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An Introduction to the Public Education System and Use of Textbooks in B.C.

Canadian education system is markedly different from that of the Korean education system. Perhaps one of
the biggest reasons for this is because Canada is a bicameral state with federal and provincial governments,
each with its own set of responsibilities and powers. Like Korea, many “important” things such as and its
enforcement fall under the jurisdiction of the federal government. But unlike Korea, the Canadian education
system falls under the provincial government’s jurisdiction. This means that depending on where the student
is in Canada, they will be required to follow a different set of curriculum, and pursue different paths towards
graduation and post-secondary institutions. It is for this reason that to those who are unfamiliar, the Canadian
education system may seem complicated and difficult to navigate. There is no central Canadian agency or
ministry that sets the curriculum or exams; there isn’t a single agency that selects and distributes textbooks to

school districts either.
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This does not mean that the quality of education differs from province to province and that there is no
centralized assessment. Although the content of the curriculum may differ from province to province to better
suit the needs and traditions of each province, a Pan-Canadian Assessment Program is administered to
provide performance assessment of 13 year old students (Grade 8). These assessments, which assess

students’ reading, mathematics, and science abilities, are scheduled in a three-year cycle.
Structure of Public Education System and Textbook and Resource Selection in B.C.

The Dogwood Diploma is the standard high school diploma for students pursuing post-secondary
education. While some students may opt to take the School Completion Certificate Program or international
programs of study such as the International Baccalaureate (IB) or Advanced Placement (AP), most students
in the B.C. public schools follow the graduation program to obtain a Dogwood Diploma.

The path students follow to obtain their degrees however differs even within B.C. depending on the school
district and individual schools. The school year in some districts are divided into two semester, each about 5
months long; while other districts are linear and students take all their courses the whole year round. Districts
also differ in that in some districts, students are divided into elementary schools (K-7) and secondary schools
(8-12), and in other districts, students are divided into elementary schools (K-5), middle school (6-8) and
high school (9-12). Although the division of the grades has an impact on the school atmosphere and
organization, the curriculum does not differ from district to district. This is because the curriculum is set by
the B.C. Ministry of Education.

The standards set out by the Ministry of Education are called Prescribed Learning Outcomes (PLO) and
they describe a set of skills or knowledge that students must master for the given subject in a given year. The
individual schools and teachers are then expected to work with curriculum to develop lessons and projects for
their students. The teachers are also at liberty to choose the resources they feel are the most appropriate.
While the B.C. Ministry of Education includes in its Integrated Resource Package (IRP), a “Catalogue of
Resources” which has a general description, recommended grade level, and supplier’s information, the list is
not meant to be an exclusive list of resources that teachers and schools must use.

Although the Ministry provides a Catalogue of Resources, the spokesperson for the B.C. Ministry of
Education explains that the resources are not always evaluated and approved by the Ministry.

“The Ministry generally evaluates learning resources only when revising or developing new curriculum,”
said the spokesperson. “While they evaluate and approve some resources themselves, public school boards
and many independent school authorities are members of the Educational Resource Acquisition Consortium
(ERAC), through which they may collaborate on evaluating needs and resources and negotiating agreements
on collective purchases. The Ministry is not involved in ERAC’ s evaluation process.”

He adds that, “The Ministry of Education is no longer involved in the local acquisition process for books

or other learning resources. While the Ministry develops curriculum and sets learning expectations and
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graduation requirements, decisions about delivering the curriculum are made by local boards of education,
including the selection of the resources they will use to achieve the curriculum’s prescribed learning
outcomes.”

The reason, according to the spokesperson, is so that “the specific needs of their own students, teachers and
communities” can be addressed. The teachers and school boards are however not left without any guidance in
choosing resources. They have at their disposal, “prior Ministry-recommended resources, or those that have
been approved locally. Further, they may purchase those resources from a vendor of their own choosing.”

Sherry Kallergis, a spokesperson of Educational Resource Acquisition Consortium (ERAC), explains that
locally approved resources are those that have been evaluated and approved by ERAC. ERAC is a
consortium of public and independent schools which provide a wide range of services to its members. These
services include “evaluation, licensing and acquisition of print, software, and digital learning resources”.
ERAC, overseen by an Executive Committee of three Superintendents and three Secretary Treasurers from
BC member districts and a representative from Ministry of Education, is funded through membership fees, an
annual BC Ministry of Educaiton grant and cost recovery fees for services performed on behalf of vendors
and members.

Kallergis explains that ERAC has teachers from around the province come together to look at different
products which are submitted by district contacts, vendors or ERAC staff members. The evaluation is done
by applying a rigorous set of evaluation criteria to ensure that “learning resources used in BC schools:
support the learning outcomes of the curriculum, assist students in making connections between what they
learn in school and its practical application in their lives, and be developmentally and age appropriate.”

According to Kallergis, while a product’s content, instructional design, classroom usage and technical
quality are important part of the evaluation process, the most important is the social considerations. What this
entails according to ERAC’s website is the ability of the product to assist the educators to “encourage
understanding and promote positive social attitudes and respect for diversity and human rights; ensure that
British Columbia students see themselves and their life
experiences reflected and validated in the learning materials
they use in their classrooms; [and] identify potentially
controversial or offensive elements that may exist in the
content or presentation, and to highlight where resources
might support pro-social attitudes and promote diversity
and human rights.”

In order to do this, 14 different social considerations
which represent the culture, tradition and values of Canada
are set out by ERAC: age, gender roles, aboriginal

peoples, multiculturalism, gender identity and sexual

orientation, ability-disability, belief system, socio-
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economic, violence, ethical and legal, humor, safety, language and sustainability. Once the products are
evaluated and approved, they are listed in their online collection. Working as a consortium, ERAC is able to

negotiate with publishers to “leverage better prices for learning resources, software and videos” .

Textbooks, resources and their use in the classroom

Despite the wide range of textbooks and resources available to teachers and schools, many core subjects
such as social studies, math and sciences have one or two textbooks and resources that are most commonly
found in schools. For other subjects however, there are vast differences between schools and each classroom.
This means that the format and price of the books also differ greatly depending on the deals that were
negotiated between private publishers and school districts, or publishers and ERAC for the school districts.
Despite the difference in physical size and price of textbooks, most new textbooks are hardcover books with
glossy pages. This helps the books become more durable, but it also has the disadvantage of driving up the
prices.

The result perhaps is reflected in the reality in which teachers are often limited by the limited amount of
funding in the public education system. Public schools cannot purchase new class sets of textbooks every
time a new edition of a textbook comes out. This becomes a problem because of the way textbooks are used
in Canadian public schools. Unlike Korea, Canadian students do not own the textbooks they are given each
year. At the beginning of the year, semester or unit, teachers will distribute the textbooks and the textbooks
will be on loan for the set amount of period. At the end of the unit, semester or school year, the students will
be asked to return their textbooks and if they fail to do so, they will be charged for the textbooks.

The consequences of this are many. First, despite most textbooks being rather sturdily built, the reality is
that many textbooks in the public school system suffer from wear and tear and repeated use by numerous
students. Periodically, schools will purchase class sets of new editions of the textbooks or resources or
engage in exchange programs with other schools in the district but the problem of wear and tear are not
solved and if they are, it is only temporary. Secondly, textbooks can, like many other things, become
outdated very quickly and become irrelevant to the students. It is therefore up to the teacher to be resourceful
and to remedy the situation by finding free or cheaper alternatives that are more current and relatable for the
students.

In a country as vast and as diverse as Canada, it is no surprise that the education system reflects its values
and strives to respect diversity by creating a system that allows local and regional needs met. It is also no
surprise that the education system in B.C. strives to support personalized learning by allowing school

districts, schools and teachers to evaluate and to choose resources that are best suited for their students. ‘:J
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