levels.  

As the effects of federal policies were passed down to the provinces, advocates of 

neo-liberalism sought to reshape education in ways other than simply reducing the 

education grants. Liberal Minister of Education Sean Conway funded two studies 

evaluating the performance of Ontario’s teachers as part of his “Professionalism in 

Schools” series. The first was entitled Performance Appraisal for Professional Service 

Employees: Non-Technical Report.314 The paper examined American and Canadian 

examples of performance appraisals and personal accountability for workplace results that 

occurred in professional settings, with a particular focus on education. The second paper 

in the same series was entitled The Future of Performance Appraisal for Certificated 

Education Staff in the School Boards of Ontario.315 The reports were very clear in 
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describing the methods that were required and the pressure that implementing them would 

place on the school system.  

Rianne Mahone and Sonya Michel explain the development of accountability 

frameworks as a strategy to further the democracy deficit that is inherent in neo-liberal 

policy making. The role of such frameworks is to further wrest local control from the 

hands of those who are most affected by state policies and place it in the hands of the 

central state apparatus.316 The ideology of accountability and results-based performance 

in education attempted to establish a commonly accepted logic of certain measurable and 

irreducible social demands. It was part of the process of creating a new consensus 

regarding the purpose and form of the school system.317  

Accountability in education was imported from American and British jurisdictions 

as a means of narrowing the scope of education, limiting teachers’ discretion, and 

creating a tighter link between the state and the disciplining of students for a more 

precarious future than their parents had experienced. The drive to implement performance 

appraisal techniques was part of efforts to deprofessionalize teaching by characterizing it 

as a series of explicit subtasks that could be redesigned at the discretion of political 

masters.  

One of the reports written on performance appraisal warned of the disruption that 

accountability techniques could cause if they were instituted without a full review of the 

education task: “Where performance-appraisal systems are designed and implemented 

without making these [five] fundamental assumptions explicit, it is more likely that the 
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results will be at best unproductive, and at worst highly disruptive.”318 Fortunately for 

teachers, Premier Peterson decided not to fight that battle while in a coalition 

government. The reports were shelved and the teachers were given a reprieve. 

Mulroney was more aggressive than his provincial counterpart in Ontario. His 

policies defined the neo-liberalism project in Canada. Their targeting was very specific 

and focused. His government cut funding to the civil service and to those programs that 

were the responsibility of the federal government, and he also reduced transfer funds.319 

The effect was fewer dollars for programs that were the jurisdiction of the provinces, such 

as education.320 Tax dollars that flowed from federal coffers to the provinces were used to 

support schooling at all levels. When they were reduced, the cost of education was 

downloaded to lower levels of government or to individuals. At the post-secondary level, 

students had to pay more for university and college training, while the monies available to 

provincial governments for elementary and secondary education were spread thinner, 

putting additional stresses on the education system. Similar effects were felt in  other 

social programs such as health care and income support programs. Mulroney’s cuts had 

far-reaching impacts for which he did not have to bear the responsibility. 
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Elementary Teacher Union Strength: Finding Their Voice — Metro Toronto 

In 1987, the federal public service unions were being brutalized by the Conservative 

government, but the public service workers in Ontario were dealing with a more 

accommodating Liberal government at Queen’s Park. The elementary teachers found 

their voice again in their demand for preparation time of the sort that secondary teachers 

enjoyed and they were willing to engage in militant action to achieve it.  

In the spring, the economic news in Ontario continued to be positive. The value of 

the Canadian dollar was rising, while the inflation rate had dropped and remained stable. 

Despite growing anti-union sentiment, the Peterson Liberal government had made 

education a priority, creating a political climate that was favourable for improvements for 

education workers. The elementary teachers and their provincial leaders were willing to 

test the waters.  

Joan Westcott had had a year to establish herself in her new position as FWTAO’s 

executive director, while the OPSTF’s new secretary-treasurer, David Lennox, had yet to 

prove himself on the labour front. Lennox had declared his position in his first article in 

the OPSTF newsletter as secretary-treasurer; he listed those locals that had been willing 

to take strike votes.321 Both of these leaders understood the need for demonstrations of 

union strength. 

The change in administrative leadership in the union in conjunction with a 

rebounding economy generated a new level of militancy in the two elementary teachers’ 

unions. Locals across the province vied to be first to go on strike. In Lanark County, a 

settlement was reached in February after members voted for provincial assistance, the 
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first step in the process of moving to strike action.322 They achieved 180 minutes of 

preparation time through an Education Relations Commission (ERC) mediator, the 

mechanism available to them through Bill 100. In April, Peel elementary teachers voted 

to accept a tentative agreement also reached with the assistance of an ERC mediator.323 

The elementary teachers of Metropolitan Toronto used the same dispute mechanism to 

conclude their collective bargaining by taking their proposal for preparation time to an 

ERC fact finder. Dryden District’s teachers would narrowly avert a strike over the same 

issue. Their agreement preserved their retirement gratuity and moved them to the second 

highest wage scale in the province for elementary teachers.324 In Prescott-Russell, a strike 

vote was held in April, leading to full provincial assistance. Support was unanimous, 

indicating a high level of dissatisfaction among teachers. Those teachers settled in June, 

having achieved grid parity with the secondary teachers of Prescott-Russell, 

improvements in pregnancy leave, and “equitable” sharing of preparation time.325 The 

Lincoln County locals of the FWTAO and the OPSTF voted for full provincial 

assistance.326 The vote there was 97 per cent in favour of a strike. In all of these instances, 

the locals settled with their employers without sanctions being imposed. What was 

important was that the elementary teachers had shown that they were willing to engage 

with their employer. Teachers had found their voice and drowned out the objections of 
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trustees. 

By the end of the 1986–87 school year, no local had taken its labour sanctions to a 

full strike since the Brant County dispute. Despite numerous strike votes, the elementary 

teachers had not had to test their willingness to enforce their demands on the picket line. 

No trustees had been willing to endure a sustained work stoppage when strike mandates 

were showing extremely high support. The litmus test of teachers’ resolve came from the 

trustees on the largest board of education in Ontario, the newly created Metropolitan 

Toronto board.  

In the spring of 1987, Toronto teachers were still learning to negotiate within the 

restrictions that Bill 127 had placed on their collective bargaining process. At the same 

time, they were staring at the possibility of job losses due to declining enrolment. Along 

with these real threats, they were facing the possibility of a further loss of teaching 

positions as a result of Davis’s extension of full funding to the Roman Catholic separate 

school system. Such were the tensions faced by the negotiators as the elementary unions 

presented their rationale to the ERC fact finder, Dr. William Marcotte, on 6 October 

1986.327  

As the 1986–87 school year ended, the Metropolitan Toronto locals were still 

without a collective agreement. They had negotiated long and hard with no success. In 

early June, the membership rejected the board’s final offer and requested a strike vote 

from the ERC, putting them in a position to strike for September.328 The issue for which 

the Metropolitan Toronto elementary teachers were willing to strike was preparation time. 
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Their lack of preparation time was a persistent reminder that not only were elementary 

teachers paid less than secondary teachers, but they were in their classrooms longer, 

teaching hours that secondary teachers spent preparing lessons and marking. Still, 

preparation time was a difficult issue around which to mobilize the Toronto teachers. The 

report to the ERC fact finder, William Marcotte, revealed that while over 60 per cent of 

teachers between junior kindergarten and Grade 6 received no preparation time at all, 

over 50 per cent of Grade 7 and 8 teachers received in excess of thirty minutes per day.329  

The preparation time issue was framed from a number of perspectives. In the first 

place, teachers saw preparation time for all teachers in the elementary panel as one of 

fairness. To ensure support from all divisions, the elementary unions also presented their 

teachers with comparisons, stressing that many secondary teachers across the province 

were guaranteed by their collective agreement to receive eighty minutes of preparation 

time each day. The Metropolitan Toronto trustees offered to guarantee forty minutes over 

a week for the elementary teachers, an offer they should have known would be viewed as 

a token by the union and alienate the Grade 7 and 8 teachers. The unions demanded 180 

minutes per week by the end of the collective agreement. Although Grade 7 and 8 

teachers were already at 150 minutes, the unions promised that everyone would gain 

additional preparation time.  

The lack of preparation time had been a cause of resentment among the 

elementary teachers for years. Across the province, twenty-seven boards did guarantee 

preparation time, and another fifteen were making efforts toward providing some measure 

if it. None of the seven Toronto boards were among them.  
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On 4 June 1987, the 9,600 elementary teachers within the boundaries of the 

Metropolitan Toronto Board rejected the board’s final offer and voted 81 per cent in 

favour of full provincial assistance. By doing so they opened the provincial coffers of the 

two elementary unions for a staff member to be assigned to the local to direct the strike, 

and for strike pay to be paid in the event of a work stoppage. The union made a request to 

the ERC for a strike vote. The vote was taken on 18 June 1987. The result was 80 per cent 

in favour of strike action.330 It put Toronto’s elementary teachers in a position to strike 

immediately, but they were not about to do so at the end of the school year. The school 

board and the union held further meetings during the summer, but the issues remained 

unresolved. By the time teachers returned to their classrooms in September, the unions 

and boards had become entrenched in their positions and both sides were making 

preparations for a strike.331 The chances of a last-minute deal were slim. The weightiness 

of multiple boards and locals sitting at the same table made for slow negotiations, but it 

also tended to sustain the momentum once decisions had been made and positions had 

solidified. The Metropolitan board and its teachers prepared to face each other on the 

picket lines.  

Fresh from a victory at the polls, Premier David Peterson was faced with a strike 

of all of Toronto’s elementary public school teachers on 22 September 1987, two weeks 

after the schools had opened. The key issue was the unions’ demand that the board hire 

additional staff to provide for guaranteed and scheduled preparation time beyond the forty 

minutes each week that the board had offered. The point made by the elementary teachers 
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was that if secondary teachers received a minimum of forty minutes of preparation time 

per day, the offer of forty minutes per week was a slap in the face. Peterson stayed out of 

the strike and did not order the teachers back to work. 

The strike was not long compared to other strikes by teachers’ in Ontario. The 

OSSTF members of Wellington County had been on strike for fifty-three working days 

the previous year. Nevertheless, it had been seven years since the last strike of elementary 

teachers. The Brant County strike had lasted twenty-two days, but the Metropolitan strike 

was of a different sort politically. The number of teachers, schools, and students involved 

gave it additional weight. 

The Metropolitan Toronto strike lasted eighteen working days, almost four weeks. 

The elementary teachers settled for 120 minutes of guaranteed preparation time by the 

end of the third year of the collective agreement, and salary increases of 5 per cent each 

year.332 Those were significant gains, but many of the teachers who had walked the picket 

lines for three and a half weeks felt it was not enough; they had been seeking parity with 

the secondary teachers. The strike left some bitterness in the rank and file. The FWTAO 

and the OPSTF hired a polling firm to conduct a survey of the Metropolitan Toronto 

elementary teachers to determine the reaction of the participating teachers to the strike. 

Predictably, teachers were disappointed that they had not achieved a full 200 minutes of 

preparation time, but the survey indicated that elementary teachers were willing to strike 

again to protect jobs and improve their working conditions.333  

The FWTAO board of directors pointed out that the readiness of Toronto teachers 
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to support the Metropolitan strike had motivated the trustees in other boards to enter into 

discussions for the provision of preparation time for their teachers rather than reject it out 

of hand when the issue was raised at the bargaining table.334 Despite the disappointment 

expressed by some of the teachers in the Metropolitan boards, the strike had been a 

success for the province’s elementary teachers, bringing preparation time to the forefront 

of negotiations. In the two years following the Metropolitan Toronto strike, only four 

teacher locals went on strike in Ontario; none of these job actions involved elementary 

teachers. The elementary unions consolidated their gains by entrenching guaranteed 

preparation time in collective agreements across the province.335  

The negotiations with the London board were an example. In September 1989, 

London’s public elementary teachers and the members of the AEFO took a strike vote in 

support of limits on the number of students in classes. They were seeking a cap on class 

size that would reduce the maximum number of students in each grade by one. They also 

demanded an increase in preparation time to thirty minutes per day and an increase in 

salaries.336 They settled on 31 October without having to initiate job sanctions.  

Other strike votes were taken in the Lakehead and Sault Ste. Marie locals as well 

as the Region of Peel.337 The elementary teachers were starting late, but their new-found 

militancy gained them entitlement to a portion of preparation time upon which they could 

build in future rounds of bargaining.  
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The strike votes awakened the elementary teachers to what was going on around 

them. The FWTAO brought the British Columbia Teachers Federation (BCTF) president, 

Elsie McMurphy, to speak to its 1987 Annual Meeting.338 The BCTF had long relied on 

the militancy of its members to defend itself against the actions of the state.  

British Columbia’s Social Credit government under Premier William Vander 

Zalm was attacking teachers for the second time in a decade. The legislated changes in 

British Columbia’s Bills 19 and 20 included removing principals and vice-principals from 

the union, the creation of a College of Teachers, the elimination of compulsory 

membership in the British Columbia Teachers’ Federation (BCTF), and giving locals the 

ability to decertify.339 Teachers in Ontario were hearing similar rumblings for removing 

school administrators and establishing a college of teachers.  

The British Columbia government’s willingness to enact specific legislation 

directed at the teachers’ union was a demonstration of how far neo-liberal policy had 

advanced in that province. Political experiments in British Columbia often spread 

elsewhere in Canada. Under Vander Zalm, a well-funded campaign pointedly critical of 

public service workers and their unions deteriorated into attacks against specific workers 

and the high cost of their services. Teachers made convenient targets for reactionary 

rhetoric because of voters’ universal experience with schooling. More important, from a 

neo-liberal standpoint, education was a major cost item. Shrinking the education budget 

would reduce taxes. Policy decisions that reduced taxes while Vander Zalm was in power 

had a long-term benefit to his corporate supporters by making it difficult for any future 
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government to expand social services without going to voters with unpopular tax 

increases.  

The FWTAO members at the annual meeting responded to McMurphy’s speech 

with promises of letters and some financial aid, one of the few times the elementary 

teachers publicly supported another unions’ militant activism.340 Having recently set up 

picket lines themselves, they were far more sympathetic to the plight of other teachers 

who were in the vanguard of the fight against the predations of the Right. 

In the late 1980s, the numbers of students entering school rebounded. Ontario’s 

teachers welcomed the end of declining enrolment with relief. The unions had some room 

to consider other issues. A higher birth rate, the result of baby boom parents having more 

children (known as the “echo generation”), was one factor in turning the tide; it 

mercifully created a teacher shortage.342 Another factor in teacher shortage was 

retirement. Suddenly, new teachers were being hired.343  

 

Pensions: Employer or Employee Control 

The key factor in creating the teacher shortage, at least the one that had the most effect in 

the short term, was the pension board’s granting of an early retirement window for those 

teachers near the end of their careers. For a limited period of time, senior teachers could 

apply to retire and start receiving their pension without the penalty that would normally 

be incurred — that is, a 10 per cent reduction in pension payments for each year that the 
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retiree was short of their retirement date. With the new agreement in place, teachers could 

retire two and a half years earlier. The window opened as a result of an agreement 

negotiated between the provincial government and the unions during a period when the 

pension funds were showing a return in excess of requirements.344 It was put in place as 

an enhancement to the plan and as an effort to absorb some of the teacher surpluses, an 

effect it was remarkably successful in achieving. Trustees were more than willing to hire 

new teachers for half of what they were paying experienced ones. Senior teachers were 

quick to take advantage of the offer, much more eagerly than had been anticipated. The 

willingness of the rank and file to support strike votes indicated rising dissatisfaction 

among teachers. That and the changes that were intruding into their teaching encouraged 

many senior teachers to take advantage of the opportunity to leave their jobs behind. 

The sudden bulge in the rate of retirement focused political attention on teachers’ 

pensions. Pensions had been at the core of unionization efforts in the early twentieth 

century. Empty platitudes from employers encouraging their employees to put savings 

away for their old age had never been successful. The level of saving required was simply 

too demanding during a working life, and the rate of interest on private savings did not 

build a sizable pension. Unions had fought for pensions as a deferred salary plan with 

both the employer and employees sharing responsibility. The employer’s contributions in 

private industry came out of the profits of the company, while the matching contribution 

for the public came from the tax base.  

Whether they were in the public or in the private sector, pensions were a share of 

profits to neo-liberal thinkers. The neo-liberal project had been forged as a means of 
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extracting new profitability when growth had flatlined in the 1970s. Those who had 

spearheaded the project focused on reducing the costs of labour, whether by moving jobs 

to places where wages were pennies a day or, when that was not practical, by seizing 

workers’ benefits and reclaiming them for profit. Although corporate and political leaders 

attached rich pensions to their own positions, they were loathe to protect the pensions of 

their workers. By the end of the 1980s, corporations were turning to defined contribution 

plans to limit their responsibility for their workers and defined benefit pensions were 

under attack.345  

The five affiliates of the OTF had long advocated for control of their pension plan. 

They wanted to take advantage of investment strategies to improve pension benefits. The 

state’s control of investments had resulted in sitting governments accessing the pension 

funds to finance their favoured projects. State control of pensions was not necessarily 

negative, as provincial plans in Quebec and Saskatchewan had shown, but the state-

controlled pension plan into which Ontario’s teachers paid did not include a satisfactory 

mechanism for negotiating improvements, even when the contributions plus the interest 

resulted in surplus dollars. The Liberal government appeared willing to develop such a 

mechanism to enhance its support among teachers. The two sides began discussions in the 

fall of 1988 with the intention of developing an equal partnership, a decided break from 

the years of state majorities on the pension board. The teachers’ move to control their 

pension funds was timely. In private industry, corporate actors were in the early stages of 

dismantling the pension system.  
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The other pension issue of immediate concern to the unions was the buying back 

of missed contributions for teachers who had participated in a strike. Although teachers’ 

unions had become accepting of the realities of strike votes and picket lines, a solution to 

the pension problem needed to be made available.346 The ability of the unions to repay 

missed pension contributions was most important to those in the last five years of their 

careers. For those teachers, the loss in service would remain in the calculation of their 

pension for the rest of their lives, punishing them for having gone on strike during the 

final period before their retirement. The unions were building support for their new 

militancy and could not do so among their most senior teachers if strike action would 

result in a permanent loss to their retirement income.  

Despite the initial readiness of the Peterson government to sit down with the 

teachers, neither of the pension issues would be resolved. Before the talks were 

concluded, the Liberal caucus rejected the potential loss of revenue. In January 1989, 

Peterson’s government retracted and announced legislation that would retain state control 

of the teachers’ pension.347 In addition, the premier declared that the surplus in the fund 

would have to pay for the unfunded liability that the previous governments had accrued; 

that is, the surplus generated by the fund would pay what the state owed the teachers 

rather than it being reinvested in the pension fund to improve the plan for those who had 

contributed. Finally, and perhaps the most unkindest cut of all, the contribution rate 

would increase, a move that required current teachers to cover the debt of the state. The 

unions responded with rallies and a letter-writing campaign, but the teachers were not 
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willing to defend their pension plan through widespread labour disruptions. The letter 

writing gained them some plan improvements but did not achieve the co-management 

governance they were seeking, nor did they secure a pension buy-back plan for striking 

teachers. It would take the election of the NDP government the following year for 

teachers to gain the right to purchase their missed contributions and to realize control of 

their pension. 

There remained one other pension issue the teachers were trying to resolve. The 

occasional teachers, the forgotten workers of education, had pursued organizing efforts 

during the late 1980s. Not only were they seeking improvements in their salaries, but they 

also wanted access to the teachers’ pension plan. In October 1990, the Toronto occasional 

teacher local under the OPSEU flag won a strike for a 22 per cent increase in salary and 

improved health benefits. It was a significant victory with more to follow. In March 1991, 

the FWTAO won a court case that forced the Teachers’ Pension Board to apply the 

“break in service” rules in the same way for all teachers, including occasional teachers. 

Despite having no occasional teacher locals, the FWTAO was defending those of its 

members who chose to work as occasional teachers between the births of their children. 

The court decision also permitted those women to purchase credited service during an 

absence for bearing a number of children in succession.348 This was important for women 

who became occasional teachers during the period they were creating families.  

The teachers solved some of their pension issues during the Liberal reign, but not 

the most pressing one of independent control. Peterson would not remove state control, 

which the OTF affiliates had long sought. The teachers’ unions wished to tie their 
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retirement fortunes to the marketplace, an ironic piece of capitalist colonization.349 Yet, 

that would be the very means by which they would protect their pensions in the following 

decades when other workers were unable to salvage theirs. Gaining control of their 

pension plan would prevent the teachers’ pensions from becoming a bargaining chip 

during the attacks on education that followed the 1995 election of the Harris 

Conservatives. 

 

Reconfiguring the Education Dollar: “You will always find something if it doesn’t 

matter what you’re looking for.”350  

Cost cutting, smaller government, and tax reduction became hegemonic in Ontario 

politics in the late 1980s. Despite having the benefit of a solid performance from the 

economy during its time in office, the Peterson government responded to voters’ anxiety 

about taxes by reconfiguring and narrowing the focus of taxation policy. The 

beneficiaries of state-funded programs were branded with various degrees of notoriety, 

although in 1989 it was a mere shadow of what was to come. A user-pays ideology 

entered the rhetoric of the Right. Meeting the criterion of value in return for dollars made 

all social programs, including education, vulnerable to pressure for measurable 

productivity.  

A controversial example of the government’s user-pays approach to education was 

introduced in new suburban developments. “Lot levies” were applied to houses in the new 
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developments to offset providing services to them.351 These services included the building 

of new schools for the families in those areas. It was a clear break from previous practices 

that reflected universal funding of education. It was indicative of future changes that 

would move social policy towards a rational-subject model where individuals were 

responsible for their situation as a result of choices they made, regardless of personal 

circumstances, societal demands, or the needs of human relationships. 

The Liberal government required a platform from which to launch its narrowed 

vision of education. George Radwanski, an editor with the Toronto Star, was appointed to 

address the dropout rate among high school students. His report, released in 1987, made a 

number of recommendations. They included the destreaming of high school courses, 

establishing early childhood education, and the introduction of standardized testing of 

students.352 In a partial response to the report, Minister of Education Chris Ward revealed 

that he was preparing province-wide testing for Grades 3, 6 and 8. Immediately dismissed 

by teachers as a threat to their professional judgment, standardized testing would become 

one of the more contentious issues between the state and the unions. It would be 

identified as a central tenant in the education policy of the Right. As neo-liberal pedagogy 

seeped into public education, and methods of control that had been tried in jurisdictions in 

Great Britain and the United States penetrated the Ontario school system, the echo 

generation would be the first to endure the widespread use of standardized, high-stakes 

testing.  
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While the use of education dollars to create an additional level of policing was 

worrisome to teachers, of more immediate concern to the public-school unions was the 

enabling legislation for full funding of the separate schools. Davis’s promise had come to 

fruition. The addition of Grades 11 to 13 in the Catholic system threatened the public 

system with a significant reduction in funding. The problem for the Liberal government 

was how to provide the additional funding to the separate boards without raising taxes 

and alienating the public boards and their teachers. Davis himself had provided the 

solution. Before retiring, he had established the Macdonald Commission to examine 

education finance.353 The commission’s report came out after the 1985 election, with 

recommendations that included the pooling of commercial and industrial tax revenues and 

redistributing them between all boards across the province, both separate and public. The 

Liberals accepted the commission’s advice on pooling as the means of achieving an 

equitable distribution of education funding and limiting tax increases. The public school 

unions claimed that forty-eight public boards would lose revenue as a result.354 Pooling 

spread the resources of the education budget thinner but did not require additional 

taxation. It had all the appearance of fairness. Politically, it pitted the public and the 

separate teachers’ unions against each other, preventing a common front of resistance 

from teachers. Peterson’s reconfiguration of education funding adhered to the neo-liberal 

mantra of lower taxes, and it did so at the same time as it introduced accountability and 

personal responsibility, two other key planks in neo-liberal political ideology, into the 

education system.  
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Kindergarten and Junior Kindergarten: An Uneven Advance 

Neo-liberalism is both an economic plan for restructuring economies to maximize profit 

and a political ideology that minimizes resistance from below.355 The vision of vast 

political power residing in the transnational marketplace beyond the reach of the state 

tended to align disparate political interests on the Right with the project. Yet it did so 

unevenly over the range of geographic and political terrains in which it took root. 

Despite the Peterson government’s decisions to redesign education funding, it was 

the first administration to explore early childhood education with any degree of 

seriousness. Junior Kindergarten was not a program that was supported by the neo-liberal 

vision of education. Quite the contrary, it was an expansion of social policy that was not 

in character with the trend of tax cuts. The downward expansion of Kindergarten is an 

example of the uneven advance of the neo-liberal project over different jurisdictions.356  

In the late 1980s in Ontario, it was projected that a childcare program would be 

costly but would be supported by voters with young families. As more women provided a 

necessary secondary income or became the primary breadwinners in their families, 

childcare became a serious problem in the province. As well, women were moving 

forward politically, in step with second-wave feminism. Childcare promised to capture a 

significant per cent of the growing women’s vote.  

The immediate solution was to extend public education downward to include four- 

and five-year-olds. Such an extension would provide up to two years of childcare that had 
                                                
355 David Tyfield, “Neoliberalism, Intellectual Property and the Global Knowledge Economy,” in Kean 
Birch and Vlad Mykhnenko, eds., The Rise and Fall of Neo-Liberalism: The Collapse of an Economic 
Order? (London: Zed Books, 2010), 61–62. 
356 Birch and Mykhnenko, The Rise and Fall of Neoliberalism, 24. 
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not been available previously. Mothers, who had the bulk of the responsibility for family 

care, would be free to enter the workplace for those years. Supporters claimed the benefit 

of earlier schooling to children’s future success. The political economy of raising children 

in the late twentieth century argued for an earlier education process, as was available in 

Quebec and in many European counties where domestic economies were seeing more 

women in the workforce. Anglophone Canadian women had been arguing the need for 

publicly funded childcare since the 1920s and academics had pointed out that the 

advanced preparation of young children for the rigours of schooling proved to be an 

advantage in their future academic successes.  

Of benefit to both the governing Liberals and the elementary teachers’ unions, the 

new kindergarten classes would assist in filling classrooms that had been emptied during 

the previous years of declining enrolment. The government would need to close fewer 

schools, and teachers would be placated by the additional jobs. Elementary schools had 

the capacity to house younger students with a minimum of new capital expenditures, and 

state oversight was already in place. The unions stressed the education component that 

teachers would provide. The implementation of kindergarten and junior kindergarten 

programs was supported by the elementary teachers with the caveat that specialized 

training be made available in the faculties of education for teachers who would be 

teaching younger children.357  

The Ministry of Education guidelines called for implementation by the end of 

1990. Both senior and junior kindergarten classes would remain voluntary. The 

discretionary authority given to parents dispelled any fears that the state was undermining 
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parental authority. Despite the debates around the value of schooling four-year-olds, most 

children would attend kindergarten; the high cost of alternative childcare made the 

kindergarten programs an economic necessity for most working parents. 

A publicly funded daycare program for children younger than four would continue 

to be debated across Canada. Childcare advocates would make some small gains, but the 

wholehearted adoption of a national childcare program as social policy would fail. If 

anything, Canada became the laboratory for neo-liberal think tanks to develop ideological 

arguments against the funding of daycare programs. Private, for-profit daycare would 

become the norm in most of Canada, forcing parents to pay thousands of dollars per year 

per child and relegating childcare workers to the lowest pay scales.  

 

Reviewing the 1980s 

Neo-liberalism established itself in Canadian political circles during the economic 

turbulence of the 1980s. Introduced as an anti-inflationary brake on labour in 1975 by 

Trudeau, a son of wealth, neo-liberalism was firmly established under the heavy hand of 

Mulroney, a son of the working class who attached himself to the American Dream. 

However, it did not advance in an unbroken front. All political figures had to respond to 

the political shift to the right in Canada. Some gave it their full support and some less so, 

but neo-liberal forces did not occupy all the ground. Neo-liberalism was never a unified 

political program across the country. It had underlying political commonalities across 

jurisdictions, but it evolved as it moved to occupy new environments. Even as the federal 

government cut its tax base and paid for it by reducing transfer payments, some 

provincial governments continued to address their constituents demands by reallocating 

funds. Those funded programs did not always flow from a neo-liberal premise. 



 184 

    The Conservative Minister of Education had formed the Secondary Education 

Review Project (SERP) to apply pressure on the education system. It had been an effort to 

reduce the cost of education, not improve its quality. Cost cutting and reducing taxes were 

the reasons the SERP had recommended reducing free, universal education by one year. 

Nowhere did the SERP report suggest that the monies formerly allocated to Grade 13 

classrooms be used to reduce the cost of post-secondary training, be put into loans for 

students who wished to go further in their schooling, or be reassigned to Special 

Education classes. Yet neo-liberal economics were not directly in control of politicians or 

their policies. Neo-liberalism did not prevent Davis from ending his reign by broadening 

the Roman Catholic Separate School system and increasing its share of the education 

taxes. When the Liberals came to power, they instituted pooling to reduce education 

taxes, but then added another year of kindergarten to schooling. In neo-liberal ideological 

terms, the point of reducing school taxes was to put more money in private sector 

pockets, where it would generate wealth. Yet both the Conservatives and Liberals brought 

in new programs in the 1980s. The Liberals even broached the idea of handing the rich 

teachers’ pension fund over to the control of the unions, although they shrank from it in 

the end. 

As federal public servants battled for their survival under Mulroney and BC 

teachers were being threatened with decertification, the elementary teachers in Ontario 

made the decision to match the efforts of the other teachers’ unions and demonstrate their 

strength. They chose preparation time as the issue around which to mobilize. It was an 

issue of fairness upon which all elementary teachers could agree, and it was a long-

festering grievance with a simple solution.  
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Neo-liberalism had been introduced to the country and to the province, but it was 

not seamless and it had not achieved the complete hegemonic mastery that it would in the 

near future. Within a very short while, cuts to public spending and the lowering of 

corporate taxes would become the accepted dogma of the day, but Ontario was not there 

yet. The forces of labour and the Left still held some sway and were able to bring their 

constituents to the polls. As the province headed into the 1990s and an unnecessary 

election, the forces of the Right were still vulnerable.  
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Chapter 3 

Gendered Unionism: 1970–1990s 
 

The Relevance of Gender  

The emergence of feminism in Canada during the 1960s threatened to reconfigure the 

gendered hierarchies of the workplace and undermine masculinist assumptions of work 

and authority. While much can be made of the efforts of men to retain the grip they had 

on wealth and power, the more serious question is how feminism persevered and 

flourished. The historical connections between patriarchy and capitalism’s long history 

are evident, but what is notable about neo-liberalism as a more rapacious version of 

capitalism is that it combines apparent gender blindness with a capacity to exploit gender 

difference.358 Thus, women continue to provide a greater share of part-time and low-paid 

workers than their numbers in the paid workforce would warrant. The tendency of 

capitalism to create underclasses means that its apparent blindness to gender and other 

identities only reinforces the economic differentiations of social inequality. In this study, 

feminism did not become a threat until women’s struggles against their subaltern position 

began to achieve wage parity in the 1980s. At that point, feminist demands began to clash 

with neo-liberal determination to maximize profit by maintaining wages at their lowest 

possible levels.  

To understand the importance of feminism to women teachers of the 1970s, it is 

necessary to examine the historical context of gender relations in education. In its earliest 
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days the FWTAO had to contend with “mothers of the nation” discourses that 

encumbered white women with the responsibility of providing a moral compass to the 

white-settler project that was Canada.359 Social norms demanded a higher standard of 

behaviour for white, anglophone women than was expected of men, Aboriginal women, 

or women of colour. These restrictions were a control mechanism on the behaviour of 

women that limited their life choices. Nevertheless, unmarried anglophone women were 

able to take advantage of the requirement of moral purity as it intersected with discourses 

of the domestic and maternal to create space for themselves in the education of children.  

After the Second World War, women’s position in the political economy was 

recast in ways that would directly affect teachers. A more malleable and maternal image 

of womanhood was constructed as the postwar birthrate rose and the consumer society 

developed. Mass media technologies were instrumental in projecting a femininity that 

was more responsive to the individual needs of immediate family members. Women 

became accountable for a new model of care beyond reproductive labour as the social 

sciences entered the public consciousness and reframed the work required in domestic 

relationships and who was responsible for performing it.360 With the birth rate at an all-

time high, and teachers in demand, women teachers and their union were uniquely located 

to influence social change. 

The dramatic increase in the number of babies born after the war was an effect of 

pronatalist policies and support components of the postwar welfare state that offered 
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material rewards to couples for having large families.361 The ideological shift resulted in a 

bulge in the birth rate in Anglo-Celtic countries around the world. The darker side of the 

pronatalism agenda was a state-initiated policy that forced women out of good jobs that 

had traditionally belonged to the male workforce following demobilization. At the end of 

the war, masculinist labour policies compelled women to return to domestic labour in 

their homes or enter into low-paid and precarious jobs in the paid workforce. The 

demographic effect of the mass firing of women from their jobs was the “baby boom,” a 

euphemism that masked a vicious labour policy based entirely on gender. 

As the leading edge of the baby boom entered the Canadian school system in the 

early 1950s, the country was also experiencing a surge in postwar immigration, primarily 

from the war-ravaged countries of Europe.362 The sudden expansion in the population of 

school-age children put qualified teachers in short supply, particularly elementary 

teachers, as new schools were built and filled. Women teachers who married and formerly 

would have been forced to leave their jobs were encouraged to remain in their 

classrooms.363 In the process, the discourses of professionalism were reshaped.  

Beyond her professional training, the model teacher of the 1950s was expected to 

possess an understanding of her students based on her maternal responsibilities in her 

own family. Her values and family experiences were deemed to more closely reflect those 

of the reconstructed “normal” domestic unit, the postwar nuclear family. Statistical 
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variance defining the norm entered the political economy of education as a means of 

categorizing employees as well as becoming a tool for evaluating students. By the 1960s, 

women were being asked by some boards to continue teaching even while pregnant, a 

substantial restructuring of values from a generation earlier.  

While postwar hegemony assumed an oppositional and gendered set of roles that 

justified thousands of women losing their jobs simply because those jobs had traditionally 

been performed by men, women teachers were able to take advantage of the postwar baby 

boom and shifts in the construction of the ideal teacher to retain their jobs under 

conditions that would have been difficult or impossible a decade earlier. Assumptions of 

femininity and the maternal, as it applied to women teachers, shifted from the virtuous, 

disciplined, and disciplining moral guardian of previous generations to the normalcy of 

postwar motherhood. The retreat from a celibate professionalism placed a veil of 

suspicion over older single women teachers who had been forced to choose between 

marriage and career when they began their teaching. For decades, remaining unmarried 

and sexually abstinent had been a requirement for women teachers who needed their jobs 

to support themselves and their families. The FWTAO had taken a leading role in arguing 

for a woman’s right to retain her job after marriage and in making a case for women 

continuing to teach after pregnancy.364 As the image of the woman teacher was 

remoulded, the women’s union found itself in the position of having its arguments in 

support of married women turned against its older members who had not had those 

options when they began their careers in Ontario’s schools.  
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Parallel assumptions of masculinity’s place in education were slower to shift; 

there was no need for the men of the OPSTF to press for change. They maintained their 

grip on administrative positions and the senior grades with the higher pay scales of the 

time.365 Male teachers had been able to marry and raise children with impunity since the 

first days of public education. Women’s challenge to men’s privilege threatened to undo 

long-standing imbalances that had rewarded mainstream masculinity with money, power, 

and improved quality of life. Breaking down gender roles had little attraction for those 

who benefited from the status quo.  

The concerns of women who were entrapped by the limitations that bound them 

found expression in what is often referred to as second-wave feminism. A revitalized 

feminist movement emerged in the late 1960s in Canada. Large numbers of women who 

had entered the workforce were challenging traditional views of women’s place in the 

social order. Working women were receptive to the feminist discourse calling for 

workplace equality and legal protections for women. Shifts in the political economy of 

postwar North America provided the momentum for the rise of a generation of women 

activists. The FWTAO had long advocated equal treatment in the workplace and had 

pressed the state to develop labour policies that were fair to women workers. Its efforts to 

mediate the experience of gender would have a significant effect on the work lives of 

women teachers during the last quarter of the twentieth century. It was a time of 

excitement and hope for women.366 United under the banner of post-1960s feminism, 

women pushed at the boundaries of what was permissible for them in paid work. 
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Gender in Collective Bargaining  

For over half a century, teaching had been a job haven for women who needed to support 

themselves and their families. In the 1960s, the employment options available to them 

began to expand.367 The number of women in the workforce increased, particularly in the 

service industries, health care, and the public service.368 Women in these fields, which 

were becoming both feminized and unionized, provided a reservoir of organized workers 

that would sustain union density into the 1980s and 1990s.369 Women workers willingly 

joined their male counterparts in the fight to mitigate the egregious effects of capitalism 

and to resist state policies that were intent on undermining the gains of labour. At the 

same time, they had to struggle with established power structures in the labour movement 

to muster support for rectifying long-standing inequities for women workers within their 

unions. The battles within union hierarchies were based on issues of equity and women’s 

rights.  

Union density would level out to between 30 and 32 per cent between 1976 and 

1995 in Ontario.370 Public-sector unions, including teachers’ unions, continued to develop 
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and expand their membership rolls, resulting in substantial changes to the composition of 

the unionized workforce. Previous generations of union members had been largely male 

and blue-collar, but in the final decades of the twentieth century a shift took place towards 

a membership that was more often comprised of women and white-collar workers.  

The service industry had lost most of its unions during the Depression and women 

workers were not able to re-establish them after the war, condemning that sector to 

remain one of the most precarious. In health care, education, and the civil service an 

alternate picture emerged. There, unions had survived the Depression or were rebuilt 

afterwards and were able to re-establish their former densities.371 Women workers 

appreciated the improved salaries and benefits negotiated by unions when they were 

available to them, and women teachers were no exception. 

In her pre-doctoral paper, Beverly Brophy points to the significance of the 1957 

joint meeting of the executives of the FWTAO and the OPSMTF that established one 

salary policy for the two unions. She also makes note of the comments of the men 

teachers that followed. They called into question the judiciousness of tying themselves to 

the women’s lesser salaries. One OPSMTF member stated, “The women want the men to 

fight their battles and to have a ‘me too’ attitude re salaries…men teachers should be in a 

position to ‘go it alone’…I am willing to cooperate with the women but not by one salary 
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policy.”372 The official early history of the OPSMTF, The Long March, supports 

Brophy’s stance that the men had no desire to improve the situation of women, 

particularly if doing so threatened to impede their own gains.373 

The men’s support of the notion of one salary grid had not been intended to 

achieve equal salaries for both men and women; it was proposed as a means of instituting 

a common set of terms for negotiation improvements to salary grids. At the time, the 

situation in education was not that a man and a woman in the same position with the same 

qualifications and seniority in the same board would make the same wages. Women 

teachers’ salaries in the 1960s were less than half of what a man with the same education 

level was paid.374 As well, the inequalities that impeded women from acquiring the 

qualifications remained invisible to the men’s union. Despite the intransigence of the 

OPSMTF, the decision of the two unions to maintain one salary schedule would establish 

the form of all future negotiations. One salary schedule would bind the two unions 

together for the purposes of collective bargaining for the next four decades.  

To the men’s union of the 1950s, the advantage of one collective bargaining team 

was a greater degree of leverage during salary negotiations. Although eighteen years 

would pass before teachers would achieve the right to strike, the weight of numbers 

promised further improvements. For the women teachers of the era, linking their demands 

to those of the men enabled them to piggyback on male breadwinner privilege. Discourses 

of male breadwinner/female homemaker were potent following the Second World War. 
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Locking hands with male teachers went some way in mediating the negative effects of the 

ghettoization of women in elementary teaching. The battles over qualifications and 

women’s access to promotions would arrive after teachers had achieved the right to strike. 

The 1973 province-wide strike was an expression of labour solidarity and class in 

a battle to legitimate collective bargaining in the public service. Nonetheless, any study of 

teachers’ unions needs to take into account the effects of gender. Class and gender 

cohabited in education. Following the example of the postwar state, employers of all 

stripes harnessed employment practice to discourses that justified gender inequities 

keeping women’s wages in check. In education, the ability of trustees to keep downward 

pressure on wages was particularly hard on the women who worked in the elementary 

schools of the province. 

The unique women-only membership of the FWTAO granted women teachers the 

opportunity to articulate their concerns in a space where male intransigence was not 

visibly present. Although other unions representing nurses or office workers could well 

have been comprised entirely of women, their membership was not restricted to women 

only. In some instances, male-dominated unions organized locals in sectors that were all 

women, but the men retained control of the parent organization.375 That was not the case 

with the FWTAO. The women teachers’ union was unique in that it remained a women-

only organization, not because only women taught in the elementary schools, but by 

virtue of its own constitution and the bylaws of the OTF. It took an early stand in 
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supporting Canadian feminists who were active in moving the feminist agenda forward, 

and it made an effort to build feminist capacity through woman’s organizations.376 

The particular standpoints assumed by the FWTAO and the OPSTF in support of 

the material interests of their two memberships are relevant to this discussion. Although 

men and women workers have always shared concerns regarding wages and benefits, the 

unique problems experienced by women workers have often been shaped by a gendered 

political economy. Maternity leave is perhaps the most obvious example of women’s 

difference, but other issues would include personal safety, foetal health, and the timing 

and location of meetings and training courses that conflict with the demands of family-

care. The template for collective bargaining reflected a historically male-breadwinner 

model where increasing salary and benefits, improving pensions, and health and safety 

protections at the worksite made up the bulk of items on the table. Although the 

workplace was not designed exclusively for male workers, the terms of the relationship as 

it was circumscribed in collective bargaining often assumed as much. Because women 

came late to the labour table, their concerns tended to be labelled as gender issues, while 

men’s concerns were accepted as the legitimate issues of labour negotiations. In this 

thesis, the female members of the FWTAO and the male members of the OPSTF — two 

groups of workers in the same workplaces, dealing with the same students, under the 

same working conditions, with the same employer — provide insight into gendered 

labour relationships during a time of retrenchment. Such a partitioning of labour was 

exceptional, not only in Canada, but also, in most respects, in the advanced capitalist 

world. 
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Women teachers would benefit from the campaigns of the feminist movement, but 

the gender debates between the FWTAO and the OPSMTF, as they competed for the 

hearts and minds of women elementary teachers, tended to obstruct union militancy. 

Partisan loyalties within the two unions hampered their strategic capacity to coordinate 

efforts. In all but a few instances, the OPSMTF could not find the means to align itself 

with the goals of feminists. It was unable to support the women’s union on the major 

issues it was confronting. Joint bargaining did not work to the FWTAO’s advantage in 

matters of gender.  

During the last half of the twentieth century, women remained 75 per cent or more 

of the elementary teaching force in Ontario, resulting in the FWTAO vying with the 

OSSTF to be the largest of the five teachers’ unions in the province. The women’s union 

took a lead role in aspects of the second-wave feminist movement that emerged out of the 

1960s, just as it had in the suffrage movement at the time of its formation at the end of 

World War I. Feminism became the rallying cry for many women teachers in Ontario, a 

perspective from which they could address the inequities of gender in the province’s 

education system.  

 

The Contributions of a Woman-Only Union 

A study of the FWTAO presents us with a unique opportunity to examine women’s 

experience in a union that addressed women’s interests under female leadership. Without 

the presence of men, women assumed all the leadership roles and held sole responsibility 

for representing the interests of the women who were their only constituents. The fact that 

the FWTAO existed as an exception among labour organizations destabilized established 

assumptions about women and power and women in unions. The FWTAO was unique for 
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a  number of reasons when it was folded into the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of 

Ontario (ETFO) in 1998: it was the only province-wide women teachers’ union that had 

survived into the late-twentieth century in Canada; it was the only remaining women 

teachers’ union in the anglophone world; and it was among the few women-only unions 

worldwide.377  

Over an eighty-year period, this women-only union made decisions on a range of 

campaigns and policies that directed its evolution. The FWTAO applied constant pressure 

to state representatives demanding that its members be given entitlement to the same 

administrative positions as men. Advocating for promotions was not a typical campaign 

for organized labour to undertake, but in education it was a reasoned response of women 

to the career-advancement policies of the time. 

Throughout most of the twentieth century, the defining image of unionized 

workers was of the male industrial worker. Because the birthplace of industrial unions 

had been the heavy manufacturing sector, those workers became the model for organized 

labour. When female workers organized, popular assumptions were that they were joining 

the union movement for the same reasons, in the same manner, over the same issues as 

men.378 In many instances, that was true; women’s concerns were salary, benefits, and 

pensions. However, women were also challenging social constraints; they were 

demanding to be treated as workers first, having the same rights as men to be fairly 
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rewarded for their labours. In addition, women had unique needs because of their 

responsibility for bearing children and because of societal expectations that they assume 

the lions’ share of domestic labour. Where unions were comprised of men and women 

members, men were given the majority, if not all, of the leadership positions under the 

supposition that they made better, tougher union representatives when dealing with 

recalcitrant employers.379 

In their capacity as moulders and models of worker citizenship for children, 

teachers were subject to the twin pressures of professionalism and social responsibility. 

Women teachers were under the additional weight of the ideologies, identities, and 

subjectivities that constructed twentieth-century femininity and maternalism. Social 

limitations thus framed their labour activities. As well, women did not forget that male-

based unions had colluded in the mass firings of women workers following the end of the 

Second World War, a lesson that was not lost on teachers.380 Nor have unionized men and 

women been able to agree on those entitlements worth the sacrifices necessary to achieve 

them. Representing only women, the FWTAO fought on a terrain of both class and 

gender to improve conditions for women teachers.  

Since the formation of their union in 1918, the contradictory position that 

Ontario’s women elementary teachers were forced to occupy had affected their ability to 

act on their own behalf. Long-standing assumptions of socially acceptable behaviour had 

exacted an otherworldly altruism from women teachers that ran headlong into their 
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material concerns. The ideology of professionalism impressed upon teachers during their 

formal training, when harnessed to the rhetoric of the “natural” concern of women for the 

care and nurturing of children, placed an additional burden on women’s shoulders. 

All teachers were expected to hold the care of their students as their first and most 

pressing concern.381 In 1973, the OPSMTF’s first item in its Statement of Purpose was 

“[t]o improve the quality of education.”382 The minutes of the FWTAO’s Young Married 

Women Teachers’ Committee of the same period stated emphatically, “Professionalism is 

high on our list of concerns.”383 The committee’s final report reiterated its position: “The 

committee unanimously felt that the well-being of the classroom children was to be 

safeguarded above the personal inclination of the teacher.”384 The terms of reference for 

the committee included studying and recommending maternity leave plans. Commonly 

held professional obligations ran counter to collective action in pursuit of their own 

interests. When teachers formed their unions, they did so as “federations” with a primary 

interest in ways to improve education, a response to the tension between the care of their 

students and their self-interest. Men teachers in their own organizations were able to lean 

on assumptions of white male-breadwinner family responsibilities to demand 

improvements in their material circumstances, a position unavailable to the unionized 

women teachers of the FWTAO.385 The discourses that defined the terms of 
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professionalism were silent on the needs of working women for salaries and benefits 

sufficient to support themselves and their families. Professionalism was also silent on 

acknowledging the state’s reliance on the traditionally lower wages of women to keep 

education taxes in check.  

The emerging social movements of the mid-twentieth century that sought to 

address the injustices inherent in racism and sexism in the broader society forced the 

labour movement to deal with these same issues. In the late 1960s, the FWTAO became 

involved in the activities of the Committee for the Equality of Women in Canada, led by 

feminist Laura Sabia.386 She was president of the Canadian Federation of University 

Women (CFUW) and perhaps the most influential public figure in the national feminist 

movement. The CFUW was one of the organizations involved in attempts to break the 

glass ceiling that prevented women from being promoted in most organizations of the 

time.  

Women teachers had first-hand experience with the inequities involved in 

promotions.387 Principal positions generally went to male teachers while competent 

women were overlooked. Being denied the right to promotion was intimately tied to 

women’s status and to their ability to control their own destiny in their chosen career. 

Without access to school administrative positions, women were limited in the material 
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resources they could accumulate over a lifetime of paid labour. The glass ceiling 

represented an impediment to middle-class privilege, the goal of much of teachers’ 

organized activity. The FWTAO saw the promotion of women as a social justice issue, 

one that it had the will and the resources to address. The Committee for the Equality of 

Women in Canada was sustained by operating almost entirely out of the offices of the 

FWTAO.388 Such a commitment speaks to a willingness of Ontario’s largest teachers’ 

union of the day to become politically involved in an alliance for social justice without 

members needing to identify with the working class and without them finding common 

ground with the interests of labour. Women teachers stood to gain materially from the 

efforts of feminism and could do so without risking labour disruption. 

Sabia’s committee put pressure on Prime Minister Pearson, who responded in 

1967 by calling for a Royal Commission on the Status of Women. The commission took 

two years to finish its work, and it helped to change the face of Canada with respect to 

gender relations. The radical recommendations of the Report of the Royal Commission on 

the Status of Women might have been left on the shelf if the members of the Committee 

for the Equality of Women had not reformed to call for their implementation.389 In 1972, 

the committee expanded to become the National Action Committee on the Status of 

Women (NAC), a pan-Canadian coalition of women’s groups. Although NAC included a 

wide range of labour and social activists, the public face representing the second-wave 

feminist movement in Canada was of middle-class women looking to break into job 

categories traditionally held by men. The collection of feminist organizations and 
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individual activists that was NAC had a significant and long-lasting impact on women’s 

lives in Canada by turning public attention to particular inequities, and by bringing 

focused political pressure to bear on all levels of government. 

Women teachers felt empowered by the rhetoric of feminism. They joined with 

other groups to challenge the state, and they did so without the support of men. In seeking 

to improve their own condition and the condition of all women in similar circumstances, 

the members of the FWTAO became active participants in the feminist movement.  

 

Gender in Collective Bargaining Under Bill 100 

The outcome of the 1973 teachers’ strike forced the two elementary teachers’ unions to 

work together in order to define and defend the terms of labour relations in the 

elementary system. Although they had the least experience of all the teachers’ unions in 

the province with workplace sanctions, they represented the interests of their members in 

the writing of the School Boards and Teachers Collective Negotiations Act. Although the 

two unions confirmed their decision to continue joint collective bargaining under the new 

legislation, that choice would be problematic for the women’s union. Finding the means 

to inject women’s concerns into the collective bargaining process would prove to be 

difficult. 

During the negotiations between the government and the OTF leading up to the 

passage of Bill 100 in 1975, the executives of the FWTAO and the OPSMTF met on their 

own to establish a joint position on what they wanted included in the legislation.390 Such a 

meeting was meaningful only in the context of joint collective bargaining. Independent 
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meetings of individual unions were not a part of the formal process of getting to a final 

version of Bill 100. The only meetings that carried weight with the Davis government 

were those with all the unions present around the OTF table.  

At the elementary teachers’ meeting, the two unions formed a three-member joint 

committee to make recommendations to their respective executives once the new 

legislation came into effect. The formation of the committee ensured that the 

interpretation of the new bill was consistent between the two organizations and that one 

union did not decamp and march away with its own understanding of the legislation. The 

teachers decided on the process they would follow to proceed with their newfound power 

to strike. They took the unusual step of settling on a single ballot box as the most 

effective means of taking a joint strike vote or a ratification vote. They agreed that they 

would bargain with one negotiating committee, ensuring a coordinated effort in support 

of common goals under the legislation that was about to redefine the labour-relations 

regime for teachers.  

Although the joint committee encouraged a common understanding of the School 

Boards and Teachers Collective Negotiations Act, had each union pursued its own 

agenda, as the other three affiliates did, they might have achieved a wider range of 

improvements with independent collective agreements. They may have been able to rise 

to the level of militancy expressed by the other affiliates. An independent bargaining 

stance would have left each union to follow the demands of their membership without 

having to accommodate each other’s position.  

Joint negotiations on the scale proposed by the elementary teachers were rare. 

Although the AEFO often joined forces with other teachers’ unions to negotiate on behalf 

of its members employed by the same board, it did not do so in every local in the 
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province.391 The elementary teachers’ unions were the only affiliates of the OTF that 

proposed to enter absolutely every round of negotiations with a joint collective bargaining 

committee. The strength of that bond was reflected in the settlements that followed the 

passage of Bill 100. Although hundreds of collective agreements were negotiated, no 

local of the FWTAO or the OPSMTF ever engaged in collective bargaining on its own. 

No mechanism came to be developed for addressing one union’s issues to the exclusion 

of the other. The local and provincial levels of both unions understood negotiations to be 

a joint venture on behalf of all the elementary teachers of a particular local. Paradoxically, 

once collective bargaining was completed, each union made the decision to grieve 

violations of the collective agreement independently. Despite a future of expensive court 

battles and propaganda wars over voluntary members and amalgamated locals, the 

agreement for joint negotiations remained intact.  

Joint negotiations had different outcomes for the two unions. The OPSMTF’s 

declared intention of one union of elementary teachers and its aversion to independent 

gains being made by the women kept it in the partnership. The men tended to view 

improvements through a zero-sum lens, translating women’s gains into their own loss, 

something they sought to prevent. Joint negotiations would prove to be the FWTAO’s 

weak link in labour relations. Although it was an autonomous union of women 

elementary teachers, it was not independent. At the level that matters most in labour —

concerning the materiality of working conditions, salaries, and benefits — the FWTAO 

and the OPSMTF were already one body. That obvious reality encouraged the formation 
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of amalgamated locals from Red Rock to Hamilton.392 The two unions may have differed 

in important ways in their approach to gender, but those differences were not enough to 

sever the connections between them. It was the things they held in common that decided 

the issues for which they would fight during collective bargaining. 

The FWTAO’s campaign for pay equity helped to keep it in the collective 

bargaining partnership with the men’s union. In the fresh flush of Bill 100, there was a 

risk to independent action. The leadership of the FWTAO would have been severely 

sanctioned if even one collective agreement had resulted in widening the gap between 

men’s salaries and those of the women. Such an event could have generated a backlash 

among women teachers that could have sent disgruntled FWTAO members into the 

voluntary ranks of the OPSMTF. Those locals that had amalgamated were ready to affirm 

the advantages of one organization, a development that would gain support if the 

FWTAO went to their employer on their own and failed to deliver a package that was at 

least as advantageous as the men’s. In the 1970s, achieving parity with the male teachers 

would have required more vigorous demonstrations of union strength than the FWTAO 

was willing to undertake on its own.  

The FWTAO remained attached to negotiations under one umbrella with the 

OPSMTF even after it became comfortable with Bill 100. The larger women’s union 

could have considered following the example of OECTA and the OSSTF. With the 

feminist commitments encouraging them, and the examples of the other teachers’ unions 

as models, they could have made significant gains by pursuing a policy of aggressive 
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collective bargaining, if they had been willing to break from the 1957 agreement.  

Generally, the different needs of women did not gain traction with the men’s 

union, leaving some critical issues for women unaddressed. The examples of affirmative 

action and pay equity are obvious. Those gains were not made at the negotiation table but, 

rather, through lobbying efforts with the state. Despite the apparent lack of benefit in their 

partnership with the men, women teachers did not reconsider their collective bargaining 

strategy. The question that occupied them was how to prevent amalgamation with the 

men’s union. Why defending their organization prevented the FWTAO from considering 

the advantage it might have gained from changing the status quo is an interesting question 

to which there is no easy answer. Neither the men nor the women openly discussed 

setting out on their own. The most obvious objection to an independent path was the fear 

of divide-and-conquer tactics from the trustees. The abnormal suspicion that existed 

between the two unions and their unwillingness to align themselves with the larger labour 

community made them particularly vulnerable to fears of being manipulated. That they 

were already accepting less when compared to their secondary peers did not motivate 

either union to undertake independent action. 

In spite of the political security of being locked into a negotiating process with the 

OPSMTF, by honouring their bargain the FWTAO failed to create space for women’s 

concerns to become essential goals for bargaining and denied those issues the emphasis of 

strike action. Women’s interests remained on the back burner of joint negotiations for the 

very reasons the FWTAO argued for its own existence — because men would not support 

women’s issues, they were not brought forward.  
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Gender in Power Relations: Affirmative Action and OPSMTF Reaction 

While Ontario’s elementary teachers were in a holding pattern, waiting for their first 

strike as labour organizations, the FWTAO advanced as a feminist organization. For 

women teachers, feminist campaigns offered improvements to match or exceed what 

labour campaigns were able to achieve during the years when federal and provincial 

legislation denied unions access to free collective bargaining. Affirmative action 

programs, if they were supported by the state, held the promise of gaining women access 

to leadership roles in every board in the province at a time when they could not use 

board-by-board workplace sanctions to achieve improvements.  

The OPSMTF response was reactionary and defensive, denying the existence of 

gender discrimination and decrying affirmative action programs. President McAndless 

warned:  

Another concern that must be addressed by this affiliate is the direction 
being taken by some affirmative action programmes. These programmes 
subtly advocate a quota system. I say that any such programme is totally 
unacceptable to the members of OPSMTF and must be rejected.393 

 

The OPSMTF Committee reported: 

This high profile programme of FWTAO when interpreted to mean a 
“quota system” or in any other way of showing discrimination against our 
Members is of very great concern to your Executive … During all of this 
year your Executive has reaffirmed its position on equal opportunity and 
certainly recognizes that women as well as men need to be encouraged to 
seek leadership roles. We are convinced, however, that another wrong (i.e. 
discrimination against men) is not the way to right the world.394 

 
At the 1981 OPSMTF annual general meeting, amendments to Directives, Section 
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F, Rights and Responsibilities were passed, stating: 

03 That advocacy of any form of preferential treatment or quota system be 
opposed 

04 That any board program which discriminates against present members 
of the procession for perceived grievances that occurred in the past 
be opposed in the strongest possible manner.395 
 

The OPSMTF attacked affirmative action programs while continuing to declare its 

commitment to women’s rights if the FWTAO would consider amalgamation.396 Until 

1985, the OPSMTF (changed to OPSTF in 1982) continued to malign the FWTAO’s 

efforts to set targets, declaring that “targets are only a euphemism for quotas. In the target 

model, affirmative action really becomes a form of reverse discrimination…which 

discriminate against men and result in the promotion of under-qualified women to fill 

numerical requirements.”397 Despite the contradiction in the OPSMTF position, some of 

the women teachers did believe that an amalgamated union with the men was their best 

chance to succeed in bringing equality to the school system. They fought to be heard in 

their union but were denied the opportunity by the majority of women teachers who 

supported retaining a women-only union. Affirmative action became the catalyst for anti-

feminist attacks by the OPSMTF and internecine fighting within the ranks of the 

FWTAO.  

The genesis of affirmative action in Ontario’s public education system came in 

1973 when the Minister of Education drafted a memorandum entitled Equal Employment 
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and Promotion Opportunities for Women.398 Six years later, the Ontario Women’s 

Directorate and the Ministry of Education would be working together on an affirmative 

action plan under pressure from feminist groups. The FWTAO worked with other 

women’s organizations and labour bodies to advance the Conservative’s affirmative 

action plans. Some of the best work done by the women teachers’ union on behalf of the 

general population of Canadian women occurred at this time. It provided space and labour 

power for the National Action Committee on the Status of Women (NAC), gave support 

to the Women’s Legal and Education Action Fund (LEAF), and participated in Organized 

Working Women.399 The union also became involved in coalition building. While 

engaging with women in other organizations, teachers developed a consciousness of the 

working lives of Canadian women in other sectors.400 The FWTAO acquired a reputation 

in the feminist community for being an activist union in support of campaigns for the 

equitable treatment of women.  

Those women in the FWTAO who believed that the most effective way of 

achieving equality for women was by following the example of the other three OFL 

affiliates and forming one union of elementary teachers rose in the 1976 annual general 

meeting to call for a polling of the membership regarding uniting with the men’s union. 

Many of these women belonged to amalgamated locals that were already representing 
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both men and women. Four locals made supporting motions: Hamilton from the 

southwest of the province, Carleton from the southeast, and Hornpayne and Chapleau 

from the north.401 Their proposal was agreed to by the grassroots representatives at the 

annual general meeting.402 Canadian Inter-mark would be the polling company chosen by 

the FWTAO to conduct the survey for the union. The FWTAO executive began a 

campaign to encourage the rank and file to reject amalgamation.403 It included providing 

information for school representatives to hold meetings with women teachers in their 

schools, workshops for the executive, and a letter to each FWTAO member supporting 

the anti-amalgamation position.404 The pro-amalgamation forces within the FWTAO did 

not have similar resources or the opportunity to give workshops in a multitude of schools; 

however, they did have the support of the OPSMTF and its majority of principals and 

vice-principals within the education system.  

The OPSMTF reacted to the FWTAO’s push for affirmative action with a strongly 

anti-feminist position. Four years after the Minister of Education had issued a 

memorandum encouraging the promotion of women, President Ron Stephen managed to 

miss the point entirely. His editorial in the OPSMTF newsletter of January 1977, 

appropriately titled “My Brother’s Keeper,” arrived in schools in the middle of the 
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FWTAO’s polling year:  

We constantly read about the plight of women in the work force. They 
make less money, have less job security and there appear to be fewer 
avenues open for upward mobility…. 
 
Let us examine, however, the field of education; [n]owhere does a woman 
teacher, working for a board in Ontario, make less money than a man 
teacher, provided their qualifications, positions and years of experience are 
the same.405 
 
Stephen glibly whitewashed the problems that women faced because those same 

difficulties were not impediments to men. He could not acknowledge that women did not 

have the same ease of access to university training in the 1970s. Among other hurdles 

faced by young women who wanted to enter teaching was their inability to secure well-

paying jobs, making it difficult to earn tuition fees. Once they were in education, 

promotions to the higher paid positions of vice-principal and principal were denied to 

women on the basis of gender. Even their seniority was vulnerable; women lost their 

years of experience and their pensions when they took time from teaching to give birth to 

and raise children.  

While the OPSMTF was an all-male union in the 1970s, such a statement from its 

president revealed an unusual degree of chauvinism. The sentiments he expressed were 

dated. Male teachers may have felt that their entitlement to managerial positions within 

the education hierarchy was being threatened by women’s demands, but the country was 

already moving toward a more open society. Feminism was well established by 1977, and 

women were beginning to enter non-traditional workplaces at an accelerated pace.406 
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Women were redefining their roles, challenging men to rethink their own place in the 

social order. If vice-principal and principal positions went to women, the potential existed 

for the men’s union to lose the dues that were entirely paid to them. But that potential loss 

was still in the future, and none of the school administrators represented by Stephen 

would be losing their positions to women. His reactionary position was a poorly thought 

out appeal to populist sentiments among the men, and it drove another wedge between the 

two unions. Before this, the opportunity for the OPSMTF to demonstrate solidarity with 

the women had never been more accessible; taking a pro-feminist position at the top-most 

levels would have made the men’s union far more palatable to the members of the 

FWTAO at a time when they were still debating amalgamation.  

The statement by the president of the OPSMTF in reaction to the efforts of 

feminists in the field of public education discouraged any effort on the part of the 

women’s union to bridge the chasm that separated the two unions. At a time when all 

public service unions were on the defensive in the fight against wage controls, Stephen 

chose to alienate the women’s union by publicly suggesting that men were better at 

disciplining children so boards should consider hiring more men as elementary teachers. 

The Windsor Star quoted his comments as an example of how women’s jobs as teachers 

were being threatened during a period of declining enrolment.407  

The men loudly trumpeted their professional expertise and the value of their work 

as educators, but they were unable to come to common cause with any other workers, 

even teachers. Class consciousness was entirely absent from the men’s union, as was any 
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sense of a broader labour perspective that included gender. In the late 1970s and early 

1980s, the OPSMTF stood alone, isolated from the feminism that was engaging the other 

OTF affiliates through their women members, and denying the pernicious inequality of 

class division that was at the heart of the labour movement. In 1973, the combined efforts 

of teachers had achieved the right to strike and had produced a base of shared interests. 

However, within the OPSMTF, those common interests seemed to have evaporated. The 

men’s union had been the last of the OTF affiliates to adopt a labour stance in support of 

the right of teachers to strike. It had become the most reticent of the affiliates to accept 

gender equality as most feminists within and outside of the labour movement understood 

it. The reactionary stance of the men’s union to affirmative action ran counter to the 

direction education was taking in Ontario, leaving it behind the other unions, detached, 

and bearing the flag of self-interest.  

The relationship between the Ontario Women’s Directorate and the Ministry of 

Education would culminate in an announcement by the new minister that boards of 

education would be required to adopt formal affirmative action plans for the 1979–80 

school year. Stephenson attached funding to the program, encouraging trustees to buy into 

affirmative action. In 1980, she issued Appendix 3 as an attachment to the original 

memorandum. It focused on sex-role stereotyping in Grades 7 and 8 and attempted to 

break the traditional career aspirations of boys and girls. It required school boards to 

ensure that their learning materials portrayed women in non-stereotypical roles. The 

FWTAO continued to press for initiatives that would reduce violence against women and 

girls.408  
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At the 1977 FWTAO annual meeting, Canadian Inter-mark delivered the result of 

its polling of women teachers regarding amalgamation.409 The results were highly 

ambiguous, due in part to design flaws in the survey that permitted only one choice from 

among six possible options. Only 18 per cent of respondents preferred to keep the 

FWTAO as it was. Another 7 per cent would have liked to keep the FWTAO organization 

with some modifications. The largest number of responses, at 35 per cent, was in support 

of “develop[ing] greater co-operation with OPSMTF without amalgamation.” The fourth 

question proposed “amalgamat[ing] FWTAO and OPSMTF at the local level only.” The 

FWTAO took the sum of the first four results to declare that 72 per cent of their members 

“[did] not want any provincial form of amalgamation.” That was a misrepresentation of 

the survey results and deliberately misleading. What the results clearly called for was 

further discussions between the two camps within the FWTAO and how they regarded 

their relationship with the men’s union. 

Amalgamation had not received a clear mandate, either. As the pro-amalgamation 

side had expected when they made their motion at the previous annual general meeting, a 

significant number of women were in favour of forming one union, but the survey split 

their support. Of those who supported amalgamation outright, 14 per cent chose 

amalgamation of all five affiliates of the OTF into one union and 14 per cent elected 

amalgamation under the terms that most of the rank and file understood — that is, 

bringing the FWTAO and the OPSMTF together under one flag. Another 12 per cent 
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wanted to see amalgamation at the local level only. Those results indicated that 40 per 

cent of women members did support some form of genuine amalgamation. By combining 

those numbers with the 35 per cent of the FWTAO members who wanted to develop 

greater co-operation with the men’s union without amalgamation, the OPSMTF took the 

position that 75 per cent of women teachers wanted to expand the level of cooperation 

between the two unions — which was true, but was not unconditional support for 

amalgamation. Given the strength of the FWTAO anti-amalgamation campaign, the 

uncertainty of many of the respondents was to be expected. More threatening for the 

women’s union was the level of support for moving closer to the men’s union despite the 

FWTAO’s aggressive anti-amalgamation campaign. 

After the results of the survey had been received, the FWTAO Board of Directors 

recommended that the annual meeting place a moratorium on further debate of the 

amalgamation issue.410 The motion passed in that year and was renewed annually for 

nearly two decades, marginalizing those women who were in amalgamated locals or who 

supported the idea of one union. The moratorium silenced dissent and limited the topics 

available for debate. It was not the FWTAO’s finest moment. 

The differences between the two unions over affirmative action came to a head at 

the 1981 OPSMTF provincial assembly. Not only did the men’s union reiterate its 

masculinist stance on affirmative action, but its leaders also lectured the women’s union 

for perpetrating the injustice of gender discrimination by practising it against men. They 

proclaimed affirmative action programs to be reverse discrimination against men in the 
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training and hiring of elementary teachers.411 Their claim that men suffered from the 

negative consequences of discrimination revealed how disconnected the men were from 

the reality of women’s work lives and how blind they were to the effects of power 

structures.  

The reaction of the OPSMTF to affirmative action was intended to achieve three 

objectives. First, it reassured its male constituency, which felt threatened by affirmative 

action programs and viewed administrative positions as their privileged arena. Second, 

the OPSMTF had to remain attractive to the women who were voluntary members and 

who believed that they could advance their careers without affirmative action. This was 

particularly important to some prominent woman members who had come into the union 

as school administrators, such as Margaret Tomen. Third, the OPSMTF had to appeal to 

conservative women in the FWTAO who were uncomfortable with the dominance 

feminism had assumed in their union and who might convert to voluntary members of the 

men’s union. 

Amalgamation of the two unions was the OPSMTF goal from its earliest days. In 

1972, it had put aside its efforts to convince the FWTAO executive to willingly combine 

the two unions, and began to make its appeal to individual members of the women’s 

union. That year, the OPSMTF provincial assembly amended its constitution to admit 

women as voluntary members. Mary Hill, the president of the amalgamated Teachers’ 

Federation of Carleton (TFC), had been the first woman to join the men’s union as a 

voluntary member. Two years later, voluntary delegates to the provincial assembly were 

given the right to hold office in the union, clearing the way for a woman on the executive. 
                                                
411 OPSMTF, Report of the Provincial Executive, April 1981, and Appendix ‘B’ President’s Address, 
Minutes and File of Reports of the Provincial Assembly, August 1981.  
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In 1977, Hill appeared with other members of the TFC in the OPSMTF newsletter with 

arms around the visiting members of the provincial executive.412 She would continue to 

advance her career in her organization of choice. 

In 1978, she became a member of the OPSMTF executive and began raising her 

profile with regular contributions to the newsletter. The first edition of the OPSTF News 

in the 1982–83 school year reprinted an Ottawa Citizen article deriding the FWTAO for 

its “Victorian attitude” towards single sex membership.413 Hill allowed herself to become 

the poster child in those efforts. In 1984, she was elected to the position of OPSTF 

president despite being legally required to continue her membership in the FWTAO.414  

  The year an FWTAO member became the president of the men’s union, Minister 

of Education Stephenson chose to communicate her personal views on amalgamation to 

the women’s union at their annual general meeting. Stephenson may have furthered the 

cause of women teachers seeking to rise in the education bureaucracy with her affirmative 

action legislation, but she was not a friend to unions. After years of working with the 

members of the women’s union, she accused them of having closed minds in regards to 

joining with the male teachers.415 Although she had built her support among women by 

wresting dollars from her cabinet colleagues to fund the affirmative action programs that 

women were demanding, she was not attached to the tenets of feminism. She suggested 

that two organizations were not in the best interests of their students — a rather tenuous 

claim — but her comments attacking women teachers’ professionalism and their 

                                                
412 “TLC at TFC.” Photograph. OPSMTF News, March 1977, 5. 
413 Ottawa Citizen, “Women Teachers Out of Date,” OPSTF News, October 1982, 40. 
414 OPSTF Archive, “The Many Moods of Mary,” OPSTF News, October 1984, cover. 
415 York University, Archives, FWTAO1999-027/029, Annual Meeting Minutes 1984, August 1984, 49. 
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commitment to the feminist ideals of the time alienated the representatives of the 

FWTAO. The minister’s comments did not acknowledge how the efforts of the FWTAO 

had improved education for both girls and boys by breaking down sex-role stereotyping 

and providing new role models for girls as more women became administrators in the 

education system. She also ignored how the FWTAO supported other feminist groups in 

breaking down barriers that restricted women’s entrance into non-traditional careers. 

Stephenson’s comments had the effect of distancing the minister from the women 

teachers’ union. The political landscape of the country was moving to the Right, and the 

Ontario Progressive Conservative Party had to move with it to hold its traditional base. 

Blaming front-line workers for the failures of the institutions of capitalist-democracy was 

becoming a successful strategy in neo-liberal circles. In 1984, labour was under the 

restraints of wage and price controls. With an election a year away, and the Conservative 

Party seeking neo-liberal territory, the relationship between teachers and the Davis 

government needed to be more distant. The FWTAO annual meeting moved to censure 

the minister by means of a letter. 

The Liberals won a minority in the 1985 election under the leadership of David 

Peterson. Sean Conway was appointed Minister of Education. He extended the funding 

for affirmative action programs through to 1989. He amended the Education Act to 

require school boards to include affirmative action programs in their hiring and promotion 

policies (Bill 69).416 Having won the right to be considered for their fair share of 

administrative positions in the education system, the changes to the act gave women the 

tools to ensure that more of them got there. That was the first of two wars that needed to 
                                                
416 York University, Archives, FWTAO1999-027/2333, Chris Ward, Minister of Education, “Remarks: 
Focus on Leadership Conference,” 30 March 1989. 



 219 

be won if women teachers were to achieve equality with their male peers. The second 

would be pay equity. 

 

Pay Equity: Uncoupling Gender from Work 

By the mid-1980s, neo-liberalism’s suppression of wages and the demonization of unions 

had intensified. A decade of union baiting encouraged by successive waves of wage and 

price controls had weakened the workers’ movement. The FWTAO succeeded in 

achieving gains for women teachers by opening a front on gender and continuing to press 

for the advancement of women’s rights.417 Affirmative action had been one plank in the 

feminist platform for employment equity, yet promotions would not benefit women 

teachers unless they received the same levels of remuneration that were enjoyed by men. 

Until they realized pay equity, women who had been promoted would be a cost-cutting 

measure for the trustees.  

Canadian women activists defined pay equity in terms of equivalent wages for 

work of equivalent value.418 There were two hurdles that needed to be overcome. The first 

was that women continued to be paid less than men for the same work. The second was 

that the qualifications that were rewarded with higher salaries in the education system 

were male based or easier to attain for males; the most obvious example was additional 

qualifications beyond the required entrance training. Women were overrepresented in the 
                                                
417 Nancy Adamson, Linda Briskin, Margaret McPhail, Feminist Organizing for Change: The 
Contemporary Women’s Movement in Canada (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1988) 190–94. 
Adamson, Briskin and McPhail suggest that Liberal feminism has been successful in achieving increased 
opportunities for women by increasing public awareness of the goals of feminism as issues of justice and 
fairness. However, they go on to address the limits of liberal feminism and the importance of radical 
feminism and socialist feminism to the women’s movement.  
418 Equal pay for “work of equal value,” one of the recommendations of the Royal Commission on the 
Status of Women, was enshrined in s.11 of the Canadian Human Rights Act, 1977 but applied only to 
federal workers. 
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lower wage scales even though they performed the same work as the men, and they had 

difficulty attaining additional qualifications that would advance them. The time was ripe 

for efforts to create a more equitable salary scale for elementary teachers; the FWTAO 

preferred legislative means to accomplish that goal. It began by demanding that women 

be paid based on work of equal value, not for the qualifications they brought to the 

workplace.419  

Although women’s organizations had long pushed for equal pay, the FWTAO did 

not take the issue to their members for collective action even after unions were able to 

bargain collectively again. The women’s union refrained from using labour sanctions to 

achieve feminist goals. It chose not to stand on its own on the picket lines, and the 

OPSMTF had never indicated an interest in joining them in support of feminist goals. The 

salary grids that equity programs were challenging had been negotiated through years of 

protracted bargaining and were not going to be reformulated without resistance from 

trustees.420 The FWTAO continued to push for legislation to solve the problem, a more 

palatable solution than board-by-board labour battles.  

  The means of achieving pay equity had been incorporated into the constitution 

repatriation project Trudeau had undertaken. On 17 April 1982, the prime minister and 

the Queen co-signed the Canadian Constitution. It contained within it the Canadian 

Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Pressure from feminist groups working with NAC had 

successfully moved the Trudeau government to include “sex” in the Charter as a basis for 

                                                
419 York University, Archives, FWTAO1999-027/0271, FWTAO, “Brief Concerning Bill 154, Pay Equity 
in the Broader Public Sector and in the Private Sector,” February 1987, 24; York University, Archives, 
FWTAO1999-027/0271, Marilyn Roycroft, “Teachers Ask for Pay Equity Soon,” 25 February 1987. 
420 York University, Archives, FWTAO1999-027/0271, “Brief Concerning Bill 154, Pay Equity in the 
Broader Public Sector and in the Private Sector,” 25–27; Sandro Contenta, “Trustees Want Teachers Left 
Out of Equal Pay Law,” Toronto Star, 22 February 1987, A3. 
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an equality claim.421 That provision, Section 15, Equality Rights, was suspended for a 

three-year period to give employers time to prepare for the cost of equal rights in the 

workplace for identified groups, which included women.422  

The Davis government, like the other provincial governments across Canada, used 

the three-year grace period to make provisions for 17 April 1985, when the Equity Rights 

provision would come into effect for public service employees. In education, Stephenson 

provided funding to boards to ensure that they included pay equity costs in their budgets. 

As was generally the case with social benefits in Canada, it was up to the unions to police 

employers on pay equity.  

The Green Paper on Pay Equity was released in 1985 as the reins of government 

were being handed to the Liberals.423 It provided a guide to the process of designing the 

legislation for achieving equity.424 Two years later the Ontario Pay Equity Act, 1987 was 

passed.425 It required boards to negotiate with their employee groups a gender-neutral 

comparison system and pay equity plan based on work of equal value. The legislation 

assigned responsibility for designing pay equity agreements to the collective bargaining 

process. The teachers’ unions were required to negotiate equity terms individually with 

                                                
421 Jill Vickers, Politics as if Women Mattered: A Political Analysis of the National Action Committee on 
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<http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/charter/1.html#anchorbo-ga:l_I-gb:s_15> (19 October 2009). 
423 Ontario Attorney General, Green Paper on Pay Equity, 1985. 
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Equity Implementation Series, Guideline 1: Introduction, July 2002, 
<www.payequity.gov.on.ca/en/resources/pe_guidelines/ge_1.php> (27 November 2011). 
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each of their boards. The trustees wanted to trade other items for pay equity.426 To 

alleviate the threat of massive labour unrest, the legislation created a Pay Equity 

Commission that was charged with resolving conflicts without teachers having to resort to 

strike action or trustees to locking teachers out. The FWTAO brought the Human Rights 

Director of the Ontario Federation of Labour into their offices to provide workshops to 

train their collective bargaining teams to manage the process of negotiating pay equity.427 

The Women’s Bureau, Ontario Ministry of Labour, also provided materials that women 

could use to develop their bargaining positions.  

Pay equity legislation was tabled the year after affirmative action programs had 

been put in place. The FWTAO had been among other feminist organizations that had 

lobbied for broadly enforced gender-equity provisions. It continued to participate in 

advocacy on behalf of all women in the province, noting in its brief to the committee 

studying the bill that the legislation contained punitive exceptions as to who was to be 

covered.428 The FWTAO objected to the list of exceptions that applied to those women 

who worked in non-unionized jobs in small businesses. As one FWTAO brief noted, the 

exceptions would deny protections for visible minority and immigrant women who were 

often the most vulnerable workers in Canadian society and most in need of the legislation. 

The state was willing to provide equality only to those who were able to make their 

                                                
426 ETFO Government Relations Officer Vivian McCaffrey’s office records (not archived) (19 March 
2008), Teachers – Pay Equity file, Letter from Sack, Charney, Goldblatt, and Mitchell to Ms. Kate Hughes, 
29 July 1988, 1 of the attached “Complaint.”  
427 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/333, “Bargain on Women’s Issues, Delegates Urged,” 
FWTAO Newsletter, 1, October 1980, 4. The article included comments on the presentation by Shelly 
Acheson, Human Rights Director with the OFL, and a film produced by the Women’s Bureau, Ontario 
Ministry of Labour entitled “Affirmative Action Update.”  
428 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/0271, “Brief to the Standing Committee on Pay Equity 
Bill 154,” 25 February 1987, 5.  
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demands heard. 

The Pay Equity Act required that the entire field of education be examined and 

that all of the jobs in the school system be compared. The OTF, the official voice of 

Ontario’s teachers, could have, and perhaps should have, worked out the problems 

inherent in gender equity at their table and then entered into dialogue with the 

government, but they did not get involved.  

There were those within the men’s union who were nervous their pay scale was 

going to be applied to all teachers.429 Administrators feared that their qualifications and 

responsibility were being devaluated.430 However, the 13 per cent of male teachers who 

did not have degrees stood to benefit from the pay equity programs.431 The OPSTF had to 

take a position in support of pay equity when their non-degreed members stood to benefit 

and their degreed members would experience no loss.  

The unions came to the conclusion that redesigning the salary grid that boards 

used to pay elementary teachers was the solution to pay equity. Although the elementary 

unions had long claimed that the difference in pay between elementary and secondary 

teachers was an equity issue, the pay equity legislation was not intended to deal with that 

disparity. However, the legislation did require that all jobs within each board be 

scrutinized. When the elementary teachers examined the data on secondary schools, 

discrepancies were found that could not always be accounted for by the dollar differences 

between the pay grids.  

                                                
429 OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Bill Getty to John Telford, Pre-degree Category, 15 April 1987, 3. 
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“Re: Pay Equity Legislation,” June 1987, 9. 
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For years, the elementary teachers had accepted the notion that at least part of the 

difference in scales was that secondary teachers were required to have completed their 

university degree prior to becoming a teacher. Because many elementary teachers did not 

have degrees, non-degreed categories were included in every elementary salary grid. 

When making comparisons between themselves and the secondary teachers through the 

pay equity lens, the unions discovered that no secondary salary grid in the province had a 

non-degreed category. On the face of it, that made sense if all secondary teachers were 

required to have university degrees before they were hired; however, during the 

investigations of job categories, it was learned that 11 per cent of secondary teachers did 

not have university degrees.432 They were the teachers who taught in the trades courses 

and had arrived at teaching through work experience. They were placed in the degreed 

category based on their workplace equivalents with the result that these categories of 

secondary teachers had the opportunity reach the top of their salary level without having 

to obtain a university degree. The elementary salary grids did not permit similar 

advancement because of the non-degreed categories. The vast majority of the affected 

secondary teachers were men. The difference in salary between the non-degreed teachers 

in secondary schools and the non-degree grid in the elementary system could only be 

explained as a product of gender. It was exactly the kind of structural inequity posing as 

gender neutrality that the pay equity legislation was intended to address.  

The elementary teachers advocated for the removal of the seven-stage salary grid 

that had been developed in the 1960s.433 They argued that because all new teachers were 

                                                
432 ETFO Government Relations Officer Vivian McCaffrey’s office records (not archived) (19 March 
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required to have degrees, non-degreed teachers in the system would disappear through 

attrition.434 The plan would place teachers without degrees in the same initial category as 

those teachers with a basic degree, supporting the FWTAO’s position and meeting the 

requirements of the Pay Equity Act. 

The elementary unions found ground on which they could agree while making an 

argument for equity. Their solution did not differentiate between the earnings of the men 

and women elementary teachers but between the elementary and secondary teachers — a 

more agreeable solution. The unions identified male non-degreed secondary teachers and 

their place on the salary grid and compared them to the elementary female non-degreed 

teachers and their place on their gird. The location of teachers on their respective salary 

grids demonstrated how gender had been a factor. Reducing the categories on the grid did 

not provide the elementary non-degreed teachers with the same salary as their non-

degreed secondary peers, but it did provide them with a means of forcing trustees to 

redesign the salary grid to be more equitable between men and women.  

Although the OPSTF had agreed to a mutually acceptable position with the 

women’s union on the issue of non-degreed categories, its perspective on pay equity was 

still too narrow for the FWTAO. The FWTAO wanted to use the pay equity legislation as 

leverage to correct systemic inequities in pregnancy leave provisions. The men’s union 

took offence. They felt that the women’s suggestion of improvements to pregnancy leaves 

was unfair to the men teachers, and they considered breaking their historical practice of 

                                                
434 Although the non-degreed step on the grid was expected to disappear as teachers retired and the new 
requirements for their replacements included a university degree, non-degreed teachers continue to be hired 
in situations where a teacher with the prerequisite degrees could not be found, such as French teachers in 
remote boards. 
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negotiating as one body.435 They considered the example of the AEFO’s separate but 

concurrent negotiations on behalf its French-speaking teachers in English boards. Despite 

their indignation, the possibility of the OPSTF withdrawing from the table during 

negotiations for pay equity and taking independent action was problematic for them. For 

the OPSTF, separate negotiations were in conflict with its goal of one union that it had 

pursued since 1920. Of more immediate concern was that it had approached the hearings 

of the Pay Equity Commission as one body with the FWTAO.436 To split the elementary 

teachers’ collective agreements into separate documents over the question of pay equity, 

in the middle of admitting more women as voluntary members, would have weakened its 

position considerably. In the end, the OPSTF made the decision to collaborate with the 

FWTAO in its implementation. 

 

Constructing Equal Value in the Classroom 

The two unions worked together in setting up a joint task force to develop the Teacher 

Job Description/Job Content comparator.437 The comparator was a tool intended to 

facilitate the process of removing the non-degreed categories from elementary pay grids 

across the province. It compared the work of female-dominated job categories with the 

work of male-dominated job categories. This process was controversial, for it cut across 

the grain of historical efforts to fetishize formal qualifications that had been vital to the 
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public education project. The trustees objected to having to improve salaries for those 

teachers who had not participated in the professional training regimen; additional 

qualifications were the sorting mechanism for promotions and higher wages. The upshot 

for boards would be a heftier payroll for the same number of employees. From the 

trustees’ viewpoint, the equity provision in the Charter and the enabling legislation of the 

province were increasing costs to local boards for which they received no corresponding 

benefit, despite the Ministry providing additional funding for the programs in the short 

term. Tensions were further escalated by the requirement that pay equity be negotiated 

through collective bargaining.  

The distribution of teachers who had degrees varied across different boards. Of 

the sixty-three elementary teachers in the Prince Edward County board, all had basic 

university degrees.438 The process for placing those teachers on the salary grid went 

unchanged. To the north of them, the coterminous Hastings County board employed 593 

elementary teachers, of which 35 per cent, or over 200, did not have a minimum degree. 

Moving teachers to higher grids presented significant increases for boards as a percentage 

of budget costs. That was not problematic in 1988 because the economy was the strongest 

it had been since the 1960s. Inflation was down and the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

was stable. Although the Liberals had introduced the legislation under pressure from the 

NDP, Peterson had declared pay equity in education a priority. At the time, Chris Ward 

was the Minister of Education. He was a supporter of equity programs and had been 
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involved in moving Ontario’s pay equity bill through the legislature.439 The Liberal 

government portrayed itself as a champion of equality for women. 

For the FWTAO, pay equity was a major victory. The women’s union had been 

fighting for equal pay since its earliest days. It recognized pay differences as a systemic 

problem across employment sectors, not just in education.440 Threadbare arguments that 

differences were a result of qualifications, experience, and position did not account for 

broad discrepancies in salaries. The campaign for pay equity did not become a 

contentious issue between the OPSTF and the FWTAO. The men’s union stepped aside 

and let the women’s union take the lead. At the Pay Equity hearings, the men endorsed 

one legal council to represent both unions.  

Resistance to pay equity did come from certain boards. The most influential case 

became known as the Wentworth/Perth decision, the result of which set the standard for 

future decisions across the province.441 The Wentworth/Perth trustees refused to accept 

the pay equity schedule designed by the unions, and took the issue to the Pay Equity 

Tribunal for a ruling. The unions maintained their position that elementary teachers had 

three pre-degree categories in their pay schedules, while the secondary teachers had none. 

They argued for the elimination of the pre-degreed categories.  

In January 1990, the Tribunal decided in favour of the teachers, and declared one 

pay equity plan for all the elementary teachers. The victory had repercussions across the 

province. The trustees immediately served notice that they would seek a judicial review. 
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Liberal support for pay equity began to waiver as the economy began to slide. During the 

summer of 1990, the Peterson government suddenly abandoned its support for pay equity 

and sought to intervene on the side of the trustees in the judicial review.442  

The cost of implementing the Wentworth/Perth decision was estimated at $60 

million. The Liberal caucus had become nervous about the cost to the public purse. 

Peterson reneged on his previous support for the program by declaring that equity 

settlements should be part of the total salary package negotiated between trustees and 

their teachers. Withdrawing the additional funding that was needed to achieve equity for 

women would flatten salary increases across the public service. By the 1990s, 

governments of all stripes were becoming comfortable with demanding that public 

service workers carry the burden of downturns in the economy. 

In August 1989, Sean Conway was reappointed Minister of Education. On 13 July 

1990, he issued a memorandum on the intent of pay equity for women in education. It 

stated: 

As a result of The Pay Equity Hearings Tribunal decision in 
Wentworth/Perth, it is necessary to clarify the fundamental principles of 
pay equity so that this Tribunal decision does not upset an existing 
negotiated, gender neutral salary grid system. 
Under the Pay Equity Legislation, school boards are required to continue 
to negotiate pay equity plans with teachers and they may do so within the 
existing salary grid system.443 

 
The memorandum granted the trustees permission to return to the seven-step grids. 

Though the costs of implementation had reversed the stand of the Liberal government, 

elementary teachers did not undertake job sanctions related to pay equity during the 
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1988–89 school year. 

  Events moved quickly, if somewhat confusingly, after that. Immediately after the 

Tribunal’s decision, the Ontario Public School Boards’ Association (OPSBA) requested a 

meeting with the unions to begin exploratory talks on a coordinated pay equity plan that 

could be applied in twenty-six school boards at one time. That meeting was to be held in 

August but it was then put on hold while the government retreated from its own 

legislation and headed into an election. On 6 September 1990, the NDP was elected to 

form the government of Ontario.  

When the new government took office, Premier Bob Rae withdrew the 

government’s intervention in the pay equity appeal, saying that it did not make sense for 

the government to intervene in its own tribunal.444 With the new premier on side, the 

elementary teachers’ unions and the boards began to negotiate pay equity plans across the 

province based on the Pay Equity Tribunal’s decision in Wentworth/Perth.445 

Pay equity decisions were significant. Over 28 per cent of full-time elementary 

teachers were without degrees. The difference between men and women teachers was 

pronounced. While only 12.4 per cent of male teachers did not have a degree, 37.2 per 

cent of women elementary teachers did not have a degree.446  

The Pay Equity Act, 1987 represented one of the most concrete efforts undertaken 

by any jurisdiction in Canada to narrow the pay gap between men and women. Unlike the 

legislation in other provinces, the Ontario Act covered private industry as well as the 
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public service. However, once the country entered the recession of the early 1990s, all 

jurisdictions, including the federal government, backtracked on efforts to achieve pay 

equity for women, and sought exemptions from such requirements through the court 

system. As a result, women would continue to carry the burden of lower wages even as 

the number of women in the workplace increased. The percentage of women who were 

contributing to the family income continued to climb as the male-based manufacturing 

sector shrunk and the service industry, historically a feminized sector, expanded. During 

the last half of the 1980s and the early 1990s, the elementary teachers’ unions, along with 

other feminists, were able to move their equity agenda forward, but when the next 

recessionary period appeared in the mid-1990s, neo-liberal forces closed off that avenue. 

Women workers in sectors that had not already achieved pay equity by the mid-1990s 

were denied access to further improvements. 

Even while pay equity negotiations were continuing, the OPSTF advanced its 

campaign to amalgamate the two elementary teachers’ unions. Despite the efforts of the 

men to seize the FWTAO membership, the women’s union would not break from its 

historical practice of negotiating as one body. It remained on local bargaining teams with 

the men as they were developing pay equity schemes. The 1990 FWTAO booklet 

“So…You May Be Going on Strike: Everything You Never Wanted to Know” was 

written with references to both the FWTAO and the OPSTF appearing alongside each 

other. The cover could be removed and an OPSTF cover put in its place.447 The unions 

presented a common front to the trustees and to their respective memberships when they 

were dealing with their common employer. What the women had to give up in exchange 
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was their ability to fully support the causes to which they were committed. 

 

Accommodation for Difference: Pregnancy Leave 

While the Pay Equity Act was being debated, women teachers established pregnancy 

leave provisions as a second priority in their collective bargaining for 1987–88.448 The 

conditions of employment for pregnant teachers had changed considerably from the days 

when women teachers were required to resign after becoming pregnant, or from even 

earlier when women teachers were forced to resign upon marrying. Unemployment 

Insurance legislation had been amended in 1971 to permit women who were having 

children to receive Unemployment Insurance (UI) benefits for fifteen weeks or to receive 

a paid maternity leave from their employer for the same period.449 That second aspect of 

the plan was designed for unionized workers. The legislation permitted Supplemental 

Unemployment Benefit (SUB) plans from employers to top up what women received 

from their UI benefits. During the 1980s, unions, including the teachers’ unions, were 

making efforts to negotiate SUB plans. Women needed to continue to support their 

families while they were away from their workplaces, but they would not have much 

success doing so in the education sector. 

Like most state-supported social benefit plans in Canada’s liberal welfare regime, 

pregnancy leave benefits were designed as a two-tiered system. The bottom tier relied on 

the state entirely. It was subject to the rules applicable to workers receiving UI. That tier 
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was intended for non-unionized women who had worked sufficient weeks to collect UI 

benefits. It was a mean-spirited approach that bound benefits for women giving birth to 

the same levels as those of the unemployed, but for a much shorter period.  

UI benefit levels had been established as the minimum required to support a male 

worker for the period of time needed to find new work; it was intended to be a floor. The 

benefits were also a means of redistributing wealth seasonally and regionally across the 

country. The UI benefits for the unemployed were maintained at no more than 55 per cent 

of salary for fifty-two weeks with the possibility of extension to two years. In the early 

1970s, legislators, almost all male, were not about to offer to working women what many 

felt was a rich benefit for working men so that the women could leave the workforce to 

have babies. They arbitrarily selected seventeen weeks as the time required for post-

partum women to convalesce before returning to their jobs. Locking the pregnancy leave 

plan into the Unemployment Insurance scheme absolved the state of having to tax for it 

since funding came from the premiums workers and their employers paid — moreover, it 

placed a cap on women’s entitlements.  

The two-tiered system for benefits created an uneven result that was largely the 

result of negotiated SUB plans.450 The cost to the employer of a top-up benefit was 

directly proportional to the percentage of women in that workplace, meaning more 

women employees raised the cost of SUB benefits as a percentage of total labour costs. 

Teaching was a disproportionately female sector, so trustees tended to resist enriching 

SUB plans.451 The women’s union never successfully defeated the argument that, in an 
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age of oral contraception, women had a choice in the decision to become pregnant. 

Trustees did not feel obligated to explain who would have the babies if women did not 

give birth. During the development of pregnancy leave benefits and SUB plans, a 

discourse of collective responsibility to ensure the continuation of the species was unable 

to prevail against discourses of personal responsibility and prevailing assumptions of the 

nuclear family.452  

The negotiating teams for elementary teachers ignored pregnant teachers in their 

eagerness to reach settlements. In the zero-sum atmosphere of boards of education where 

Ministry grants and local taxes were the entirety of funding, union negotiators had to 

make choices. Benefit packages that would be of use to the entire membership, such as 

drug plans and vision care, had more traction in collective bargaining. Concurrence had to 

be reached on which proposals were essential items that both the men and women would 

be willing to support with strike action if it became necessary. Even though they vastly 

outnumbered the men, the women could not hope to attain significant improvements 

unless they could link their concerns to other issues that were important to the male 

teachers. From their masculine hilltop, the men were seldom sympathetic to the 

difficulties women faced. An example arose during the 1987–88 round of negotiations. 
                                                                                                                                            
plans covered the two-week waiting period at the equivalent of the weekly Unemployment Insurance 
benefits. They never rose above this level. 
452 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/0767, FWTAO, FWTAO Newsletter, 9, 
August/September 1990, 11. The announcement of a settlement of the twenty-six day Ottawa board strike 
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York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/0767, FWTAO, FWTAO Newsletter, 9, October/November 
1990, inside cover. Of five settlements reported, two had negotiated SUB plans. These plans only covered 
the two-week waiting period. 
York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/0767, FWTAO, FWTAO Newsletter, 9, April/May 1991, 
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the 1990-91 school year, fifty-one boards paid something for the two-week waiting period, usually the 
unemployment insurance rate of $408 per week, while five locals had won the right to a portion of salary 
during the entire leave period of seventeen weeks. 
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The men expressed their fear that women would use the leave provisions that were being 

negotiated to continue to accumulate seniority while on pregnancy leave. The men 

threatened to break away and pursue their own negotiations.453 The OPSTF executive 

calmed the fears of its members by assuring them that the women’s union was not 

seeking exceptional circumstances under which women teachers were able to accrue 

seniority — when, in fact, pregnancy leave was the accumulation of seniority while not in 

the workplace, similar to sick leave or sabbatical leave. Male negotiators could not 

sympathize with women’s need for a protected period away from the workplace for 

bearing children. Viewed through a masculinist lens, the workplace and raising children 

were disconnected from each other. For feminist women, a relationship existed between 

the workplace, the material support it provided, and meeting the needs of bearing 

children. The men’s concerns arose from the same long-standing assumptions about 

women’s maternal role that prevented women teachers from being promoted to 

administrative positions. Even as gender equity was being fought for and won through the 

efforts of a new generation of feminists, the old arguments continued.  

Discourses supporting women’s entitlement to post-partum care during the first 

year of a baby’s life did not become securely rooted in the teachers’ unions. Six years 

earlier, the Canadian Union of Postal Workers (CUPW) had mounted a forty-two-day 

strike in support of pregnancy leave benefits.454 The glacial pace of improvements in their 

pregnancy and parental benefits was evidence of a lack of commitment to women’s needs 
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in the combined negotiation teams of the FWTAO and the OPSTF. Women teachers’ 

demands for workplace equity were received in a more even-handed manner when they 

were tied to their career aspirations as affirmative action or pay equity. The FWTAO was 

never able to broker a broader vision of paid work that included supporting women in 

their responsibility for bearing children. Nor was the women’s union willing to demand 

pregnancy leave enhancements as an essential item during collective bargaining, with the 

result that no strike vote was ever taken in support of improving conditions for pregnant 

or post-partum women.  

Among other things, this issue speaks to a chronic weakness in certain types of 

grassroots democracy and the decision-making processes when addressing inequities 

suffered by marginalized groups. The history of the struggle for reasonable pregnancy-

leave benefits demonstrates the contradictory and paradoxical nature of women’s place in 

the social order, one that is both material and biological. Women’s difference cannot be 

addressed by juxtapositioning needs and rights in every instance.455 The unions did not 

link a woman’s right to bear children with the wages she required to meet the material 

needs of maternal care. They showed little interest in engaging in workplace sanctions to 

support women’s right to employment security while she was giving birth or providing 

post-natal care. The achievement of pregnancy and parental leave came from state 

legislation that granted a minimum level of benefit.  

Legislation provided women with the right to return to their job after they had 

given birth, and granted them the right to enjoy a period of post-partum care for newborn 

children while receiving some compensation. Collective agreement language governing 
                                                
455 Nancy Fraser, Unruly Practices: Power, Discourse, and Gender in Contemporary Social Theory 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 201.  
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maternal benefits would begin to appear in elementary teachers’ collective agreements in 

the late 1980s, but it would reflect little more than the federal unemployment insurance 

benefits available to all women. 

 

A Place for Women in the OPSTF 

The battle between the FWTAO and the OPSTF over amalgamation undermined the 

strength of both unions. The men’s long-running campaign generated deep suspicion 

among women teachers, who questioned the men’s motives. The conflict between the two 

unions was constant, or more bluntly, the men continuously applied pressure to the rank 

and file and to the FWTAO leaders to form one union. Their advances led to limited 

successes with some locals, but for the most part their campaigns resulted in deep 

animosities between the two organizations that promoted divisiveness and mistrust 

without ever convincing the majority of the women of the benefit of one organization. 

In time, the men’s union chose a more introspective route, reconfiguring itself to 

meet its amalgamation goals. The 1972 amendment to the OPSMTF constitution to 

include voluntary membership for members of other unions was a thinly disguised raid on 

the FWTAO’s membership.456 Women elementary teachers who were sympathetic to the 

notion of one union were the only teachers to become voluntary members.  

The OPSMTF continued to move forward in its efforts to become the union of 

choice for women teachers. By the summer of 1982, it had amended its policies to grant 

voluntary members all the entitlements of full membership, including the right to be 

elected and sit on the executive. The change necessitated removing the reference to men 
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in the name of the organization — with which the court agreed.457 That summer, the 

Ontario Public School Men Teachers Federation (OPSMTF) changed its name to the 

Ontario Public School Teachers Federation (OPSTF).458 The FWTAO immediately 

mounted a legal challenge, charging that the legal name change misrepresented the men’s 

union.459 The court dismissed the appeal.460 The renamed OPSTF was free to stake its 

claim to represent women in education. 

The name change was indicative of other adaptations within the men’s union. The 

decision to encourage voluntary members from among the FWTAO members forced the 

men to become more inclusive and broaden their policies. In a bid to bring more women 

into the organization and to increase its membership rolls, the OPSTF began to organize 

education workers other than teachers. That step gave the men’s organization a more 

modern approach to unionization with which the OPSTF became capable of engaging in a 

wider spectrum of labour activities beyond elementary teachers. Those efforts moved it 

past its historical craft-union roots, allowing it to engage in modern industrial unionism, 

albeit in a conservative form. Such efforts to bring the FWTAO members into the 

organization evolved into a broader vision of the potential of a teachers’ union.  

At the 1985 provincial assembly, the men’s union revoked its stance on 

affirmative action, abandoning the charge that affirmative action programs discriminated 
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against men.461 The OPSTF’s earlier opposition had been rooted in the threat of a very 

real loss of power and authority wielded by its members if more women became school 

administrators. When women began to join the men’s union, it had to revise its position, 

and therefore withdrew its opposition to the efforts of the FWTAO to force boards to 

adopt affirmative action policies and practices. Many of the women who joined the 

OPSTF, like Margaret Tomen, a key figure in the amalgamation battles, were already 

principals or were aspiring to school administrative positions. One of the reasons they had 

joined the men’s union was their belief that they could advance their careers through 

greater networking opportunities, so it was important that the union demonstrate its 

support for women’s advancement.  

At the same time as the union was strengthening its efforts to include voluntary 

members in all aspects of union work, the representatives at the annual general meeting 

elected Mary Hill as the OPSTF president for a second term.462 By 1985, almost 1,400 

members of the FWTAO were voluntary members of the OPSTF.463 In its search for 

women members, the OPSTF joined the campaign to organize occasional teachers.464 The 

women in those new locals would be fully entitled members of the OPSTF, with the legal 

protections that went with union membership. 

Occasional teachers across the province greeted the organizing campaign as a 

tremendous step forward. They had been without representation since Bill 100 had taken 
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them out of the teachers’ unions in 1975. OPSEU was the first union to organize the 

occasional teachers under the Ontario Labour Relations Act (OLRA).465 The teachers’ 

unions attempted to bring them under Bill 100 but were having little success in moving 

the Ministry of Education to make the necessary changes to the legislation.466 It was the 

OSSTF that found a way to break through the legal dilemma by revising its constitution 

to meet the requirements of the OLRA. The legislative requirements of the Ontario 

Labour Relations Board (OLRB) permitted workers to choose the union that they wished 

to represent them, unlike the classroom teachers who were legislated to belong to one of 

the affiliates of the OTF.467 The AEFO, OECTA, and the OPSTF modified their 

constitutions to adopt the OSSTF model. Organizing occasional teachers provided these 

teachers’ unions with experience in labour relations under the OLRA regime, an 

invaluable experience that bore fruit in the mid-1990s.  

The FWTAO chose not to organize occasional teachers. Instead, it put its efforts 

into pressuring the government to include the occasional teachers under Bill 100. Had it 

succeeded, the FWTAO could have brought women occasional teachers into its locals and 

left the men for the OPSTF. The OSSTF’s solution was to organize occasional teachers 

into their own locals under the OLRA, while teaching locals remained under Bill 100. 

The FWTAO could have organized both men and women occasional teachers, but to do 
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so would have threatened its existence as a women-only organization. The FWTAO 

attempted to organize the women teachers at the Adult Basic Literacy program in 

Scarborough, but did not make any further efforts at organizing outside of teachers.468 

That left it holding a narrow and somewhat archaic position in the education sector with a 

membership comprised entirely of classroom teachers and school administrators. Had the 

FWTAO pursued organizing occasional teachers in some form it would have 

demonstrated its continued concern for all women workers. Its position as a women-only 

union may have been compromised, but by not taking up the cause of the occasional 

teachers, it closed itself off from participating in organizing campaigns that would have 

offered it a new source of members. Such campaigns could have built a consciousness 

among the FWTAO membership of the realities of the lives of other workers. In the face 

of a weakening feminism, the failure of the FWTAO to become involved in organizing 

education workers was a return to its historical tendency to withdraw into its 

professionalism. 

While feminism offered women a political vision that promised to undo women’s 

oppression, it did not necessarily intersect with class. By the mid-1980s, organized labour 

was coping with fractures in the labour movement caused by the pressure of neo-liberal 

attacks. As an organization of professional women seeking equity, the FWTAO had been 

unable to develop its own vision of labour feminism with which to mobilize its members 

to engage in more radical politics on their own behalf. It could not break out of its 

pervasive elitism. During its years as a key supporter of feminist organizations in Canada, 

the union had remained internally divided, with some members electing to become 
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involved in the amalgamated locals. Because of the moratorium on discussing 

amalgamation at the annual general meetings, the legitimate questions and concerns of 

committed FWTAO members over the issue of union strength were not given a hearing. 

Despite its superior numbers, the FWTAO became locked into fighting a rearguard action 

for the loyalties of its own members.  

Historically, none of the teachers’ unions had shown any interest in organizing 

other workers. They had all behaved as nineteenth-century craft unions with 

professionalist pride at the core of their identity, rather than behaving as twentieth-

century industrial unions demonstrating pluralist interests that responded to all the 

workers within a sector. The decision of the OSSTF to begin organizing outside of 

teaching was, in part, a response to declining numbers of students resulting in a shrinking 

membership. Despite falling enrolment, the FWTAO remained the largest representative 

of teachers among all the affiliates of the OTF, and did not concern itself with enlarging 

its membership by reaching beyond the classroom.469 Its focus was on retaining its unique 

position as an all-women union. That position was problematic under the constant 

pressure of the men’s union to amalgamate and the support for that idea from within its 

own ranks, particularly from those locals that had formed amalgamated organizations.  

The OPSTF was able to gain some ground on the women by moving off its 

position as a professional union solely representative of teachers. Being able to bring 
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women into its membership was worth the cost of the organization drives to bring in new 

locals. The investment was in support of its goal of creating one union for all elementary 

teachers. 

In December 1986, the first contract negotiated for occasional teachers organized 

by the OPSTF under the OLRB was ratified in Kent County. The newly elected president, 

Lilias Kerr, and her vice-president, Shirley Brown, had been presented to the annual 

general meeting the previous summer as negotiations for their contract were underway.470 

The presence of occasional teacher locals furthered the efforts of the OPSTF to represent 

itself as an organization sensitive to the needs of both men and women. 

The men’s union continued to rewrite its policies to serve the interests of its 

newest members, although it often struggled. For example, under the leadership of Hill, 

the OPSTF added an affirmative action section to the “Rights and Responsibilities” 

portion of the union directives.471 The final policy appeared under the terms of reference 

of the Status of Women committee the following year. Two of the points demonstrate the 

transition from male fears over the loss of position and power to a future that included 

women in their organization: 

1. To monitor regularly the professional status of women in education and 
to advise the Executive and Assembly on the need for appropriate action 
with respect to any developing trends…. 
 
8. To develop a model for affirmative action consistent with OPSTF 
policy.472 
 
The best that could be said for these statements was that they were ambiguous; at 
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worst, they were deliberately obstructionist. The policy had to be accepted by the 

overwhelmingly male representatives at the annual general meeting in order to be passed, 

while still appealing to the aspirations of the women that the OPSTF was seeking to 

attract. Ambiguity was a strategy that furthered the ambitions of the men’s union by 

obfuscating their intentions; what constituted “appropriate action” was open to 

interpretation. The Status Committee offered reassurance to the new women members and 

served to attract FWTAO members who were on the other side of the feminist divide 

from their own union and who questioned the need for two unions. The OPSTF had found 

an acceptable level of ambiguity to live with affirmative action, and it had begun the 

process of advancing beyond its aggressively masculinist stance of the past.  

By the summer of 1987, the OPSTF had ten occasional teachers’ collective 

agreements negotiated, bringing 2,500 new members into the union.473 By 1989, the 

number had doubled with 5,000 occasional teacher members having been brought into the 

fold.474 It was a significant increase in a membership of 23,000, even more remarkable 

since the teachers unions had come through two decades of declining enrolment with its 

impact on membership rolls. By the early 1990s, the OPSTF would be able to declare that 

50 per cent of its membership was female, although only a third of new members would 

be voluntary members from the FWTAO.475  
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Gender Rights on the Field of Human Rights 

The OTF was to become the ground for a legal battle that the FWTAO would win, and a 

public relations battle that would lead them to defeat. In one of the bitterest ironies of its 

eighty years in defence of its autonomy, it was legislation that the FWTAO had fought for 

and supported that was its undoing. In what would become the final battle between the 

two unions, the OPSTF chose as its first move a charge over familiar ground. It had no 

chance of succeeding but it would set the players in motion. 

Section 15 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms came into effect on 17 

April 1985.476 The day after it came into effect, Margaret Tomen applied to the OTF for 

membership in the OPSTF.477 Tomen was a principal with the Windsor board, the same 

board for which OPSTF Chief Executive Officer David Lennox had worked. She was also 

a voluntary member of OPSTF.  

When the OTF predictably denied her request, she took the case to the Ontario 

Divisional Court. The OPSTF covertly financed her case against itself. In court, she 

accused the men’s union of violating the Charter by discriminating against her on the 

grounds of sex. She demanded that the OTF be required to change its Bylaw 1, which 

established union membership and prevented her from becoming a member of the men’s 
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equal protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination and, in particular, 
without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age 
or mental or physical disability. 
 (2) Subsection (1) does not preclude any law, program or activity that has as its 
object the amelioration of conditions of disadvantaged individuals or groups including 
those that are disadvantaged because of race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, 
sex, age or mental or physical disability.” 

477 Mary Eberts, The Case for Women’s Equality: The Federation of Women Teachers' Associations of 
Ontario and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (Toronto: Federation of Women Teachers’ 
Associations of Ontario, 1991), 19–25. 



 246 

union. It was an intriguing bit of legal footwork. The FWTAO was not named in the 

challenge. Containing the case to a contest between Tomen and themselves was an 

attempt to deny the women’s union access to the court proceedings. The ruse did not 

work. The court agreed to hear the FWTAO’s arguments. 

Margaret Wilson, the secretary treasurer of the OTF at this point in her career, was 

called as a witness. She stated in her affidavit that she regarded the application of Tomen 

as a test case for the OPSTF to expand its membership at the expense of the FWTAO.478 

She was careful not to express an opinion on the value of such an amalgamation. OPSTF 

President Hill was quick to accuse her of missing the point that women’s freedom was the 

OPSTF’s purpose. However, Wilson had come up through the OSSTF ranks and was 

intimately familiar with one union of men and women teachers. She had not missed the 

point at all.479 Rather, she grasped the intentions behind the OPSTF’s tactics, which were 

to raid the membership of the women’s union. Whether or not one union would 

strengthen or weaken the elementary teachers was not her concern, and she did not 

speculate at that time. Hill’s claim was rather disingenuous in the light of decades of 

amalgamation battles.  

The FWTAO filed a motion to squash the proceedings, claiming that the 

Divisional Court had no jurisdiction over the OTF bylaws. Justice Eugene Ewaschuk 

agreed and the court dismissed Tomen’s application. The women’s union had won the 

first round in the judicial system. The court decision was conclusive.  

The ruling came down as the annual general meetings were being held in Toronto. 
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Hill compared Tomen losing her case to the oppression suffered by black South Africans 

under apartheid.480 Her comments were not only insulting to the members of the women’s 

union, who were meeting only a few blocks away, but they trivialized the sacrifices made 

by black South Africans to end apartheid. Hill went on to say that Tomen would be 

seeking a hearing before the Ontario Human Rights Commission rather than appealing the 

court decision. Her comments served their purpose by rallying the OPSTF representatives 

behind the expensive campaign that seemed to have no end.  

The case came alive again when Tomen was attached to an OSSTF application to 

the Supreme Court of Ontario that sought membership for three OECTA members.481 

This time, the OPSTF openly declared its support for Tomen and named the FWTAO as 

its adversary. The OSSTF was transparent about its motives for seeking the end of Bylaw 

1; it wanted to raid the secondary teacher members of the AEFO and OECTA.  

The OPSTF presented Tomen’s case before Justice Ewaschuk a second time. They 

again requested that Tomen be permitted to switch her affiliation to the OPSTF. In 

September 1987, Justice Ewaschuk presented his decision. He ruled that membership was 

an internal matter between the teachers of OTF and not subject to the Charter. He stated 

that if teachers wanted to change Bylaw 1, they could vote to do so within their own 

organization. His ruling included the observation that “[t]he Charter was designed to 

protect individuals from government’s tyranny. The Charter was not designed to permit 

individuals to tyrannize other private individuals or groups in the name of individual 

rights.”482 The OPSTF and the OSSTF appealed the decision immediately, but that too 
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would be lost in the Supreme Court of Canada.483  

Justice Ewaschuk’s decision created some controversy, coming as it did during the 

heyday of second-wave feminism in Canada. Newspaper editorials came out on both 

sides. In Elliot Lake, the ruling was lauded as “… a decision of inestimable benefit to the 

women of Ontario.”484 In North Bay, The Nugget compared the situation of women 

teachers being confined to their own union to that of the Ayatollah’s rule in Iran. The 

Nugget’s editorial position reflected that of many of other newspapers that portrayed the 

FWTAO union as a manipulate entity that forced women teachers to remain within its 

ranks. 

The decision should have brought an end to the entire matter of amalgamation. 

Once the court decision had been made, the judicial system had a precedent-making 

reference to the Charter. Such precedents generally determined the future course of 

decisions in the Canadian judicial system. The unfamiliar and largely untried factor that 

would be decisive in this conflict was the fledgling human rights legislation and how it 

would be applied by the bodies that had been entrusted with protecting human rights in 

the province.  

The OPSTF had been investing time and resources in the fight for amalgamation 

for such a long period that the battle with the FWTAO contributed substantially to its 

identity. Much of the motivation behind the activities of the OPSTF was in reaction to the 

women’s union. Support for the amalgamation of all elementary teachers under one flag 

had become critical to the political success of those within the organization. The failure in 
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both attempts at a court settlement did nothing to stifle the OPSTF’s demands for one 

union. When the judicial system closed off the direct route to the Charter, the OPSTF 

immediately sought another avenue. 

The men’s union put together a transfer-of-membership form for six FWTAO 

members indicating their desire to become OPSTF members.485 The six women teachers 

presented the completed form to the OTF board of governors. They were all denied. They 

then appealed to the OTF executive for reconsideration. One of them, Linda Logan-

Smith, had filed a complaint with the Ontario Human Rights Commission while the Court 

of Appeal had been hearing the Tomen case. She was the president of the Elementary 

Teachers’ Association–York Region, an amalgamated local with a large membership. The 

OSSTF and the OPSTF used the OTF decision to mount an extraordinarily successful 

petition campaign. They collected 30,000 members’ signatures in support of a 

philosophical statement on human rights that opposed the OTF rejection of the six 

women’s request.486 

  Perhaps influenced by her appearance before the Human Rights Commission, 

and certainly aware of the petition campaign, the OTF governors granted Linda Logan-

Smith the opportunity to appeal her denial. Logan-Smith appeared before the OTF board 

of governors in April 1988 to request a reconsideration of her right to become a member 

of the OPSTF. She was opposed by the representatives of the women’s union, the 

                                                
485 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/008, Report of the Board of Directors 1987–88, August 
1988, 48–50. 
486 OPSTF Archive, “Thirty Thousand Teachers Protest Bylaw 1,” OPSTF Newstoday, 20 April 1988, 
cover. 



 250 

Catholic teachers’ union, and the French teachers’ union.487 Nonetheless, their decision to 

hear the appeal would be pivotal to the course of gendered unions in Ontario. By 

permitting Logan-Smith to appear before them in person, the OTF governors provided 

space for a dramatic public relations campaign spearheaded by the OPSTF and supported 

by its ally in this campaign, the OSSTF. The final battle for gendered unions would draw 

in all five affiliates of the OTF. 

 The signed statements that had been collected by the OPSTF and the OSSTF 

were presented to Ontario Human Rights Commission Chief Commissioner Raj Anand, 

Minister Responsible for the Ontario Human Rights Commission Garry Phillips, and the 

OTF board of governors at a well-staged press conference, complete with a small group 

of teachers rallying in her support, to coincide with Logan-Smith’s appearance before the 

OTF.488 The signature campaign served two purposes: it kept the case alive in the minds 

of the OSSTF and the OPSTF members, while the press conference with the stacks of 

signatures in the forefront captured the attention of the Minister.  

Predictably, the OTF denied Logan-Smith’s appeal, but the petition campaign 

proved to be successful. In the summer of 1988, Phillips appointed a single-person 

Ontario Human Rights Board of Inquiry.489 Dr. Daniel Baum was to hear the cases of 

Tomen and Logan-Smith. He was a professor in the Osgoode Hall Law Faculty, a labour 
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arbitrator, and a human rights adjudicator, a good political choice by Phillips to settle a 

disagreement between two unions regarding a question of human rights.490 As in past 

instances, the FWTAO was not named to the case. The inquiry was asked to examine the 

actions of the OPSTF and the OTF, not those of the FWTAO.  

The FWTAO attempted to stay the proceedings in the Divisional Court as it had 

previously.491 However, the Human Rights Commission was not the court system; it was 

a new entity with an untried judicial role. The court ruled against the FWTAO this time, 

and decided that the Human Rights Commission did have the authority to investigate 

Tomen’s case.492 Staging Logan-Smith’s hearing before the OTF had worked for the 

OPSTF. 

The only position in the proceedings the FWTAO was able to achieve was 

intervener status along with each of the other OTF affiliates.493 The OSSTF was granted 

intervener status in support of its efforts to bring all of the secondary teachers under its 

flag, while OECTA and the AEFO were granted intervener status to defend their 

membership rolls against the OSSTF. All five affiliates of the OTF, as well as the OTF 

itself, appeared before the Tribunal. In an effort to appear more inviting than rapacious, 

the OPSTF suspended other elements of its amalgamation campaign until a judgement 

was rendered on the case before Baum. 

On 31 March 1994, the long-awaited decision was handed down in favour of 

Tomen and Logan-Smith. The nine-year battle was coming to a close for these two 
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women and the eighty-year battle between the two elementary teachers’ unions was about 

to be concluded. The FWTAO appealed the ruling under Section 13 of the Charter, 

claiming that the FWTAO was “a special program designed to relieve hardship or 

economic disadvantage…”494 Meanwhile, the OPSTF requested that the OTF hold the 

fees of the two women members.  

The decision of the OTF to hear Logan-Smith’s appeal must have seemed minor 

at the time, even strategic, but agreeing to permit her appeal was a tactical error on the 

part of the FWTAO, OECTA and the AEFO, the three unions that were committed to 

retaining the OTF bylaw determining union membership. These three affiliates had won 

their case when Justice Ewaschuk had handed down his decision. They had no reason to 

provide Logan-Smith with a platform. The OPSTF and the OSSTF knew they would lose 

in front of the OTF but they had been given another opportunity to argue their case and 

they exploited the time to advantage. Their petition campaign cost them next to nothing. 

It was a dramatic piece of political theatre that succeeded in applying pressure to the 

Minister of Citizenship. The Minister’s decision to proceed with a Human Rights 

Commission complaint was a calculated response to the sight of 30,000 teachers’ 

signatures. The OPSTF and the OSSTF were able to make up in the political arena what 

they had lost in the judicial system.  

In the end, it was only the FWTAO that paid the price of losing members. Baum 

did not grant the OSSTF access to the secondary teachers of OECTA or of the AEFO. 

The elementary teachers were the only unions divided by sex, a prohibited ground in the 

Education Act. 
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Karen Schucher, one of the lawyers who worked on the FWTAO case, makes a 

compelling argument that the Baum decision was seriously flawed.495 She claims that 

Baum failed to comprehend the balance in the Charter between individual rights and 

group protections. Schucher is critical of Baum’s refusal to credit the expertise of feminist 

witnesses. She quotes Justice Rosalie Abella, then a member of the Ontario Court of 

Appeal, whose dissenting view stated that Baum did not properly consider the evidentiary 

record presented by the FWTAO and the expert witnesses called:  

I do not, however, wish to be taken as agreeing with my colleagues that the 
majority of the Divisional Court was correct in confirming the Tribunal’s 
findings. There was overwhelming evidence to explain the historic need 
for a separate affiliate for women elementary school teachers; evidence of 
the crucial role it played in amelioration disadvantages experienced by 
women teachers in the workforce; and evidence that compulsory 
membership — and dues — are both an integral part of the labour relations 
matrix, however counter intuitive they may appear to a lay observer… 
This evidence, with respect, was not properly considered.496 
 
The fact was that Dr. Baum lacked the experience and theoretical framework to 

come to a judgement based on balancing the carefully constructed arguments of the 

FWTAO for social justice against the traditional defence of individual rights argued by 

the OPSTF. He failed to grasp the logic behind the concerns of feminism as it was 

explained by some of the best minds in the field, who were also the witnesses for the 

FWTAO. 

The Baum decision demonstrated the difficulty the judicial system had in 

addressing key aspects of women’s experience. The problematics of the feminist 

standpoint have been explored by such scholars as Nancy Hartsock, Alice Kessler-Harris, 
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and Dorothy E. Smith.497 Smith makes the following point: 

Learning how to address concepts, beliefs, ideology, and other categories 
of thought or mind as people’s actual practices in the local settings of their 
everyday lives had become central to the sociological project. Taking up 
women’s standpoint as a place to begin, locates the knower in her body, in 
a lived world in which both theory and practice go on, in which theory 
itself is a practice.498 

 
In June 1995, the ruling on the FWTAO’s appeal of the Baum decision was released: it 

was against the women’s union. Nearly eighty years of women’s unionism in Ontario’s 

education system were brought to an end by human rights legislation intended to move 

women’s equality forward. It was a bitter pill for the members of the FWTAO to 

swallow. It was made more difficult by the knowledge that the women’s union had 

thrown away the victory that Justice Ewaschuk had handed it. The gesture of fairness at 

the OTF table had been turned against them. Bitter indeed; while class won over gender 

in court, it did not in the hearts of the FWTAO women.499  

The women of the FWTAO and the men of the OPSTF had always fought 

alongside each other on the terrain of class interests in their relationship with their single 

employer. Their united approach to the activities of collective bargaining and other 

committee work furthered an identification of elementary teachers with a common body 

of interests to which they referred when comparing themselves to the other OTF affiliates 

— secondary, Roman Catholic, or francophone teachers — but it had never been enough 

to unite them under one flag. The two unions carried on a running battle over 
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amalgamation. The men were never able to adopt a position that was attractive to any but 

a minority of the members of the FWTAO. The majority of the women maintained their 

loyalty to their unique union. In the end, amalgamation was forced on the majority of 

women teachers at the same moment as the politics of education took on a new urgency. 

With the election of the Mike Harris Conservative government in 1995, the full force of 

neo-liberalism was brought to bear on teachers 

The decision by the FWTAO to fold its membership into one union of elementary 

teachers was made for a number of reasons that went beyond the Baum decision. Had 

women teachers been determined to have their own union, they could have continued 

with a reduced FWTAO. Women’s organizations had formed in Australia and Great 

Britain without guarantees of membership. The reasons for not remaining an autonomous 

union were complex. For a younger generation of women, second-wave feminism had 

lost its appeal by the late 1990s. Young women were content with having the opportunity 

to enter the workforce with a broader range of choices than their mothers had available to 

them. Those who entered teaching were no exception; in many ways they took gains such 

as access to promotions and pay equity that had been made by a previous generation of 

feminist teachers for granted. The feminist movement was suffering from the effects of a 

backlash across North America fuelled by neo-liberal efforts to demonize unions and 

suppress wages that resisted broadening freedoms and opportunities for women. As well, 

many women felt that feminism had achieved its goals to a sufficient degree. As women 

entered both non-traditional workplaces and the corner office in greater numbers, their 

presence undermined the claims that women were restricted in their choices. Because of 

positive changes in society’s view of women’s achievements, the FWTAO could not 
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depend on its commitment to improving women’s work lives as sufficient appeal to 

maintain their membership rolls.  

  The most serious problem was that the Baum decision threatened to bleed the 

FWTAO of its members and funds as young women with career aspirations sought the 

networking opportunities available to them in the men’s union. Almost 4,000 women 

teachers had become voluntary members of the men’s union already and were holding 

dual membership in the two unions.500 Those women had already declared that they were 

prepared to leave the ranks of the FWTAO if given the opportunity. The FWTAO could 

expect that a number of the women in amalgamated locals would also leave. They 

included the sizeable Hamilton and Carleton Associations. The majority of the FWTAO 

membership viewed amalgamation as something that had been forced on them, and a 

betrayal of women. Yet, those women teachers who supported amalgamated locals or 

were voluntary members regarded the decision of the Human Rights Tribunal as a victory 

for teacher unionism and for women’s freedom of association. The voice of women 

teachers was divided. The FWTAO was aware that it might have difficulty maintaining its 

membership base after the exodus of disaffected members began. Once its base was put at 

risk, its budget commitments would be undermined by the potential loss of dues that are 

the lifeblood of every union. Because of the FWTAO’s resistance to organizing outside of 

teachers, no one would be coming to replace the teachers who might decide to leave the 

women’s union. The expression of support for amalgamation by the women teachers had 

never reached anything approaching a majority, but the uncertainty of being able to 
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sustain its membership rolls forced the women’s union to choose either a much smaller 

organization or a significant presence in an amalgamated union over which it had some 

control. When the decision was presented to the women of the FWTAO, 88 per cent 

agreed to form one union.501 Ironically, that number was only marginally lower than the 

OPSTF’s result of 92.5 per cent. 

When the elementary teachers met as one organization in August 1998 in Toronto, 

it was with a constitution already prepared.502 The executives of the two organizations 

had been negotiating the details of that document over a two-year period. The new 

constitution included protected women’s programs and an enlarged defence fund.503 The 

first assured women that their interests would be safeguarded in the larger organization, 

while the second provided for strike pay in the event of another province-wide strike. The 

defence fund was a clear signal to the membership, the trustees, and the state that the new 

union intended to be more militant. While the elementary teachers’ unions of the past had 

appeared to be more preoccupied with their differences than they were with engagement 

in regular workplace sanctions, the new union held the possibility of demonstrating a 

more focused strength. 
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Gender in a Neo-liberal Time: 1975–1998 

As women entered Canada’s workforce in greater numbers during the 1970s, their 

demands for fair treatment resonated with a public that had witnessed the commitment of 

the anti-war movement and a decade of Afro-American activists campaigning for racial 

equality in the United States. Historically, feminist discourses had been moulded around 

equality. Second-wave feminists were able to mobilize women in support of campaigns 

that demanded an equal place for them in the political and economic order with a 

discourse of equal rights. While the state was succeeding in its efforts to suppress worker 

resistance, it was vulnerable to women’s demands for equity in the workplace. By 

deifying the rights of individuals in the economic sphere, political actors became 

susceptible to feminist rights discourses that emerged in response to long-simmering 

injustices suffered by women in paid and unpaid labour.  

In Ontario’s schools, teachers’ professional identities were as gendered as those of 

blue-collar or pink-collar workers. The men teachers, isolated for decades in their single 

gender union, and represented largely by those who had risen through the ranks to 

principalships, were predisposed to defending a traditional masculinity that granted 

authority to men and denied it to women. Working beneath a woman was not a 

comfortable choice for men, particularly in the immediacy of the elementary school 

workplace where daily contact between classroom teacher and school administrator was 

likely to occur. With a weak connection to class, and a strong attachment to prescribed 

male roles within what had become a female enclave, male elementary teachers were not 

eager to undertake a dismantling of the structures that secured masculine privilege. In the 

FWTAO, women were able to hold to a more fluid professional identity that 

acknowledged women’s ability to meet the rigors of classroom teaching, while conferring 
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on women the capacity to fulfill the responsibilities of administrative duties. Their 

professionalism demanded systemic changes to a system that continued to place 

additional burdens on women because of their sex. Their antipathy to class interests and 

their opposition to the OPSTF’s efforts at amalgamation isolated the FWTAO within a 

narrow feminism. 

During the 1970s through to the 1990s, women teachers demonstrated a strong 

attachment to gender even while they were engaged in class-based activities in their 

labour relations. Nancy Christie identifies the difficulties experienced by historians in 

developing a theoretical basis for the overlap of class and gender.504 She correctly 

suggests that there are heuristic reasons for examining each separately. However, she 

undermines her argument by further suggesting that all identities carry equal weight at the 

labour table. Regardless of the other identities that locate individuals elsewhere in their 

lives, the decentring of class from the political economy of the workplace denies the 

fundamental employer-employee relationship upon which power relations are structured 

in a capitalist economy.  

The women of the FWTAO had developed their professionalist identity over 

decades. Despite years of demands for equal pay and access to promotions, their reliance 

on gender alone had been unsuccessful. In the 1970s that changed, and feminists began to 

break down employment doors in every sector. Women teachers were able to make 

significant gains that allowed them to rise in the educational hierarchy by the 1990s. The 

movement of women into managerial positions was the result of a number of significant 

social changes. Essentially, more women were finding paid work in the workplace. As a 
                                                
504 Nancy Christie, “By Necessity or by Right: The Language and Experience of Gender at Work,” 
Labour/Le Travail, 50 (Fall 2002), 117–48. 



 260 

result, women activists entered the political sphere in feminist organizations, in labour, 

and in mainstream politics. Despite the social tremors around them, women teachers had 

been unable to make real gains until large numbers of women outside of education had 

broken with their singular domestic identity and begun to occupy workplace hierarchies. 

Neo-liberal policy, as a consequence of its dampening effect on men’s real wages, 

compelled more women to enter the workforce in order to maintain the family income. 

Capitalism has never been blind to gender; it simply incorporated it into its project of 

maximizing profit by means of downward pressure on wages — a class issue, but not 

only a class issue.  

The FWTAO had developed the structures to undertake a fight for women’s 

rights, but it needed to connect with other sectors of working women to build a critical 

mass that could effect change. The feminism that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s gave 

form and direction to a movement of which women teachers were an integral element but 

not a driving force. Their discomfort with a class response prevented them from taking a 

radical labour feminist role in the movement. It was the material concerns of large 

segments of the population that rallied women: equal pay, fairness in promotions, access 

to well-paid jobs, protection from abuse, division of property, access to medical 

abortions, reproductive control, job security during pregnancy, and postnatal care. The 

FWTAO joined the movement as it was developing, and maintained a deep involvement, 

but it could never bring itself to commit its membership to a feminism that bonded class 

issues to those of gender. 

The moratorium on amalgamation became part of the problem by closing off for 

twenty years the debate on possible changes to the form of union representation for 

women teachers. It opened the FWTAO, an organization committed to providing a voice 
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for women, to accusations of muzzling members with unpopular views. The moratorium 

was intended to deny supporters of amalgamation a platform, but it also froze the 

discourse in 1977 terms. The rank and file were not invited into the debates examining the 

contradictions of amalgamation. Such a conversation would have gained for the 

organization new and adaptive arguments for a women-only union as well as preparing 

alternatives from which the FWTAO women could have managed the enforced 

amalgamation of 1998. As feminism waned, the moratorium denied younger members the 

opportunity to engage with feminist activists in a politicized, pro-feminist environment on 

the floor of the FWTAO annual meeting. Had the moratorium not been in place they 

could have engaged with the tensions inherent in having two elementary teachers’ unions, 

and done so in their own house where alternative visions of labour feminism could have 

been developed.  

Affirmative action and pay equity were essential to ensuring fairness for women. 

Despite the increasing number of women at the vice-principal level, the number of 

women in principal and superintendent positions was minimal even as late as 1991.505 At 

the same time as more women teachers were preparing to apply for these positions, the 

requirements for promotion became more formalized and more demanding, reinforcing 

the glass ceiling, erecting new hurdles for women and preventing many of them from 

progressing beyond the first level of school management. The FWTAO continued to 

express its frustration at being unable to reach the goal of 50 per cent women 

administrators that had been promised by the Liberal government.506 In 1993, the 
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“Affirmative Action Report” to the FWTAO annual meeting grouped women among 

members of disadvantaged groups in Ontario, along with racial minorities, Aboriginal 

men and women, and men and women with disabilities. Their discourse shifted to a 

comprehensive equity that could be claimed by other under-represented groups as well as 

women — an expansion of identity politics.  

The two elementary teachers’ unions had long maintained differing views of how 

to improve conditions for their members. For decades the FWTAO had regarded separate 

unions as being a more effective means of resisting the tendency of those in authority to 

place additional burdens on women. The OPSTF had believed that one organization 

formed by an amalgamation of teachers’ unions was essential to building a union able to 

oppose the power of the state. But by the time the Baum decision came into effect, the 

political landscape had shifted in Ontario. The neo-liberal policies of the new 

Conservative government had reconfigured the tensions between professionalism and 

unionism with collective action being called for by all the teachers’ unions. Discourses 

rooted in the concerns of class were beginning to replace those of gender.  

Although the amalgamation took place during the fiercest fights with the Harris 

government, it was not neo-liberalism that forced the end of the FWTAO. Certainly, the 

war with the premier helped make the amalgamation more palatable to FWTAO 

supporters. Witnessing the collapse of their 1997 province-wide strike left rank-and-file 

elementary teachers with worries other than their past differences.507 As the full brunt of 
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the Conservative government’s slash and burn policies descended on public sector unions, 

Harris stripped teachers of their unique labour relations regime. He replaced the School 

Boards and Teachers Collective Negotiations Act, Bill 100 with the Ontario Labour 

Relations Act putting the teachers on the same footing as other labour unions. To some 

degree, he decentred gender during the amalgamation process. 

Examined through a class lens, it is evident that the amalgamation created a more 

powerful union in the ETFO. The years of suspicion and mistrust that had undermined the 

strength of both the FWTAO and the OPSTF had come to an end. The elementary 

teachers could pursue their objectives as one body with one voice. Throughout their 

history, gender had problematized the choice of objectives to which elementary teachers 

were willing to commit their forces in labour relations. In practice, joint negotiations had 

worked only for class issues. 

Viewed from a gender perspective, the amalgamation offered women teachers 

what a fading feminism could no longer produce. In the new union, women outnumbered 

men three to one. Their interests had a better chance of being addressed in the new 

organization than they had when the FWTAO and the OPSTF were bound by their 

agreement to reach consensus. Neo-liberalism’s grip on governments had closed 

feminists’ access to state actors, and with no hope of state policy responding to their 

aspirations, women teachers’ best chance for improving their working lives had shifted to 

building union strength. Holding the majority in the amalgamated elementary teachers’ 

union, women were in a better position to secure the items to which the new union would 

commit its resources. The FWTAO’s decision to join forces with the OPSTF, instead of 

letting themselves become a smaller women-only union, retained their strength in 

collective bargaining, the point at which class issues and gender issues conflate.  



 264 

Chapter 4 

Politics and Classroom Class Struggle I: The NDP 1990–1995 

 

Social Democracy in a Neo-liberal Era 

Gad Horowitz argues that partisan politics in Canada is based on a liberal ideology that 

views the governing relationship as a connection between the state and its citizens as 

individuals. Such an interpretation assumes that liberal-democratic citizens suppress any 

group interests as they approach the ballot box. Horowitz points out that class interests 

are considered inappropriate to Canadian politics (at least in English Canada) because 

they are assumed to be tainted with a visible agenda. Class interests have entered politics 

openly on very few occasions in Canada.508  

The election of the New Democratic Party (NDP) in Ontario has not been 

interpreted as the result of workers defending their class interests from the attacks of the 

far-Right policies of the Mulroney government. Instead, the 1990 election has been 

explained by the media as the individual choice of a majority of voters teaching their 

political leaders a lesson in hubris. Ironically, it was to this liberal-democratic tradition 

that Bob Rae would attach himself. The media trope has been framed in the terms of the 

NDP coming to power as the beneficiaries of a political blunder that has since become a 

reference point in Canadian politics — David Peterson foolishly called an election with 

two years left in his mandate and majority support in the polls.509 When the ballots were 
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counted, the NDP had a majority with seventy-four seats, the Liberals were the Official 

Opposition, and the Conservatives were third with twenty seats.510 On 6 September 1990, 

Bob Rae became the first NDP premier of Ontario.  

With the Mulroney Conservative government in its sixth year in Ottawa, the NDP 

had been able to fashion a coalition of labour and social activists to capture the 

imagination of those who were resisting the advance of federal neo-liberal policies and 

their ruthless consequences. Rae was given the opportunity to mount a counter-attack on 

the Right from the industrial heartland of the country. With the backing of organized 

labour and the ethical support of environmentalists, feminists, and grassroots activists, the 

new government was expected to institute policies that would better protect workers and 

provide supports for the working class. The president of the Ontario Public School 

Teachers’ Federation (OPSTF) optimistically predicted a shopping list of improvements 

under the NDP that included an increase in education funding, improved labour laws, the 

introduction of state-funded child care, and a resolution to the teachers’ pension 

dispute.511 Despite such expectations, the new government’s predominance of 

inexperienced members needed to solidify their position by passing a few pieces of 

critical legislation early in their mandate to secure their constituents and then take time to 

mature as the ruling party. That was not going to be Bob Rae’s approach. 

Peterson had called the election while the economy had been stable, but by the 
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time the NDP took the reins of power, the country was in its worst recession since 1982. 

The downturn was partially due to the neo-liberal economic policies of Brian Mulroney 

that were shrinking the social safety net and intensifying the effects of economic cycles. 

Fighting off potent right-wing rhetoric demanding cuts in spending to fight the provincial 

deficit would become the litmus test of Rae’s commitment to the trade unionists who had 

supported him.  

Curiously, the new premier immediately distanced himself from established NDP 

policy. Rae publicly characterized his government as a separate entity from the party and 

detached himself from the people who had put him in power.512 He was eager to relieve 

the anxieties being expressed by the business community and willing to moderate the 

NDP brand to do so. His attempts at appeasement were a naïve denial of the simple fact 

that the elites could never be convinced to willingly give up any share of their wealth to 

deal with the provinces’ economic woes. Business interests would never embrace the 

NDP even though it had become a party of the liberal centre. At the same time, Rae 

assumed his labour constituency would continue to support him. Although some labour 

leaders may have understood the finer points of social democratic pragmatism, the rank 

and file voted in their own interests.   

The elementary teachers had continued their policy of refusing to advocate 

support for any party in the 1990 election. Instead, the locals were advised that “teachers 

should work to elect candidates who will be strong advocates for public education.”513 

Openly endorsing the party of the Left had never been a discussion inside either of these 
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two professional unions with their liberal sentiments.514 The teachers had a history of 

advocating positions that were in their interests and, when they believed they were being 

threatened, withdrawing their support. Promoting social democracy had never taken root 

in the teachers’ organizations, even when right-wing, neo-liberal governments began 

attacking social welfare programs, health care, and education.  

Although they did not overtly embrace the NDP, the teachers were happy with the 

change in government. David Peterson’s Liberals had maintained an ambiguous 

relationship with the education sector. Despite his support for kindergarten classes and 

the jobs they represented, he had alienated teachers by first refusing to carry through on 

his promise to hand over control of their pension and then intervening to reverse the 

elementary teachers’ pay equity settlement. Going into the election, he had been unable to 

secure the education vote. With the election of the NDP government, the teachers’ unions 

hoped to resolve both the ownership of their pensions and move positively on the equity 

front.515   

The advancement of neo-liberalism during the 1980s narrowed the vision of 

public education. Experiential aspects of cultural acquisition such as art, music, and 

hands-on training in trades and domestic skills were reduced, while the disciplining 

aspects of job training in a more precarious workplace were expanded.516 By 1990, public 

education was beginning to focus on the quantifiable benefits of education to which cost-
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benefit analysis could be applied using similar approaches as applied to other 

commodities and services.517 Commodification of education demanded a valorized, 

seamless, and fixed “taxpayer” who expected a maximum return on the investment of 

public dollars in education.518 The acceptance of accountability and transparency as 

important aspects of children’s learning called for institutionalized measures of literacy 

and numeracy that demonstrated the economy of education.  

Such arguments harkened back to the nineteenth-century origins of the public 

education project, but they promoted a single-mindedness that had never been imagined 

by Edgerton Ryerson. The more indeterminate advantages of education — providing 

children with the capacity to participate as citizens in their political culture, offering them 

knowledge beyond their neighbourhoods, and developing in students a critical sensibility 

with which to engage with their world to transform both it and themselves — slid into 

obscurity at the end of the twentieth century. The new purpose of schooling became the 

accumulation of saleable skills and the ranking of individuals for their employability, 

flexibility, and acquiescence to the ideology of individualism.  

When the NDP came to power, it did not critique the change in direction 

education had taken in the latter part of the century; rather, the members of the NDP 

caucus assumed the appropriateness of such changes and proposed to advance the 

process. Their approach was to problematize the school system and then to realign it to 

meet the demands of the economic system. The new government set itself the goal of 
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reforming education to meet the challenges of advancing globalism and the inroads being 

made by computer technology into the workplace.  

 

NDP Education Reform 

Marion Boyd became the first NDP Minister of Education in Ontario.519 During her one-

year term, she moved forward on some of the recommendations made by the Radwanski 

Report and continued to develop the equity programs that had been put in place by the 

Davis Conservatives and then continued under the Peterson Liberals.520 In the fall of 

1991, Rae made Boyd Minister of Community and Social Services and appointed Tony 

Silipo, a former board of education chair, to Minister of Education.       

Silipo set his sights on radically reforming the school system to align more closely 

with Radwanski’s recommendations. He began by announcing his intention to de-stream 

course content in the secondary schools.521 Streaming had been an institutional change 

initiated by John Robarts in order to provide separate programs for students who were 

intending to follow different career paths. The streams directed students to university, the 

trades, or unskilled work. Silipo’s second initiative was to implement Radwanski’s 

recommendation that special-education students be integrated into regular classrooms in 

all grades wherever possible. His third major policy change was to announce that the 

NDP would be introducing junior kindergarten, a support that had long been sought by 

                                                
519 R.D. Gidney, From Hope to Harris: The Reshaping of Ontario’s Schools (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1999), 216–17. 
520 George Radwanski, Ontario Study of the Relevance of Education, and the Issue of Dropouts (Toronto: 
Ontario Ministry of Education, 1987). 
521 Gidney, From Hope to Harris, 218–24. 



 270 

women income earners.522 In addition to those changes that reconfigured the 

demographics of the classroom, Silipo began work on a standard curriculum for the 

province. The standardized curriculum would come with a common set of assessment 

tools, a project the Liberals had considered when they were in power.  

A year after taking office, Silipo announced his new design for education.523 

Making his plan public was a mistake. His draft policy document was slammed for being 

“vague” with the “woolliest of goals.”524 Although changes similar to what he was 

proposing had been suggested for decades, he had not brought the stakeholders to the 

table for discussions before deciding on the details to be included in the new direction the 

government intended to follow. Had Silipo developed rapport with the teachers’ unions or 

made himself aware of their historical ambivalence to much of what he was presenting 

and of their reasons for doing so, he might have convinced them to support his initiatives. 

His history of being chair of a board of education should have prepared him for the 

teachers’ response, but like so many of the NDP government’s missteps, the education 

portfolio suffered from the minister’s impatience and his unwillingness to take time to 

build consensus within the Party’s diverse constituency.  

While streaming had both supporters and detractors, teachers had no doubts about 

the difficulty of teaching in a classroom where some students were striving for university 

prerequisites and others were about to leave school for minimum-wage jobs. Streaming 

had been an effort to meet the multiple needs of students. It failed in that it came to reflect 
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the racialized and classed biases that existed within the school system. Despite its flaws, 

streaming had been at the heart of secondary education since 1961; dismantling it would 

create problems in content and class management for teachers whose curriculum 

materials were intended for specific sets of students.  

In the fall of 1993, when they were supposed to be implementing the new 

programs, secondary teachers were lost. Textbooks had yet to be written and curriculum 

guides prepared. That was a slow process for which the minister appeared to have little 

patience. Subject areas had been reshuffled and new demands were being made of 

teachers, while little in the way of training was offered. The undermining of teachers’ 

control of their work and the sudden and drastic changes to both content and pedagogy 

united secondary teachers in their opposition to Silipo.  

Teacher resistance to the broad sweep of changes soon became politically 

unpalatable to the NDP. Tony Silipo was moved out of education and Dave Cooke was 

made the new Minister of Education. After three ministers in as many years, Cooke was 

given the job of slowing things down. In early 1993, he appointed Monique Bégin and 

Gerald Caplin to form the Royal Commission on Learning and begin a full review of the 

education system, the first since the Hall-Dennis Report. 525  

Bégin and Caplin would release their report, entitled For the Love of Learning, in 

January 1995, as the province was priming for another election.526 Beneath the rhetoric of 

167 recommendations that claimed to prepare all students for the new realities of the 
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workplace, the report advanced a distinctly neo-liberal vision of education in contrast to 

the notions of a liberal education system  and front-line teachers’ expertise that were 

inherent in the child-centred curriculum of the Hall-Dennis Report. Some of the 

recommendations undermined teachers’ job security and deprofessionalized teachers’ 

work. The Love of Learning threatened teachers with additional regulation of their work 

lives and a return to the days of compulsory professional development at their own 

expense. The report proposed a College of Teachers to police teachers, mandatory 

upgrading, renewable five-year teaching certificates, time limits on principal’s 

appointments, and the granting of additional oversight powers to boards of education. 

While teachers supported the recommendations for early childhood education and more 

resources for computer technology, all of the unions denounced the recommendations 

dealing with “teacher professionalization.” The NDP’s early decision to reform the school 

system independently of the unions’ input left teachers confused and vulnerable.527 Rae’s 

support in education, which had begun with optimism, faded when his focus became 

making Ontario’s education system competitive — it was the rhetoric of the marketplace.  

From the standpoint of the teachers’ unions, the problems with the NDP education 

policy were threefold.528 First, it was developed from the top down and imposed on 

teachers without adequate consultation. Second, while it professed to equalize education 

opportunities and minimize the effects of ethnicity and class, it did so by attempting to 

solve an enormously complex issue with a few relatively simple solutions. Third, it 

demanded deep pedagogical changes in the system without providing training for teachers 
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or giving them time to adjust.  

The election of the NDP government and its proposed overhaul of the education 

system met two of Spaull’s three elements necessary for teacher resistance, a favourable 

socio-political climate for growth, and changes in the work situation of teachers.529 The 

election of a social democratic government provided the social conditions for free 

collective bargaining, and the NDP education policy threatened radical changes to 

teachers’ work lives. The third of Spaull’s elements had been present for some time — 

the willingness of the union leadership to engage in militancy. When the wage and price 

controls came to an end, the leadership of the OPSTF and the Federation of Women 

Teachers’ Associations of Ontario (FWTAO) had demonstrated their readiness to engage 

in collective bargaining and to use workplace sanctions to enforce their demands. The 

years of wage controls had also provided the teachers with the time they needed to build 

and strengthen the internal structures of their unions. They would need them to support 

any organizing efforts. The teachers’ unions were preparing to advance on five fronts: 

collective bargaining, organizing outside of teachers, pay equity, affirmative action, and 

control of their pensions. 

 

Collective Bargaining and Class Struggle: The Peculiar Case of Ottawa 

The NDP victory at the polls came during a time of particularly rancorous negotiations 

for teachers’ unions. The battles lines had formed while the Liberals were in power. As 

trustees fought to shrink their budgets, teachers responded with workplace sanctions. 
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Locals that had never been on strike before were taking to the picket lines. The Ottawa 

locals are interesting examples.  

The problem in Ottawa was twofold. The money in government coffers had 

shrunk as both federal and provincial tax rates were lowered, and senior governments 

were downloading costs to lower levels of administration. With neo-liberalism hegemonic 

and guiding state funding policy, education dollars were frozen, reduced, or reallocated. 

Between 1975 and 1987 the provincial government’s support for education was reduced 

from 61.31 per cent of total funding to 45.88 per cent, resulting in a download of 15.43 

per cent of education costs to the municipal tax base.530 Despite promising to return 

provincial funding to the 60 per cent level during the 1985 election, the Liberal 

government showed little interest in substantially increasing education funding once they 

were elected. As they proceeded with the 1989–90 negotiations, Ottawa’s trustees were 

reluctant to grant the teachers any improvements to their collective agreement that might 

raise local taxes.  

The Ottawa local of the OPSTF had been absorbed in efforts to organize the 

occasional teachers and to negotiate a first contract for them. In June 1988, the occasional 

teacher collective agreement was settled and the OPSTF and the FWTAO locals turned 

their combined attention to the issue of salaries. For ten years Ottawa’s elementary 

teachers had yielded to the board’s demands. They had fallen from being one of the 

highest paid boards in the province to one of the lowest paid.531 During the 1989–90 
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negotiations, the teachers’ mood changed, and they prepared to set up picket lines for the 

first time. The route by which they arrived at that decision was one of the more unusual 

moments in teachers’ collective bargaining in the province.  

An uneasy peace had prevailed in Ottawa for some time. Trustees had come to 

rely on the elementary teachers’ unwillingness to risk public censure or forego their 

wages by mounting a strike. The trustees had also been a party to the Ontario Labour 

Relations Board hearings regarding the OPSTF organizing of the occasional teachers, and 

they were aware of the strain on union resources as a result of that campaign.532  

In the fall of 1989, collective bargaining began much as it had in the past, with the 

elementary teachers reluctant to appear militant. The trustees hired a professional 

negotiator to represent their interests at the bargaining table. The “hired hand,” who had 

little authority to make final decisions, became a buffer between the union and the 

trustees. His presence widened the rift between the teachers and their employer.533 With 

the relationship showing signs of strain, negotiations stalled in the spring of 1990. The 

trustees were unwilling to move on the key issue of salaries. The teachers agreed to meet 

with an arbitrator to settle their outstanding issues.  

It had been eight years since a teacher strike had occurred anywhere in the Ottawa 

region, and those strikes had been undertaken by Carleton’s AEFO and OECTA locals. 

The FWTAO and the OPSTF had never lost teaching days due to a work stoppage. The 
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trustees were relying on that history to keep the teachers in check. In a bizarre twist of 

collective bargaining logic, the trustees looked back at the teachers’ record and presented 

the arbitrator with a formal challenge to the teachers to go on strike.534 They argued that if 

the teachers were serious about the unresolved issues still on the table then they could 

strike to settle them — that was the recourse open to them through Bill 100. The trustees 

further accused the teachers of trying to make gains without risking the personal losses 

they would incur in a strike. Although the reason for including arbitration in Bill 100 had 

been to reduce the number of strikes in the education system, the arbitrator abandoned his 

peacekeeper role and found against the teachers.  

The issues constituted more than a test of wills, and Ottawa’s teachers were 

uneasy about more than their wages. The anglophone teachers of the FWTAO and the 

OPSTF were anxious about the effect of Bill 75, the 1986 legislation that had given 

francophone Ontarians control of French education in the province.535 Ottawa has a large 

number of francophone civil servants, and anglophone teachers’ felt that their jobs were 

threatened. The development of French-language schools began after the 1988 municipal 

elections of school board trustees. Four new bargaining units of the French teachers’ 

union, the AEFO, had been created by the formation of the Ottawa-Carleton French-

Language Board. The expansion threatened to empty elementary classrooms of French-

speaking students.536 That uncertainty was the first of a number of issues that concerned 

the teachers.   
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For a decade, the Ottawa trustees had been unwilling to pay their teachers the 

same level of wages as other boards in the area. The teachers had only to look next door 

to the Carleton board or to the Ottawa Separate School board for comparisons.537 The 

uncertainty of their future position, the willingness of the union leadership to remain firm 

on the salary issue, and the growth in the Canadian economy in the late 1980s gave the 

teachers reasons to back their demands with strike action. The strained relationship 

between the Ottawa board and its 1,300 elementary teachers erupted into a full 

withdrawal of services during April and May 1990.538 The trustees may have been correct 

in their analysis of the teachers’ reluctance to risk the disapproval of their community and 

lose their wages, but daring workers to strike turned out to be a dangerous strategy for a 

board that paid its teachers less than its neighbours. After twenty-six days, the trustees 

agreed to mediation.  

Once the elementary teachers had taken the first step in resisting their employer, 

they were much less reticent about doing so on future occasions. Ottawa became a 

lightning rod for union strength for all five of the Ontario Teachers’ Federation (OTF) 

affiliates.539 It was a large and politically sensitive board. Like the Metropolitan Toronto 

board, Ottawa served as a high profile test case for both the trustees and the unions.  

Ottawa’s trustees continued to seek ways to cut costs, putting pressure on 

employees rather than fighting the provincial government. The confrontational mood 

between the trustees and the teachers would continue throughout the 1990s. The first 
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strike in Ottawa took place at the end of the Liberal term of office, but with the election 

of the NDP and its initial support for the collective bargaining process, the unions could 

turn to those irreconcilable issues that had never been addressed.  

The trustees were consistent in their tactics. They alienated secondary teachers by 

treating them the same as they had the elementary teachers. The OSSTF local was 

working to rule during the elementary teachers’ 1990 strike, giving Ottawa the distinction 

of being the first board in Ontario’s education system where both panels of teachers were 

involved in concurrent workplace sanctions.540 While Ottawa’s elementary teachers’ 

strike ended in May, the secondary teachers’ work-to-rule escalated into a full withdrawal 

of services before the end of the school year. Their strike continued over the summer and 

into the first days of September 1990 and the election of the NDP.   

Two years later, Ottawa’s OSSTF teachers were again on strike, and before they 

settled, the Carleton secondary teachers had joined them. The elementary teachers in both 

boards were in work-to-rule before their OSSTF colleagues were back in their 

classrooms. In 1995, Carleton secondary teachers were working-to-rule for a total of 

ninety-three days, another workplace sanction that went into the following school year.  

The trustees were determined. They sought new ways to reduce expenditures by 

repeatedly challenging teachers to prove their willingness to suffer the hardships of a 

strike. It was a very articulate example of class struggle by a late-arriving sector to the 

labour table. The teachers went into negotiations expecting that they would have to 

enforce their demands. The trustees needed to be convinced that the teachers were 

committed to strike action before they would concede. The lines were clear and defined. 
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During this period of escalating labour conflict, the working conditions of Ottawa’s 

teachers were fought over and decided in the crucible of workplace sanctions. The 

elementary teachers had reached the point where they were as willing as their peers in the 

three other affiliates to engage in the practice of class struggle.  

The outcome of this see-saw battle demonstrates how union militancy achieves 

equilibrium in the workplace. By declaring their intention to continue to pay lower wages 

than neighbouring boards and insisting that they would not retreat until teachers were 

willing to strike, the trustees revealed their own class interests as employers. In a time of 

neo-liberal ascendancy, they made use of economic hardship and public censure to 

pressure teachers to abandon their position. The Ottawa teachers’ willingness to strike 

became part of a broader militancy that expanded across the province as elementary 

teachers sought to affirm their position as workers, albeit professional workers, in the 

collective bargaining regime.541 

   

Making Teachers Pay: Concession Bargaining in Lambton County  

With social spending in decline and unions being demonized by the Mulroney 

Conservatives, trustees were encouraged by the rhetoric of cost-cutting as a solution to 

fewer education dollars from the provincial government. In 1990, Ottawa’s teachers were 

not the only locals in the province pressured into striking by obstinate trustees who 

refused to negotiate with their unions. In southwest Ontario, Lambton County teachers 

were also in a battle to bring trustees to the bargaining table.  

The Lambton County Board of Education included the city of Sarnia and the area 
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north to the shores of Lake Huron. The Lambton trustees entered the 1990 elementary 

negotiations with an approach that was new in education — concession bargaining. The 

strategy turned the traditional approach to collective bargaining on its head. Rather than 

employees asking the employer for improvements in salary, benefits, and working 

conditions, the employer set the tone of negotiations by demanding that the union return 

past gains — in essence, demanding that employees pay to keep their jobs. The approach 

fit the austerity discourses of the time claiming that excessive wages were responsible for 

the problems in the economy.542 Ensuring that profits flowed to Canada’s elites was 

reframed as a protective measure to safeguard the economic health of the nation — while 

workers were being forced to accept less.       

Approaching collective bargaining as a process of trading concessions was a tactic 

that trustees brought out to force the unions to engage in a rear guard battle to retain the 

status quo. With the 1990–91 recession crippling economic life, the trustees in Lambton 

County were looking for ways to resist the improvements teachers’ were seeking and to 

force the unions to retreat. The recession justified the board’s ultimatum to the teachers to 

surrender some of the entitlements they had achieved in previous negotiations. The 

trustees refused the teachers’ demand for preparation time and then asked them to 

surrender their retirement gratuity, the lump sum paid out for unused sick days. Seizing 

teachers’ retirement gratuity was a recurring theme in negotiations of the period that 

played well with a public that viewed it as an example of teachers getting something for 

nothing at taxpayers’ expense. 
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The Lambton County teachers were encouraged in their pursuit of preparation 

time by the Metropolitan Toronto settlement of 120 minutes, and they insisted it was a 

necessary condition before they would sign a collective agreement.543 Time out of the 

classroom during the day would relieve some of the pressure of the extended workday 

that teachers experienced in order to meet the board’s demands for evaluation, planning, 

and record keeping. Once the Metropolitan Toronto locals had won preparation time, it 

disrupted the long-held assumption that spare periods were a necessity for secondary 

teachers, but elementary teachers could complete their work without them. Having 

established that they were as deserving as their secondary peers, the elementary teachers 

became fierce in their defence of righting what they viewed as a long-standing inequity, 

doubly unjust in that they had been accepting it as the common wisdom for so many 

years.  

Lambton County had not experienced job sanctions from either panel of their 

teachers in a decade. The elementary teachers had taken their last strike vote in 1978 and 

then settled after only a few hours on strike.544 In 1980, the OSSTF local had walked out 

for thirty-nine days. These two disputes had been teachers’ only response to the 

inflationary periods that marked the 1970s and ’80s.   

The OSSTF Lambton County local had been negotiating in parallel to the 

elementary teachers. On 9 October 1990, the 450 secondary teachers withdrew their 

services. Six days later, the 680 elementary teachers of the FWTAO and OPSTF 

followed. The Lambton County board of education had the distinction of being the first 
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board in Ontario’s history to have all of their teachers on strike at the same time. For 

seven days, both elementary and secondary teachers were on the picket lines; then the 

trustees settled with the OSSTF. The OSSTF strike lasted ten workdays and resulted in a 

settlement that left their retirement gratuity intact with no concessions demanded in 

return. The elementary teachers would have a much harder fight. Retirement gratuities, 

preparation time, and pensions would prove the major points of conflict. 

The trustees had first asked teachers to agree to limiting payment of the retirement 

gratuity to those teachers who had reached the age of sixty-five before retiring. In 1991, 

teachers had a retirement factor of ninety, meaning that once their age plus their years of 

teaching equalled ninety they could retire with no penalty to their pension. Most teachers 

started teaching in their early twenties and were able to retire on or before sixty years of 

age.545 The board’s plan would have reduced its liability to near zero. The teachers 

refused the trustees’ offer. The trustees then proposed to grandfather the retirement 

gratuity to the current levels if the elementary teachers accepted a minimal pay increase. 

Grandfathering would mean no further accumulation of sick days and no plan available to 

the next generation of teachers. If the unions agreed, the terms of grandfathering would 

create a rift between senior teachers and newer teachers, making it difficult for the union 

to mobilize over other issues. The teachers again refused. 

The trustees’ final offer was to leave the gratuity intact if the teachers would take 

a 0.75 per cent reduction in their salaries. The trustees insisted that the retirement gratuity 
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required for entry into teaching meant that new teachers entering the classroom were older than their 
predecessors. 
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was a high cost item for which they needed a concession from the teachers. That position 

was rejected on both counts. The teachers saw the gratuity as cost-saving for the board 

and they were not considering concessions.  

The secondary teachers had kept their gratuity and their preparation time. 

Although preparation time had become a symbol to elementary teachers of their worth, 

the trustees were only prepared to give them 110 minutes, less than three periods per 

week. Despite the settlement with the secondary teachers, the trustees asked their 

elementary teachers to accept a smaller wage package with more restricted access to the 

higher wage categories. Even though entitlement to higher wages had been constructed on 

the accumulation of qualifications in both panels, Lambton County trustees were 

demanding that elementary teachers complete a greater number of professional courses 

before they were entitled to a salary increase. The elementary teachers were on the picket 

line for twenty-eight workdays, between 15 October and 23 November 1990. The strike 

ended when the trustees agreed to a negotiated settlement.546 

By 1990, the elementary teachers were catching up to the other OTF affiliates and 

becoming hardened to the realities of strike votes and picket lines as a component of 

collective bargaining. All five teachers’ unions needed to find a permanent solution to the 

problem of paying pension premiums during a strike. The OTF had negotiated with each 

of the past governments on the issue. The unions wanted to pay a teacher’s pension 

contributions while the teacher was participating in a legal strike.547 Since 1977, pension 

premiums had been repaid as a “gift” on behalf of striking teachers who were in their 
                                                
546 Canadian Teachers’ Federation, “Teacher Strikes and Sanctions in Canada, 1919–1992” (Canadian 
Teachers’ Federation, November 1992). 
547 OPSTF Archive, memorandum by Beverley Polowy to the OTF Executive, “Strike/Lockout Provisions – 
Teachers’ Pension Plan,” OTF 8990//128 (a), 26 October 1989. 



 284 

critical last five years before retirement. Those years were used for the calculation of the 

salary base for pensions. The gift repayment plan took that particular burden associated 

with a strike off the shoulders of those teachers near retirement, but the unions were not 

able to buy back lost pension contributions for the rest of their members who would need 

them for the calculation of the percentage of salary that would be included in their 

pension benefits when they retired. The benefits were based on the total number of years 

of teaching and every day counted as a per cent of a year.548 Buying back days missed 

because of strikes was only one of the issues involving pensions, but from a collective 

bargaining perspective, it was critical. The elementary teachers’ unions were entering into 

a more militant style of negotiations and a resolution to the pension buy-back problem 

would support their new direction.  

Two weeks before the Lambton County strike was scheduled to begin, the 

FWTAO executive increased strike pay from $30 to $35 per day and provision was made 

to pay child-care expenses for strike related activities.549 The change was an expensive 

but necessary addition to the cost of funding a strike. The increase signalled to the entire 

membership that the union was serious about supporting striking locals. It also obligated 

the FWTAO to maintain a healthy war chest.  

The increased supports confirmed the teachers’ emerging focus on militancy. In 

the future, locals that were considering a strike vote could look for enriched backing from 

                                                
548 The dollar amount of a pension was roughly calculated as the number of years worked x 2 per cent x the 
average of the best five years of salary (generally the last five years). Days not worked, such as days on 
strike, were deducted as fractions of the number of years worked.  
549York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/336, Memorandum from Bet Kagayama to Mary 
Pattinson, Metro Strike – Pension Payment, 14 January 1992, 4–5. In 1970, the waiting period for receiving 
strike pay was eleven days. In 1987, the waiting period was shortened to six days. 
 



 285 

their union. To further alleviate financial hardship, the new level of strike pay took effect 

on the first day of a strike rather than after the waiting periods of the past.  

The trustees in both the Ottawa and Lambton boards adopted an unusually 

confrontational stance going into collective bargaining. By demanding concessions, the 

trustees defined their primary role as watchdogs over the education budget. That was a 

change from the past, when trustees’ responsibility was to set the education taxes, manage 

the budget, oversee the curriculum, and staff and maintain the schools.  

While teachers and trustees had always been at odds over salaries, the mood had 

become far more adversarial. Although free collective bargaining offered a more 

equitable balance at the negotiating table, it required a degree of militancy. Ottawa and 

Lambton boards were examples where trustees had come to welcome collective 

bargaining as an opportunity to wrestle benefits and costly working conditions away from 

the teachers. They had developed their own sense of what was possible through 

negotiations and were seeking a balance point nearer to their side. Like all trustees in 

Ontario, they felt relatively secure in a position where 50 per cent of them experienced at 

least one acclamation in their term of office.550 They were willing to force strikes to 

achieve their goals.  

From their side, Ontario’s teachers were becoming politicized. Rather than 

capitulate, they were voting to fight back. It would take several rounds of negotiations 

before trustees acknowledged that elementary teachers had become conscious of their 

strength and were willing to endure the financial penalties of resistance. Between 1989 

                                                
550 LeRoy E. Whitehead, “Election by Acclamation Among Two Cohorts of Canadian Public School 
Trustees, “ paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Ontario Educational Research Council (Toronto, 
December 1993). 
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and 1991, three elementary locals in the province went on strike and two other locals, 

Brant County and Kirkland Lake, took strike votes.551 Although the last two would settle 

without moving to a full withdrawal of services, the strike votes built union strength. 

Between 1989 and 1992, the province experienced twelve teachers’ strikes from OTF 

affiliates.552 Seven of those were in the public boards. The elementary teachers proved 

that they were as willing to engage in class struggle.  

Despite the teachers’ growing militancy, the boards of education understood the 

disproportionate power they held in the collective bargaining process. For trustees to ask 

teachers to accept the loss of established benefits and working conditions risked rupturing 

the relationship between themselves and teachers beyond repair, but that did not prevent 

them from asking. When they attacked teachers they handed the unions a stronger 

position from which to mount their strikes. With the elementary unions becoming more 

militant and their members more politicized with each strike vote, trustees had to consider 

the outcome of their decisions.  

The trustees were looking for a weakness in the ranks of the teachers that would 

force the unions into concession bargaining. They were prepared to test the effectiveness 

of that approach on different locals. The number of strike votes indicated an opposite 

effect; the elementary teachers’ unions had finally come to accept collective bargaining 

backed by union militancy as their instrument of choice for resolving labour disputes.  

 

                                                
551 OPSTF Archive, David Lennox, “Lambton Elementary Teachers Strike,” OPSTF News, December 1990, 
5; York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/008, Report of the Board of Directors 1990–91, 28–29. 
552 Canadian Teachers’ Federation, “Teacher Strikes and Sanctions in Canada, 1919–1992” (Canadian 
Teachers’ Federation, November 1992). 
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The OPSTF Advance: Organizing Drives and Race Relations 

Elected with a strong mandate from labour, the NDP made significant improvements to 

labour legislation. The enhancements included mandatory just cause for dismissal, 

consolidation of bargaining units, and a ban on replacement workers.553 In the early days 

of the new government, the OPSTF was ready to take advantage of the more progressive 

legislation supporting the unionization of workers.   

The men’s union advanced its program of one union for men and women in 

stages. In 1984, the OPSTF had followed the Ontario Public Service Employees’ Union 

(OPSEU) and the OSSTF and successfully organized occasional teachers.554 By 1990, the 

strategic campaign to organize other education workers in order to bring women into the 

men’s union had grown into a larger unionization project that included “groups engaged 

in an educational capacity other than teaching.”555 As the OSSTF had, the OPSTF came 

to embrace the cause of providing union representation to workers who were integral to 

the classrooms of the public education system. The unionization drives continued and in 

the process the OPSTF developed a trade union consciousness.  

The men’s union expanded its efforts to capture education workers and construct a 

more gender-balanced union, but not all its organizing efforts would prove successful. In 

1989, the union had applied for and received certification through the Canada Labour 

                                                
553 Leo Panitch and Donald Swartz, Assault on Trade Union Freedoms: From Wage Controls to Social 
Contract (Toronto: Garamond Press, 1993), 165–67. 
554 OPSTF Archive, Unionization of Occasional Teachers Organizer’s Manual, 7 September 1989, ii; 
OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Louise Ewing to Duncan Jewell, December OPSTF Executive 
Motions, 6 December 1988. The memorandum referred to the union’s intention to proceed with the 
unionization of occasional teachers in Lambton County, North York, and teachers in Native band schools. 
555 OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Bill Martin to OPSTF Provincial Executive, Non-statutory 
Membership within OPSTF, 7 September 1989. 
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Relations Board.556 By doing so, the OPSTF had indicated its interest in organizing 

teachers beyond Ontario’s public schools.557 They began to respond to requests for 

unionization from teachers who were federally employed and worked in Native band 

schools.  

In April 1991, the OPSTF News welcomed the teachers of Walpole Island 

Elementary School into the union as the first Native band school to become a member of 

the “OPSTF family.”558 Organizing the few teachers who worked on reserves promised to 

add a relatively small number of new members, but in spite of the limitations the union 

moved forward on becoming the labour organization of choice for all education workers 

in all elementary schools. Organizing Walpole Island’s teachers would be the beginning 

of a complicated and eventually unproductive membership drive that immersed the union 

in deep-rooted animosities between the federal government and the First Nations 

leadership.559 Teachers’ class interests would come into direct conflict with the politics of 

the Canadian state and the institutionalized racism reflected in the schooling of Native 

children. Nevertheless, the attempt to organize teachers working for Native bands did 

demonstrate the OPSTF’s commitment to unionization and its willingness to reach 

beyond its history and constraints as a union of male elementary teachers in the provincial 

education system.  

Walpole Island was a relatively urban Aboriginal community near the border 
                                                
556 OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Harold Vigoda to OPSTF Provincial Executive and Secretary, 
September Executive Motion (4) Organizing First Nation Indian Bands, 28 September 1992, 1. 
557 OPSTF Archive, letter from David Lennox to Bill Markle, Legal Opinion – Extension of Membership, 
25 October 1989; OPSTF Archive, letter from William Markle to David Lennox, Extension of Membership, 
16 November 1989; OPSTF Archive, Unionization of New Members Organizer’s Manual, 27 September 
1991.  
558 OPSTF Archive, Table of Contents, OPSTF News, April 1991, 1. 
559 OPSTF Archive, October Executive Minutes, 2 November 1992, 13.  
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cities of Windsor and Detroit. The OPSTF was able to organize in much the same manner 

as they would have in other urban school districts. However, once they were outside of 

the urbanized setting of southern Ontario, the OPSTF organizers found the relationships 

between band councils and outside agencies quite difficult to manage. When organizers 

began travelling to more isolated reserves, they found they were not welcome. They were 

considered the agents of an outside organization attempting to bring non-Native labour 

relations into Aboriginal communities. The school system on reserves was steeped in 

long-standing racial animosities.560 State-imposed restrictions on Aboriginal governance 

and a history of racial injustice produced a culture of resistance to the imposition of 

European legal and administrative frameworks, including organized labour. Native 

leaders on band councils were not sympathetic to having their teachers unionized and 

were not willing to engage in collective bargaining.  

In July 1991, the OPSTF received a letter from a teacher who worked for the West 

Bay First Nation (M’Chigeeng) band school on Manitoulin Island, requesting that the 

union organize the teachers.561 During that year, the men teachers’ union also received 

requests from the teachers employed by the Mundo Peetabeck Education Authority in 

Fort Albany, the nearby Kaschechewan First Nation on the Albany River, and the 

teachers at Sagamok Anishnawbek near Espanola.  

These proved much more difficult campaigns than the other organizing drives.562 

                                                
560 OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Harold Vigoda to Provincial Executive and Secretary, September 
Executive Motion (4) Organizing First Nation Indian Bands, 20 September 1992, 1–5.  
561 OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Duncan Jewell to Provincial Executive, Unionization of Education 
Staff at Lakeview School, 10 July 1991, and attached letter from Albert (Bud) Debassige.  
562 OPSTF Archive, letter from Peter Suchanek to Harold Vigoda, In the Matter of the Canada Labour Code 
(Part I – Industrial Relations) and an Application for Certification as Bargaining Agent Pursuant to Section 
24 Thereof Concerning the Ontario Public School Teachers’ Federation, Applicant, and The Mundo 
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The problem was the mandate of the Band’s Education Authority. A century of 

bureaucratic paternalism overseen by the federal Ministry of Indian Affairs had been 

replaced by a school system that was a shared responsibility between the federal state and 

the band council. The problem for the OPSTF’s organizers was that the education 

authorities on reserves were not separate entities from the band councils. Both bodies had 

some authority to influence the funding of programs and the hiring of teachers. The 

overlap of responsibilities resulted in some confusion as to who was the employer. The 

Ministry of Northern and Indian Affairs had been reluctant to address separating the 

education authority from the council and appeared unwilling to become involved in 

negotiations that were of no political advantage to the government.563 

The Fort Albany band took the most extreme position by declaring that they were 

a First Nation and did not recognize the authority of the Canadian Labour Relations 

Board.564 Other First Nations followed Fort Albany’s direction. With the councils 

refusing to negotiate with teacher representatives, the organizing campaign collapsed, 

                                                                                                                                            
Peetabeck Education Authority, Employer, file 555-3392, Canadian Labour Relations Board, 4 December 
1991; OPSTF Archive, letter from Carol Garrow to Chief Alex Metatawabin and Andre Reuben, In the 
matter of the Canada Labour Code (Part I – Industrial Relations) and an Application for Certification as 
Bargaining Agent Pursuant to Section 24 Thereof Concerning the Ontario Public School Teachers’ 
Federation, Applicant, and The Mundo Peetabeck Education Authority, Employer, file 555-3392, Canadian 
Labour Relations Board, 30 January 1992; OPSTF Archive, letter from Harold Vigoda to Carol Garrow, In 
the Matter of the Canada Labour Code (Part I – Industrial Relations) and an Application for Certification as 
Bargaining Agent Pursuant to Section 24 Thereof Concerning the Ontario Public School Teachers’ 
Federation, Applicant, and The Mundo Peetabeck Education Authority, Employer, file 555-3392, Canadian 
Labour Relations Board, 9 March 1992; OPSTF Archive, letter from Carol Garrow to Chief Ed 
Metatawabin, In the Matter of the Canada Labour Code (Part I – Industrial Relations) and an Application 
for Certification as Bargaining Agent Pursuant to Section 24 Thereof Concerning the Ontario Public School 
Teachers’ Federation, Applicant, and The Mundo Peetabeck Education Authority, Employer, file 555-3392, 
Canadian Labour Relations Board, 11 March 1992. 
563 OPSTF Archive, letter from Chief Ed Metatawabin to Peter Suchanek, Mundo Peetabeck Education 
Authority, 22 January 1992. 
564 OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Duncan Jewell to Provincial Executive, Status of Indian Bands 
Within the OPSTF, 6 July 1992, 1; OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Duncan Jewell to Provincial 
Executive, Status of Indian Bands Within the OPSTF, 18 September 1992, 1–2. 
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leaving Walpole Island the only First Nations school to be organized by the OPSTF.565 

Further requests from teachers in First Nations schools were addressed with regret, 

informing teachers that organizing while their band council refused to recognize labour 

law would be next to impossible.  

The failure of the OPSTF to organize the Native band schools was the result of 

historical rifts over responsibility, and funding rooted in racism. The cultural rift between 

the band councils and the union was widened by a lack of Aboriginal organizers on staff 

in the union. To have any hope of success on the reserves, the union needed to seek out 

the support of Native activists. The racial tensions built into the reserve system pitted 

teachers and the union against Aboriginal leaders. Without local activists’ involvement, 

the union was without any means of rallying community support. Reserve communities 

were small, rural, and isolated, making standard union protocols such as information 

pickets ineffective. Bringing in labour support from other teachers’ locals or from other 

unions would have been difficult given the distances, the isolation, and the relationships 

involved. Race overshadowed class when teachers who were predominantly white 

attempted to make demands on Native political leaders on the reserves.  

The politics were against organizing on First Nation reserves in 1992. First 

Nations councils were extremely sensitive to the issue of self-government at that time. 

Aboriginal leaders were involved in negotiations on constitutional reform as part of the 

Charlottetown Accord discussions. These efforts were an attempt by First Nations to 

achieve a greater degree of self-government. In the midst of those discussions, the act of 

unionizing drives on behalf of teachers who had arrived from outside of the community 
                                                
565 OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Harold Vigoda to Provincial Executive and Secretary, September 
Executive Motion (4) Organizing First Nation Indian Bands, 20 September 1992, 1–5. 
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was fraught with pitfalls for which the men teachers’ union was ill prepared. In July 1992, 

the OPSTF put the campaign to organize Native band schools on hold.  

 

The Effect of Organizing Efforts 

In the process of organizing non-teaching members, the men’s union had evolved from an 

all-men’s union invested only in the concerns of teachers into a union that was able to 

claim it represented a larger body of education workers of both genders. By casting its net 

wider to capture a broader segment of education workers, the union engaged, in limited 

ways, with interests beyond those of the classroom teacher.566 By pursuing the rights of 

education assistants, occasional teachers, diagnostic specialists, and the teachers in Native 

band schools, the OPSTF was moving towards being a more modern union dedicated to a 

constituency with a range of standpoints and causes.  

The efforts of the OPSTF to organize new members did not convince the FWTAO 

to rethink amalgamation. The majority of members of the women teachers’ union were 

not convinced by the presence of women in the men’s union that they should change their 

loyalties. As we have seen in an earlier chapter, despite the number of women members 

in the OPSTF, the FWTAO considered the practice of voluntary membership raiding on 

the part of the men’s union. The two unions had come to irreconcilably entrenched 

positions. The FWTAO wanted to retain its position as the legal representative of 

Ontario’s women elementary teachers and to preserve the OTF bylaw that made that 

possible. They refused to discuss amalgamation even in their own meetings.  

                                                
566 OPSTF Archive, letter from Gary Fick to David Lennox, 23 September 1991. The letter was requesting 
support to organize educational assistants. 



 293 

While it was true that the new members expanded their membership rolls, the men 

teachers did not seem concerned that the fledgling locals would organize into caucus 

alliances that might threaten their long-established protocols. The men felt secure in the 

control of their organization. The efforts of the OPSTF to embrace the new membership 

were overshadowed by the ever-present focus on amalgamation with FWTAO. The 

addition of non-classroom teachers, most of whom were women, did not deter the OPSTF 

from its goal of one union of teachers. Although Mary Hill would become the first 

women president of the men’s union, only one other woman would hold a position of 

authority or lead the organization, and that would be Phyllis Benedict, the last OPSTF 

president. Despite the presence of women members and an emphasis on broadening the 

scope of the union, the voice of authority in the OPSTF was almost always male.  

The union claimed to be committed to equity, but the executive lacked representation 

from non-teaching members. The men did not provide a voice for the unique concerns of 

occasional teachers, educational assistants, or the other new members. Although 

occasional teachers could and did run for the executive, no occasional teacher, education 

assistant, or non-teaching member of the union ever ran to contest the position of 

president. Like the OSSTF and private-sector unions that reached beyond their traditional 

membership base, the Ontario Public School Teachers Federation did not move to change 

its name to reflect the identities of its broader membership.567  

  

                                                
567 Canadian Union of Autoworkers (CAW), “Building Our Union Through Diversity, Equality, and 
Solidarity,” CAW Constitutional Convention 2003, 3, <htpp://www.caw.ca/app/advanced_search.aspx> (14 
April 2012). In 2003, 30 per cent of the CAW members were women, a significant number of whom 
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Gender in Class Struggle: Achieving Pay Equity for Women 

The NDP was serious about pay equity. For a time the elementary teachers’ 

unions were able to move their equity agenda forward. When it came into force in 1988, 

the Pay Equity Act required a comparison of classes of jobs broken down by gender. The 

process of comparing women’s job classes to similar men’s job classes was supposed to 

be completed by the beginning of 1990. The Wentworth/Perth appeal had held up that 

process. With the appeal abandoned by the government, the requirements of the act could 

be reinstated.  

The legislation did not address all of the inequities that created the wage gap 

between men and women workers. Some women’s job classes had no equivalent male job 

classes. In July 1993, the act was amended to permit a proportional value comparison.568 

Women working in the public sector in female job classes were to be compared to male 

job classes in the same organization, the school system being one example. The deadline 

for that process was 1 January 1994. Employees and employers in unionized workplaces 

were required to work together to choose a system for determining and comparing job 

classes.  

The process ensured that pay equity would become entrenched in the education 

system by enforcement through the collective bargaining process. The legislated 

deadlines forced the trustees to participate. In 1992, an additional $190 million was 

allocated to the transfer payments to facilitate pay equity adjustments.569 Another $119 

million was made available in 1993 to encourage trustees to comply. Both the FWTAO 
                                                
568 Ontario, Pay Equity Commission, A Guide to Pay Equity for the Broader Public Sector: A Job 
Evaluation System (Toronto: 1994). 
569 OPSTF Archive, memorandum to Directors of Education from Mariette Carrier-Fraser to Directors of 
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and the OPSTF tracked those boards that accessed the additional funding, and pressured 

those boards that had not to approach the ministry.  

The OPSTF rescheduled the pay equity meeting with the Ontario Public School 

Boards’ Association (OPSBA) that had been cancelled before the 1990 election. In 1992, 

the men’s union completed negotiations on a coordinated pay equity plan on behalf of 

occasional teachers; the negotiations applied to fifteen school boards at one time.570 By 

1995, thirty-nine boards had signed on to the “OPSBA Plan” and the OPSTF continued to 

commit resources to negotiate pay equity for its women members.571 While the FWTAO 

took the lead on determining the pattern of pay equity in elementary education, the 

OPSTF willingly joined with the women’s union to campaign on behalf of its members.  

The FWTAO had succeeded in achieving one of its founding objectives: equal pay 

for equal work. Nonetheless, the benefit was extended only to unionized workers, not to 

all women. Pay equity legislation took seventy-four years of lobbying and organizing to 

achieve, and then required a sympathetic social-democratic government intent on 

reforming labour laws to enshrine it in provincial law for even a short time.  

The campaign for pay equity had originated out of both liberal feminism and 

labour feminism, but did not receive the backing of union militancy. The battle for equal 

wages was won by gaining the support of the state, but state actors conceded the benefit 

only to those women who had the power of unions behind them. Ironically, because the 

FWTAO had long viewed equal wages as a fundamental reason for it to remain an all-

women union, the win undermined the perceived need for two unions among some of its 
                                                
570 OPSTF Archive, memorandum from H. Cooney to G. Lewis, Occasional Teacher Pay Equity Plans, 14 
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own members.  

 

Gender and Class Struggle: Affirmative Action 

The 1992 FWTAO annual general meeting declared affirmative action its top priority 

after hearing a report that only 30 per cent of principal and vice-principal positions were 

held by women, despite legislation.573 The following year the Affirmative Action 

Employment Equity Report offered its more inclusive definition of employment equity in 

preparation for the introduction of Bill 79, the Employment Equity Act by the NDP 

government. Bill 79 would bring affirmative action to Ontario’s workplaces.  

Business interests hated affirmative action. They condemned the act at every 

opportunity. The press mounted a three-pronged attack against the legislation. Media 

commentators named it reverse discrimination against able-bodied white men, claiming it 

set quotas and punished employers who did not meet them. They demanded that merit, 

not biology, determine hiring and promotions.575 Nonetheless, Bill 79 found a willing 

audience among teachers where women had been fighting for a more equitable 

distribution of leadership positions.  

The Employment Equity Act was far reaching in its effect. Although it focused on 

equity in the workplace, the effect it had was to set the terms of discourses on inclusive 

language, forms of bias, harassment, and the defining of stereotypical portrayals of 

minorities. The act brought the language of the Ontario Human Rights Code into the 

workplace in a rigorous fashion that addressed material issues. The FWTAO was one of a 
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number of unions that educated its members by publishing booklets, providing 

workshops, and training its members to understand the issues of bias and 

discrimination.576       

As it had with earlier efforts at equity, the FWTAO worked with the ministry 

bureaucracy to expand its own programs and materials.577 The Ministry of Citizenship’s 

Commissioner of Employment Equity made its displays and videos available to all 

unions.578 The FWTAO took the opportunity to advance a cause that had been at the heart 

of its feminist agenda. It avoided a backlash from the OPSTF and from its own members 

who did not see the need for special treatment by remaining securely attached to the 

principal of seniority.579  

By 1994, other unions associated with the education sector were backing the 

efforts of women to advance the principle of affirmative action, but like the FWTAO, 

they stopped short of militancy.580 The discourse of affirmative action did not include 

workplace sanctions. While feminist activists campaigned for affirmative action, the 

FWTAO never became involved in or offered to organize broad-based demonstrations to 

bring attention to the need for affirmative action as a means of remedying some of the 

long-standing grievances of women. The only rally that took place was on the eve of the 
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proclamation of Bill 79. The FWTAO joined the other members of the Women’s 

Coalition for Employment Equity on the front steps of Queen’s Park.581 Women teachers 

had relied on the discourses of a liberal feminism to persuade governments. To the degree 

that unionized women achieved affirmative action, the campaign of decades was 

successful. The brief victory by labour feminists to realize affirmative action programs 

would provide women with the means of gaining positions of responsibility in other 

sectors as unionized workplaces modelled women’s leadership potential for the non-

unionized sector. 

The OSSTF support for affirmative action is interesting to consider as a 

comparative case to the two elementary unions. In 1992, the OSSTF advocated 

affirmative action for women even though almost 60 per cent of its members were 

male.582 Under the presidency of Margaret Wilson, the women of OSSTF were able to 

engage with their male peers to move forward on the rights of women.583 The OSSTF was 

an example of where one union of men and women provided a platform for women to 

move forward on feminist initiatives. Such an examination of the late response of the 

OSSTF to affirmative action initiatives offers some support to the FWTAO’s assertion 

that a woman’s union was the best means to achieve improvements in women’s lives. The 

OSSTF women were able to convince a majority of their peers to throw their weight 

behind demands for more women in positions of authority in the education hierarchy but 

not until supporting legislation was on the horizon.  
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In 1995, the newly elected Harris government repealed the Employment Equity 

Act and the memoranda attached to it.584 The Conservative Minister of Education, John 

Snobelen, the man who mistook manufactured and ministerial brinkmanship for a theory 

of leadership, dismantled affirmative action as a requirement in promotion policy. The 

FWTAO rushed to train their chief negotiators and employment equity contacts to place 

equity language in their collective agreements.585 Having achieved workplace equity 

entitlements, women teachers wanted to ensure it was enshrined in their labour contracts. 

 

Settling the Pension Issue: Teachers’ Control of Their Pensions 

With the election of the NDP government, teachers were hoping for long-awaited changes 

to their pension plan. They anticipated that a social democratic government would 

respond more favourably than past governments had done. Discussions had begun during 

the Peterson government’s term of office on the two issues of teachers’ control of their 

pension plan and the ability of the unions to pay pension premiums during strikes. Those 

talks were resumed with the NDP government.  

The buy-back problem was easily resolved. It was the NDP’s opinion that workers 

were entitled to take part in a strike without risking their pensions. In June 1991, the 

government granted the unions the right to buy back the pensions of teachers who had 

been involved in legal strikes.586   

                                                
584 Ontario, Employment Equity Act, 1993. The act was repealed on 14 December 1995. <http://laws-
lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/E-5.401/>. 
585 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1999-027/250, Affirmative Action, Employment Equity Report, 
1997, 10–11. 
586 OPSTF Archive, Burleigh Mattice, “Is Your Pension Life in Order?” OPSTF News, June 1991, 34. The 
article stated: “Persons retiring this year who participated in a legal strike during what was their ‘best five 
years’ will receive from the Teachers’ Pension Board a calculation of the amount owing in order to ‘top up’ 
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Control of the pension plan by the unions was more difficult. Employees 

managing their own pension fund was not the norm. Pension plans were generally under 

the control of the employer as a trust or through an insurance company.587 Because they 

were public service unions, the controlling partner in the teachers’ pension plan was the 

government of the day. Unlike Quebec, which had established a provincial pension plan 

for all its public servants and then used the equity to fund some of the richest social 

programs in Canada, Ontario did not construct one large plan for public service workers’ 

pension. It had smaller, individual plans for each group.588 Nonetheless, the province did 

have control of the Teachers’ Superannuation Fund (what the pension fund was called at 

the time) and the fund was invested entirely in Government of Ontario debentures with 

the limited return that was standard. Teachers had become impatient when successive 

governments had used the accumulated capital in the pension fund for various initiatives 

but did not provide improvements to their benefits. The Liberal government had offered 

some hope to teachers when it commissioned Malcolm Rowan to lead a task force to 

examine public sector pensions.589  

The Rowan Task Force Report was released in 1988. Two of its recommendations 

were critical for teachers. The first was that pension funds should be invested in the 

                                                                                                                                            
the salary lost during that time. Each of the provincial affiliates has guaranteed that participation in a legal 
strike will not affect the teacher’s pension benefit.” 
587 Canada, “Canada’s Retirement Income Programs: A Statistical Overview,” (1900–2000), Statistics 
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pub/74-507-x/74-507-x2000001-eng.pdf&t=Canada%27s%20Retirement%20Income%20Programs>. 
588 Susan Sayce and Michael Gold, “Revisiting Industrial Democracy and Pension Trusteeship: The Case of 
Canada,” Economic and Industrial Democracy, 32, (Fall 2011), 487–88; Alvin Finkel, “The State of 
Writing on the Canadian Welfare State: What’s Class Got to Do With It?” Labour/Le Travail, 54, (Fall 
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589 Ontario, Public Sector Pensions Advisory Board, Comments and Advice in Respect of The Rowan Report 
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market, and the second was that plan members should participate in decision making. 

Rowan’s main concern was the future costs to the province for pensions paid to retired 

public service workers, but those two recommendations in the report echoed the teachers’ 

position. Rowan identified the real problem. Past governments made decisions about the 

use of the pension funds without consulting the unions. Thus teachers came to believe 

that improvements to the pension plan could only come about if they had control of the 

funds. Rowen missed an opportunity to suggest alternatives to the market, but teacher 

control was certainly one solution. Another would have been a negotiated agreement on a 

process for enhancements to pension benefits that would have permitted the state to 

continue to use the pension funds. Such a model did not fit with the emerging neo-liberal 

economic thinking of the late 1980s. In the battle with the Liberal government, the 

teachers had become convinced that control of their own pension fund was the only route 

to ensuring secure funding. They would not be satisfied with anything less from the new 

NDP government.590 

Negotiations began in the spring of 1991 and were completed by August of that 

year.591 The agreement for the renamed Ontario Teachers’ Pension Plan Board included 

four government representatives and four OTF representatives, with a ninth person 

appointed as a neutral chair by the members of the board. The teachers had finally gained 

control over their pensions.  

In the future, their ownership of educational pension funds would tie teachers’ 

retirement fortunes to the marketplace.592 That an NDP government loosened those funds 

                                                
590 OPSTF Archive, Dave Kendell, “It’s Our Pensions, Mr. Nixon!” OPSTF News, April 1989, 32. 
591 OPSTF Archive, David Lennox, “Pensions: A New Reality,” OPSTF News, October 1991.  
592 Stuart Hall, “New Labour’s Double-Shuffle,” Soundings (2003), 
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from government control was doubly ironic. Having risen to power with union support, 

Rae was demonstrating his commitment to organized labour by granting the unions the 

control over their pension destiny that they had been fighting to achieve. 593 As neo-

liberalism’s grip deepened over the next decade, the NDP’s decision would prove to be 

pivotal to teachers’ ability to protect their pensions in a time when workers in the private 

sector were losing theirs.  

 

Undermining Labour Solidarity: The Social Contract 

Almost immediately after being elected, the NDP government was faced with an 

economic downturn.594 Bob Rae was given the opportunity to demonstrate the 

effectiveness of alternative policies in difficult economic times. Although the recession 

did not run as deep as others had, it lasted three years, significantly longer than most.595 

The Mulroney governments’ introduction of the GST and the start of the Gulf War in 

Kuwait slowed GNP recovery. The inexperienced NDP caucus panicked and reached for 

familiar solutions.596 The hegemonic answer was found in neo-liberal ideology. At that 

moment, the representatives of democratic socialism squandered the opportunity to break 

from the policy direction that Ontario had been pursuing for fifteen years. To be fair, Rae 

had before him the examples of NDP governments in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and 

                                                                                                                                            
<http://www.lwbooks.co.uk/journals/articles/nov03.html> (15 April 2012). 
593 Sayce and Gold, “Revisiting Industrial Democracy and Pension Trusteeship,” 488. 
594 Morningstar, Andex Chart, (2007), 
<http://corporate.morningstar.com/ca/asp/area.aspx?xmlfile=6822.xml> (13 July 2012). 
595 Philip Cross, “How Did the 2008–2010 Recession and Recovery Compare with Previous Cycles?” 
Canadian Economic Observer, January 2011, <www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/11-010-x/2011001/part-partie3-
eng.htm> (25 January 2012). 
596 Patrick Monahan, Storming the Pink Palace; The NDP in Power: A Cautionary Tale (Toronto: Lester 
Publishing, 1995), 170–71. 
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British Columbia, which had accepted political expediency over principles.597 Austerity 

programs had become the universally accepted solution to failures in the capitalist 

economic system even under seemingly socialist governments. The response of Ontario’s 

new NDP government was a return to the path that had been worn deep by Conservative 

and Liberal governments before them, ignoring the voices of the labour organizations that 

had helped to bring it to power at Queen’s Park.  

With the economy not recovering as hoped and Ontario’s credit rating under 

siege, the NDP returned to supply-side economics, keeping the tax levels at a fixed rate 

while cutting jobs and salaries to make up losses. On 21 January 1992, Bob Rae’s NDP 

government announced transfer payments to the boards of education of 1 per cent, 2 per 

cent, and 3 per cent over three years.598 The education sector was outraged. 

The economy did not show signs of a recovery to former levels until 1993, by 

which time the NDP government was entirely focused on alleviating the deficit. Rae was 

about to bring upon himself the scorn and bitterness of the labour movement. Alienating 

workers was a far more significant venture for an NDP government than it would have 

been for other parties, because the NDP depended on organized labour to keep it in 

power. The premier believed that the party’s labour credentials would hold him in good 

stead as his cabinet designed a “social contract” that was intended to achieve labour peace 

while reducing expenditures in the public service.599 Leo Panitch and Donald Swartz, 

Larry Savage, and Stephen McBride have pointed to the destructiveness of that position. 

                                                
597 Thomas L. Walkom, Rae Days (Toronto: Key Porter Books, 1994), 144–45. 
598 OPSTF Archive, David Lennox, “Weak Staffing Clauses Leave Teachers Vulnerable,” OPSTF News, 
June 1992, 5. 
599 Panitch and Swartz, Assault, 180, 250. 
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In attempting to build support for a social contract, the Rae government blunted union 

militancy and undermined the labour movement. This was particularly true in the public 

sector, where Rae enflamed workers’ resentment by claiming that public sector workers 

were immune to economic downturns and then cut their wages, failing to see the bitter 

irony of his statement. Those were the tactics of the Right. Unionized workers felt 

betrayed by the Party they had fought to get elected. As far as the unions were concerned, 

Rae was transparent in his efforts to trade the improvements he had made to labour 

legislation for lower public sector wages and sacrifices in working conditions. 

The premier invited the unions to meet with him to negotiate a solution to the 

looming provincial deficit, which was projected to grow to $18 billion. Given a 

reasonable length of time and the acceptance of a range of solutions that included the 

corporate sector making a contribution equal to that of workers, there might have been a 

chance at a “social contract.”600 CUPE president Judy Darcy had first suggested a social 

contract modelled on what British Columbia had developed with its hospital workers — 

wage restraint in return for job protections — but Rae rejected that offer.601 His insistence 

that workers needed to pay for a politically manufactured problem left union leaders 

incensed. Rae’s neo-liberalism was of the same design as Trudeau’s wage and price 

controls, but more extreme in that the Social Contract cut wages.  

In its first months in power, the NDP fought a number of battles with business 

interests in order to improve worker protections, but labour legislation amendments 

tended to go unnoticed among rank and file union members. That was particularly true in 
                                                
600 Larry Savage, “Contemporary Party-Union Relations in Canada,” Labor Studies Journal, 35 (Spring 
2009), 8–26. 
601 Stephen McBride, “The Continuing Crisis of Social Democracy: Ontario’s Social Contract in 
Perspective,” Studies in Political Economy, 50 (1996), 65–93. 
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the education sector where the Labour Relations Act did not affect teachers, as pointed 

out to the premier later during a strike in Windsor.602  

The banality of the NDP’s solution to the recession was perhaps what most 

disturbed labour unions. After bringing in a barely noticeable increase in corporate taxes, 

the party of the Left turned to cutting public sector wages. The party that had risen to 

power with labour votes was asking unions to agree to an austerity program that cut 

deeper than anything that had been put forward by any government in the rest of Canada, 

federal or provincial.603 The premier’s rationale was that the public sector would be 

required to contribute to the recovery of the economy to the same degree that the 

weakened market inflicted demands on the private sector.604 Rae’s measures divided 

labour into private sector and public sector workers and reinforced attacks on unions. By 

turning on workers and cutting their wages during a difficult economic time, he 

undermined the logic of reform on which he had been elected. The social contract that the 

unions were given to consider did not provide for workers to receive increases in wages 

and benefits to the same degree as reaped by the private sector if the economy rebounded. 

Twelve unions argued for supporting the NDP because of the work it had done to 

improve conditions for workers and in recognition of the thousands of jobs that Rae had 

saved at Algoma Steel and at de Havilland Aircraft.605 Among them were the United 

                                                
602 OPSTF Archive, Strike Headquarters binder, press release, Windsor Elementary Teachers Move Their 
Protest to Essex County, n.d.; OPSTF Archive, Strike Headquarters binder, press release, Premier Rae Tells 
Windsor Elementary Teachers The Playing Field Isn’t Level, 26 November 1993. 
603 Walkom, Rae Days, 4. 
604 Mel Watkins, “Ontario: Discrediting Social Democracy,” Studies in Political Economy, 43 (1994), 
<http://spe.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/spe/article/view/11464/8352> (15 April 2012). 
605 Yonatan Reshef and Sandra Rastin, Unions in the Time of Revolutions: Government Restructuring in 
Alberta and Ontario (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), 137, 
<http://site.ebrary.com/lib/ocultrent/Doc?id=10218991&ppg=52> (1 March 2011). 
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Steelworkers of America (USW), the United Food and Commercial Workers Union 

(UFCW), the International Association of Machinists and Aerospace Workers (IAMAW), 

and the Service Employees International Union (SEIU). These unions agreed that the 

Social Contract was an attack on workers, but reasoned that the NDP was still better than 

a Liberal or Conservative government. They pointed out that Rae had enacted anti-scab 

legislation, made it easier to form unions, funded thousands of child-care spaces across 

the province, and moved forward on pay equity. The public sector unions disagreed with 

the private sector unions’ assessment, and labour’s solidarity disintegrated.  

On 14 June 1993, without the support of the public sector unions, Rae tabled Bill 

48, the Social Contract Act. Passed by the NDP majority with barely a handful of 

dissenting social-democratic votes, the act forced the entire public sector, including 

teachers, to accept pay cuts of 4.6 per cent in the form of layoff days and applied 

restrictions on the right to collectively bargain.606 The NDP had sided with business and 

legislated concessions on workers. Rae and his cabinet had panicked and turned to wage 

controls as a quick fix for political problems, the accepted solution of the previous 

eighteen years. As far as public sector workers were concerned, Rae and the NDP had 

betrayed them.  

By presenting wage cuts as the only credible solution, Bob Rae provided a model 

for future governments and private sector employers on which to base their attacks on 

workers’ wages. His naïve attempt to bring business, government, and labour together 

ignored the harsh realities of class differences that, as a reformist, he had been elected to 

                                                
606 Derek Fudge et al., Collective Bargaining in Canada: Human Right or Canadian Illusion? (Nepean and 
Rexdale, ON: National Union of Public and General Employees and United Food and Commercial Workers 
Canada, 2005), 48-51; William Walker, “Tories Vote for NDP’s Pay-cut Law,” Toronto Star, 24 June 1993, 
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alleviate.607 The NDP had been voted into office in an effort to reverse the process of 

governments divesting themselves of responsibility for the well-being of their citizens, 

which had been accelerated with the signing of the North America Free Trade Agreement. 

In English Canada, labour leaders had no political party other than the NDP to which they 

could turn. Rae could not appreciate the concerns of the electorate he was representing; 

former supporters were astounded at the government’s heavy handedness. Despite the 

historical bond between labour and the NDP, Rae had abandoned that part of his 

constituency in an effort to placate the business community. 

   

Undermining Union Strength: The Social Contract and the “60 Day Provision” in 

East Parry Sound 

Normal collective bargaining had continued with the election of the NDP. In the spring of 

1992, Carleton’s elementary teachers began a work-to-rule campaign.608 Work-to-rule 

had become a more common tactic during the 1990s as the elementary teachers’ unions 

became more confident of their ability to manage a strike and maintain discipline in the 

rank and file. The Carleton teachers accepted mediation and achieved a settlement of 

nearly 8 per cent over three years, just ten days before the NDP tabled the Social Contract 

bill. That legislation would redefine collective bargaining in the public sector. 

The East Parry Sound County teachers began negotiations with trustees in the fall 

of 1992. The Education Relations Commission’s (ERC) appointed Fact Finder, E.S. 

Lavender, issued his report on 23 November 1992, seven months before the Social 
                                                
607 Bob Rae, From Protest to Power: Personal Reflections on a Life in Politics (Toronto: Penguin, 1997), 
225–53.  
608 Canadian Teachers’ Federation, “Teacher Strikes and Sanctions in Canada, 1919–1992” (Canadian 
Teachers’ Federation, November 1992). 
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Contract was made law.609 Although he lectured both sides for failing to come to an early 

resolution, his recommendations came down on the board’s side and were particularly 

forceful on the need of teachers to give up their retirement gratuity. He accepted the fiscal 

hegemony of the early 1990s and defended the board’s position that it was unable to pay 

the unfunded liability because the provincial government had limited grants to the boards. 

The report provided the East Parry Sound County trustees with the arguments they 

needed to attack the teachers’ negotiating position. 

The Social Contract legislation was designed to undermine the strength of unions 

in the collective bargaining process. It gave employers a moral and legal rationale for 

seizing wages and benefits that workers had achieved over decades. It was not a tax on all 

citizens. Instead, it targeted public service workers and ordered them to reimburse a 

portion of their wages to maintain the services that benefited all citizens of the province 

— a surcharge on public service workers. As a further insult, the legislation authorized 

employers to develop and enforce the process by which employees would pay. 

The limits on collective bargaining that were written into the Social Contract left 

teachers vulnerable. Each board of education had been given a dollar figure that was their 

“Expenditure Reduction Target,” their contribution towards the needed $2 billion 

savings.610 The teachers’ pension board made a donation of the surplus from the pension 

fund to lower those targets somewhat, but teachers would still lose teaching days. How 

each board’s target was to be met had to be negotiated between the trustees and the 

unions, pitting the two sides against each other in this perversion of the collective 
                                                
609 OPSTF Archive, E.S. Lavender, “Report of the Fact Finder, The East Parry Sound Women Teachers’ 
Association and The Ontario Public School Teachers’ Federation East Parry Sound,” 23 November 1992.  
610 OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Charles Pascal to Presidents, Educational Organizations, Estimated 
Social Contract Expenditure Reduction Target and Offset Due to Pensions, 9 August 1993. 
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bargaining process. 

At the beginning of the 1993 school year, the Social Contract had been in place 

for three months. The deleterious effects of the legislation were being felt throughout the 

province. Trustees were quick to take advantage of the restrictions to develop strategies 

for concession bargaining. The first battle would be in the East Parry Sound County 

board. It would become a test case for the trustees and for the elementary teachers’ 

unions.  

In September 1993, the trustees sent a letter home to parents quoting sections of 

Lavender’s fact finding report that attacked the teacher’s negotiating position.611 The 

letter accused the teachers of making unfair demands on the local taxpayers and indicated 

that those demands exceeded the board’s ability to pay. The trustees’ decision to involve 

the community in a public airing of negotiations was a violation of historical practices 

developed between the teachers and the trustees for collective bargaining. That in itself 

angered the teachers, but the trustees went further.612   

The board prepared to invoke the “60 day provision,” a clause that had been 

included in Bill 100 but had never been used against elementary teachers in a strike.613 

The clause read: 

Working conditions may not be altered 
(3) Where notice has been given of desire to negotiate to make or 
renew an agreement, the terms and conditions of the agreement, 
other than a term or condition that prevents a strike, that was in force 
at the time of giving the notice shall not be altered until either, 

                                                
611 OPSTF Archive, E.S. Lavender, “Report of the Fact Finder, The East Parry Sound Women Teachers’ 
Association and The Ontario Public School Teachers’ Federation East Parry Sound,” 23 November 1992 
612 OPSTF Archive, letter from Art Osburn, East Parry Sound Board of Education Chair, to parents, 28 
September 1993, 4–7.  
613 ETFO Government Relations Officer Vivian McCaffrey’s office records (not archived) (March 19, 
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 (a) an agreement or a new agreement comes into force or 
the agreement is renewed, as the case may be; or 
(b) subject to subsection 27 (2) and subsection 68 (5), 
sixty days have elapsed after the Commission has made 
public the report of the fact finder as provided in section 26, 

whichever first occurs. R.S.O. 1990, c. S.2, s. 10.614 
 

The clause had been brought out on four occasions since 1975 during negotiations with 

the secondary teachers and used for the first time with the elementary teachers by the City 

of York trustees in 1992.615 However, those negotiations had not led to strikes and 

consequently had received little public attention.  

Although Bill 100 permitted the East Parry Sound trustees to make unilateral 

changes sixty days after the fact finder’s report was made public, they waited for a year. 

Making changes to the collective agreement prior to the teachers beginning their strike 

ran the risk of accusations alleging the fomenting of labour strife. By waiting for the 

teachers to strike, the trustees could claim to be using the legislation as a pressure tactic to 

force the teachers to reconsider their strike in the light of the reduction in the ministry 

operating grants and the conditions imposed by the Social Contract. The trustees’ revision 

of the teachers’ collective agreement stripped out monetary clauses and seized the 

teachers’ retirement gratuity as part of the board’s cost-savings plan to meet the 

Expenditure Reduction Target. 

The background of the 60-day clause and its inclusion in Bill 100 is revealing as 

an example of how the state and employers arrange conditions against employees with the 

                                                
614 Ontario, School Boards and Teachers Collective Negotiations Act, Bill 100, 1975, 10 (3), <www.e-
laws.gov.on.ca/html/repealedstatutes/english/elaws_rep_statutes_90s02_e.htm>; OPSTF, “Changes in the 
Terms and Conditions of Expired Collective Agreements Undertaken Pursuant to Section 10 (3) (b) of the 
School Boards and Teachers’ Collective Negotiations Act: An Historical Summary,” 1–2. 
615 ETFO Government Relations Officer Vivian McCaffrey’s office records (not archived), The 60 Day 
Provision in Bill 100, 24 November 1993, 1–3.  
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assumption that their interests, and not those of workers, align with the public good. In 

late 1994, after two years of talks, the final version of Bill 100 was given to the teachers’ 

unions to review prior to going before the members of the legislature. The language that 

had been agreed to by the teachers was 3(a), the old collective agreement would be left in 

place until a new one had been negotiated.616  

While Bill 100 was still in committee, the trustees pressed the minister for a 

management rights clause. Having gone through the 18 December 1973 strike, Minister 

of Education Tom Wells did not capitulate entirely to the trustees, but he did agree to give 

them some means of forcing teachers to return to work. After the teachers approved the 

final draft but before it was tabled in the legislature, Wells inserted the 60-day provision. 

As it was being passed in the legislature, the teachers missed the change in the final 

reading of the bill.617  

During the East Parry Sound strike under discussion, Wells was quoted as saying 

that the clause was included “‘as a very, very last resort,’ … no one thought then about it 

being used for cutbacks.”618 His recollection of events was disingenuous. The clause 

enabled trustees to restrict teachers’ ability to negotiate. It permitted them to remove all 

the gains made by teachers over decades of collective bargaining in one gesture — such 

was the imbalance of a “last resort.” The discursive wellspring of the offensive clause 

was the demonization of teachers and their unions within the Conservative caucus. 

Wells’s retaliation for the teachers’ 1973 strike was in neglecting to inform the teachers 
                                                
616 Ibid., 2–4. 
617 Ibid. 
618 Anne Jarvis, “Little-known Provision of Law Fuels Ontario Teacher Strikes,” Windsor Star, 11 
November 1993, A3, 
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of the small change in the bill before it went before the Conservative majority at Queen’s 

Park. 

In the fall of 1993, the unions were facing the threat that eleven other boards were 

preparing to follow the East Parry Sound County example, including the London and 

Windsor boards.619 The AEFO and OECTA locals in Lincoln County and Prescott and 

Russell County were fighting the same issue. The unions had to make a stand and win in 

East Parry Sound County or they would be fighting every board in the province.  

The attempt by trustees to seize the retirement gratuities was only one issue being 

fought by teachers; trustees in every board were also focused on staffing allocations. 

Going into the 1992–93 negotiations, they set out to remove from the collective 

agreements any language that restricted their ability to determine the number of teachers 

on their payroll. The unions discovered that staffing provisions were absent in all but a 

few collective agreements across the province.620 This permitted cash-strapped boards to 

make arbitrary reductions in elementary staffing at their discretion. That was not the case 

with secondary teachers. Their emphasis on subject areas had prompted the secondary 

teachers’ union to include staffing provisions in their collective agreements that protected 

and defined teachers’ jobs in their area of specialization for some time. In the elementary 

panel, that specificity was lacking — with predictable results.    

Had the elementary teachers had staffing provisions during the 1980s, they would 

have defined the student/teacher ratio, the number of specialists in the system, and 

                                                
619 ETFO Government Relations Officer Vivian McCaffrey’s office records (not archived) (March 19, 
2008), Changes in the Terms and Conditions of Expired Collective Agreements Undertaken Pursuant to 
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mediated the effects of reduced funding by protecting jobs in library, music, industrial 

arts, home economics, and special education. For the most part, such jobs had been 

eliminated. In some instances, the regular classroom teachers were required to teach 

subject matter that had once been the purview of specialist teachers, such as library and 

music. Students with special needs had been integrated into regular classrooms where 

teachers were expected to provide individual programming. Increasing the student/teacher 

ratio and terminating specialist programs intensified teachers’ workload with no recourse 

for redress in their collective agreements. 

Principals and vice-principals were also affected by the lack of specific language 

on staffing. Trustees reduced the time available to principals to complete their duties, to 

provide support for teachers dealing with disruptive classroom behaviours, and to engage 

with community agencies and concerned parents. Job protections and working conditions 

became critical issues as the unions and trustees struggled to adjust to the impact of the 

Social Contract.621 The East Parry Sound County trustees were gauging their ability to 

enforce the cost-cutting measures made available to them by the Rae government as well 

as testing the will of teachers to resist. 

Despite the scale of the issues, East Parry Sound County elementary teachers were 

divided on their position as the front line in establishing staffing clauses and protecting 

retirement gratuities for the rest of the province. The provincial negotiating staff were 

unable to reach a consensus with local union officers on the board’s final offer before it 

went before the rank and file for a ratification vote. The report of ERC’s Paula Knopf, 

                                                
621 OPSTF Archive, fax transmission from Carol Zavitz to Jim Guardhouse, Notes for Union 
Presentation/Response to Questions, Developed from Community Liaison Committee Discussion, May 
26/93, 1 June 1993.  
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chair of the bad-faith bargaining inquiry called after the strike was settled, identified the 

rift in the bargaining committee. Knopf concluded that the bargaining team had presented 

the board’s offer to the membership before they had come to an agreement on it 

themselves. The presentation was ambivalent, but in spite of the uncertainty the 

membership rejected the board’s offer by an extremely narrow margin: 

No one on the Teachers’ committee spoke against the tentative agreement, but the 
chief negotiators chose not to speak in its favour. They chose not to speak at all. 
Only the Branch Affiliate Presidents spoke in favour of acceptance, as did the 
Executive Assistants from both Federations… 

 
We also note that Gene Lewis, President of OPSTF, addressed the teachers 
and recommended against acceptance. Mr. Lewis was not bound by the 
tentative agreement. He was not part of the bargaining team. His role as 
President of the Public School Teachers’ Federation is very different from 
that of a signatory to a tentative agreement or that of a negotiator. One can 
only speculate that his speech may have affected the vote. The motion to 
accept was lost by only seven votes.622   
 
Despite the slim margin of support, the provincial leadership made the decision to 

take their members out on strike. With other boards lining up behind the East Parry Sound 

trustees, the FWTAO and the OPSTF were desperate. They were in an extremely weak 

position from which to launch a strike, but nonetheless could claim that the board’s offer 

had been rejected. Knopf declared that the union taking strike action on such a narrow 

margin of support was irresponsible, but that the elementary teachers had not violated the 

conditions of Bill 100.  

Knopf’s assessment that the strike was irresponsible contradicts the history of the 

strike. Although the teachers had been almost evenly split when it came to the strike vote, 
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subsequent events would demonstrate that the teachers did indeed support the actions that 

flowed from that vote. The leadership displayed an uncharacteristic level of audacity in 

acting on the results of a close vote, but audacity is not irresponsibility. Knopf’s charge 

suggested that the strike was not of social benefit when, in fact, it resulted not only in a 

more even balance of power in labour relations involving elementary teachers but also in 

fairer practices. Her implication that capitulating to the trustees would have been a better 

course of action than resisting them runs counter to the established right of workers to 

negotiate the terms of selling their labour. Knopf’s concerns reveal her bias for labour 

peace. She was correct that the binding effect of strike votes often differs in practice from 

other voting procedures in capitalist democracies, but she was misguided in suggesting 

that requiring an enriched majority before moving to strike is somehow a more 

responsible position for unions to take. That convention has been adopted to provide a 

margin of security for union leaders. The teachers’ unions showed that they were willing 

to forgo that security in this instance — and they emerged with positive results. 

Tensions were high as the teachers prepared to go on strike. The East Parry Sound 

County trustees’ seizure of the teachers’ retirement gratuities was a strategic ploy to drive 

a wedge between younger members who preferred to have their money in hand and the 

older members who viewed the gratuity as an entitlement to which they had contributed. 

The trustees were also aware of the closeness of the vote. They could hope that significant 

numbers of disgruntled union members who had voted to accept the board’s offer would 

return to work after a few days. On the other side, the unions were desperate to win in 

East Parry Sound County before other boards of education began rewriting their teachers’ 

collective agreements with the permission of the Social Contract.  

On 6 October 1993, the teachers of East Parry Sound County withdrew their 
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services in a full strike.623 Teachers’ loyalty to their unions remained remarkably steady. 

Despite the closeness of the vote, once the strike began, the teachers did not rebel against 

their leaders. There were no reported instances of teachers crossing the picket lines and 

returning to their schools. The trustees made some critical mistakes that helped to sustain 

solidarity and produce a collective sense of grievance in the striking teachers.  

The East Parry Sound County strike was to become a defining moment for labour 

relations in elementary education. Had the board kept a low profile this might have 

moved enough teachers to the board’s position and ended the strike early. Instead, the 

trustees managed to infuriate teachers in a series of inflammatory and unreasonable 

decisions. They instigated physical attacks on picketers that shocked members of the 

public, threatened teachers’ jobs, and belittled the difficult position principals and vice-

principals occupied during a strike.  

During the first week of the strike, the board advertised for, hired, and trained “lay 

assistants” as replacement workers to keep the schools open. Replacement workers had 

not been used by a board since the Lakefield strike in 1963. It was one of the heaviest 

blows an employer could use during a strike and one that contained the greatest potential 

to escalate the conflict. Principals, all of whom belonged to the union, were given the 

responsibility of hiring the lay assistants. 

When the unions objected to bringing in replacement workers, they were told that 

the NDP’s recent amendments to the Labour Relations Act banning the use of 

replacement workers did not reach to the School Boards and Teachers Collective 
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Negotiations Act. The hiring of lay assistants was a message to the teachers that the East 

Parry Sound County trustees were preparing for a long strike. The strike breakers were 

intended to break the teachers’ resolve, but the tactic did not work to the board’s 

advantage. Instead, teachers were incensed when they saw their jobs going to untrained 

workers as they struggled to survive on the few dollars provided by strike pay. Paula 

Knopf reflected this sentiment in her report. 

The placement of the ad in the newspaper on the first day of the strike 
effectively sent a message that the Board was preparing itself for a long 
strike, not for a speedy negotiated resolution. The spectre of lay assistants 
crossing the picket lines each morning and their presence in the classrooms 
during the long days on the picket line predictably inflamed the dispute.624 
 

The unions addressed the issue of replacement workers with a letter to the premier, and 

copied it to the opposition parties.625  

The mood of the strike turned even more bitter as it dragged on.626 Early in the 

strike, the teachers held a public meeting in the town of Sunridge in which they clarified 

their position.627 Weeks later, they attempted to draw the trustees into a public debate at 

Burk’s Falls. By then the mood had become more hostile. The trustees originally agreed 

to the meeting, but four days before it was scheduled to take place, they made a radio 

announcement that they would not be attending the meeting at Burk’s Falls.628 At that 
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point the trustees withdrew entirely from public view. They refused to negotiate further 

with the teachers unless their terms were met. 

The strike had been ongoing for a month when the trustees made the decision to 

provide protective services for the board of education’s offices by hiring security guards. 

Although employers have often characterized unions as being bullies that encourage 

vandalism or worse during labour disputes, the citizens of East Parry Sound County had 

difficulty believing that the teachers of young children were a security risk.  

The private security guards soon established themselves as a physical presence. 

Picketing teachers had been directed by their unions to follow a protocol of blocking 

those who were attempting to enter the board offices for two minutes before letting them 

through. The teachers had been following these instructions without incident. When the 

security guards arrived they attempted to clear the way into the board’s offices. A conflict 

erupted between them and a group of striking teachers who were interrupting the flow of 

traffic to the parking lot. In at least one instance, a physical confrontation broke out that 

pulled members of the public into the dispute where they witnessed guards threatening 

picketers. A member of the community recounted the dispute in a letter to the board of 

education.  

A citizen, who I will refer to as Mr. Smith, and who was neither a picketer nor a 
teacher, approached a security guard after observing some pushing going on 
between a teacher and a security guard. He asked the guard, “Can you push people 
and not be charged with assault?” The guard’s response was, “Yes.” 
 
Mr. Smith then questioned him further, “What would happen if I touch [sic] you?” 
His response was “I’ll lay you out on the fucking sidewalk.” 
 
I would like to be able to tell you the security guard’s name but he refused 
to divulge it to Mr. Smith.629 
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The unions could not have orchestrated a scenario better designed to turn public 

sympathy against the trustees. Still, the trustees would not admit their culpability. Instead, 

they remained inaccessible. With the board making no effort to continue negotiations, the 

teachers could not bring the strike to a close.   

From the beginning of the 1993 round of collective bargaining, the East Parry 

Sound trustees had taken the position that their only means of meeting the requirements 

of the Social Contract was to rewrite certain of the monetary clauses in the elementary 

teachers’ collective agreement. They subsequently adopted the same stance with their 

secondary teachers.630 The message was very clear: the trustees intended to use the NDP’s 

Social Contract as the rationale for making unilateral changes to the terms of the 

collective agreements of all of the board’s unionized employees. On 10 November 1993, 

the East Parry Sound County secondary teachers walked out of their schools. By this 

time, the elementary teachers had been out of their classrooms for twenty-five teaching 

days.  

While East Parry Sound County’s trustees were intent on defeating their teachers 

in both panels, the labour battles originating in the conditions of the Social Contract 

spread to other boards in the province. On 8 November 1993, the Windsor board’s 

elementary teachers went on strike. The East Parry Sound County local elementary 

teachers’ presidents sent a letter of support to Windsor’s teachers. In it, they quoted the 

rousing first verse of the song, Solidarity Forever. Nevertheless, the letter closed with 

“Yours truly” rather than the union refrain, “in solidarity.”631 After five weeks on the 
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picket lines, the teachers were still unable to adopt the universal language of labour.  

As the strike entered its second month, it threatened to become the longest work 

stoppage for the FWTAO and the OPSTF since Bill 100 had been legislated. The unions 

raised their strike pay to $35 per day, as they had in the Lambton strike.632 School 

administrators responded to the strike pay increase with a request that their repayment to 

the union from their salaries be reduced to match the teachers’ increase.633 It was a fair 

request, but not one that needed to be made quite so vigorously. Isolated inside their 

schools, principals and vice-principals were under siege.  

With a settlement looking a long way off, community tensions were becoming 

more evident. One principal found vicious graffiti outside his school when he arrived in 

the morning. It included “Go back to school you greedy bastards,” “Parents hate 

teachers,” and a picture of a female teacher in the crosshairs of a rifle gun sight.634 While 

the Chamber of Commerce loudly trumpeted its neutrality, some local businesses found 

themselves apologizing for blunders made by members of their staff when dealing with 

picketers.635  

By mid-November the East Parry Sound County strike had become the longest 

elementary teacher strike in the history of the province.636 For Bob Rae, the strike was a 

test case for the Social Contract. The governments had given instructions for the boards to 
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work out the details of cost-cutting with their teachers. The trustees argued that they were 

simply following directions to reduce expenditures.  

The elementary unions changed their tactics. Now with some experience of strikes 

behind them, they tried political solutions that would permit the NDP government to save 

face while moving toward a settlement. When mediation failed, the teachers requested an 

arbitrator.637 The Rae government named two arbitrators who could settle the strike if 

both sides could agree to the conditions under which arbitration could proceed.  

The trustees remained intractable. They insisted that the rewritten form of the 

collective agreement needed to be the basis for an arbitrated settlement.638 The teachers 

would agree to arbitration only if the old collective agreement was the basic document. 

The Rae government could not interfere until the context for arbitration was established 

or until the ERC demonstrated that the students’ year was in jeopardy. The government 

that had come to power on a promise to improve labour relations was not about to 

intervene in a labour dispute that had its roots in its own efforts at retrenchment. 

The board asked the unions to join them in requesting a jeopardy hearing from the 

ERC. They wanted a claim that the students’ year was in jeopardy.639 The board was 

attempting to undermine the determinations of the ERC and pressure it into a jeopardy 

ruling. The unions refused to go to the hearing. The two local presidents, Marg 

Beswitherick of the FWTAO and Jim Johnson of the OPSTF, requested arbitration under 

the Sub-Sector Framework Agreement of the Social Contract, but without agreement 
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from the trustees that bid suffered the same end as had the request for arbitration.640    

The trustees finally found an ally in the Conservative party. At a public meeting 

organized and chaired by Ernie Eves, MPP for Parry Sound, and attended by both board 

and union representatives, the trustees proposed an entirely new twist to workplace 

sanctions. They offered to pay teachers their salaries once again if they downgraded their 

sanctions to a board-directed work-to-rule.641 The acceptance of such a suggestion would 

reverse the process of workplace sanctions. The trustees, instead of the union, would 

determine which duties the teachers would not be performing. It was not made clear how 

the trustees would advise the teachers to refuse work, nor was it clear how they would 

explain to their constituents that they were in collusion with the unions in running a 

strike. The offer was dismissed when the list of prescribed duties that would be performed 

was presented to the teachers. It was a cataloguing of their normal workday in their 

schools.  

The ERC finally did act. It presented the Minister of Education with a jeopardy 

advisement with which the minister legislated an end to the strike on 29 November 

1993.642 The strike had lasted thirty-eight days. David Cooke established an arbitration 

board to decide on the terms of the teachers’ collective agreement.  

The ERC report that followed estimated that the board had saved $1.8 million 

over the period of the strike. It did not suggest that the board had deliberately prolonged 

the strike to meet their Expenditure Reduction Target. The ERC did require that in future 
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the board open its financial records to the union during negotiations.643 On 2 March 1993, 

the arbitration board’s decision maintained the teachers’ old collective agreement.644 The 

teachers had preserved their retirement gratuity and the other benefits that had been under 

attack, but the resolution to the eight-week strike had not addressed staffing.  

 

Class Struggle in a Labour City: The Windsor Strike 

On 8 November 1993, the Windsor elementary teachers walked out of their schools. 

Although the teachers called for staged sanctions, the trustees had ensured that a full 

strike would materialize. Unlike East Parry Sound County, which was a rural board in a 

conservative corner of the province, Windsor was an urban centre whose citizens were 

familiar with the patterns of strikes and lockouts and were largely sympathetic to the 

cause of workers. Knowing that, the trustees had worked to avoid the negative reaction of 

the community to a lockout. They waited until the teachers were in a legal position to 

strike and handed them an impossible choice: accept severe reductions on salary and 

staffing or be prepared to strike.  

The Windsor trustees adopted the model developed by their peers in the East 

Parry Sound County board, but they did so with a great deal more preparedness. They too 

hired security personnel and replacement workers, but the arrangements were made well 

before a strike was confirmed.645 The private security guards were in place immediately 

after the teachers set up their picket lines. In their attention to detail, the trustees also 
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hired occasional teachers to be in schools a week before the teachers were scheduled to 

begin their strike.  

The synchronicity of hiring unnecessary occasional teachers while trustees were 

demanding a pay cut from teachers would have been enough to anger the unions at any 

time, but the trustees had taken care to engage the occasional teachers on long-term 

contracts. They claimed that they needed them to release vice-principals from their 

teaching duties. It was a transparently provocative warning to teachers. The long-term 

contracts required the occasional teachers to remain at work during a strike where they 

could be used at the board’s discretion as replacement workers. The message for union 

members was twofold. The first was that occasional teachers would be supervising 

classes during any work stoppage. The second was the same as it had been in East Parry 

Sound County, with replacement teachers taking pressure off the trustees to resolve the 

conflict in a timely manner; the board was preparing for a long strike.    

The strike almost did not happen. The fact finder’s report had been released on 9 

July 1993.646 During the negotiations that continued through the summer, the teachers 

agreed to the conditions of the Social Contract, a 5 per cent reduction in salary and nearly 

the same percentage decrease in the number of teachers employed by the board. How 

those conditions were to be implemented was left to be decided. Despite having a 

settlement within their grasp, the trustees waited until sixty days had passed after the fact 

finder’s report and announced they were rewriting the teachers’ salaries and working 

conditions as the solution to their budgetary crisis.647 The changes were draconian. In 
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mid-October, the board reduced salaries by 2.5 per cent to take effect immediately, with a 

retroactive deduction back to the previous January. Another 2.5 per cent reduction was 

announced for the new year. At an average salary of $60,800 per year, the trustees’ 

retroactive changes required teachers to repay $1,500 of past wages immediately and to 

expect a further loss of $3,000 between November and the end of January.648 The 

reductions would remain in place for the future. At the same time, the trustees refused to 

hire the new teachers required to replace teachers who were retiring or who had resigned. 

They laid off an additional forty-two teachers. Sixty-four jobs were lost in all, leaving the 

remaining teachers to absorb the surplus students into their classes.  

In addition to reducing wages and cutting jobs, the trustees announced that they 

would be reducing the minutes of preparation time teachers would receive in a week, and 

restricting the use of supply teachers for absences. The attacks on wages, benefits, and 

working conditions were premeditated to goad the teachers into a strike that they had 

already decided to avoid. If the teachers accepted the board’s package, they would be set 

back decades and locked into a pattern of rounds of concession bargaining for the future.  

The chair of the board, Jane Sparrow, released a statement to the media just before 

the teachers took their strike vote. Her demands reflected the shift in hegemony that had 

taken place over the decade of the 1980s. She attacked the unions for using Windsor’s 

“schools and students in another local battle in their provincial war to exempt teachers 

from the financial realities of the 1990’s,” accused the teachers of seeking immunity from 

the effects of the “harsh economic climate,” and reminded the community that, while 
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teachers were facing a 2.5 per cent decrease in the current year, they had received a 4.8 

per cent increase the previous year. 649 Finally, she promised that increasing class sizes 

would protect teachers from layoffs.  

Her arguments reflected the familiar tropes from employers and the media during 

labour disputes at the end of the twentieth century. The old rhetoric denouncing the 

ideology of the Left had been abandoned. The new arguments were market referenced, 

tuned to the rise and fall of the economy. Sparrow ridiculed teachers for thinking they 

would gain anything by the strike, pointing out that they would lose hundreds of dollars 

per day in lost wages if they were to strike, while she was asking from them only $7.60 

per day with the rewritten collective agreement. She closed with a familiar metaphor from 

the Right — the board’s responsibility to the taxpayer was to treat the education budget 

the same as individuals would treat their household budgets. Despite the difference 

between the board’s budget, which was a projection of expenditures against a projected 

tax rate, and the household budget of individuals and families, which was based on fixed 

earnings, such comparisons resonated with voters. School trustees had arrived at the doors 

of the neo-liberal temple and they were expecting the teachers to accompany them to the 

altar. 

When the strike began, the presence of occasional teachers crossing the picket 

lines initially worked to the board’s advantage. It threatened to become a wedge issue 

between the FWTAO, which had no occasional teachers among its membership, and the 

OPSTF, which represented those occasional teachers who were now legally bound to be 
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in the schools.650 It also created a friction point between the OPSTF classroom teachers 

and the occasional teachers who were members of the same union. That quickly changed. 

The unions were able to turn their members’ anger back on the trustees by pointing out 

that the board was spending $9,600 per day on occasional teachers and another $2,400 per 

day on private security while the rewritten collective agreement rolled teachers’ wages 

back and denied them access to occasional teacher coverage for legitimate personal 

absences.  

A more difficult issue appeared in a letter written by one of the FWTAO members 

to her local president, Pamela Marshall.651 The woman had taken umbrage at Marshall’s 

suggestion at a rally that the two locals of the two teachers’ unions should join to become 

one Windsor elementary teachers local. With the two sides awaiting Daniel Baum’s 

decision on the OTF Bylaw that was before the Ontario Human Rights Board of Inquiry, 

it was not something that either organization wanted to drag out in the early days of a 

strike — they allowed it to fade. 

The strike turned into a showdown over the Social Contract. Like the East Parry 

Sound County board, the Windsor trustees were using the legislation as an excuse to roll 

back past gains achieved by teachers and to set a pattern of concessions for the future.652 

The Social Contract, in harness with the 60-day clause, allowed trustees to lower wages 

and undermine the collective strength of the teachers, circumventing the bargaining 

process. Windsor was critical to developing the unions’ response to future attacks. 
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The NDP government had adopted a hands-off attitude despite having set the 

terms of negotiations through the Social Contract. Windsor was Minister of Education 

Dave Cooke’s riding. He preferred to let collective bargaining take its course and leave 

individual boards and employee groups to devise the means of meeting their obligations. 

The unions were not about to let the political actors remain invisible. Two weeks into the 

strike, teachers from the East Parry Sound and Windsor locals arrived at Queen’s Park to 

join an OFL rally and to protest the use of the 60-day clause to strip collective 

agreements.653 Bob Rae dismissed the teachers by suggesting that the private sector had 

been going through cuts for ten years. It was a disappointing response from the leader of 

the party that had traditionally carried the hopes of workers. 

In Windsor, many families had a history of union membership. They understood 

the teachers’ complaints.654 Some of the most vocal parents took their support to the first 

board meeting after the start of the strike and shouted down the trustees.655 Despite the 

parents’ fervour, the protesters did not receive any sympathy from the Windsor Star. That 

newspaper’s editorial policy continued to be strongly anti-teacher and anti-union.656 

After nearly three weeks on the picket lines, the teachers attempted to arrange a 

meeting with the education minister, but they were turned down. Fifty striking teachers 
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then drove to Essex County where Rae was holding meetings.657 The two local presidents 

were granted a brief meeting with the premier during the lunch break. They brought to his 

attention the additional demands that the trustees were making that went beyond the 

Social Contract, and they accused the Windsor trustees of using replacement workers. 

Rae promised to look into the two issues. The meeting was a coup for the teachers; it 

established their sincerity in wanting a resolution to the strike.  

By the Christmas break, the talks between the trustees and the teachers had 

completely broken down. Like those in the East Parry Sound County board, Windsor’s 

trustees wanted to reach beyond the Social Contract and remove formerly negotiated 

benefits, and they would not agree to arbitration. The two provincial presidents, Barbara 

Sargent and Gene Lewis, sent a letter to teachers across the province requesting working 

teachers to make a $20 donation to alleviate some of the hardship being experienced by 

the striking teachers during the Christmas holiday.658  

 With no resolution in sight for January, Dave Cooke made a proposal to end the 

strike through arbitration.659 He threatened to bring down back-to-work legislation before 

the end of December if the unions would not accept the offer. The unions agreed to his 

conditions before they were legislated back to work. They ended their strike in time for 

the new year.660 Cooke’s proposal decided nothing more than the means of getting 
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unresolved items to an arbitrator. After six weeks in a strike, it would be another six 

months before the teachers would see a settlement. The final agreement was accepted late 

in June by 57 per cent of the teachers and 54 per cent of the trustees, a very weak 

approval rating from both sides.661 The teachers kept the conditions in their old collective 

agreement and the wage scale that went with it, but like the East Parry Sound County 

teachers, they were unable to establish staffing provisions.  

 The two strikes halted further erosions to teachers’ collective agreements and they 

established the unions’ credibility in sustaining long and vicious strikes. The teachers’ 

displays of union strength in the East Parry Sound County and Windsor locals 

discouraged other boards from similar attacks. Although the arbitrated settlements did not 

improve working conditions, and they demanded minor concessions from the teachers, 

the strikes were successful in maintaining past collective agreement language as the basis 

for future collective bargaining. The teachers had resisted demands for concession 

bargaining that threatened to move teachers backward with each round of negotiations 

and to narrow the scope of collective agreements. Both locals were successful in blocking 

trustees’ efforts to undo twenty years of bargaining. The elementary teachers had matured 

as unionized workers and their experience with militancy set the stage for future 

campaigns. 

Dave Cooke would not agree to change the 60-day provision in Bill 100, despite 

pleas from the unions.662 However, by the end of 1994, boards had exhausted what uses 
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they could make of it. For the time being, trustees abandoned their hope of seizing the 

retirement gratuities. Although they were fond of attacking the gratuity, the savings were 

in the form of an unfunded liability: paper savings rather than cash in hand. Eliminating 

this provision did not offer boards the financial relief they were seeking. It was the 

opportunity to eliminate the cumulative long-term effect that was attractive to trustees.  

During the 1993–94 round of negotiations, other teachers’ locals did gain some 

form of staffing language in their collective agreements.663 Those clauses established the 

number of teachers that boards needed to hire, where staff would be placed, and the 

mechanism by which staffing would be negotiated year by year. The 60-day provision 

disappeared as a collective bargaining tactic in teachers’ labour relations for the final 

years they were governed by Bill 100. 

      

The Teachers’ Unions’ Relationship with the NDP 

The election of the NDP did bring improvements for unions. The OPSTF and the OSSTF 

were involved in organizing campaigns that benefited from changes to the Ontario Labour 

Relations Act (OLRA). Early in its mandate, the NDP passed a number of amendments 

that labour organizations had been lobbying to achieve. They included mandatory just 

cause for dismissal, consolidation of bargaining units, and a ban on replacement workers. 

Organizing educational assistants, occasional teachers, and other education groups 

outside of classroom teachers became easier.  

The new government would bring an end to the teachers’ long battle for control of 
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their pension funds by giving them control of the pension board. Under the NDP, the 

equity provisions that were critically important to the FWTAO would become entrenched 

in education policy. Nonetheless, these gains would be forgotten in the acrimony over 

what would become Rae’s legacy, the Social Contract.   

Despite the examples of its support for labour, Ontario’s first NDP government 

would become a case study in the contradictions of governing as reformist socialists in 

the era of neo-liberal capitalism. Its relationship with teachers would be one example. As 

Alan Sears states, Canada was entering a time when “[t]hings interacting with each other 

on the market seem to dictate the terms of our access to them,” and that would include 

education.664 Social welfare provisions, worker protections, and labour organizations 

were reframed as anachronistic in the global marketplace. The NDP’s labour-friendly 

legislation that improved the situation for workers would be undermined by its 

capitulation to neo-liberal hegemony. 

The pressure of job cuts resulting from reductions in the provincial grants, the loss 

of wages that was built into the Social Contract, and the opportunism of boards using the 

legislation to attack collective agreements, provoked the teachers. Their tentative affair 

with an alternative came to an end before it had begun.  

The elementary teachers did not understand the basics of class struggle. Even at 

this point, their consciousness embodied a liberal unionism that supported a view of 

themselves as professional individuals. Former OPSMTF president Ron Poste asked the 

question in the union newsletter, “How Do You Like Socialism — So Far?” implying that 

the NDP was a socialist party rather than the reformist party it had become for the 
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previous forty years and support for the NDP had been misplaced.665 The changes that the 

NDP did institute to improve the conditions for workers in general were irrelevant to 

teachers in the face of cuts to their wages. Beyond the issue of wages lost to the Social 

Contract or the strikes that arose out of it, the NDP made deep changes to the education 

system that soon alienated teachers. The unions had expected Rae to involve them in the 

development of teacher-friendly policy; instead the NDP government’s shift to the Right 

demoralized teachers and dissolved their support for the party.  

Rae attacked those who were his constituency first, leaving a legacy of betrayal 

behind him. In the end, he turned to the middle and working classes to shoulder the cost 

of government programs rather than implementing a more progressive taxation policy that 

would alleviate the discrepancies that had widened the income gap. A lack of imagination 

and preparedness came to mark the government; instead of becoming the party with an 

alternative, progressive vision, the NDP became mired in reworked neo-liberal doctrine. 

The NDP had always had difficulty deciding whether it represented unionized 

workers or appealed to the causes of the middle class.666 When the social-democratic 

party of the province consciously turned to the Right, workers were left without a 

political voice. Rae’s capitulation reinforced the corporate discourses that he had been 

elected to oppose. He did not simply abandon the pursuit of a more equitable division of 

wealth in that moment; he reinforced a world view that was the antithesis of socialism 
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and, by doing so, undermined the people and organizations that had elected him to be 

their representative.  
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Chapter 5 

Politics and Classroom Class Struggles II: Mike Harris and the Common 

Sense Counterrevolution 

 

The Lean State 

The election of the Mike Harris Conservative government on 26 June 1995 was the 

apogee of neo-liberalism in Ontario. Little would be left untouched by the Conservative’s 

election platform, the “Common Sense Revolution.” The premier had been a probationary 

teacher in his youth and then entered political life as a school board trustee; education 

would become a lightning rod for his reform policies and for opposition to them.  

 In 1995, the elementary teachers’ unions were caught between the collapse of 

support for the NDP and the severity of the attacks on labour, education, and social 

programs under a reinvigorated Progressive Conservative Party that had moved far to the 

Right under Harris. The teachers had become familiar with labour strikes as a necessary 

component of collective bargaining, but the majority of teachers in the classrooms of the 

1990s would have been too young in 1973 to have participated in the province-wide 

political strike. That one-day walkout of all of Ontario’s teachers marshalled against the 

paternalistic conservatism of Bill Davis would not be sufficient in the meaner political 

context of the mid-1990s. The Harris Progressive Conservatives were more ideologically 

driven than their forbearers and had little sympathy for unions or teachers.  

Immediately after winning the 1995 election, the Harris government focused on 

developing conditions that would ensure the advancement of neo-liberalism as state 

policy. The result would be a leaner citizenship that included fewer entitlements with 
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fewer protections and a smaller state bureaucracy to provide everything from education to 

safe drinking water.  

The teachers’ unions had pulled away from the private industry unions when the 

Social Contract had focused on public sector workers. During the 1995 election, Harris 

threatened teachers with a more cost-efficient education system and “system-wide 

reform” that would save millions of dollars.667 His promised cuts in government programs 

on behalf of “taxpayers” proposed a 20 per cent reduction in the education budget.668 

Despite these warnings, teachers refused to become politically engaged. They were still 

under the constraints of the Social Contract with no affection for the NDP. To make 

matters worse, the NDP’s Common Curriculum had been finally released in February 

1995, mere months before the election. The new curriculum required adapting to 

significant pedagogical transformations and promised a new design for report cards for 

the following year.669 The changes were the NDP government’s response to the Royal 

Commission on Learning. With the NDP education policy reshaping the face of education 

within a very short time frame, teachers sat on their hands for the election that put the 

Conservatives in power.  

 The teachers’ unions had not prepared for a fight with the Conservatives, a party 

that had not been in power for a decade. Nor had they endorsed either of the other two 

parties. The Ontario Public School Teachers’ Federation (OPSTF) had become so 

embittered with the NDP that it broke its historical silence when it came to directing its 
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members at the polls, and publicly withdrew from any form of partisan politics, preferring 

to rely on abstract discourse with individual candidates as the means of “defending 

education.”670 

The Conservative education platform represented a robust neo-liberal agenda that 

advanced cost-cutting to the forefront of policy development. The progression of neo-

liberalism required what Alan Sears has called a post-liberal education system.671 

Education occupied a contradictory position in the construction of the neo-liberal state. 

Schooling continued to be one of the key components in developing a new vision of 

citizenship, one that reframed privileges and obligations inside a market focus. It 

remained the principal institution for the disciplining of workers to the demands of the 

employer, yet the school system of the period was designed to provide a liberal education. 

The champions of post-liberal education may have objected to the system they had 

inherited, but schooling was still a requirement. 

Sears’s critical analysis of education in the “lean” neo-liberal state provides a 

theoretical framework for understanding the essential elements of the conflict between the 

teachers and the Harris government. He presents the three key principles of lean 

production methods that became the Conservative model of state governance: “the 

elimination of ‘waste’ associated with older mass production methods; the introduction of 

new forms of workplace organization and labour discipline; and the polarization of the 
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workforce.”672 Sears groups the introduction of technology, the deskilling of jobs, and a 

devotion to “continuous improvement” under the rubric of elimination of waste.  

The meaning of “waste” had one context in the public discourse and another in 

front-line education. In the public discourse, the notion of individuals’ taxes paying for 

unnecessary personnel in government institutions had populist appeal. Its non-specific 

nature resonated with the frustrations individuals experienced in their personal histories 

of schooling. Inside the schools, neo-liberal determination to eliminate waste purged the 

system of the buffers that had been built into the education edifice. With a narrow margin 

of security, and the state holding the only available funding, the level of anxiety 

expressed by boards of education was elevated. As Sears takes pains to explain, the 

discourses of waste contributed to a regime of “management by stress.” Like employers 

in private industry, trustees began to demand new workplace organizational strategies and 

forms of labour discipline to alleviate their financial uncertainties. Their response to the 

reduction in state funding included insisting on management rights, and efforts to develop 

a more flexible workforce and control working conditions. In the private sector, the 

recurring threat of personal or institutional financial collapse fashioned a worker who was 

forced to comply with the demands of the employer. The Harris government’s funding 

cuts also put pressure on trustees to confront their teachers and other unionized workers in 

the education sector.  

Both Sears and Rinehart suggest that the move to lean production methods in the 

construction of the neo-liberal state necessitated reducing the influence of unions.673 
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Shrinking state expenditures on the public service sector required reconfiguring working 

conditions to demand more work from employees without raising costs. Neo-liberal 

efforts to abolish the welfare state required a cultural shift towards redefining and 

narrowing the entitlements of citizenship that had been developed in the postwar period. 

The new regime sought to restructure the public service in its role as the interface 

between the state and its citizens in the provision of claims on state resources. The post-

1980 employment landscape had become polarized between “good jobs” that included 

decent benefits and wages in unionized workplaces and “bad jobs” that were being 

assumed by an ever-growing marginalized segment of workers without union protections, 

but as the power of neo-liberal parties grew, taxes on the wealthy and on corporations 

were being reduced with the result that state services were being starved. 674   

Teachers’ consciousness included identifying themselves as agents of change in 

the social welfare of the province. The tropes of teaching praised the benefits of education 

to individuals’ life chances and to the broadening of their future possibilities. Seizing 

control of the school system and the disciplining of teachers to a more market-centric role 

were essential elements in advancing neo-liberal hegemony, but they ran contrary to 

teachers’ sense of responsibility for the production of future worker-citizens. 

Teachers were threatened with profound changes to their working conditions. 

With the Social Contract coming to an end, the opportunity for workplace militancy had 

re-emerged. At the same time, the union leadership had mended its differences with 

organized labour and was preparing to become involved in the Ontario Federation of 

Labour’s (OFL) Days of Action. Importantly, the demands of the NDP’s Social Contract 

                                                
674 Sears, Retooling the Mind Factory, 8–9.  



 340 

to negotiate concurrently with all the boards in the province had expanded the internal 

structures that the locals and the provincial offices had developed over a near-decade of 

collective bargaining.675  

The teachers unions prepared for their entrance into broad political action by 

calling on their members to support other unions. Rob Fairley, the former president of the 

Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) Local 1, the Toronto Hydro workers, was 

brought in to speak to the elementary teachers’ negotiation teams. His speech outlined the 

situation in which the public service unions found themselves under the Harris 

government. His was a language that the teachers had never heard from their own leaders: 

Trade unionists are ill prepared to deal with the attack because our analysis 
became vague, and our organizations were shaped, [sic] during a period of 
relative labour peace. The consciousness of our membership has been 
shaped during the same period. The membership was assigned a relatively 
passive role in recent decades, and is now bitter that those who serviced 
them in the past can no longer produce results.676 
 

Fairley’s comments reflected the reality of a labour movement in retreat.  

 The Right had seized the political discourse. Corporate and political elites had 

developed and funded organizations that constructed populist neo-liberal rhetoric and 

hegemonic support for right-wing parties and their candidates.677 Although these 

organizations were seldom called upon to reveal their funding sources, they were often 

quoted as non-partisan experts. Jason Kenny’s ultra-conservative Canadian Taxpayers 
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Federation was an example of such an organization, as was the Fraser Institute.678 These 

organizations, supported by business interests, were able to enter into and expand the 

political space created by dissatisfaction with aspects of the welfare state. They 

concentrated on developing a populist hegemony opposed to progressive social policy 

that offered protection to workers and vulnerable members of Canadian society. Steve 

Patten has called this development the construction of the “people/powerful interests 

antagonism,” realigning the support of workers against the welfare state. 679 The efforts of 

organizations like the Canadian Taxpayers Federation and the Fraser Institute provided 

critical intellectual support for the agenda of right-wing political parties. The Ontario 

wing of the Taxpayers’ Federation openly attacked teachers and their unions by distorting 

facts and playing on popular misconceptions of teachers’ work.680  

 

Restructuring and Retrenchment 

Once elected, the new Conservative government moved forward on its agenda. It declared 

that it would cut in half the number of sick days that were available to teachers. Teaching 

time would be increased and preparation time reduced. The pupil/teacher ratio would be 

raised with more students in each classroom. The Conservatives promised to eliminate 

Grade 13, reducing the cost of secondary education by 20 per cent, and replace teachers 
                                                
678 Miro Cernetig, “Out of the West They Rode, the Anti-tax Gang,” Globe and Mail, 17 April 1993, D3; 
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Misleading,” OPSTF News, June 1995, 12–13.  
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in non-teaching roles with less qualified and lower paid workers.681 

While much has been written about the conflicts between teachers and the Harris 

government, the momentum of the state-union antagonism in the educational sector had 

been building since the final months of NDP rule. At that time, school board trustees 

developed a retrenchment strategy for all school boards to adopt. Their campaign was not 

simply a reaction to Ministry of Education policies; at its roots, it supported a business 

approach to public finances that trustees found attractive. In 1994, the Ontario Public 

School Boards’ Association, the Ontario Separate School Trustees’ Association, the 

Association française des conseils scolaires de l’Ontario, and the Association franco-

ontarienne des conseils d’écoles catholiques convinced the Ministry of Education to fund 

a study in support of retrenchment. The authors developed a working paper entitled 

“Restructuring: New Realities, New Beginnings.”682 The document declared 

retrenchment, or the idea of reducing expenses in whatever way possible, to be a 

“hallmark of modern life.”683 Boards were encouraged to proceed carefully, but to accept 

the challenge offered, and to examine the successes that had been demonstrated in the 

business sector. Restructuring and retrenchment promised significant savings by moving 

the financing of education to a business model without any reduction in the quality of 

education. The trustees chose to ignore the warnings, included in their own document, 

that indicated that the economies of scale would break down beyond a certain level of 
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expansion. Most disturbingly, the study admitted to a lack of evidence that any of the 

recommended cost-cutting measures could actually produce the asserted results. 

On the surface, collaboration programs appear to produce very positive 
results. There has been no evaluation to date to determine cost-benefit 
analyses, contextual challenges to people and organizations involved, 
labour adjustment [i.e., finding new jobs for workers after they have been 
put out of work], governance mechanisms, or logistical consideration.684  
 

Still, the authors endorsed the pursuit of retrenchment because it had been undertaken “by 

many North American school boards and the process… [was] gaining momentum in 

Ontario, spurred by the Ministry of Education and Training and economic necessity.”685 

The attraction of restructuring in the context of the 1990s, beyond lowering costs and the 

untested claims of improvements in the quality of education, was that it allowed for 

trustees and board administration to exercise their authority. They were encouraged to 

ignore the “side effects” on employees and the harm done to relationships with other 

stakeholders and boldly move forward.686 Pressuring employees to produce more with 

less was clearly articulated in the document as a responsibility of the education hierarchy. 

Missing in the study were the stated purposes of education, and it ignored the question of 

the use that would be made of any savings to benefit schools. For the trustee associations, 

it was enough to know that fewer taxes would be collected for the public purse and less 

money spent on the school system. “Restructuring: New Realities, New Beginnings” 

broke from the philosophy of the welfare state to construct a redistribution of wealth 

ethos to provide mass education, universal health care, old age security, and various other 

services as entitlements of citizenship. The document readily accepted the tenants of neo-
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liberalism and advocated policies solely on an economic advantage — an effort to lower 

taxes.687 The report on restructuring allied trustees with the interests of the reformed 

Ontario Progressive Conservative Party.  

 

The Apparatus of Neo-liberal Reform: High-Stakes Testing 

The Conservative Party had espoused its platform for education in a document called New 

Directions II: A Blueprint for Learning in Ontario. It was released a year before the 

election.688 The teachers’ unions took issue with the narrowness of its vision that limited 

the purpose of schooling to preparation for employment.689 The lacuna in the New 

Directions II regarding citizenship was appropriate to a neo-liberal image of education. 

Emphasizing individual responsibility over the entitlements of citizenship, the document 

focused on significantly reducing spending on education.  

 The apparatuses for reforming public education had taken time to develop. One of 

the most important of these technologies was the designing of measurements for 

processes that had not been quantifiable. These tests were designed to be used in 

conjunction with the business principle of funding what was measurable. By 1995, 

standardized tests that were centrally developed, administered, and scored had become a 

cornerstone in the expansion of post-liberal education in other jurisdictions. Critics of the 
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tests were quick to point out that most of the results were predicated by income levels in 

the catchment area of the schools. 690 Students in upper income schools consistently 

scored higher than their lower income peers, while private schools were exempted from 

the tests even though their diplomas were recognized for entrance into state-funded 

colleges and universities in both Canada and the United States. Wherever they were 

employed, the results were used to tighten state control of teachers’ work and redefine 

pedagogy. Curriculum was narrowed and teaching strategies restricted to centrally 

developed and approved approaches. Requirements for lesson planning and record 

keeping were amplified. The testing regime narrowed the education project to addressing 

state-designed tests. High-stakes testing gave the state the power to control the education 

agenda from the micro to the macro level. Tying funding levels to test results gave the 

new measurement technology its teeth. High-stakes testing became the discipline 

mechanism used by the state to enforce the restructuring of education. All three political 

parties had been involved in their development in Ontario: provincial testing was first 

suggested by the Liberals when they were in opposition. Then the NDP legislated the 

tests into the education system. Finally, the Harris Conservatives became the first 

government to administer the tests in the schools, making standardized, province-wide 

testing the practice in Ontario.  

The Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) was charged with 

designing and managing the testing regime and publishing the results. Although the 

unions and their collective agreements offered protections, teachers with seniority were 

still vulnerable within the standards of their professionalism. Province-wide testing was 
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an effective disciplining technique that amplified the pressure on the education system as 

an institution, on educators as a body, and on individual teachers who prepared students 

for the testing regime.  

High-stakes testing, by constantly demonstrating the failure of teachers to 

significantly improve test scores, intensified the workload of teachers. The tests were 

comparisons between different groups of students from different years. Their purpose was 

to assess and rank boards, schools, and teachers; they were not designed to assess an 

individual student’s grasp of subject matter. The results failed to recognize the 

randomness that naturally occurred in the makeup of the student population from year to 

year. Teachers were required to demonstrate that their new class of students was learning 

as much or more than the class of the previous year. Teachers had to repeat this 

performance year after year. The test results did not indicate successful teaching 

techniques or student accomplishment as claimed; they were statistical comparisons. As 

such, the tests fuelled an ideological demand for constant improvement.  

The tests were a potent weapon in the neo-liberal arsenal. Test scores were 

publicly available for right-wing politicians and business groups to demonstrate the 

failures of the public education system in general and teachers in particular. Those who 

were antagonistic to public education engaged in comparisons between schools in a given 

year.691 Supporters of high-stakes testing were fond of pointing to examples of schools 

that had shown demonstrable successes that ran contrary to the norm, but the same voices 

failed to report on the results of those schools in subsequent years.692 Exceptionalities 
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were generally no more than statistical blips and within a very short time returned to their 

customary place on the scale of results.693 The testing regime fostered public 

dissatisfaction with schools and the education system prompting demands for retraining 

and for cutting teachers’ wages.  

 If we compare Ontario’s high-stakes testing regime with Australia’s, we see that 

teachers there were required to participate in an increasing number of out-of-classroom 

duties and were subject to requirements to participate in management-directed 

professional training.694 Reform discourses in that country constructed an image of a 

school system that was inadequate and overpriced, justifying deep cuts to programs and 

services. The same pattern emerged in Ontario following the Conservative Party’s 

election.  

The Ontario Teachers Federation (OTF) did not mount an effective strategy to 

oppose the test regime. Neither did the elementary teachers’ unions, whose members 

would be most affected by EQAO testing. In the fall of 1996, the five affiliates 

announced that they had been awarded the contract for training their union members to 

mark the tests. Despite the complaints of front-line teachers, the unions capitulated to 

Conservatives on high-stakes testing and encouraged their members to participate.695  

 

The Legislative Juggernaut 

In the fall of 1995, the Conservatives moved to repeal the NDP’s legislation on labour 
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relations, employment equity laws, and those laws that supported affirmative action 

policies.696 The name of the bill reflects the cynical tone of the new government. Bill 7, 

An Act to Restore Balance and Stability to Labour Relations and to Promote Economic 

Prosperity was intended to undermine workers and their organizations.697 Among other 

things, Bill 7 weakened the ability of workers to form unions and made it more difficult 

to achieve a first contract. It permitted the use of replacement workers during strikes, 

removed succession rights when companies were sold, and denied agricultural workers 

the protections of the Ontario Labour Relations Act (OLRA).  

 Bill 8, An Act to Repeal Job Quotas and to Restore Merit-Based Employment 

Practices in Ontario removed equity provisions from the Police Services Act, the Human 

Rights Code, and the Education Act. It caught the populist sentiments that had carried 

Harris to power. The act repealed the Employment Equity Act, which denied women any 

legal recourse involving equity issues in their workplace.698 By slashing programs that 

promoted workplace equity, the Conservative government was able to use the funding 

that had been formerly dedicated to equalizing women’s pay scales to help pay for its tax 

cuts.699 In education, school boards would no longer be required to promote women to 

positions of authority. The sexual politics of education took on a new urgency.  

 The OPSTF joined the Federation of Women Teachers’ Associations of Ontario 
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(FWTAO) in calling for a continuation of affirmative action programs in the hiring and 

promotion practices in the education system. With half of its membership women, and 

looking to amalgamate with the FWTAO, the men’s union was obligated to support the 

equity programs. The OPSTF’s presentation to the Standing Committee on Bill 8 

included statistics that demonstrated that by 1992 women had increased their 

representation in administration from 15.5 per cent to 26.3 per cent over a fourteen-year 

period.700 Given the history of school closures during that period, the numbers were 

significant.  

 Even more ominous was the attempt of the government through Bill 8 to 

undermine the Canadian Human Rights Act and the inclusion of sex as a basis of 

discrimination. The Service Employees International Union (SEIU) took that fight to the 

Ontario Court of Justice and won, slowing the efforts of Mike Harris to destroy decades 

of work by feminist organizations, unions, and other equity-seeking groups.701  

 Early in its term, the unions recognized the trend of the new government and 

began to mobilize. They needed to prepare a response to the pace of state initiatives. The 

teachers had matured beyond the days of miniscule war chests. In November the OPSTF 

handed the OTF a $1.00 per member cheque for its political action fund to fight against 

the new government, and went into partnership with the Ontario Secondary School 

Teachers’ Federation (OSSTF) for a media campaign called “Cuts to Public Education 

Hurt.”702 Their goal was to bring the resources of all five affiliates together. To do so 
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required putting aside the turf wars that had simmered between the unions. With Mike 

Harris indicating that he was committed to seeing his program implemented, the teachers 

began to develop a united front in the hope of forcing the government to reconsider the 

direction of its education policies.  

 The FWTAO opposed the Conservative’s retrenchment policies almost 

immediately. The new government targeted the most marginalized segment of the 

population for special punishment: those families who were recipients of social assistance 

received a 21.6 per cent cut to their benefits.703 In October 1995, FWTAO joined the 

court battle opposing the cuts. They gained standing as an intervenor on behalf of the 

children they taught whose parents were on social assistance.704 Although the court 

denied the challenge and did not permit it to go to the Supreme Court, the FWTAO had 

demonstrated its willingness to join with other activists to oppose the state on an issue 

that did not directly affect teachers.  

 The women’s union took a special interest in the governments’ plan to reduce 

funding for the junior kindergarten programs that had been created by the previous two 

governments. Members of the women’s union would be losing almost all of those jobs.705 

The FWTAO sent a letter to the NDP enlisting support in saving the junior kindergarten 

program five months after the Conservative government was sworn into office. The letter 

included a list of the advantages of early childhood education: a lower dropout rate, lower 
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welfare costs, and women’s contribution to strong economic growth. It closed with a 

reminder that the new premier had promised not to touch classroom funding.  

 A week later, Ernie Eves, Minister of Finance, announced that the transfer 

payments to the boards of education would be cut by 9.0 per cent.706 At the same time, 

John Snobelen, Minister of Education, declared that the scope of education was going to 

be narrowed and refocused. Snobelen’s memorandum included a lengthy list of 

impending reforms to tailor the curriculum to conform more closely to the needs of 

business. Among the changes he promised were: the amalgamation of school boards, 

major cuts to the junior kindergarten funding, and an end to adult education programs in 

the secondary schools. Snobelen’s announcement directly challenged the teachers’ unions 

by including the implementation of EQAO testing, and pronouncing the government’s 

intentions regarding the Ontario College of Teachers. It also limited collective bargaining 

by setting guidelines for arbitrators requiring them to consider the province’s ability to 

pay. With those policy changes, the Conservatives indicated their intention to confront 

Ontario’s teachers and to harness them to the neo-liberal yoke. The Harris government 

had opened an assault on education, on teachers, and on their unions that was unparalleled 

in the history of the province.  

Teachers’ anger over the Social Contract had left the unions without a political 

party to whom they could turn. Their alternatives were political activism on their own and 

forming alliances with other unions. Although aligning with labour interests disturbed 

teachers’ ideological attachment to professionalism and to the elitism that was its 
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derivative, the unions needed to find allies with whom they could mount their resistance 

to the direction of Conservative government policy.  

 The OFL and its leaders were cautious about mass action in the aftermath of the 

strong mandate won by Harris.707 It was not until the rank and file called for mobilization 

that the labour bureaucracy began to develop a campaign of resistance, the Days of 

Action, a series of city-by-city general strikes. The first was planned for London on 11 

December 1995 with the possibility of a second taking place in Hamilton sometime in 

February 1996. The Days of Action campaign would provide the forum for teachers to 

overcome their reticence at being involved in labour mobilizations and collective action 

beyond the boundaries of their boards of education.  

 The teachers’ unions were diligent about scripting their members to the political 

protest nature of their activism. Following the 1983 Solidarity strikes in British Columbia, 

the Social Credit government had laid charges against individual teachers and, like the 

members of the British Columbia Teachers’ Federation (BCTF), Ontario’s teachers would 

be taking part in an illegal strike if they were to join in the Days of Action. There was 

also a financial consideration. In a political strike, the unions were not obligated to 

provide their members with strike pay, a requirement that they may not have been able to 

meet if the strike were a prolonged effort. The Days of Action campaign was a broad-

based labour response to be staged in different communities over several months. By 

mobilizing the rank and file early in the campaign, the leadership of the five teachers’ 
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unions indicated a willingness to engage in class struggle on a grander scale than had 

been previously undertaken.708 

The teachers announced their political action campaign in the fall of 1995.709 A 

binder outlining the year-long mobilization was provided to every local president. By 

December, the elementary unions were building momentum for the campaign. Although 

the teachers’ unions had not been involved in organizing the London Days of Action, 

many teachers marched with the other unions when students failed to show up for 

school.710 In December, OPSTF president Reg Ferland exhorted teacher activists to phone 

provincial members of parliament. His chief executive officer, David Lennox, called for 

“solidarity” at the local level in the face of “a slash and burn” regime.711 With the 

possibility of amalgamation with the FWTAO riding on the outcome of the appeal of 

Daniel Baum’s human rights decision, the men’s union encouraged its members to 

maintain a united front with the women of the FWTAO during the crisis.  

 Harris advanced his program of populist authoritarianism across a wide front, 

imitating an approach that had proven successful for Margaret Thatcher and Ronald 

Reagan. Blitzkrieg tactics were designed to overrun the opposition from as many 

directions as possible and to ignore the voices of those affected.712 In addition to the other 

legislation tabled in the first session of the new parliament, the government brought 

forward the Omnibus Savings and Restructuring Act: Bill 26. It was a massive assault on 
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workers.713 It amended labour relations legislation by declaring all public services 

essential services. Panitch and Swartz have described the repeated use of various forms of 

this legislation in jurisdictions in Canada as a means of undermining public service 

workers’ unions.714 The bill established the “ability to pay” requirement for arbitrators 

that John Snobelen had previously promised for education. The teachers’ legal advisors 

pointed out that without the ability to bargain collectively, and with the hands of the 

arbitrator tied to a trustees’ ability to pay, the teachers would be “deprived of a fair and 

impartial mechanism for determining the terms and conditions of employment.”715 The 

bill granted arbitrary powers to the cabinet by bypassing the established decision-making 

process of debate in the legislature, leaving labour organizations subject to the whims of 

ministers. Having the right to strike was meaningless if the outcome of negotiations was 

predetermined. When the teachers’ unions had their opportunity to speak to the Standing 

Committee on General Government regarding the Savings and Restructuring Act, they 

concluded with a recommendation that the bill be withdrawn and redrafted in a new 

form.716 They were reacting to clear signals from the government that the long-

established relationship between the state and its employees had come to an end. The 

Harris Conservatives would be different from previous governments — neo-liberal 

governments inform their employees once decisions have been made. The Ontario 

Conservative Party election platform, the Common Sense Revolution, was classic neo-
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liberalism incorporating a sweeping retrenchment agenda beyond the limited scope of the 

NDP’s Social Contract. Harris’s strategy of keeping policy development behind closed 

doors and without consultation raised the anxiety level of workers while putting pressure 

on union representatives who no longer had inside information with which to allay their 

members’ fears. 

 

Fighting Against the Dismantling of the Welfare State 

The OPSTF joined the other unions in opposing Snobelen’s plan for reducing the 

administrative time of principals, which was included in the Omnibus bill. In January 

1996, the union released a document entitled “Time to Lead,” which outlined the 

responsibilities of school administrators.717 Although it included an extensive list of 

recommendations, it did not make reference to any change in principals’ relationship with 

the union. That would become a major issue between the government and the teachers’ 

unions later. 

 The Conservatives were quick to exploit any opportunity for divisiveness in the 

ranks of the teachers. If there was one issue that divided teachers more than any other, it 

was preparation time. Elementary teachers had long argued for parity with their 

secondary peers. The Ontario Public School Boards’ Association (OPSBA) had been 

lobbying the new government for the reduction or elimination of preparation time.718 

Such an ultimatum was sure to provoke the OSSTF and the secondary teachers of 

OECTA and the AEFO. The elementary teachers were becoming attached to that 
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improvement in their working conditions, which had resulted from the 1987 Metropolitan 

Toronto strike, but for the majority of locals, preparation time had been negotiated as part 

of collective agreements within the last two rounds of negotiations. It did not have the 

weight of having been a long-established aspect of elementary teacher culture. The unions 

would need to remind teachers of the sacrifices made by some of the locals in order to 

achieve non-teaching time for marking and lesson planning if they were going to mobilize 

the rank and file to protect the three periods a week allotted to them under recent 

agreements.719  

 Early in January, the OSSTF received a leaked document that reportedly outlined 

the government’s plans for finding “efficiencies” in education.720 It included a 10 per cent 

reduction in supervision costs through a cap on preparation time that limited it to one 

forty-minute period per day for secondary teachers and twenty minutes per day for 

elementary teachers. The document claimed that the average preparation time for 

elementary teachers was thirty-three minutes. The effect varied across locals. For some 

elementary teachers, the twenty minutes would be no change at all. In other locals, it 

would cut their preparation time in half. It was an issue that would bring all the secondary 

teachers to the picket line.  

 To complicate the situation, the leaked document recommended lowering the 

retirement age by two and a half years to reduce the number of teachers who were at the 

top of their salary scale and to bring in new, lower paid teachers who were “more likely to 
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be receptive to change.”721 Many senior teachers viewed that offer with relief. It was an 

improvement to pension benefits, which the unions had been seeking.  

 While the secondary teachers’ union had their strike issue in the proposed 

reduction to preparation time, elementary teachers found theirs in the threat to end 

retirement gratuities, which was included in the leaked document. Formerly, elementary 

teachers had gone on strike when trustees had attacked their retirement package. The 

government confirmed that they intended to reduce the number of sick days available to 

teachers and to end the practice of accumulating them.722 The release of the document 

prepared the unions for the worst. 

 In power only six months, the Harris government had brought in four pieces of 

legislation that affected the teachers and indicated more was to come. Bill 7, An Act to 

Restore Balance and Stability to Labour Relations and to Promote Economic Prosperity 

undermined the ability of the teachers’ unions to organize non-teaching education 

workers. Bill 8, An Act to Repeal Job Quotas and to Restore Merit-Based Employment 

Practices in Ontario repealed the Employment Equity Act for women teachers, among 

others. Bill 31, the Ontario College of Teachers’ Act, established the College of Teachers 

and ensured that it was under state control. Finally, the extensive Bill 26, the Omnibus 

Savings and Restructuring Act, threatened to declare schools an essential service and 

make extensive changes to labour legislation. Mike Harris had targeted labour unions 

with a particular focus on public service workers, where he could find his tax savings.  
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Hamilton Days of Action: Joining with Labour 

In mid-January 1996, OECTA planned a demonstration for Queen’s Park. The 40,000 

people who joined in the march from Toronto’s city hall to the legislative building 

included parents, students, and teachers from all the unions.723 At the end of January, the 

five OTF affiliates approved a coordinated strategy for the coming year. The 

announcement of an “OTF Action Plan” came out in a new format called the 

Communiqué.724 The first edition carried the signatures of all five of the union presidents 

underneath the signature of the OTF president, establishing the organizational structure 

for the unified efforts of the teachers’ unions against the Harris government.  

 The OTF president had never wielded any real power in the affiliates. The role 

called for chairing meetings and dealing with the pension board. The decision of the 

unions to unite under the OTF flag raised the OTF to an unprecedented level of authority. 

The Plan committed the unions to the Hamilton Days of Protest and established work 

groups to develop and coordinate the strategy of the campaign from the provincial body 

to the school level. David Lennox stressed the intention of the unions to build solidarity. 

A coordinated approach would speed up the reaction time to the government’s initiatives. 

That was important because the unions were not informed of decisions until after the fact. 

The creation of one common committee of teachers in each local resulted in a shared 

communication strategy and a coordinated response in the briefest time. It also 

maximized the number of members available for any militant activism undertaken by the 

committees. In that regard, the Plan helped to break down the resistance of teacher 
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activists to work in concert with other labour organizations. The local committees were a 

means of mobilizing them to participate in the larger protests of the labour movement, 

something teachers had not undertaken in the past. 

 The list of grievances with the Harris government had grown by the end of 

January. In education, funding had been cut, or was slated to be cut, for computers, early 

childhood education, and daycare programs.725 Teachers were being threatened with 

major changes to their workload, including a redesigned curriculum and a new set of 

standards for student performance in major subject areas.  

The state and community had been granted the means to intrude on teachers’ work 

under the rhetoric of accountability. The policing of the classroom was being intensified 

from three directions — the community, the state, and the political sphere. From the 

community, parents were to have an increased role through parent councils. The College 

of Teachers permitted the state to enter into the disciplining of teachers by means that had 

yet to be tested, but which wielded absolute power over teachers. In addition, the EQAO 

was soon to start its first round of testing, making individual teachers and schools targets 

for politicians and the media, while teachers’ sick days and preparation time were 

threatened.726 Minister of Education John Snobelen had created his “crisis” through the 

sheer number of changes that teachers were facing.727 

 Snobelen promised Ontario’s taxpayers a $1 billion cut in spending for 
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education.728 He claimed that Ontario was spending more than any other province on 

schooling. It was a gross exaggeration: Ontario was fifth in per-pupil expenditure, 2.4 per 

cent above the Canadian average. The figures were available to the education minister; 

nonetheless, he continued to misrepresent Ontario’s cost of schooling. Like other neo-

liberal governments, the Harris Conservatives were intent on dismantling the robust 

education system that had developed after the Second World War. Making exaggerated 

claims of bloated funding levels for inadequate services fed the discourse of bureaucratic 

waste in the schools. 

 Despite the phalanx of legislation advancing against teachers, teachers did not join 

the Days of Action until the OFL had made the decision to schedule the Hamilton march. 

In February 1996, the teachers took their first steps in concert with labour by contributing 

to the two-day Hamilton Days of Protest.729 The unions also set aside funds to defend 

teachers who took a day off work to protest on the Friday. Most importantly, the leaders 

of all the teachers’ unions confirmed that they would be present in Hamilton and they 

called for a massive show of support from their members. In the same moment and for the 

first time, the teachers acknowledged the possibility of a province-wide strike.730 

 The 24 February 1996 Hamilton march was one of the largest political protests in 

the province’s history.731 Over 100,000 people gathered on a cold, windy Saturday to 

retrace the steps of those who had fought for the nine-hour work day in 1872.732 The 
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symbolism was apt; the current neo-liberalism regime was making an effort to return to 

an age of unfettered capitalism and the accumulation of wealth in the hands of a few, 

against which workers had first organized.  

 The teachers did not leave their schools on the Friday, choosing instead to get on 

their busses for the march on Saturday.733 The unions did not encourage teachers to walk 

out and join other workers, despite their offer of legal assistance. They preferred that their 

members remain within legal parameters.  

 The teachers’ leaders were not the only ones who wavered. The chosen parade 

route through Hamilton included a march past the Sheraton Hotel, where the 

Conservative Party was holding its policy conference. When the marchers arrived, they 

were met with concrete barricades and police in riot gear in numbers that had never 

before been witnessed in Ontario.734 After considering the unexpected numbers who had 

filled the streets for the march, the organizers complied with the request of the police to 

cancel their plan to surround the convention centre. “Concerns over safety” was the 

reason given.735 The marchers made their way back to their busses. What could have 

become a thunderous warning to Conservative supporters merely confirmed their belief 

that the new government could weather the union storm and resistance would trickle 

away. While the ruling party remained behind closed curtains inside the Sheraton, the 

demonstrators boarded their 1,400 union-funded busses. A committed crowd of 100,000 

marching against the practices of the neo-liberal state dispersed because the leadership 
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hesitated to take responsibility for large-scale class struggle, choosing instead to retreat 

from a demonstration of worker resistance at the bequest of the authorities. The Hamilton 

Days of Protest were, as Paul Kellogg has suggested, a lost opportunity for confronting 

neo-liberal political actors in a meaningful and effective manner.736 Nonetheless, the 

marches that were organized for the Days of Action united organized labour and other 

interest groups that had been dispirited by the NDP embrace of neo-liberalism.  

The members of the Ontario Public Service Employees’ Union (OPSEU) went on 

strike the Monday following the march. Representing provincial government employees, 

OPSEU had been among the first to feel the Conservative government’s knife. Teachers 

shared the same interest in pushing back the Harris agenda. By April 1996, the teachers’ 

unions were expressing their solidarity with the striking OPSEU workers. Phyllis 

Benedict, a member of the OPSTF executive at that time, carried a motion for President 

Reg Ferland to advise his membership, “detailing the necessity for strong, visible OPSTF 

support of the OPSEU strike.”737  

The solidarity evident in the pictures of crowds of people marching together in 

Hamilton would bring teachers and their leaders out to the OPSEU picket lines to support 

Ontario’s public service workers’ resistance to the Harris regime.738 Many activists in 

teacher locals had their first experience of class struggle walking the OPSEU workers’ 

picket lines. The teachers were developing a consciousness of their relationship with 

labour, even if they would not articulate it as class-consciousness. The fundamental issues 

for all the public service workers were the efforts of the state to outsource and privatize, 
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and to deny them collective bargaining rights by declaring workers an essential service.739 

That course could not remain unanswered by the teachers’ unions. A member of the 

OPSTF was credited with being injured by the Ontario Provincial Police while supporting 

the OPSEU workers on their picket line.740 It was a first time the elementary teachers’ 

unions had acknowledged a member supporting another labour organization. 

 Despite the turnout for the Days of Action, the Conservative government did not 

moderate its attacks on education. The Ontario School Board Reduction Task Force had 

released its findings in January. Known as the Sweeny Report, its recommendations went 

beyond reducing teachers’ preparation time and decreasing the number of teachers in the 

system; it called for amalgamating boards and cutting administrator positions.741 In 

March, the general legislative grants for 1996–97 were released; they confirmed the cuts 

to junior kindergarten programs, transportation, and the basic per-pupil grant.742 The per-

pupil grant alone was reduced by nearly half a billion dollars. The Conservative 

government’s reductions in education spending had begun in earnest. 

  

The End of the Social Contract  

Remarkably, when the NDP’s Social Contact came to an end in April 1996, the 

Conservative government did not interfere with the restoration of the teachers’ grid 
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increments.743 Negotiations with the trustees began immediately to move young teachers 

to their rightful place on the grid. By September 1996, 80.5 per cent of teachers had their 

grid position restored with all or a portion of their increment increases included in the 

new collective agreements.744 The trustees in the remaining boards refused to negotiate 

the restoration of the increments. Six months later, the OPSTF would report that 89 per 

cent of teachers had their increment losses restored. The unions made grid restoration for 

those remaining teachers a requirement in every set of negotiations in the province where 

increments had not been returned. 

 The Renfrew County trustees refused to follow the course of other boards. They 

demanded that the teachers assume 40 per cent of the cost of their benefit package 

premiums, and receive no salary increase in exchange for restoring teachers on the salary 

grid. In November 1996, the Renfrew County teachers voted in favour of work-to-rule. 

They began their withdrawal of non-essential services on 27 November.745 The final 

workplace strike mounted by the FWTAO and the OPSTF as a shared responsibility was 

this fourteen-day work-to-rule in Renfrew County during November and December 1996. 

In early December, after a last-minute, fifteen-hour negotiating session with an Education 

Relations Commission (ERC) mediator, the Renfrew trustees agreed to fully restore 

teachers’ grid placement and the teachers ended their sanctions.  

 The 1996–97 round of negotiations brought an end to the effects of the Social 

Contract. Teachers would not receive the wages they had lost while under the legislated 
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wage freeze, but all teachers, of every level of experience, were returned to the 

established salary regimes. The divide between new teachers and those with many years 

of seniority was closed, an important issue for the unions as they headed into a major 

showdown with the Harris government. 

 

The College of Teachers: Management by Stress 

The introduction of Bill 31, the Ontario College of Teachers’ Act, in mid-December 

1995, struck at teachers’ identity as a privileged group of workers with specialized 

skills.746 Unlike the professionals to whom they were compared, the teachers were being 

denied self-governance in their professional college.747 They were to have a minority of 

representatives on the governing council. One of the act’s more contentious issues was 

the requirement for continuous, ongoing professional retraining for teachers in programs 

dictated by the College.748 Like the Jackson Report twenty years earlier, the act attempted 

to impose on teachers a regime of constant retraining at their expense and at a place of the 

state’s choosing. The requirement made financial and scheduling demands that ignored 

the disparate situations of teachers and the difficulty of travelling from isolated 

communities. It also placed additional hardship on women teachers who still bore the 

brunt of family care.  

Most disturbingly, the act gave the College’s registrar powers equivalent to those 
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of the police for the seizure of evidence in an investigation. Teachers were already under 

constant scrutiny from parents, trustees, principals, and members of the community. A 

residue of bourgeois morality still clung to them in their role as the caretakers of children. 

Introducing another level of policing was a return to a more repressive age. The 

introduction of another layer of investigations outside of the justice system was 

fundamentally disturbing.749 The College was given a mandate to develop certification for 

new teachers and recertification criteria for working teachers if they wanted to retain their 

credentials and continue teaching. The former president of the OSSTF, Margaret Wilson, 

was appointed the first registrar and given a budget to begin work. Thus, the College was 

a state institution engaged in the surveillance of individual teachers and their behaviour, 

threatening teachers with revoking their certification to work, for reasons that appeared 

arbitrary and arcane.750 To front-line teachers, the process was opaque, punitive, and 

absolute. The unions were burdened with another layer of legal representation on behalf 

of teachers accused of violating ethical standards or failing to maintain a prescribed level 

of expertise. 

The conflict with the Harris government pushed the unions farther to the left. In 

the spring of 1996, the OPSTF executive approved continued financial support for the 

Days of Action campaign and subscribed to the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives. 

The latter published The Monitor and Our Schools/Our Selves, two left-wing journals that 

examined state policy through a Marxist lens from a labour perspective.751 
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 On 6 March 1996, Minister of Education John Snobelen released his “tool kit” of 

cost-cutting measures to be implemented by boards of education.752 The trustees in a 

number of boards responded to the proposed funding reductions by immediately issuing 

large numbers of layoff notices to their teachers.753 The notices freed boards of any 

contractual obligation to their teachers if class sizes needed to be increased and jobs cut. 

The situation was exacerbated in those boards that were preparing to cancel junior 

kindergarten classes or to reduce preparation time. The turmoil created within the ranks of 

teachers was significant, particularly with the tendency of trustees to err on the side of 

more layoffs rather than fewer. By May, many of those teachers who had been given 

layoff notices had them rescinded, but the trustees’ vacillations left many teachers in 

limbo regarding their jobs.754 Finding ways to intimidate teachers was part of the neo-

liberal restructuring process in which management by stress figured prominently. 

 In some boards, trustees approached the unions with a request for a reduction in 

wages as a means of saving the jobs of the youngest teachers.755 The unions reacted with 

disgust. The heavy-handed response of trustees to the uncertainties of the government’s 

funding model helped to radicalize the unions. In June, the OPSTF advised its members 

not to cross the picket lines of the CUPE workers who were on strike at the Toronto 

Zoo.756 It was the season of year-end field trips, and the zoo could normally expect 

dozens of busses in a day. The union continued to contribute to the Days of Action. 
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Teachers persisted in turning out at the marches in substantial numbers across the 

province, and walked with other unions defending a variety of community causes from 

co-operative housing to Aboriginal rights and the environment.757 In doing so, teachers 

became comfortable with attending rallies, chanting slogans, and marching with picket 

signs, the on-the-ground realities of becoming politicized.  

 In June, the Conservative government drove a wedge between unionized and non-

unionized workers. Bill 49, An Act to Improve the Employment Standards Act, 

significantly reduced the legally enforceable minimum standards in the workplace for 

non-unionized workers.758 The business-friendly modifications to the Employment 

Standards Act ended the practice of making complaints to the Ministry of Labour, a 

relatively short process, and required workers to access arbitrators through their union, a 

more time-consuming procedure that was not available to those who did not belong to a 

labour organization. Dividing unionized and non-unionized workers would make union 

baiting easier in the future. 

  

Divide and Conquer: Principals, Preparation Time, and Paroian 

In August 1996, the elementary teachers had just finished their annual general meetings 

when Snobelen seized control of the media. He made a pre-emptive announcement that he 

was considering taking over board negotiations and ending teachers’ right to strike.759 He 

confirmed that he had formed a commission to examine collective bargaining for 
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teachers.760 Leon Paroian was a well-known lawyer and Conservative supporter. 

Although the minister did not give him his terms of reference until later in the month, he 

was to hold his consultations and have a report ready by the end of October.  

 Paroian’s report would come out on schedule on 1 November 1996. Entitled 

Review of the School Boards’/Teachers’ Collective Negotiations Process in Ontario, 

1996, it included recommendations that principals and vice-principals be removed from 

the union and that teachers’ strikes either be banned or severe restrictions be placed on 

the ability to strike.761 It went on to suggest bringing an end to the Education Relations 

Commission and placing teachers under the Ontario Labour Relations Act. The final point 

would necessitate repealing Bill 100. The Harris government was not averse to any of the 

review’s suggestions and would use the Paroian Report as a basis for making substantive 

changes to the education system.  

 While Paroian was holding hearings for his report, the unions were planning the 

25–26 October Metro Days of Action as the next target in the OFL campaign of rotating 

strikes.762 The OTF, in its role as the coordinated voice of teachers, was funding 

transportation costs for the 26 October march and teachers were encouraged to attend and 

express their “displeasure” at the government.763 The FWTAO provided a staff worker at 

the Ontario Federation of Labour’s central campaign office and tee-shirts for members of 
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the women’s union who were in attendance.764 Teachers, in the tens of thousands, 

marched with other workers from Nathan Phillips Square to Queen’s Park.  

 Although trustees generally supported the government’s hard policy turn to the 

Right, approval was not seamless among boards of education. Northern Ontario’s trustees 

were critical of the Ministry of Education’s intention to amalgamate their boards into 

enormous entities.765 They suggested that the retrenchment efforts were excessive and 

said so under the Ontario Public School Boards’ Association (OPSBA) letterhead.  

Sears cautions against viewing all school trustees as supportive of the neo-liberal 

agenda.766 He gives examples of corporate attacks that targeted particular school board 

trustees who aligned with the Left. Even in Ontario’s heartland, at the head office in 

Toronto, OPSBA set up an information clearinghouse to keep its members informed of 

public meetings.767 The list included meetings against the Conservative funding cuts 

attended by trustees. Trustees were on both sides of retrenchment policies. As well as the 

Thunder Bay meeting criticizing the direction being taken by the Conservative 

government, OPSBA noted others held in East York, Windsor, and Wellington County.  

The directors of education, the administrative arm of the boards of education, 

were also critical of the Harris government’s pace and direction of proposed changes. 

Governance and funding were both being threatened. In a letter to Premier Mike Harris, 

the Ontario Public Supervisory Officials Association (OPSOA) included their position 
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paper, “Our Future Together,” which accused the government of “the perpetuation of 

simplistic myths…and clearly inaccurate analysis being advanced by the Ministry of 

Education and Training to prove that the system is ‘broken,’” and went on to denounce 

the “war being waged in the media.”768 The response from Minister of Education John 

Snobelen was an accusation that the public school boards had made no recommendations 

on how to reduce spending in education. In fact, OPSBA had presented eleven reports to 

the government on restructuring and cost savings in the year since the Conservatives had 

been in power. Snobelen would have been aware of receiving them.769 By the end of 

1996, the teachers and the trustees were both fighting the Harris government, but for 

different reasons. The teachers were opposed to the cuts that threatened their jobs and 

their working conditions, while the trustees wanted to be included in the discussions of 

how to proceed with retrenchment. The widening gap between the Ministry of Education 

and the boards of education left the trustees on the sidelines during the struggle between 

the teachers and the state. 

 The myriad reports, studies, think tanks, and attack ads that supported the rise of 

neo-liberalism points to a sophisticated understanding of the process of formulating 

public opinion. Building hegemonic consensus was a critical component in the neo-liberal 

project to replace the entitlements of citizenship held in common with what individual 

wealth could purchase. Attacking teachers and undermining their credibility both as 

professional educators and as unionized education workers was a strategic feature 

necessary for establishing the neo-liberal vision of education.  
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 The state contracted the support of the education elite in its efforts by 

commissioning a study from the University of Toronto’s Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education (OISE) as one component in its determination to manage the discourse. The 

Study on Costs: Ontario Public Elementary/Secondary Education Costs as Compared to 

Other Provinces reported positively on the Conservative’s education policy.770 Critics 

pointed out that the study was severely flawed. The Study on Costs challenged the figures 

of Statistics Canada, used faulty methodology to inflate the numbers, and ignored 

comparisons that would have contradicted its conclusions.771 Nonetheless, it helped to 

give the Conservative government credibility in its efforts to justify reducing spending on 

education.  

 The term “teacher bashing” has been used to describe the state discourse of the 

period.772 The Conservative vision was a march towards a lean education system that 

responded to the marketplace and was much more dependent upon private funding than 

schools had been under the welfare state. Eliminating waste required privatization and 

contracting out for everything from bussing to school maintenance, and demanded 

community fundraising to pay for a wide range of non-basics ranging from playground 

equipment to computers. The promise that classroom learning would not be affected by 

retrenchment demonstrated the disconnect between neo-liberal ideology and any 

understanding of the support systems that provided space for education to take place. The 
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Harris government made drastic reductions to everything from transportation to school 

clerical staff, deeming it non-essential to the education project.  

 This effort to undermine and weaken unions was necessary to blunt teachers’ 

labour organizations’ effect on education reform. Union resistance slowed the pace of 

change and interfered with the free hand of the Minister of Education. The Conservatives 

had before them the model of American jurisdictions that had ended the right of teachers 

to bargain collectively. The war underway in Ontario was an effort to reframe the debate 

on education and supress the voice of teachers.  

 As the elementary teachers moved closer to becoming one union, they reached out 

to other labour organizations to inform their own activism. At least one member of the 

OPSTF staff attended a workshop on law for political activists put on by the Labour 

Council of Metro Toronto and York Region in 1996.773 With thousands of teachers 

attending the Days of Action rallies, the unions prepared to educate their activists on their 

legal obligations.  

By December 1996, the teachers were organizing for a large-scale campaign in 

reaction to cuts to the education budget that were more incursive than had been expected. 

The OPSTF’s Secretary-Treasurer, David Lennox, stressed the reluctance of teachers to 

“undertake political action,” but connected it to their “beliefs and…very existence as 

professionals.”774 The rhetoric reassured those who had joined the Days of Action 

campaigns, and called upon the reluctant to participate. Large numbers of teachers had 

already joined Days of Action marches in London, Hamilton, Kitchener-Waterloo, 
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Peterborough, and Toronto. They were becoming familiar with staging areas and the rules 

of engagement at protests. In those regions, the rank and file were conscious of the 

coalition of labour and community activists that formed the backbone of the movement 

against Harris and his policies. The OPSTF president, Jeff Holmes, suggested that 

coalition building was the unions’ primary focus at this stage.775 Teachers’ allies included 

Annie Kidder and People for Education and the Canadian Federation of Students. But 

what the majority of teachers had yet to experience was an interruption in their wages and 

the uncertainty that accompanied it.  

  

Class Struggle and Retrenchment: York Region 

In the spring of 1997, in the midst of the turmoil of the Days of Action, the York Region 

elementary teachers were preparing to strike. There were two issues. The first concerned 

the trustees’ attempt to reduce teachers’ preparation time to 120 minutes from the 200 

minutes that were stipulated in the collective agreement. The second was proposed 

reductions in staffing. The conflict had arisen as a result of the $20 million reduction in 

provincial funding. Board chair Bill Crothers defended his position by suggesting that 

“the teachers should be directing their comments to Education Minister John 

Snobelen.”776 He did not make reference to efforts the trustees might have made to 

influence the minister. 

 Crothers’s defensive comments were for effect. The trustees had carefully goaded 

the teachers into a strike. Even before negotiations started, they claimed that teachers’ 
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working conditions were excessively generous. In April 1996, they broke the collective 

agreement by instructing principals to reschedule half of the teachers’ preparation time to 

the mornings before classes began or to the afternoons after classes were dismissed. The 

trustees claimed that the preparation time was still there, but it had been “reallocated” in 

an effort to make up for the budget shortfall.777 The fraudulent timetabling was to set the 

stage for concession bargaining. At the same time, it violated what trust had existed 

between the teachers and the trustees. Later in the process, the ERC fact finder scolded 

the trustees for refusing to bargain in good faith.778 The teachers rejected the board’s 

demand for concessions and voted 83 per cent to strike.779  

 When negotiations broke down, the ERC called in one of its mediators. The 

mediator was successful in bringing the two sides back to the bargaining table. At 8:00 

a.m. on 24 March 1996, an hour before the strike was set to begin, the York Region 

teachers and the trustees reached a tentative agreement after having bargained all night. It 

may have been in the best interests of the unions to husband their resources with what 

was ahead. York Region was to be the final labour dispute in which the OPSTF and the 

FWTAO would share responsibility. Future negotiations would change dramatically with 

the amalgamation of the two unions and the repeal of Bill 100. 
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The End of Bill 100  

By the beginning of 1997, the Conservatives were intent on provoking the teachers’ 

unions into some kind of public confrontation. At the end of January, Snobelen 

announced that he would be removing the ability of boards to raise money through 

taxation.780 With that, the control of funding was entirely in the hands of the government. 

The government had already made significant reductions to funding, changed long-

cherished working conditions, and engaged in a public-relations war against teachers and 

their unions. Antagonism at the level practised by the Conservatives ensured antagonism 

in return. Goading the teachers appealed to the Conservative base and offered Harris the 

potential for a political windfall in the next election. By February 1997, rumours were 

circulating that the government was prepared to act on the recommendations of the 

Paroian Report to repeal Bill 100 and remove the right of teachers to strike. The unions 

prepared to resist.781  

 As the unions waited to see whether the government would revoke Bill 100, the 

FWTAO and the OPSTF warned their school representatives of potential threats from 

other unions. The elementary teachers were in the process of amalgamating their 

organizations, but if their status were changed to the OLRA, they would need to sign their 

membership to the new organization. The two unions developed a hasty card-signing 

campaign for elementary teachers to apply for membership in the amalgamated 

Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario (ETFO). During the period of membership 
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application, the unions would become vulnerable to competition for the right to represent 

teachers.782 The possibility of raids from other unions, decertification campaigns, and the 

loss of statutory membership were all possibilities.  

 The OLRA was a more competitive labour regime than teachers had been used to, 

but it ended the legislated split between teachers’ unions and other labour unions. That 

difference reinforced the teachers’ sense of their organization as a professional union with 

liberal underpinnings. This was particularly evident as the non-teaching membership of 

the OPSTF dealt with the merger of boards of education. The 15,000 occasional teachers 

and the 500 support personnel chose one of the unions representing their sector in the 

boards being amalgamated. The options included the OSSTF, OPSEU, the United Food 

and Commercial Workers (UFCW), CUPE, and other unions that held bargaining rights 

for education workers.783 Those workers were choosing between organizations that they 

felt could best represent them. Teachers remained with the teachers’ unions. 

 In February, the two unions held a joint training session for collective bargaining 

representatives, as they always had during labour negotiations.784 With amalgamation 

imminent, the FWTAO and the OPSTF decided to release joint communications in their 

fight with the Harris government.785 By March 1997, the unions were preparing for a 

province-wide walkout in the event that the Conservative government removed the right 
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to strike.786 Persistent rumours continued to circulate that Snobelen would be taking 

principals and vice-principals out of the unions.787 The response from the OPSTF, the 

union with the largest percentage of its membership in administration, was to authorize a 

province-wide strike.788 The executive also approved an Action Plan to Retain the Right 

To Strike that included provisions for a province-wide strike without requiring the 

support of the other OTF affiliates.  

 In the meantime, the government continued its assiduous announcements of 

modifications to the education system. The Minister of Education established a new 

institution, the Education Improvement Commission, to act as an arm’s-length body to 

oversee the amalgamation of school boards. It was given direction to seek cost-cutting 

measures through privatization of non-instructional services.789 The unions responded by 

engaging their membership in various levels of activism. Questionnaires to be completed 

by the rank and file were sent out as inserts in the newsletter.790 School union 

representatives were to prepare for a card-signing campaign. Local executive members 

were asked to form joint committees to lobby MPPs, collect signatures on petitions, 

develop radio campaigns, and organize rallies.791 In the fall of 1996, the FWTAO initiated 
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a campaign called the “Future of Education.”792 It directed members to reach out to 

parents, neighbours, and trustees with fact sheets, a videotape, and a 60-minute television 

show that could be shown on cable stations. Throughout the 1996–97 school year, the 

women’s union used the program in its work with People for Education, the Ontario 

Education Alliance, with the parent groups, and in community campaigns, to build a 

critique of the government’s orientation and policies. 

 Teachers were mobilizing. Engaging teachers in the processes of resistance 

undermined what Mel Watkins identifies as the claim of neo-liberal hegemony that it is 

inevitable.793 Watkins makes the point that neo-liberal agents argue that society is made 

up of individuals who are propelled by economic forces over which they have little 

control. Such a passive and preordained view of political economy isolates individuals 

and discourages the formation of movements and organizations whose purpose is to offer 

resistance. The teachers challenged the helplessness claim by involving the rank and file 

in organizing efforts in each of the schools.  

 By prolonging the media war, Harris faltered. He had given the unions time to 

organize their response and to shape it to the actions of the government.794 Minister of 

Education John Snobelen and the premier had relied on their ability to seize the 

mainstream media to discredit the teachers’ concerns. The unions had focused on 

mobilizing and building a campaign of their own. They called on their members to 
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directly confront their legislative representatives and to move their cause into the 

community. Teachers used their credibility to denounce the ideological rhetoric of state 

actors as deceptive and dishonest. They responded to the state’s attack on education by 

portraying themselves as the defenders of education and, by extension, the defenders of 

children.795 Teachers mounted their campaigns in the particular terms established by the 

state. While the Conservative government was amalgamating boards and exploring cost-

cutting, teachers’ picket signs at the Days of Action rallies read: “Save Our Schools,” 

“Fighting for Public Education,” and “Public Schools, Our Best Investment.”796 The 

FWTAO released a booklet entitled “A System in Peril: Education Bargaining in 

Ontario,” which outlined the effect that the changes to the collective bargaining regime 

proposed by the Harris government would have on teachers’ working lives.797  

When Labour Minister Elizabeth Witmer announced she would be limiting 

collective bargaining in the public sector, the OPSTF warned its locals that the new 

legislation, Bill 136, The Public Sector Labour Relations Transition Act, would apply to 

OPSTF members who were not classroom teachers.798 The memorandum went on to 

advise locals that parallels could be expected in the new collective bargaining legislation 

for teachers. The practice of comparing labour sectors and their situation helped to build a 

sense of common injury that raised teachers’ consciousness of the labour movement even 
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if they hesitated to admit to being part of it. The press release in response to Bill 136 

stated: 

A delegation from the Ontario Public School Teachers’ Federation 
(OPSTF) is at the Ontario Federation of Labour’s Emergency Convention 
today. The presence of the delegation clearly shows solidarity with the 
labour movement in its struggle against the undemocratic and anti-labour 
Harris Tories. OPSTF views Bill 136, The Public Sector Labour Relations 
Transition Act, as an obvious attack on Ontario’s working people. 799  

 
Teachers began to form alliances with the OFL and with other unions to build support for 

the concerns of education, something they had not vigorously pursued in the past. While 

the motivation for alliances came from threatened state restrictions on collective 

bargaining, the form and direction of teachers’ political resistance was modelled on their 

participation in the broader labour movement’s mobilization against the Conservative 

government rather than their experience with collective bargaining struggles against 

individual boards.  

 Despite objecting to the deep cuts made to the education budget, the directors of 

education and the board chairs who made up OPSBA agreed with the Conservative’s 

position that principals and vice-principals should be removed from the bargaining 

units.800 They took particular objection to the OSSTF having joined the Canadian Labour 

Congress, an action that unmistakably identified the secondary teachers’ organization as a 

labour union, not a professional organization. The indication from the Minister of 

Education that the government would be revoking Bill 100 and placing teachers under the 

OLRA was encouraging for OPSBA. If the teachers’ federations were going to be 
                                                
799 OPSTF Archive, Jeff Holmes, “Teachers to Resist Anti-Labour Government,” media release, 28 July 
1997. 
800 OPSTF Archive, memorandum from Lynn Paterson and Gail Anderson to Member Board Chairs and 
Directors of Education, Disposition of Resolution Referred from the 1996 Annual General Meeting, 15 May 
1997. 



 382 

classified as labour unions, the boards could expect school administrators to be deemed 

management and, like private sector managers, not unionized. The May meeting of the 

OPSBA Executive Council recommended that boards wait for the Conservative’s pending 

legislation.  

 It would be a mistake to assume that Mike Harris, former board of education 

chair, was working to ease the job of senior administrators or trustees. The removal of 

school administrators from their unions simply aligned with his ideological goal to reduce 

the power of unions and isolate workers from their labour organizations. The escalation of 

surveillance that was the impulse behind the EQAO and the College of Teachers also 

encouraged making school administrators entirely agents of the board without dividing 

their loyalties with union membership. 

 The Ministry of Education continued to add more uncertainty to teachers’ work-

lives. In June 1996, the ministry announced that the NDP’s Common Curriculum (only a 

year in place) would be discarded for a stricter and more rigorous set of guidelines.801 

Teachers were asked to attend summer training sessions to be introduced to the new 

curriculum. The FWTAO encouraged its members to boycott those workshops in the 

most forceful advisory it had issued outside of collective bargaining.  

 The success of involving teachers in mobilization efforts was evident at the 

elementary teachers’ annual general meetings. The FWTAO delegates unanimously 

passed motions supporting a province-wide strike if the government removed principals 

and vice-principals, attacked teachers’ pensions, or undermined bargaining rights.802 As 
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well, approval was given for collaboration with labour councils and supporting the 

ongoing political action program. At the OPSTF annual general meeting, the 

representatives confirmed teachers’ support for the direction taken by the executive 

earlier in the year by passing similar motions to those of the FWTAO.803 

 In the face of a strong and united labour front, the government modified its stance 

on Bill 136, The Public Sector Labour Relations Transition Act. The changes to public 

sector bargaining were amended in September 1997 with the public sector unions 

retaining the right to free collective bargaining.804 The amended form of Bill 136 

preserved most of the former labour relations conditions for public sector unions with 

some exceptions, pay equity being the most noticeable.805 It seemed that the government 

had come to its senses and that the pressure from labour groups had blunted the worst 

effects of the Common Sense Revolution.  

 

Bill 160: Class Struggle on a Grand Scale 

On 22 September 1997, the government tabled Bill 160, The Education Quality 

Improvement Act, a document that targeted teachers and their unions for treatment that 

had been dropped from Bill 136. The bill eroded local trustee control by removing the 

authority of school boards to tax. As expected, the collective bargaining regime was 

restructured by placing teachers’ unions under the Ontario Labour Relations Act. The 

legislation narrowed teachers’ rights in collective bargaining and weakened their 
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bargaining position. The Minister of Education was given the power to override collective 

agreements and request that the cabinet interfere to prevent a strike.806 The boards were 

given new powers to determine seniority and replace certain categories of teachers with 

differentiated staffing. The school year was extended, and staffing and class size language 

in collective agreements was swept aside. The ability of trustees to reduce teachers’ 

preparation time was established.807 Bill 160 also removed the obligation of school boards 

to deduct union dues, the fundamental compromise between employers and labour 

organizations that had been established by the Rand formula in 1946.808 Although the 

argument has been made that unions were stronger when shop stewards had to collect 

dues in a face-to-face exchange with members every month, no union is on record as 

having retained that method by preference. The potential of returning to that earlier era 

threatened the teachers’ unions with financial instability. They had little choice but to 

launch their campaign against the breadth of changes that were incorporated into Bill 160. 

 The release of the Paroian Report gave the unions an opportunity to frame their 

arguments and build momentum in their ranks. The Days of Action marches developed 

capacity among union activists to manage the many details of mass demonstrations and 

put structures in place for mobilization. By the time the government tabled Bill 160, 

teachers had been educated to its implications — they understood the threat to their work 

lives. Among teachers who participated, the Days of Action developed a sense of 

solidarity with other unionized workers and with the labour community. The efficacy of 
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resistance had been demonstrated in the OFL’s opposition to the Harris government’s 

labour legislation in which the Days of Action campaign effectively defanged Bill 136, 

The Public Sector Labour Relations Transition Act. 

 The decision of the unions to protest Bill 160 put principals and vice-principals in 

a difficult position. As school administrators, they were more vulnerable to threats of 

liability than classroom teachers when the boards kept the schools open during a strike.809 

Yet, the threat to remove school administrators from the union demanded that they 

indicate where their loyalties lay. If the rank and file were going to defend their 

administrative colleagues, they needed to see them on the picket line. The principals and 

vice-principals had to act collectively in order to protect themselves. If only a few 

individuals were not in their schools while the rest were, those few were risking their 

jobs.  

During labour disputes, school administrators had always remained in their 

schools. In the fall of 1997, the unions contained that practice and did not demand that 

administrators leave their schools with all the other teachers during the province-wide 

strike. They should have done so. Bringing all the school administrators to the picket lines 

would have protected them as a body. As it was, the unions ignored the conflicted 

position of the principals and vice-principals, to their disadvantage. At times, they did not 

appear to understand the political battlefield that they had been forced to occupy in their 

fight against Bill 160. The issue of principal and vice-principal participation was a wedge 
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with which the Conservative government could isolate school administrators from their 

unions and bring further pressure to bear on teachers.  

 The unions had taken the first step in preparing for the fight against Bill 160 by 

presenting their campaign plans at their annual general meetings.810 After receiving the 

support of the representatives there, they accepted the model of the OTF Action Plan that 

had been designed for the Hamilton Days of Action. That model recognized the president 

of the OTF as the spokesperson for all five of the teachers’ unions. Although that strategy 

had proven to be effective in coordinating the mobilization of teachers for a series of 

marches, the province-wide strike was a different form of resistance. Strike protocols 

required more fluid tactics by the leadership and a more committed response from 

teachers who would be giving up their wages. Making the OTF president the voice of 

teachers would prove to be problematic for the unions.  

 Eileen Lennon was the OTF president in 1997. She was unknown to the majority 

of teachers. Each of the five affiliates had a president elected by the representatives at 

their annual general meeting. Loyalties were to these elected leaders, not to a new face 

whose sole responsibility had been to chair the meetings when the five unions gathered. 

The reverse was also true — the loyalties of the presidents were to the best interests of 

their own members, not to the position of the OTF. The appointment of Lennon as 

spokesperson created a gap between the representative voice of teachers and the 

objectives of the individual unions. Although the intention was to establish a single voice 

during the strike, it would screen the union leaders from public scrutiny and shield them 

from making commitments on the media stage. 
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  Nonetheless, having the OTF as the voice of their resistance resonated with 

teachers’ professionalism. Although they had been heavily involved with the OFL’s Days 

of Action, the OTF was not a labour organization. Encapsulating their protest within the 

particular structure of the OTF, union leaders become the public face of the strike, 

shielding teachers from acknowledging their class location. Like most labour 

organizations of the late twentieth century, teachers’ unions were preoccupied with the 

interests of their own members, not with the broader concerns of the working class.811 

The teachers detached their class interests from the economic and legislative battle and 

reframed their resistance through the lens of professionalism into concerns for the 

protection of education and children. Connecting themselves to a cause beyond class 

interests allowed teachers to step outside of the ranks of labour.  

Yet, the teachers were not simply advocates for an elite form of Gompersism that 

demanded more in exchange for labour peace. Their professionalism did give them a 

cause for which they were willing to make sacrifices. Like the craft unionists of the 

nineteenth century, teachers were committed to the worth of the work itself and did not 

view themselves as alienated from their labour in the traditional Marxist sense. While it 

undermined their connectedness to labour’s cause, professionalism did provide teachers 

with the motivation to mount and sustain their own resistance. 

 The five unions announced their intentions to commence information picketing 

with a 6 October 1997 rally of 24,000 teachers in Maple Leaf Gardens in Toronto.812 The 
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crowd overflowed onto Carlton Street, forcing its closure. Eileen Lennon made particular 

note of the fact that the government had listened to labour and modified Bill 136, offering 

teachers hope that they would see the same success in their battle. The Maple Leaf 

Gardens rally finished with a march to Queen’s Park.  

 These preparatory stages focused public attention on the effects of the 

government’s proposed cuts. Information picketing mobilized those who had not been 

part of earlier protests, and educated the rank and file to the requirements of walking a 

picket line.813 In these early stages, local presidents were directed to establish the 

infrastructure for a strike — that is, the making of picket signs, establishing the location 

of strike activity, scheduling picket duty, and developing the necessary committee 

structure to support, inform, and supervise picketers. Locals were charged with 

establishing media contacts and becoming practiced in delivering the union’s message. 

Synchronizing media communications was a critical task when five unions were 

coordinating their efforts in one direction.814  

 The teachers’ escalation of their campaign had an effect by the end of the first 

week. The much-despised John Snobelen was moved out of education to become the 

Minister of Natural Resources, and Dave Johnson became the Minister of Education. 

Lennon declared that teachers were “cautiously optimistic.”815 Yet, a week later, the 

teachers and the government were at an impasse. Finance Minister Ernie Eves denied that 
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the cuts were intended to remove a billion dollars from the education budget.816 Eves’s 

denial undercut any attempt by Dave Johnson and the teachers to reach an agreement 

before the strike.  

 In the middle of that week, the talks between the teachers and the new Minister of 

Education collapsed.817 The photograph on the front page of the Toronto Star showed a 

grim FWTAO president, Maret Sädem-Thompson, and OTF president Eileen Lennon 

facing reporters.818 On Thursday, Premier Mike Harris gave a televised address to the 

province in which he decried “the inexcusable slide in the quality of our schools” and 

attacked teachers as a “special interest group.”819 Harris’s intransigence set the stage for 

confrontation. 

 The strike began on Monday, 27 October 1997. The media would label it “one of 

the largest strikes in Canadian history.”820 The unions held fast to their claim that they 

were in a political protest against the Tory government. Communications with the 

teachers of all five affiliates continued to be released under the signature of Eileen 

Lennon and the five union presidents.821 The key issues for teachers remained the $1 

                                                
816 Daniel Girard, “Eves Denies Plan to Chop $1 Billion from Schools,” Toronto Star, 17 October 1997, A1 
<http://micromedia.pagesofthepast.ca/Default.asp> (17 March 2012). 
817 Daniel Girard, “Teachers’ Talks Collapse: Both Sides Meet Again Today But There’s Little Hope and a 
Strike Could Come as Early as Thursday,” Toronto Star, 21 October 1997, A1 
<http://micromedia.pagesofthepast.ca/Default.asp> (17 March 2012). 
818 Ron Bull, “Grim Outlook,” Toronto Star, 21 October 1997, A1 
<http://micromedia.pagesofthepast.ca/Default.asp> (17 March 2012). 
819 Daniel Girard and Peter Small, “Strike Will Punish Parents and Children: Harris: 126,000 Teachers Set 
to Walk Off the Job on Monday,” Toronto Star, 23 October 1997, A1, A35. 
820 Daniel Girard, Joel Ruimy, and Peter Small, “Schools Out! Teachers’ Picket Lines Go Up Today at 
Schools in Ontario And There is Little Hope the 2.1 Million Students Will Be Back in Classrooms Soon,” 
Toronto Star, A1, A22 <http://micromedia.pagesofthepast.ca/Default.asp> (17 March 2012). 
821 OPSTF Archive, Eileen Lennon et al., “Letter From the Presidents,” OTF Communiqué, 26 October 
1997; OPSTF Archive, OTF, “Teachers Will Not Be in Their Classrooms on Monday, October 27, 1997,” 
OTF Communiqué, 26 October 1997. 



 390 

billion in cuts to the education budget, the loss of 10,000 teaching jobs as a consequence, 

increases in the size of classes, and the right of teachers to collective bargaining. Letters 

of support from teachers across the country were circulated among picketers.822  

 Public statements from the OTF reminded teachers that Bill 160 was an effort of 

the Conservative government to seize control of education. The press releases highlighted 

the shift of control from “local communities to Cabinet.” 823 The more nuanced message 

was the effect of Bill 160 on the political economy of schooling. Fewer teachers and 

fewer resources in the schools meant more students in classrooms, less time for teachers 

to spend with individual students, and overall more work for teachers. They would be 

facing more report cards, more marking, and more preparation. A smaller education 

budget meant schools would have fewer custodial and secretarial staff, leaving teachers 

responsible for completing essential paperwork and for aspects of cleaning in their 

classrooms. The new direction of education allowed trustees to replace certified teachers 

with non-teachers in non-classroom settings. Deprofessionalization threatened the jobs of 

special education teachers, librarians, and others in specialized positions.  

Although the stated goal of the strike was to bring an end to Bill 160, the unions’ 

demands were actually quite tame. The teachers presented their “Five-Point Plan to 

Resolve the Impasse Regarding Bill 160” to the minister.824 They were seeking an 

agreement from the minister for continued negotiations on key issues. They asked for 

funding issues to be forwarded to the courts to determine their constitutionality and to 
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meet with the minister for discussions regarding the transition to amalgamated boards and 

the extension of the school year. They suggested that the issue of differentiated staffing 

could be settled if the minister’s plan went to the College of Teachers where 

representatives of the state and the unions could study it. Finally, the teachers demanded 

that the regulation of working conditions and the removal of the right to strike be dropped 

from Bill 160. The unions offered the government some breathing room by suggesting 

that nothing be settled in the heat of the strike. The only demand that was non-negotiable 

was the right to strike and to bargain working conditions. Harris refused to be moved off 

his agenda. Instead, he applied for an injunction against the teachers to shut down the 

strike.825 The offer of labour peace was ignored. 

 Some teachers hoped that the Days of Action would expand into a general strike. 

The OFL encouraged other unions to support the teachers, but it did not expand the 

campaign.826 The reasons were fairly simple. While teachers had been a major presence at 

the labour marches on Saturdays, they had not closed the schools on the Fridays in the 

cities where Days of Action took place. The teachers had not given up a day’s pay to walk 

with other workers in order to build a common front. A general strike required individual 

unions to form linkages beyond the OFL structure. Without a history of visible solidarity 

with other workers, the teachers could not expect other unions to risk their members in 

sympathy strikes. In fact, the Ontario Federation of Labour was an organization without 

any history of radicalism. It had never led a general strike. The Days of Action rolling 

strikes were as militant as the OFL had ever been. Still recovering from the divisions 
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created by the NDP’s Social Contract, it was unwilling to mount a full-frontal attack 

against the Harris government.827 Furthermore, there is no evidence that the teachers’ 

unions ever asked the OFL to mount a general strike. Like Leah Castleman of OPSEU, 

the teachers’ leaders did not attempt to lead a widespread revolution of labour activism.  

 It was a missed opportunity on both sides. Had the teachers walked out of their 

schools and joined the Days of Action for one Friday in each of the cities where they 

were held, the OFL affiliated unions may have been more sympathetic to their cause. 

Conversely, some of the OFL affiliates had been prepared to put their weight behind the 

teachers’ unions, hoping it would become the catalyst for something larger if the teachers’ 

unions were willing to call for a general strike.  

 On Monday of the second week of the strike, the court handed the teachers a 

propaganda win. Justice Macpherson dismissed the Harris government’s request for an 

injunction that would have declared the teachers’ strike illegal.828 Harry Glasbeek’s study 

of the court decision reveals how hollow that victory was for the teachers.829 The decision 

simply validated the legality of their strike, not their cause. Glasbeek wonders at Harris’s 

preference for a court decision over back-to-work legislation.830 The latter was readily 

available to the government and would have been a certainty with a Conservative 

majority. Glasbeek, like Judy Fudge, Eric Tucker, and Panitch and Swartz, points to the 

structure of the Canadian labour law system, which is designed to maintain and facilitate 
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the conditions for capitalism to function smoothly.831 Harris was clearly expecting the 

historical pattern of favourable court decisions in labour disputes to give him a ruling 

against the teachers. The premier was more confident of his chances against the teachers 

in court than he was debating the issue in the public forum of the legislature. Glasbeek 

takes the opportunity to note that the decisions of the court are not always predictable and 

that judges do have some autonomy, as this case proves.  

 When the decision on the injunction was released, the unions were in their 

strongest position, with public support building.832 But on Tuesday, the teachers were still 

unable to convince the government to return to the table.833 They offered concessions on 

class size and seniority provisions when school boards were amalgamating.834 Sears 

identifies grassroots attempts to build some momentum with other unions and the OFL — 

although none of the leaders of the teachers’ unions or the OFL showed any intention of 

broadening the strike.835  

 Then, at the highpoint of their success, the leaders of the AEFO, the FWTAO, and 

the OPSTF announced that they would be looking for ways to end the strike.836 The 

OSSTF president commented to the Toronto Star: “[T]he political protest will continue 
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far into the future, although the form it may take will obviously have to change.”837 The 

OPSTF sent a survey to its local presidents asking if the unions should continue the 

protest “in, or out of the classrooms?”838 If the FWTAO did poll their presidents, they did 

not reach them all.839 The decision by the elementary and French teachers was announced 

to the press on Wednesday: a proposed return to work on the following Monday without a 

vote of the membership. Only a coordinated groundswell from the rank and file could 

have prolonged the strike, and no mechanism had been put in place for that level of 

feedback. After the press release, the government simply had to sit back and wait. On 

Thursday, 22,000 parents and students joined teachers for a rally in front of the 

legislature. Another rally with OFL affiliates was planned for Saturday at Queen’s Park, 

billed as a gesture of appreciation from the other unions.840 

 Once the three unions made the decision to return to work, they did not contact the 

local presidents or the provincial staff in the field in advance of the final broadcast.841 The 

OSSTF and OECTA had not agreed to participate. The televised end to the strike took 

place with only three of the five union presidents — Diane Chénier of the AEFO, Maret 

Sädem-Thompson of the FWTAO, and Phyllis Benedict of the OPSTF — standing before 

the television cameras making their announcement.842 OECTA and the OSSTF remained 
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on strike. The elementary rank and file were outraged and felt betrayed.843 Many of them 

demanded a vote of the membership before returning, the standard procedure for calling 

an end to a strike. Toronto’s elementary teachers did force their leaders into a vote.  

 The anger was palpable. Local FWTAO president Barb Gunning reported 

standing in front of a mixed group of teachers who seemed to hold the FWTAO 

singularly responsible for the premature return to work,844 an unjustified attack on women 

teachers who had been as solidly in support of the strike as any of the other unions. The 

breaking of the alliance between the five teachers’ affiliates cleared the way for the 

Conservative government to proceed with their reforms without fearing that the teachers 

might return to the streets. Although some of the blame for the debacle can be placed on 

teachers’ inexperience, which tended to magnify problems in the ranks that were common 

to strike activity, the real failure of the strike was the inability of the union leaders to 

maintain a united front. 

 In the aftermath, the unions tried to explained their reasons for ending the 

strike.845 They claimed that by the middle of the second week public support for teachers 

was breaking down, but those claims flew in the face of growing public support.846 

Community support had been critical to the teachers’ identity as political resisters against 

a wrong-headed and mean-spirited government. The unions claimed that parent groups 

had begun to weaken in their support and the polls had reached a plateau — although it 
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was not clear how this negatively impacted the strike. In addition, it was claimed, other 

unions had not backed the teachers, and more importantly, the OFL would not commit to 

a general strike after the Days of Action.847 The teachers did not seem to understand that 

two weeks was hardly enough time for most unions to bring their executives together, 

much less prepare their members for a strike. 

 The political motivation for returning to work was easier to explain. The 

opportunity to make amendments to Bill 160 had passed on the evening of 5 November 

1997. The purpose of the strike had been to defeat the bill. When the government would 

not negotiate or permit the teachers to offer solutions, negotiations had broken down. It 

appeared that Harris was not going to meet with the teachers and that Bill 160 would go 

ahead unchanged. The unions’ legal advisors suggested that a return to work would build 

the goodwill of the public at a time when no other gains appeared attainable. None of this 

would have mattered had the leadership been united in stopping the government. It 

appeared that the three unions wanted the strike to be over and were seizing whatever 

rational they could manufacture. The divisions between the affiliates were laid bare in the 

glare of the television cameras as the two camps moved in opposite directions. The three 

unions on stage claimed that they were in contact with local presidents who reported that 

teacher support had weakened and some members were returning to work. Neither the 

teachers nor the locals where such violations took place were ever identified.  

 Although the mobilization had been intended to halt the Harris government’s 

attacks on education, it was not successful in preventing the passage of Bill 160. 

Nonetheless, the extent of the strike exceeded anything formerly seen in Ontario’s 
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education sector.848 Arriving on the heels of the OPSEU strike and the OFL Days of 

Action, the teachers’ militancy formed a critical component of workers’ resistance to the 

neo-liberal state. 

 Once the teachers went back to work, any power they had to negotiate with the 

state evaporated. The unions took their battle back to the courts for a constitutional 

challenge to that portion of Bill 160 which removed the ability of boards to raise revenue 

through taxes.849 Despite a short-term win for the teachers in the lower court, the Ontario 

Court of Appeal decided in favour of the government. The legal arguments had the effect 

of pitting the public teachers against the Roman Catholic separate teachers, further 

fracturing the united front that had been teachers’ strength. In the legislature, the Liberal 

opposition delayed the passage of Bill 160 by one day.  

 On 1 January 1998, principals and vice-principals were removed from the union, 

punishment for those who had joined the strike.850 Hiving off members of the union was a 

demonstration of how little the Conservatives feared the teachers’ unions in the aftermath 

of the strike. The unions could have requested the resignations of all of their principals 

and vice-principals, leaving the schools without administrators and the unions in a 

position from which they could negotiate, but they did not choose that route. Asking 

principals to actively participate in a strike was an untried tactic. Instead, the unions 

appealed the legislation in the courts and subsequently lost.851 School administrators were 
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given the option of returning to classroom duties or staying in their administrative 

positions.852 They immediately began forming professional organizations.853  

 Bill 160 changed the labour relations regime in the Ontario education system by 

placing teachers under the OLRA. Locals were in a much more vulnerable position during 

collective bargaining. The past practices of FWTAO and OPSTF locals bargaining jointly 

as a common negotiations committee that was at arm’s-length from the provincial bodies 

had to be reformed. The OLRA would not permit tentative local agreements with the 

employer to be turned down by the provincial office. Collective agreements would have 

to be vetted clause by clause as they were being negotiated, and that required a higher 

level of expertise than was available in most locals. Union bureaucrats would be more 

critical to the bargaining process as they became legally responsible for negotiations 

under the new regime.  

 The government took advantage of investment returns that had produced a surplus 

for the Ontario Teachers’ Pension Plan. The teachers were looking to make permanent the 

short term window of an 85 factor for their retirement date but a change of that magnitude 

required the approval of the state.854 The government was looking at a way of reducing 

funding to education, and replacing senior teachers in higher salary categories with new 

teachers at the low end of the salary grid was one way of doing so. As well, the state 
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owed the pension fund a significant debt from years of not paying its half of 

contributions.855 In May 1998, Harris indicated he was willing to trade lowering the 

retirement age in exchange for forgiving the debt owed by the state. The unions agreed to 

the arrangement and announced that 10,000 teachers would be eligible for early 

retirement under the new agreement.  

 

Constructing Teacher Resistance: A Summary  

In 1995, the elementary teachers did not view themselves as part of the labour movement, 

yet they were deeply attached to their unions and conscious of the strength of collective 

action. That contradiction enabled them to join the collective resistance of the Days of 

Action marches but limited their participation. Teachers maintained their professionalist 

stance on Fridays by staying in their classrooms, aloof from the class struggle in the 

streets, then joined the marchers on Saturdays to make their contribution to the campaign 

of collective resistance.  

 The leadership began to involve their members in activism immediately after the 

1995 election. As the Conservative attacks grew stronger, teachers were given direction to 

join other protesters. In the middle of winter, the locals were told to rally support for the 

OPSEU strikers. Although OPSEU did not call for a general strike, their collective 

bargaining structure was province-wide. Teachers who went to the picket lines were 

exposed to broad-based resistance.856 The unions’ bureaucracies had the experience of 
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local strikes to guide them, but the scope of resistance and the give and take of coalition 

building were new to them.  

 Had the OFL been willing to develop a general strike, the opportunities for 

creating tight connections between the teachers and other unions might have been more 

readily available. Despite calls from the rank and file, the heads of Ontario’s unions who 

sat at the OFL table could not overcome their fear of their own members. They did not 

break from their historical pattern of restraint. Had they done so, the trajectory of 

teachers’ resistance could have been very different. As they entered the 1997 school year, 

the teachers had support from community groups, but they had not advanced far enough 

into the labour camp. Without the OFL leaders calling for a full frontal attack on the 

Harris government, the teachers, like OPSEU members before them, were on their own. 

 The “creating a crisis” rhetoric of John Snobelen should not be dismissed. It 

indicated the intentions of the Conservative government to manipulate public sentiment 

by creating the conditions for labour conflict. The Paroian Report, the College of 

Teachers, cuts to the education budget, amalgamating school boards, threatening to 

remove the right to strike, changes to the curriculum, and placing teachers under the 

OLRA, all happening within two years, were policies that were sure to arouse teachers.  

 When they walked out, the teachers were demanding to be included in discussions 

of education policy, as they had been in the past. They were also fighting to retain the 

right to strike and to negotiate working conditions. In the latter, they were successful. 

Despite the collapse of the strike, the teachers did defeat the two aspects of Bill 160 that 

were most offensive to them. The government tinkered with the preparation time of 

secondary teachers, but preparation time remained in teachers’ collective agreements, as 

did other working conditions. Most importantly, teachers retained the right to bargain 
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collectively. Although Harris advanced the neo-liberal agenda on many fronts, he was 

forced to compromise on Bill 160, The Education Quality Improvement Act, as he had on 

Bill 136, The Public Sector Labour Relations Transition Act. That was not such a 

significant loss for the Conservatives, as it still permitted them make the cuts to the 

education budget to achieve the promised tax cuts. 

 The Harris years legitimized the neo-liberal project in Ontario, as Brian 

Mulroney’s government had at the federal level. In the classroom, the effects of the neo-

liberal regime went unchecked. While teachers had become politicized and the unions 

strengthened by their two-week political strike, during its two terms the Harris 

government continued to reposition the education system to the Right. The teachers did 

not rally again to check the process. The Common Sense Revolution was economic in its 

intent and it succeeded. Ontario’s Progressive Conservative government reduced 

spending on education by $2 billion a year by cutting programs and limiting the scope of 

schooling.857  

 The EQAO’s high-stakes testing remained the most effective tool to advance the 

neo-liberal vision of education and maintain its hegemonic grip on state policy. At the 

same time, the College of Teachers threatened teachers with public disgrace and the loss 

of their jobs if they did not follow the dictates of the state and their employer. It sent a 

chill through the ranks of teachers with its powers of scrutiny and its extra-legal authority. 

In concert with the state’s exclusive control of school administrators, education was 

available for restructuring.  

                                                
857 Hugh Mackenzie, “Reading Rozanski: A Guide to the Report of the Education Equality Task Force 
2002,” 
<http://www.policyalternatives.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/Ontario_Office_Pubs/reading_roz
anski.pdf > (19 December 2010), 1. 
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In the dialects of labour relations, the exclusion of principals and vice-principals 

from the union removed a voice of moderation. Their absence presented the opportunity 

for stronger militancy from the rank and file. In 1995, the teachers had taken some initial 

steps in solidarity with the labour movement. In 1998, the elementary teachers united 

under the Elementary Teachers Federation of Ontario (ETFO). They immediately joined 

the OFL, with whom they had come through the Days of Action. After three years of 

battling the Harris government, they took their most significant action in aligning 

themselves with the common causes of workers by entering the house of labour. 
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Conclusion 
 

This thesis examines the struggles of Ontario’s elementary teachers’ unions, the 

Federation of Women Teachers’ Associations (FWTAO) and the Ontario Public School 

Teachers’ Federation (OPSTF), against the rise of the neo-liberal state. It describes how 

they achieved the right to strike with their first province-wide strike on 18 December 

1973 and became politicized and militant in the following decades.  

The two unions advanced under education’s unique labour regime — the School 

Boards and Teachers Collective Negotiations Act, Bill 100 — from cautious professional 

organizations that were only vaguely aware of their strength in 1973 to one fully engaged 

labour union under the Ontario Labour Relations Act (OLRA) in 1998. Until the 

amalgamation, the women of the FWTAO remained separate from the men of the 

OPSTF, a condition that affected every aspect of their activities and framed the 

relationship between them. Despite their differences in other aspects of union work, the 

two organizations had always formed one body for contract negotiations.  

The 1990s were the most militant years for the elementary teachers. The effects of 

the NDP’s Social Contract forced the unions into a series of strike votes and labour 

sanctions, while the policies of the Harris Conservative government brought all of 

Ontario’s teachers together to organize their participation in the province-wide strike. 

The teachers recognized the importance of militant action as critical to union 

strength with their commitment to the 1973 strike. Although they had never engaged in a 

successful labour strike, their response to state efforts to deny them access to collective 

bargaining addressed what they saw as a denial of human rights. It was not solidarity with 

other workers or a commitment to the labour movement that brought the teachers out of 
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their classrooms in the winter of 1973, but rather the belief that they had an entitlement to 

certain abstract rights as citizens and workers.  

As neo-liberalism became more potent, governments of every stripe applied 

legislative and hegemonic pressure on teachers to reduce their demands on state 

resources. This examination of the elementary teachers traces their participation in the 

dialectical process of resistance that drove their development as unions over the final 

quarter of the twentieth century. 

The mid-twentieth century brought with it an expansion of rights of citizenship to 

include economic rights under social citizenship.858 Social citizenship was an effort to 

mitigate the meanest attributes of capitalism through the entitlements of the welfare state. 

These entitlements provided a minimum level of security for citizens regardless of their 

income level. Social citizenship fuelled the construction of the welfare state by offering 

an enhanced vision of social responsibility. The education system responded by 

constructing a child-centred, liberal pedagogy supported by an extensive and progressive 

tax system. 

The trend to expanding the rights of citizenship was reversed in Canada when 

neo-liberalism emerged in the mid-1970s. Social citizenship represented an obstacle to 

the economic elite’s insistence on the omnisufficiency of the marketplace and its desire to 

gather the wealth of the country in the hands of a few. Neo-liberal ideology demonized 

any entitlements that improved the general welfare of citizens. Teachers resisted neo-

                                                
858 T.H. Marshall and Tom Bottomore, Citizenship and Social Class (London: Plato, 1992), 8, 27–43; Alan 
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liberalism not only because it attacked their material well-being and proletarianized their 

work, but also because it undermined the entitlements of education. 

Although its underpinnings of elitism and a special relationship to power tended to 

dampen teachers’ radicalism and slow the pace of union development, professionalism as 

an ideology was a successful strategy for the teachers to challenge the assumptions of the 

neo-liberal state. They entered the final quarter of the twentieth century as poorly paid 

workers who had very little control over their conditions of employment, but by the 1990s 

they had become a well-paid segment of the labour force able to affect their working 

conditions.  

The advance of elementary teachers is an example of how workers’ organizations 

evolve on their own terrain. Over time, the teachers had appropriated professionalism, a 

disciplining mechanism of the state, and used it to advance their own interests under a 

banner of status and its social responsibilities. The seizure of certain aspects of 

professionalism by the unions legitimized the addition of professional entitlement to other 

principles of the broader labour movement. Teachers were able to claim possession of 

special knowledge and skills that were included in the prerequisite qualifications 

demanded of them by the state. Professionalism offered teachers the leverage to pry total 

control of their working conditions out of the hands of the board of education trustees.  

By the late 1980s, teachers had gained some experience in integrating into their 

own interests a defence of the education system and protecting students, and had 

assimilated and extended the rhetoric of the civil rights movement. While the initial 

motivation for teachers’ resistance arose out of common understandings of their right to a 

collective bargaining process, their labour consciousness surfaced through their struggle 

to lay claim to a quality of life. Their collective struggle was the same as that of other 
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workers, a process of cultivating counter-hegemonic values and beliefs as they emerged 

while defending themselves against capitalist insistence on the sanctity of the 

marketplace.859 The battle for rights, explicitly stated by the teachers in 1973, or 

implicitly included in demands for fair treatment in later strikes, provided the impetus for 

teachers’ resistance, but it was union militancy and political activism that expanded the 

teachers’ access to counter-hegemonic discourses. Examining their evolving notions of 

rights as they were applied to their material interests and included in their notions of 

class, gender, and citizenship helps to explain and contextualize teachers’ struggles.  

Both of the elementary teachers’ unions refrained from partisan politics, choosing 

instead to align with whoever supported their campaigns. Their motivation for direct 

action, either labour sanctions or political protests, emerged out of three concerns: making 

gains in their own interests, defending against attacks on their collective agreements, and 

defending against attacks on the education system as a whole. Any one of these could 

mobilize teachers. Before the 1990s, their labour battles were independent of other labour 

organizations, but that changed in reaction to the Social Contract and to the Harris 

initiatives. By the early 1990s, the teachers indicated they were ready to join labour’s 

campaigns, and by 1998 they were putting resources into labour-initiated political 

campaigns. 

The years between 1975 and 1998 were ones of aggressive regime change in 

Ontario. The reframing of the discourses of state responsibilities turned all parties to the 

Right. The neo-liberal state, supported by the mainstream media and a variety of well-

funded think tanks and right-wing populist organizations, became solidly entrenched in 
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Ontario by 1995. In the schools, a post-liberal school system replaced the liberal 

education system of the previous four decades. 

The liberal education system had demanded that teachers instil in their students 

the aesthetic, ethical, and political values that were hegemonic for their times, in addition 

to teaching academic skills. Although it was an institution beset with the problems of 

class, race, and gender, teachers trusted that they were offering their students 

opportunities to improve their quality of life. The introduction of the neo-liberal 

discourses of retrenchment and reform reflected a calculating and punitive political 

economy that answered solely to the demands of the elites. The shift to the Right that 

marked the post-liberal education project challenged and undermined teachers’ 

professional identities and responsibilities at the same time as it attacked their material 

security.  

Teachers’ work is the disciplining of the next generation of workers to enter the 

wage exchange. It is also the disciplining of the next generation of citizens to their place 

in the social order. The outcome is contradictory in both instances. Schooling is an 

advantage to workers in that it provides them with the skills to negotiate the barriers of 

capitalist society, even while it disadvantages them by sorting and fixing them to their 

class position. The process of citizenship training sustains the authority of the state, but it 

also provides students with the means of forming and participating in resistance 

movements. As well as preparing future worker citizens, education has come to include a 

hierarchy of rights and entitlements that have become embedded over the past 150 years. 

The right of citizens to a free education up to Grade 12 is the foremost, while access to 

literature and print media, and more recently the Internet, is more contested. Teachers 

operate within these rights and entitlements. 
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When teachers formed their organizations to defend their own interests, they did 

so in conjunction with their professional concerns for improving education. Because of 

their position as an interface between the state and its citizens, teachers’ understanding of 

their right to engage in collective resistance was entangled with the social entitlement of 

children to schooling. That link, which had discouraged collective action for decades, 

strengthened teachers when they finally engaged in resistance. Teachers’ right to practise 

the tactics of class struggle came to include protecting their students’ entitlement to a 

quality education.860 However, it should be stated that teachers’ defence of education in 

Ontario did not reach as far as refusing to complete state-mandated initiatives. They did 

not ever take strike action against any particular curriculum delivery or specific 

approaches to pedagogy. Achieving the right to strike in 1973 gave the teachers’ unions 

the power they needed to improve their situation, but they never used labour tactics to 

mould the curriculum. The content of lessons was far too politicized for the unions to 

venture there. 

Teachers’ labour consciousness did not arise fully formed, nor did it have a 

predetermined shape. As E.P. Thompson understood, workers’ organizations develop 

while they are in motion. By participating in the one-day strike of 1973, the elementary 

teachers awakened to their unionism and assumed the standpoint of workers in dealings 

with their employer.861 Once wage and price controls ended in 1985, the FWTAO and the 

OPSTF began to pursue the benefits that other workers, notably the secondary teachers, 
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had achieved through collective bargaining. By engaging in militant action, the teachers 

became resistant to demands by the trustees for concessions and were able to deconstruct 

the ideology of austerity. They learned to fight on the picket line, in the court system, and 

in the press.  

In Ontario, public service workers were acquiring access to free collective 

bargaining as neo-liberalism was making its appearance. That conjunction of new labour 

relations and a regime dedicated to unfettered capitalism put the public service, with its 

proximity to the state, on the front line of efforts to resist state budget cuts. Teachers were 

not the only public servants to clash with the emerging neo-liberal state, but they drew 

attention to their struggle because they were a significantly large group of workers deeply 

embedded in the political economy of the province. In their work with children, they had 

a sharper and more accessible profile than other public service workers.  

The dismantling of the welfare state and its substitution with the neo-liberal state 

was essential to enhancing the interests of the economic elite, but it necessitated reducing 

or eliminating nearly all the entitlements of social citizenship. The construction of a neo-

liberal hegemony included undermining the belief that workers were justified in rising up 

to protect themselves from the negative consequences of capitalism. Neo-liberal 

determination to close all economic avenues other than dependency on the marketplace 

necessitated state retrenchment in every aspect of social policy, including education. 

While the liberal education system had included the value of teachers’ contribution to 

developing citizenship and their importance in revealing the aspirations of individual 

students, the new form of education that aligned with the requirements of the lean state 
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abandoned those meanings — Alan Sears identifies this as a “post-liberal education.”862 

The new structures compelled teachers to produce workers for whom employers could 

take minimal responsibility while demanding from them an unrealistic level of personal 

responsibility for their condition. To the teachers of the 1980s and ’90s, the post-liberal 

education project undermined their professionalism by making them complicit in the 

development of a hegemony that rejected the entitlements of the welfare state. 

 The example of Ontario’s elementary teachers demonstrates how workers’ 

aspirations for social justice can take different forms. The FWTAO and the OPSTF sat 

side by side during labour negotiations, but beyond the moment of collective bargaining 

they were seldom in agreement. The uniquely gendered form of unionism that the 

elementary teachers had assumed was the result of women having formed the first 

teachers’ union. Because first-generation feminism was the historical context for the 

establishment of the FWTAO, and women teachers of that period were articulate in the 

discourses of gender equity, feminism became integral to the women’s union and would 

inform the activity of the FWTAO throughout its lifetime. The OPSTF’s campaign to 

form one union of elementary teachers pitted it against the women’s union for most of its 

history. Its efforts to bring women under its banner raised the labour consciousness of the 

men, pulling them into efforts to organize occasional teachers and other education 

workers. 

In their approach to collective bargaining, the two unions had always been one 

organization. The advantage of a single voice when dealing with their mutual employer 

was reflected in their pattern of joint collective bargaining teams. While the existence of 
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the FWTAO was important to women teachers as the only teachers’ union that advocated 

entirely for women, the union did not put its full weight behind gains for women in 

collective bargaining. Because it shared the negotiating table with the men’s union, the 

issues under consideration were generally those held in common. The result was that the 

FWTAO fought for its members as teachers and women but generally did so on separate 

terrains. Having two bodies of elementary teachers negotiating as one organization 

undermined feminist aspirations during collective bargaining at the same time as it 

mediated union militancy. The result was that the elementary teachers continually fell 

behind their secondary peers. While amalgamation offered a controversial resolution that 

was eventually enacted, the other solution, which remained untried, was separate 

negotiations. 

While the FWTAO had goals in common with other labour feminists, the women 

teachers’ union rarely used the tools of collective bargaining available to it as a 

bargaining agent to achieve improvements that were unique to women. Generally, it 

moved away from the negotiating table on those issues to participate in campaigns 

undertaken by liberal feminist organizations seeking to broaden women’s opportunities. 

The FWTAO became involved with organizations such as the National Action Committee 

(NAC) and the Women’s Legal Education and Action Fund (LEAF), which made 

substantive changes to the material lives of women though legislation and court 

challenges claiming women’s right to equal treatment alongside of men.863 The FWTAO 

also worked to improve the conditions for women by pressing the state on sexual 
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stereotyping and workplace equity. While these issues appeared before the membership at 

the annual meeting, and were considered priorities, they did not become part of contract 

negotiations. 

Both the FWTAO and the OPSTF made gains that were rooted in their different 

approaches. The FWTAO made advances under feminism and could better advocate for 

women without having to counter the drag of male intransigence. The all-women union 

permitted women teachers to take a strongly feminist stand that enabled them to make 

gains outside of collective bargaining, pay equity being the most significant for classroom 

teachers. The FWTAO could claim success with issues of equality, though in areas of 

women’s difference such as pregnancy leave, improvements were slow to materialize. 

Nevertheless, an examination of their campaigns reveals that pressure from the FWTAO 

and the feminist organizations to which they belonged successfully challenged the 

representation of women in the school curriculum and created space for women to move 

up the education hierarchy. At the same time, the OPSTF’s labour position brought other 

workers into their union and required the OPSTF bureaucracy to practise labour relations 

under the OLRA. That would serve the teachers well after the amalgamation. 

The OPSTF members were unified in support of the amalgamation of the two 

organizations. Although the overwhelming majority of FWTAO members preferred two 

unions, a vocal minority pursued the formation of one body of elementary teachers. Some 

of them spearheaded establishing amalgamated locals and supported the OPSTF’s 

position. Despite consideration of the idea of one union from many FWTAO members 

early in the men’s campaign, the number of women who supported amalgamation 

plateaued as the two sides became entrenched in their positions. The FWTAO 

moratorium at annual general meetings enabled the women’s union to close off discussion 
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of amalgamation from year to year, but it also prevented the exploration of other 

alternatives that could have been offered. 

The women’s union would retain its feminist focus on the issues of women’s work 

lives and carry those attitudes into the amalgamation. Equity as a principle of social 

justice would remain a key feature of the Elementary Teachers Federation of Ontario 

(ETFO), a direct connection to the roots of feminism in the FWTAO.864 By 1997, the 

rights of women had become more widely accepted and the women’s union had 

accomplished much of what it had been fighting to achieve in the education system. 

When faced with an uncertain future as an independent organization, the members of the 

FWTAO chose amalgamation, trusting that their larger numbers would make their voices 

heard in the new organization.865 Early indications are that the ETFO has placed women’s 

issues of childbearing and family care on the negotiating table as a priority and has 

continued the FWTAO’s support for equity programs that reach beyond gender to include 

race, sexual orientation, and ability.866 

Although the collapse of their strike in 1997 and the effects of The Education 

Quality Improvement Act, Bill 160 were traumatic for the elementary teachers, these 

events occurred as the decision by the Human Rights Tribunal was forcing the women of 

the FWTAO into amalgamating with the men’s union. The strike and the amalgamation 

were independent events, but the two weeks on the picket lines helped to mend 
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historically antagonistic relations between the men and the women.867 Ironically, the 

battle with Mike Harris smoothed the integration of the two unions.868 The end of the 

strike, with the FWTAO and the OPSMTF presidents prominent on the province’s 

television sets, aligned the elementary teachers as they shared responsibility for the 

defeat.  

The Baum decision was a win for the men’s union in the adversarial atmosphere 

of a court battle, but bringing the two organizations together strengthened the elementary 

teachers during collective bargaining. In 2005, under President Emily Noble, the ETFO 

negotiated 200 minutes of preparation time, one forty-minute period per day for every 

teacher in the province.869 That success indicated the effectiveness of undertaking a 

province-wide campaign under a single leadership. It was a dramatic show of strength 

from the young union. The examples of Australian teachers’ unions demonstrate that 

teachers usually fare better where their unions have joined into larger single bodies, and 

certainly that is the expectation held by Ontario’s elementary teachers.870  

The two unions had a parallel existence for seventy-eight years. Had they become 

one union earlier, they might have been able to catch up to their secondary peers. The 

amalgamated elementary teachers’ union has shown that it can bring the elementary 
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teachers closer in salaries and benefits to the secondary teachers. At the time of writing, 

the elementary teachers are within two percentage points of the secondary pay grid.871  

Although union strength appears to be easier to achieve when teachers are under a 

single banner, being one organization is not enough to inspire militancy; other factors 

need to be present. I agree with Andrew Spaull and his three conditions necessary for 

union strength, but this research indicates that structures and supports within the 

organization constitute a fourth condition that needs to be present.872 Collective 

bargaining involves advance preparations and the amassing of resources to be successful.  

The elementary teachers’ unions of Ontario committed themselves to collective 

bargaining in 1973 as the state was preparing to remove it. Historiographies of Ontario’s 

four other teachers unions during the 1970s would reveal the moment when each of them 

assumed the standpoint of workers and committed to strike action. Not all teachers’ 

unions in Canada have achieved the right to strike. Further research would uncover 

parallels and the points of divergence between teachers’ organizations in each of the 

provinces and territories.  

 

The Momentum of Neo-liberalism 

In 1990, Ontario’s first NDP government was elected. Bob Rae’s term of office began 

with great anticipation, but when the NDP turned to deficit fighting as the solution to the 

province’s financial problems, the Party turned its back on the hope workers had put in 
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social democracy. The Social Contract split the labour movement and turned the public 

service unions against the NDP. When every teacher faced a reduction in their wages they 

viewed the Social Contract as a betrayal. The Social Contract gave trustees permission to 

enter negotiations with concession bargaining on the table, a tactic that was new to 

education. The unions were forced into workplace sanctions to protect benefits and 

working conditions. Rae’s Social Contract accepted the hegemony of neo-liberalism. 

Social democracy not only failed to turn the tide of free-market capitalism, but in 

education the NDP ministers of education accelerated the development of a post-liberal 

education system modelled on the changes in Great Britain and the United States. Rushed 

into the schools without adequate preparation, the NDP education agenda alienated 

teachers. Rae’s failure to initiate policies supportive of his constituency handed the 1995 

election to the Conservatives. 

 The new Conservative government of Mike Harris set out to absolve the state of 

responsibility for the welfare of Ontario’s citizens. The erosion of the welfare state helps 

to explain the intensity of teachers’ opposition to the Conservatives’ education reforms. 

The shift to a lean model of education that was both specific and measurable ruptured the 

relationship that had bound teachers and students since the Hope Commission had tabled 

its report in 1950. Restructuring destabilized the foundation on which teachers 

approached their students. Narrowing the curriculum and standardized testing regimes 

articulated the inescapability of vertical power relations and closed the alternatives that 

teachers had traditionally offered to students. The vision of education proposed by the 

Progressive Conservative Party in 1997 was pared down to the pursuit of literacy and 

numeracy. The cuts to the education budget threatened teachers’ jobs, their salaries, and 
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their working conditions, while the consequences of focusing on improving students’ 

scores in a few standardized tests were to deskill and deprofessionalize teachers’ work.  

The teachers’ unions were protecting their own interests when they opposed cuts 

to education under Mike Harris, but they were not simply reacting to $1 billion being 

taken from the education budget and the threat to the jobs of junior teachers. The unions 

demanded a halt to the post-liberal restructuring of education’s purposes by opposing the 

College of Teachers, the EQAO, and the prominence of literacy to the exclusion of other 

subjects. Teachers’ vision of their role in providing expansive citizenship training was 

integral to the personal relationship they developed with their students.873 The Harris 

government’s reforms offered a narrower democracy that forced teachers to limit the 

reach of education. As a result, much of the teachers’ political campaign in 1997 focused 

on deconstructing the discourse of education reform. 

 Labour challenged the Harris agenda. Ontario’s Days of Action refocused labour 

and politicized a new generation of activists. However, it fell short of a solution to 

empower and defend workers. The Ontario Federation of Labour (OFL) failed to develop 

a coherent mobilization that culminated in a forceful demonstration of workers’ resistance 

to the common sense revolution.   

     For decades Ontario’s labour movement had focused its energies on local struggles for 

specific and contained improvements within collective agreements. Small battles were the 

history of labour, and the OFL was simply the collective voice of union leaders across the 

province; it lacked the experience and the political will to direct large-scale campaigns. 
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As well, the private sector unions, the backbone of union strength in Ontario, had been 

reduced to a shadow of their former size. Strike activity in Canada had shrunk from 1,040 

strikes in 1976 involving 1.5 million workers to a postwar low of 259 strikes involving a 

mere 82,115 workers by 1995.874  

At this point in its history, the OFL was a divided organization that lacked leaders 

who were confident in the strength of their members and who had the backing of a large 

segment of the labour movement. Meanwhile, the partisan voice of labour, the NDP, had 

alienated its supporters to such a degree that its leaders were not allowed to speak at the 

Days of Action rallies.875 Although there were huge numbers of workers at the rallies, 

Paul Kellogg suggests that even the most militant leaders in the OFL were not prepared to 

mount a general strike.876 The inability of organized labour to find effective political 

leaders is not unexpected if one remembers that the bargain with the state was a legally 

sanctioned right to existence in exchange for disciplining the more radical elements 

within their organizations. Much of the role of modern union leaders is managing degrees 

of accommodation.  

Alan Sears and Harry Glasbeek credit much of the success of the Days of Action 

to the teachers’ unions. They claim that the presence of the teachers at the rallies greatly 

added to the numbers in attendance.877 Although the OPSEU workers were the most 

militant and were the first public service workers to confront the new government, it 
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would be the teachers, with their huge membership and presence in every community, 

who would be credited in the popular imagination with mounting the stiffest resistance to 

Mike Harris’s attack on workers and the working class. The tactics associated with their 

class position provided them with the means of resistance, but it was their sense of 

fairness and justice inherent to their role with children that persuaded teachers to 

participate in direct action against a neo-liberal state that was challenging their identities, 

undermining their relationships, and threatening their material interests.878 

 The teachers’ resistance to the Harris Conservative government was the most 

expansive political campaign in their history. It culminated in the province-wide strike in 

October 1997. The effect of the premature collapse of the strike on the elementary 

teachers’ unions was minimal. Crushing the teachers was never the intent of the Harris 

government. Its interest was primarily in reducing the education budget to pay for tax 

cuts. In that, Harris was successful. Despite the cuts to education funding, the teachers’ 

unions could claim to have fought the government to a draw on the key issue of collective 

bargaining, even after losing their special status under Bill 100. Their strike did not stop 

the passage of Bill 160, but the teachers were successful in moderating its effects. 

Although all of the neo-liberal components were put in place, the teachers’ unions 

retained the right to strike.  

The removal of principals and vice-principals was felt most acutely by the school 

administrators, not by the unions. Principals and vice-principals were a small minority of 

members, but they held many of the leadership positions in the unions. Legislating them 
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out of the union eliminated a middle-management filter that had muted the voice of the 

rank and file. Among other things, the removal of the school administrators permitted the 

union to more fully explore improving working conditions. With the loss of principals 

and vice-principals, space was opened for front-line teachers and other education workers 

to rise in the ranks and assume vacated leadership positions. The battle with the 

Conservatives politicized the unions in other ways as well. In 1998, the elementary 

teachers became involved in supporting the Liberals and the NDP.879 

 This study traces the development of the elementary teachers’ resistance to neo-

liberalism in Ontario’s education system by observing their campaigns and the outcomes 

of them. It has identified how regime change affects those whose material interests are 

tied to providing access to the entitlements of citizenship. Because teachers’ labour was 

the making of future worker citizens, they were subject to the full effect of neo-

liberalism’s momentum. Nevertheless, during the twenty-three years they opposed the 

neo-liberal project, the two unions advanced from professional organizations fearful of 

opposing the state and concerned with their appearance in their communities to active 

labour unions defending their standard of living. It was a time when taxes were being cut 

and public service workers were being asked to make up the shortfall by reducing their 

wages and benefits and degrading their working conditions. The teachers responded by 

becoming more militant.   

Any examination of the teachers of Ontario in their current constellation will need 

to consider the new union of men and women elementary teachers, examine its 

relationships with the other three affiliates of the OTF and with other labour 
                                                
879 York University, Archives, FWTAO 1995-027/971, Maret Sädem-Thompson, “The Year in Review: 
Celebrating Our Successes,” FWTAO Newsletter, 16, June 1998, 33–34. 



 421 

organizations, and judge its success at resisting the state. I also suggest that E.P. 

Thompson’s concept of a moral economy offers an opportunity for a more historicized 

examination of teachers and professionalism. An expanded appreciation of how the 

elevation of certain skills goes into the making of modern classes would further an 

understanding of teachers’ resistance. 

This thesis set out to answer the question of how the elementary teachers became 

central to the largest act of resistance in Ontario’s recent history. The teachers were 

fighting against the dismantling of the welfare state, and in doing so were protecting their 

own position. The postwar emphasis on education had elevated teachers in the social 

order and given them the opportunity to make material gains. The neo-liberal state was 

set on undoing what forty years had accomplished. The OPSEU strike and the Days of 

Action, and then the teachers’ strike — these were the last battles in defence of the 

welfare state in Ontario. Any one of those might have ignited something larger, but the 

spark did not catch.  

It is certain that none of these struggles alone was sufficient to halt the advance of 

neo-liberalism. Those who participated needed the support of the broader labour 

movement and it was not forthcoming. While the elementary teachers are to be faulted for 

the collapse of the strike, the OFL and Ontario’s labour movement must be held 

responsible for failing to respond when offered the opportunity to confront the forces of 

neo-liberalism. The story of the 1997 teachers’ strike is one of overcoming the tendency 

to operate in silos. Both the success and failure of the strike can be attributed to the 

willingness of the five teachers’ unions to form a united front. That model managed to 

achieve important victories in the battle with Mike Harris.  
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Taking control of middle management after the 1997 strike provided the state with 

the means to widen and deepen its gaze in the classroom. Teachers became more 

subordinate to bureaucratic demands under the double threat of school administrators 

answerable only to trustees and the punitive authority of the College of Teachers. In the 

new millennium, teachers continue to struggle with the loss of professional autonomy and 

with the intensification of their work under pressure from the EQAO test regime and its 

derivative effects.880 While the unions have achieved more preparation time, continued 

cost-cutting has resulted in fewer support staff, forcing teachers to commit more time to 

administrative tasks. Computer technology and the ability of different levels of 

management to access the data has required teachers to standardize their work and 

complete tasks that are secondary to teaching, such as maintaining a completed daybook, 

extensive record keeping, and online report cards.881 On the receiving end, the overload of 

information that is a feature of electronic communications leaves little time for teachers to 

read union bulletins that attempt to build solidarity.  

The politicized generation of teachers who fought Mike Harris and were part of 

the amalgamation are retiring, if they have not done so already. The ETFO will need to 

construct a vision of unionism that resonates with the material concerns of a younger 

generation that is acutely aware of the difference between good union jobs and bad jobs at 

minimum wages. The neo-liberal state, firmly entrenched and wedded to the ideology of 

austerity, is all they have known. Any rebuilding of the Left will require a revitalization 
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of the labour movement. The public service unions need to consider taking a leading role 

if they want to survive. Their size and their nearness to the state give weight to the 

demands of labour, but it also makes them vulnerable to austerity measures, including 

removing the right to strike.  

As long as neo-liberalism is hegemonic in Ontario, the teachers’ unions will be 

forced to the forefront of struggles with the state. Education will continue to be under 

pressure to reduce its share of state funding, and the unions will need to develop the 

means to resist that tendency. Teachers’ pension funds are a constant source of envy for 

governments looking for funding that does not require raising taxes. Teachers’ unions 

will need to respond to schemes from future governments hoping to claim a benefit from 

public service pensions.  

Having developed their labour consciousness in step with the expansion of the 

post-liberal education system, the elementary teachers have experience in mounting 

effective strategies to respond to attacks by the neo-liberal state. The new organization 

has maintained the loyalty of its teachers.882 The amalgamated ETFO is comprised of 

76,000 education workers who have a history of political activism they inherited from 

their predecessor organizations and, like the FWTAO and the OPSTF, it has positioned 

itself strategically as an advocate for education while defending teachers’ interests.883 

Teachers have always responded to that call.  
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