Crowded Curriculum OASPHE Response
1. Based on your experience as an educator:

a. Do you think the elementary curriculum is “overcrowded”?

Yes
            B. Please explain what “overcrowded” means to you.

The Ontario elementary curriculum is indeed “over- crowded” . "Over-crowded" meaning that there are too many priorities and issues that schools are expected to address within 300 instructional minutes each day, 1500 minutes per week and within over 240 days per year. Each priority must appropriately addressed within this limited time frame. Integration can only do so much to competently address all aspects of the curriculum, while paying heed to the many government priorities. Teachers, therefore, are often very hard pressed to find the time to: deliver the diversity of curriculum in any depth; use effective teaching methods that provide their students with meaningful learning opportunities; integrate  critical and creative thinking strategies into their lessons to help students acquire necessary knowledge and skills and therefore demonstrate a deep understanding of the curriculum.   

For example, many boards’ policies indicate that the 300 instructional minutes of an elementary school day shall be allocated as follows:

•
100-120 minutes of literacy

•
60 minutes of numeracy

•
40 minutes of French

•
20 minutes Daily Physical Activity 

•
which leaves 60-80 minutes in each school day to cover all other curricula.    

In addition to  ensuring students achieve success in a broad spectrum of subject areas so that every student will reach  his or her full potential, Ontario elementary schools are challenged with addressing a myriad of other key societal issues, many of which are beyond the scope of the curriculum policies.  The Discussion Paper identifies and emphasizes several learning priorities – all of which are competing for limited time during the school day. 

At present, the competing priorities and demands within the 300 minutes per day and perhaps the imbalance of time ascribed to each of those priorities, does not effectively support educators in meeting the needs of the whole child - socially, emotionally, physical and developmentally. In essence, it is a barrier to student engagement and achievement and impedes each child's opportunity to reach his or her full potential.

2.

a. Referring to the themes listed in the box on this page, please identify, in order of priority, the three themes that you think need to be focused on to a greater degree in the elementary curriculum.

1. Healthy choices and active living
2. Critical literacy
3. Character education/citizenship education/social skills
Why are these your top choices?

Research shows that students who are not healthy physically, emotionally and socially are not prepared to or indeed able to learn. Character education, becoming global citizens and developing productive social skills are integral to one's success and are the cornerstones of a healthy, prosperous society. Learning to think critically and creatively provides students with the foundational tools for problem-solving and developing critical literacy and opens the doors to becoming a life long learner.

b. What would you add to the themes listed in the box? Why?

- Personal skills: to help children and youth to develop self-awareness

- Interpersonal skills: to assist children and youth to develop healthy relationships, communicate in

   meaningful ways and resolve conflicts.

- Physical Literacy: so children and youth always have the opportunity to live an integrated life of

   mind, body and spirit.

(Note: The above answers were more detailed but did not get cut and pasted into this doc.)

c. Of the themes listed, which one(s) call for the most support for implementation?
While teachers require support for the implementation of all of the above themes, the rationale for selecting the 3 above is that the knowledge and skills that students must acquire to be healthy active citizens, to think critically, to be socially responsible and to care for self and others are complex and requiring on-going reinforcement as students develop intellectually. Teachers need a deep understanding of these "themes" and the complimentary skills and strategies to help all students acquire them and thus be successful. There is already enormous professional development and job imbedded learning to support teachers with literacy and numeracy; conversely there has been much less job imbedded opportunities to learn to effectively teach these other critical skills which are necessary in order to address and achieve this government's priorities.

3. In your opinion, how could the curriculum be made more engaging for all students (e.g., relevance of material, balance of topics, meeting students’ needs)?

The many recent curriculum revisions have embedded a number of "lenses" for the purpose of ensuring that the curriculum remained current throughout its ten year life span, that it was relevant to the diversity of learners across the province and that students see themselves reflected it it. This certainly has set the stage for an engaging and relevant curriculum to support the needs of all learners. This issue is not about the content of these newly revised curriculums but about the limitations in the delivery model. Generalist teachers are the norm at the elementary level so may lack to confidence, depth of experience and knowledge base to effectively deliver the curriculum. Such is the case with the present Health and physical education curriculum and will continue to be the case with the newly revised curriculum as it will require a well grounded knowledge base to effectively deliver it. Board policies set from ministry mandates, such as literacy and numeracy are currently taking great precedence over the delivery of the full scope of the Ontario elementary curriculum. In many instances the focus is on the literacy and numeracy lense using a variety of curricula as a vehicle to develop literacy and numeracy skills, often sacrificing the richness of a deep investigation into the subject itself. To better engage students in learning, there should be a re-focusing on student interest in a variety of curriculum areas as a starting point and then embed literacy and numeracy skills into that deep investigation of the subject. Therefore, literacy and numeracy are not 'stand alone" blocks of time but rather are skills developed during a student's immersion in learning about a diversity of subjects. This re-focusing will certainly engage students in learning throughout each day, week and years of elementary education.  In essence, literacy and numeracy are not subjects in themselves; rather they are skills that must be developed through focused subject learning in order for students to acquire an understanding of the subject content. The best example of this model are the subject specific "Think Literacy" resource support documents developed subject for Grade 7 to 10 curriculum areas and implemented successfully by many teachers across a variety of areas.

4. How might more flexibility be built into the curriculum so that teachers can tailor delivery of the curriculum to the needs of their students and thereby help to improve student learning?

Integration certainly continues to be the key to providing rich learning opportunities that meet the diverse needs of all students; however, school boards must be more flexible in the time mandated to each component of the instructional day. At present, in many scenarios, there is barely 40 - 50 minutes/ day to cover the subjects in a meaningful, engaging way that does not emphasize literacy or numeracy skills over the development of other literacies such as health literacy and physical literacy. Nor is this sufficient time to fully engaging students in critical and creative thinking challenges, to develop problem -solving skills and conflict resolution skills through experiential learning or to be absorbed in individual investigation of a topic that is of interest to them within the scope of an particular curriculum. By default, teachers are often left frustrated and may use a "once size fits all" approach to simply cover curriculum expectations which certainly reduces engagement and thus achievement. Finally, recent research on the brain and learning supports the premise that children need to move to integrate their learning. In fact, physical activity  is imperative for brain growth. The current mandated blocks of time dedicated to literacy and numeracy has severely limited the opportunity to integrate movement education into the learning and has often eliminated daily physical activity and physical education from a student's daily learning. This lack of daily physical activity and physical education certainly needs to be addressed- healthy active students are engaged learners.

5. In working with the curriculum:

a. What strategies have you used to create an integrated program of study?
OASPHE has a strong partnership with our "sister' provincial organization, Ophea. This partnership and collegial relationship has resulted in the development of excellent curriculum resource support documents that provide teachers with lessons and activities that integrates the  Health and Physical Education Curriculum and Daily Physical Activity, mandated by the current government, into other curriculum areas. In the last two years, Ophea has been the leader in developing DPA resources that integrate literacy and numeracy skills into the activity. These resources are specifically tailored to each of the three elementary divisional learners: primary, junior and intermediate. In the past, Ophea also supported the development of the "Think Literacy - HPE" resource document, demonstrating leadership in the integration of literacy and numeracy within the richness of this curriculum. More recently, their "Take Action" elementary resources integrates HPE curriculum expectations related to personal safety and injury prevention with the Language Arts curriculum and their "Menu of Choices" resource integrates healthy eating with Business and Family Studies at the secondary level. This strong partnership between the two organizations and the resources developed as a result, clearly demonstrate that many of the ministry priorities in education can be integrated in a way that engages students in learning and helps develop literacy and numeracy skills while supporting students in acquiring the knowledge and skills necessary to lead a health active life as a caring responsible citizen.
b. What advice would you provide to the working group on effective integration of subjects?
Integration must focus on authentic and rich learning of the variety of curriculums at the elementary level, rather than a focus on a particular skill set. For example, student must develop literacy and numeracy skills within the context of an investigation of each subject and through the integration of multiple subjects throughout their day rather than only during a mandated portion of the day. If this is not a probability and mandated literacy and numeracy blocks remain, then there must be a mandate that all curriculum at the elementary level is integrated within those literacy and numeracy blocks in an equal and balanced way. This would at least ensure that students do acquire all of the essential knowledge and skills that have been so carefully designed to support all students reaching their full potential. This includes Health and Physical Education and DPA which are all too often shortened, cancelled or postponed in order to meet the curriculum expectations in other subject areas because these areas are all fighting for prominence within the 40-50 minutes not designated. The absence of any of this learning in tangible, authentic ways is a failure to meet the needs these all learners.
c. How can the curriculum be most effectively aligned with new policies and initiatives?

Along with Ophea, OASPHE believes that the newly revised Health and Physical Education curriculum presents a unique opportunity to join all stakeholders in education: the school , the parent community and public partners to provide an integrated approach to support all students in developing the knowledge and skills needed to be healthy, active and responsible citizens within their communities. This world class curriculum also addresses a number of government policies, priorities and programs such as Safe Schools, childhood obesity, diabetes, Character Development, Roots of Violence, mental health, full day learning for 4 and 5 year olds, and poverty.  Working with the Living Skills in the revised H&PE curriculum, educators can address a number of the learning priorities identified in the Discussion Paper and goals established by the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat in the areas of Character Development and the School Effectiveness Framework.  The revised HPE curriculum will also serve as a strong foundation for a Healthy School Community which serves to promote student health and learning. The re-named "learning environment" branch of the Ministry of Education speaks to importance of the revised HPE curriculum and its foundational place within a healthy school community to foster and promote student learning and achievement.

6.What is needed to support successful implementation of the curriculum, now and in the future?

The curriculum review process involved in the revision of the Health and Physical Education curriculum has resulted in the development of a world class, relevant and age appropriate curriculum that will engage all learners and will certainly remain current throughout the next 10 years. Stakeholders from across the province and many partners in education informed this process, most notably the voice of the students. It is imperative that students are heard and listened to in terms of their needs and their learning. This newly revised curriculum has done just that and therefore is in a position to engage students and support them in acquiring the critical skills that have been identified as important in the Discussion Paper: Supporting Learning and Teaching in Ontario's Elementary Schools. Since the process involved in the HPE curriculum review included a comprehensive study of the current government priorities and initiatives and the writing of the document focused on embedding these priorities and initiatives into the curriculum, this curriculum will be a powerful tool in meeting these priorities -ONLY IF - it is given its due attention within that 300 minutes of instructional time per day. All future revisions must pay similar attention to and address these priorities and initiatives to address student needs and remain relevant. Most importantly, all future curriculums must listen to the voices of students just as the HPE curriculum has done. Successful implementation of the curriculum is absolutely reliant on ensuring that the learning priorities are clear and are met within the 300 minutes of instructional time. This means that strong, forward thinking curriculum such as the newly revised HPE curriculum is given equal and balanced time within the elementary school weekly and daily timetable, much like literacy and numeracy. Authentic integration must also be addressed so students are involved in authentic learning within the subject area and the content is of equal priority to the acquisition of complimentary skills. 

Investments must be made in teacher education through high quality, consistent implementation support which includes funding, job embedded training and quality resources and include training ( using a gradual release model) in the learning priorities addressed within the Discussion Paper. In addition, there must be greater accountability at the board and school level for providing evidence of student achievement of the provincial standard of these learning priorities, much like the accountability with regard to literacy and numeracy skills. A healthy school community is a safe school community in which all students are valued and believe they can learn and be successful. Re-defining a successful school as its achievement of healthy school rather than by EQAO scores will do much to meet this governments initiatives and improves student learning.

7. What additional comments or suggestions would you like to share about the elementary curriculum?

In order for the Ontario Government to fulfil its "commitment to providing students with the best public education in the world", it must be able to and be expected to measure the achievement and engagement of all students in all the priorities delineated within the Discussion Paper. The measurement of the success of the government’s commitment to students cannot rest upon EQAO data alone.  There must be greater accountability at the board and school level for providing evidence of student achievement of the provincial standard of the learning priorities identified in the Discussion Paper as critical to student achievement, much like the accountability with regard to literacy and numeracy skills. 

Finally, student engagement and achievement can only occur within a safe and healthy learning environment. A healthy school community is a safe school community and is a community in which all students are valued and believe they can learn and be successful. Re-defining a successful school as the archetype of a healthy school rather than by EQAO scores will do much to meet this government's initiatives and priorities and improves student engagement and achievement.
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