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Ontario’s education system is, at the present time, far 
more developed than that operating in Wales. Comparative 
international benchmarking tools and analysis of student 
achievement would support that view. But it is important to 
note that Ontario’s position of relative strength in educational 
terms has been many years in the making, with a sustained and 
unwavering determination to raise standards an underlying, yet 
crucial feature. 

It is clear that a strong commitment to education at a provincial 
level has been a major contributing factor to Ontario’s success. 
Other contributing factors include having a common language 
associated with education reform; building the capacity of 
the education workforce; a collaborative approach to policy 
development and implementation; non-punitive accountability 
mechanisms; a sophisticated form of national testing; high 
expectations for all; a strong emphasis on wellbeing; and a 
pride in the teaching profession. All of these together have 
resulted in significant public confidence and a shared culture 
of learning.

Nevertheless, Ontario remains on a continuous cycle of 
improvement and as long as there is a proportion of pupils, 
however small, falling short of targeted performance levels, 
there is an appetite for further development. Breaking the link 
between poverty and attainment is as prominent in Ontario as it 
is in Wales and efforts to bridge the performance gap between 
different groups of pupils are ongoing on both sides of the 
Atlantic Ocean. Ontario’s forensic use of data, however, appears 
far more advanced. 

Ontario’s education system has matured to a level that allows 
it to critically analyse, in public fora, its weaknesses as well 
as its strengths. Despite having some of the very best in 
educational provision, Ontarians are keen to test what they are 
doing with others to validate progress and ascertain areas for 
improvement. Government officials know they are not doing 
everything right and are very receptive to outside input; this 
position is shared by the majority within the school sector and 
the level of debate is, therefore, incredibly high.

Ontarians are, nevertheless, justifiably proud of their 
achievements and revel in welcoming delegations to explore 
what they have done. Success is shared at school, board and 
government level and practitioners of all disciplines readily 
acknowledge the huge strides the province has made. Pupils 
themselves are properly engaged in the education reform 
process and the student voice is heard far better in Ontario 
than it is currently in Wales. Students are cheerleaders for their 
education system and it is accepted as fact that Canada is an 
international leader in education.   

There are clearly a number of lessons from which Wales 
can learn from Canada and a series of recommendations 
for interested parties will be listed later in this report. But 
notwithstanding Ontarian excellence, the delegation resolved 
that Wales has itself a lot to be proud of and, as a nation, we 
must be better at celebrating the good practice that takes 
place on a daily basis in our schools. It is accepted that Wales’ 
education system can and must do better. But many of the 
policy initiatives set in train have been used to good effect 
in Ontario and the net results are plain to see. It would be in 
Wales’ best interests to keep abreast of developments in the 
province and maintain contact with stakeholders across the 
board. Their knowledge and experience of education reform 
would be invaluable as Wales progresses along its own journey 
of system change.

Canada is widely regarded as a world leader in the field of 
education. Its sustained high performance in the triennial 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) study 
would support that view. Results over time show that Canada 
has both strong average results and less dispersion among its 
high and low socio-economic status students than many 
other nations.1       
     
In the most recent PISA tranch, published by the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in 
December 2016, Canada remained one of the world’s top-
performing countries in all disciplines. Overall, Canadian 
15-year-old students achieved a mean score of 528 in science, 
35 points above the OECD average. Similarly, Canadian 
students performed well in reading and mathematics with 
an average score of 527 in reading and 516 in mathematics, 
well above the OECD averages of 493 and 490, respectively. 
Canada has not scored below 516 points in any of the three 
domains since first entering PISA in 2000. By comparison, 
Welsh pupils scored 485 in science, 477 in reading and 478 
points in mathematics in PISA 2015.  

Canada has achieved success within a highly federated system, 
which features significant diversity, particularly with respect to 
issues of language and country of origin. Canada is the only 
country in the developed world that has no federal office or 
department of education. Instead, education is the responsibility 
of 10 provinces and three territories. The provincial government 
is responsible for setting the curriculum, determining many 
major policies for schools and providing the majority, if not all, of 
the funding for schools. 
     
The minister of education is chosen by the premier from 
elected members of the provincial legislature, and becomes a 
member of the ruling party’s cabinet. The deputy minister is a 
civil servant, who carries much of the operational responsibility 
for the workings of the department. Local school boards are 
elected to oversee the delivery of education across a number 
of schools. They employ staff and appoint principals and 
senior administrators. They also set annual budgets and make 
decisions on some programmes.2 
    
This report will focus on Canada’s most populous province, 
Ontario, which accounts for approximately 40% (two million) 
of the nation’s five million students. It has 72 school boards 
catering for almost 5,000 elementary (primary) and secondary 
schools. Sixty school boards operate predominantly in the 
English language and 12 in the French language. Toronto, the 
main city in Ontario, is regarded one of the most diverse cities in 
the world. Improving education currently receives approximately 
20% of the entire provincial budget, which is second only to that 
invested in healthcare.  

       
 

Following the election of a Liberal government in 2003, Ontario 
has been considered a world leader in its sustained strategy of 
professionally-driven reform of its education system. Initiated 
by former Premier Dalton McGuinty, the Ontario strategy has 
achieved widespread positive results in increasing elementary 
literacy and numeracy, improving graduation rates, and reducing 
the number of low-performing schools. 

 “Ontario, which … has a relatively large school system  
 of nearly 5,000 schools, 120,000 teachers, and 2.2 million  
 students, is among the world’s highest-performing school  
 systems.  It consistently achieves top-quartile mathematics  
 scores and top-decile reading scores in PISA.” (McKinsey &  
 Company, 2010)3

Ontario’s overhaul of state provision is rooted in what Michael 
Fullan, a leading figure in Canadian education and Special 
Adviser to Premier McGuinty from 2003-2013, separates 
into three important change efforts: people and relationship 
building; knowledge building and innovation; and transparency 
of accountability throughout the system.4 All are evident in 
Ontario’s education system today.    
    
Ontario’s approach to whole-system reform, thriving dual 
language provision, high emphasis on equity in education and 
history of sustained improvement makes it the ideal jurisdiction 
by which to compare and contrast with practice in Wales. As 
Fullan, Emeritus Professor of the University of Toronto, writes: 
“The world needs to become much more wise about what 
lessons to extract for systems at different starting points, both 
with regards to the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of system reform.”5 This 
study seeks to extract and learn from the lessons of most 
relevance to the Welsh context.    
    
The report will focus on the Ontario Government’s four key 
goals for education: Achieving Excellence; Ensuring Equity; 
Promoting Wellbeing; and Enhancing Public Confidence.6  Key 
features impacting on and contributing to the effective delivery 
of each key goal will be listed and a subsequent series of 
recommendations for Wales and the Welsh Government will 
be drawn.

Executive Summary Introduction

1  OECD. (2010). Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education: Lessons from PISA for the United States.
2  OECD. (2010). Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education: Lessons from PISA for the United States.
3 McKinsey & Company. (2010). How the World’s Most Improved School Systems Keep Getting Better. p.47
4 Fullan, M. (2008). Six Secrets of Change. What the Best Leaders do to Help Their Organizations Survive and Thrive.
5 McKinsey & Company. (2010). How the World’s Most Improved School Systems Keep Getting Better. p.6
6 Ontario Ministry of Education. (2014). Achieving Excellence: A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario.
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To ensure clarity and coherence between and across key
findings, the main body of this report will be divided
into four sub-headings. These will focus on the Ontario 
Government’s four key goals for education: Achieving 
Excellence; Ensuring Equity; Promoting Wellbeing; 
and Enhancing Public Confidence. Key features 
impacting on and contributing to the effective delivery of 
each key goal will be listed beneath each, allowing 
comparisons between activity in Ontario and Wales. 
These reflections will be supplemented by a series of 
headteacher testimonies (Appendix 1).

 
 The Delegation

The University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) Yr Athrofa: 
Institute of Education led a delegation of nine key stakeholders 
on a four-day study visit to Toronto in June 2017. Members 
included five headteachers of English and Welsh-medium 
primary and secondary schools, from across the Education 
through Regional Working (ERW), Education Achievement 
Service (EAS) and Central South Consortium (CSC) regions. 
They were joined by two senior officials from the Welsh 
Government’s Department for Education, reporting on behalf 
of the Cabinet Secretary for Education.   
        
A comprehensive itinerary included a meeting with senior 
officials at the Ontario Ministry of Education, the Ontario College 
of Teachers (OCT) and test agents, the Education Quality and 
Accountability Office (EQAO). The meetings were supplemented 
with visits to local elementary, middle and high schools, where 
delegates were given extended opportunity to share ideas 
with principals (headteachers), teachers and pupils. The exact 
names of these schools and testimonies provided by their staff 
will be kept anonymous. The programme was co-ordinated 
by facilitators at the University of Toronto’s Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education (OISE). The delegation included:

• Professor Peter Rabbett, Deputy Director, Yr Athrofa:  
 Institute of Education, UWTSD;
• Gareth Evans, Executive Director Education Policy, Yr  
 Athrofa: Institute of Education, UWTSD;
• Tegwen Ellis, Headteacher, Ysgol Cynwyd Sant, Bridgend;
• Rhian Morgan Ellis, Headteacher, Ysgol Gyfun Cymer  
 Rhondda, Rhondda Cynon Taf;
• Russell Dwyer, Headteacher, St Thomas Community Primary  
 School, Swansea;
• Chris Parry, Headteacher, Lewis School Pengam, Caerphilly;
• Michele Thomas, Headteacher, Pembroke Dock Community  
 School, Pembrokeshire;
• Steve Davies, Director of Education, Welsh Government;
• Dewi Knight, Specialist Adviser for Education Reform, Welsh  
 Government.

Key Findings
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Achieving Excellence

Culture

It was evident from very early in the trip that Ontario is a 
province extremely confident in its own skin. It has its own 
identity and vision for education, yet remains vehemently 
patriotic. Canadian flags are commonplace; they fly proudly 
above more traditional civic offices, but at other public spaces 
also. Schools are no exception. The Maple Leaf is instantly 
recognisable and a symbol of what it means to live, work and 
learn in Canada. 
      
There is a very noticeable culture of togetherness and pride in 
the country’s rich history and heritage. It is an underlying, yet 
very prevalent feature of Ontario’s education system that can 
be considered a very significant factor contributing to its strong 
performance. This is perhaps owing to the prominence afforded 
education in the early years of Canada’s formation – the country 
was in the process of celebrating its 150th anniversary during 
our visit – with a solid grounding in key skills seen as the primary 
way of advancing in an age of great change. The same culture 
of togetherness cannot always be said of Wales, its institutions 
and its people. Nevertheless, it is important to note that 
Canada’s inherent pride and passion has been many years 
in the making.

School-to-school working

At the present time, school-to-school working in Ontario 
appears to be underdeveloped as a concept and there is 
scope for a more strategic approach to sharing resources and 
expertise. Schools have traditionally been part of ‘families’ 
of schools in their immediate locality, but there does not 
appear to have been significant attempts made to widen or 
strengthen those ties. More recently, schools in Toronto have 
been assigned to new ‘networks’ of schools spanning a much 
broader geographical range. But there is some resistance to the 
new model and principals spoke of their reluctance to forge new 
relationships with schools many miles away. It was considered 
by some too laborious a process by which to engage. It was 

therefore evident given its more concerted effort to promote 
collaboration between partners in education, that Wales is 
currently far more adept at brokering partnerships of all kinds 
between schools. This is certainly one area in which Ontario 
could learn from the Welsh context.

Accountability

There is no schools inspectorate in Ontario. Instead, schools 
are judged largely on their student achievement data. School 
boards and their overarching Superintendents monitor 
performance and hold principals accountable for their 
standards. Superintendents possess considerable power. 
Each is directly responsible for the supervision of a group of 
schools (elementary and secondary), and for all the support 
services and resources that are directed to those schools to 
ensure their quality and continuous improvement.   
      
While a Superintendent participates in the development of the 
board’s policies, plans and programmes, each one is directly 
responsible for supporting the implementation of necessary 
initiatives in the schools they supervise. Superintendents 
are involved in all aspects of school organisation, including 
making recommendations for appointments, transfers and 
restructuring.7  Ensuring Superintendents have a strong 
working relationship with their schools is, therefore, of 
paramount importance. It was evident that a breakdown in 
these relationships has, on occasion, created considerable 
disagreement between parties. This can be considered an 
obvious drawback to the Superintendent model.  
      
A tiered accountability system, involving government, school 
boards and Superintendents, takes a more holistic view of 
student and school success, drawing upon a range of data to 
quantify levels of learning. There is no one indicator of success 
and intervention at a school level is done in a deliberately 
non-punitive manner. Educators in Ontario know their pupils 
extremely well and can identify quickly gaps in performance. At 
a provincial level, a noticeable dip in mathematics scores has 

resulted in a renewed mathematics strategy, with more than 
$60m dedicated from September 2016 to supporting pupils 
improve their mathematical knowledge and skills.8  
       
Ontario champions assessment for learning and, fundamentally, 
data is used to better inform classroom practice. The use of 
evidence, drawn from all three levels of the system (classroom, 
school and district school board) to inform strategies and 
actions, is a critical part of the way the government works with 
its partners. Conversely, a complicated system of overlapping 
accountability measures is considered to be stifling Welsh 
education at present and the Welsh Government is in the 
process of reviewing how it benchmarks performance at a 
school level.9

PISA

The international PISA tests do not appear as prominent in 
Ontario as they are in Wales. This, in part, is likely to be due to 
Ontario’s consistently strong performance in the international 
comparator. There is an expectation that the province will 
feature among the world’s leading education systems, albeit 
Ontario cannot be accused of being complacent. A continuous 
and prolonged cycle of reform, evidenced by recent moves to 
improve mathematics in schools, is proof the province strives for 
better still.  
     
PISA is considered by the Ministry of Education to be one of 
many performance measures, and its results are taken in the 
round. There is no PISA target within its renewed vision for 
education and no noticeable political pressure to climb further 
up the international standings. Wales’ Cabinet Secretary for 
Education has, in recent months, sought to distance herself 
from existing Welsh Government PISA targets, focusing her 
attention instead on more generic improvement.10  This appears 
to be more in line with Ontario’s approach.

National testing

Similar to Wales, Ontario operates a system of national 
testing facilitated by the EQAO. An independent agency, the 
EQAO creates and administers large-scale assessments to 
measure Ontario students’ achievement in reading, writing and 
mathematics at key stages of their education. Tests are sat by 
children in Grade 3 (age 8), Grade 6 (age 11) and Grade 9 (age 
16). Resulting data is used to help improve student achievement 
and ensure the accountability of school boards. EQAO 
provides results to each student who writes an assessment. Its 
personalised reports help support individual student learning. 
The agency provides schools and school boards with detailed 
reports about their students’ achievement, as well as contextual, 
attitudinal and behavioural information from questionnaires, in an 
interactive online reporting tool. These data are used to improve 
school programming and classroom instruction. EQAO also 
reports the results of the provincial assessments publicly to keep 
the public education system accountable to taxpayers.11  
At first glance, the national assessment system in Ontario 
appears far more sophisticated than that currently operated in 
Wales. Despite claiming to be of primarily ‘diagnostic’ value, 
Wales’ National Reading and Numeracy Tests have not won 

high levels of support from within the teaching profession.12  A 
poll conducted in 2016 by Welsh teachers’ union NUT Cymru 
found that 98% of members did not believe the annual external 
tests were a positive experience for pupils.13 The EQAO appears 
to benefit from its relative independence; it is arm’s-length 
from government and all assessments are field-tested prior 
to publication. Questions are strictly curriculum-based and a 
wealth of supporting materials are available online via the EQAO 
website. Outreach activities are strong and there is particular 
emphasis on parental engagement. Headteachers on the 
delegation welcomed the level of detail EQAO provided in its 
feedback, but acknowledged the high-stakes nature of testing in 
Ontario, with schools’ results published publicly.

Coaching

Ontario operates a system that sees every school in the 
province allocated a coach, who are normally practising 
teachers. Coaches are given licence to challenge data and 
identify barriers to learning, with a means to enhancing student 
learning and raising achievement. The activity of coaches is 
anchored in what practitioners describe as ‘anti-oppressive 
discourse’, with a ‘collaborative professionalism’ ensuring 
open and honest dialogue between key stakeholders. Coaches 
work collaboratively with teachers and principals to deepen 
their understanding and extend their repertoire of teaching and 
learning strategies. Ordinarily, coaches assume responsibility 
for between four and 11 schools depending on need, and are 
assigned for three year terms. In one particular school board, 
facilitators celebrated the ‘community of coaches’ that had been 
established to share best practice and research. This simply 
served to add to the wider sense of professional learning evident 
in Ontario.
      
Establishing positive, trusting relationships appears key to 
the success of the coaching model, with coaches typically 
given freedom to roam the school and its classrooms as 
they wish. Ontarian coaches appear equivalent to ‘challenge 
advisers’ in Wales, albeit there are significant differences. 
Perhaps most telling is the way in which this mode of external 
support is viewed. There appears to be some value in the 
Welsh Government reconsidering the roles and functions of 
challenge advisers, as well as their potentially misleading title. 
For challenge advisers to be perceived as supportive rather than 
punitive, it was considered that a move away from ‘challenge’ to 
something more encouraging might be advisable.

Leadership

The Ontario Leadership Strategy was developed by the 
government to foster leadership of the highest possible quality 
in schools and school boards. The strategy notes the critical 
role school and system leaders play in creating the conditions 
for success, increasing student achievement, reducing gaps 
in student achievement and increasing public confidence in 
publicly-funded education. The strategy has two goals: to 
attract the right people into principalship; and to help principals 
and vice-principals develop into the best possible instructional 
leaders.14  The Ontario Leadership Framework was introduced 
in 2006 and is central to the Ontario Leadership Strategy, 

7 Peel District School Board. (2017). Superintendents of Education. 
  http://www.peelschools.org/jobs/careercategories/superintendent/Pages/default.aspx

8   Ontario Ministry of Education. (2016). A Renewed Math Strategy for Ontario. http://edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/memos/april2016/min_math_strategy.html
9   Williams, K. (2017). Written Statement - Assessment for Learning. Welsh Government. http://gov.wales/about/cabinet/cabinetstatements/2017/assforlearning/?lang=en
10  BBC Wales. (2017). Worldwide PISA Education Test Target Dropped in Wales. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-politics-40288734
11  EQAO. (2015). About the Agency. http://www.eqao.com/en/about_eqao/about_the_agency/Pages/about-the-agency.aspx
12  Welsh Government. (2017). National Reading and Numeracy Tests – Test Administration Handbook 2017.
13  Evans, G. (2016). Teachers Say National Reading and Numeracy Tests are a Negative Experience for Pupils. WalesOnline. http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/education/teachers-say- 
     national-reading-numeracy-11647281
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Ensuring Equity
describing a set of core leadership competencies and effective 
practices for principals, vice-principals and supervisory 
officers. The Leadership Framework is made up of two parts: 
leader competencies and practices that have been shown to 
be effective in improving student achievement; and system 
practices and procedures that boards should have in place to 
support school and system leaders to be effective.15   
     
The Ontario Institute for Education Leadership (IEL) has 
adopted the Leadership Framework and brings together 
representatives from the principals’ associations (unions), the 
councils of directors of education, the Ministry of Education 
and others to work in partnership and model high calibre, 
tri-level strategic leadership. The IEL exists to ensure that all 
partners and stakeholder share a common vision of education 
leadership for Ontario that respects the diversity that exists 
within it.16  It is apparent that the IEL sets out to achieve a level 
of consistency across the province akin to that being sought 
by Wales’ new National Academy for Educational Leadership. 
Once established, the new academy will be at arm’s-length from 
the Welsh Government and seek to prepare all leaders in the 
education system with the right skills and knowledge to benefit 
pupils.17  Wales’ new Professional Standards for Leadership 
appear similar to those articulated in the Ontario Leadership 
Framework. Both comparisons bode well for Wales, which is 
bidding to improve its educational leadership offer after a period 
of relative inactivity. Interestingly, principals in Ontario are allowed 
sabbaticals and encouraged to move schools every 5-7 years.

Narrowing the gap

Ontario’s education system puts a strong emphasis on equity of 
access. ‘Ensuring Equity’ is one of the Ministry of Education’s four 
core priorities and there is an expectation that ‘all children and 
students will be inspired to reach their full potential, with access 
to rich learning experiences that begin at birth and continue into 
adulthood’.18  International organisations, including the OECD, 
have recognised Ontario’s success in reducing the influence of 
socio-economic background on student outcomes. But while 
strong progress has been made on certain indicators, it was clear 
that the province still has much more work to do. Senior officials 
at the Ministry of Education acknowledged the room for further 
improvement and re-enforced the government’s commitment to 
reducing inequality across the board. It was surprising to learn that 
against this backdrop, Ontario maintains a streaming system that 
sees children divided in early high school.    
       
Students in Grade 8 (aged 13-14) are required to choose between 
academic and applied courses. These course selections largely 
determine students’ educational pathways throughout high school 
and have the potential to influence their post-secondary options 
and career opportunities.19 Statistics show academic courses 
are more likely to support entry into higher education. Across the 
province, it was estimated that around 60% of students choose the 
academic and around 40% the applied routes. Pilot ‘de-streaming’ 
projects have been undertaken across schools in the province and 
we were advised that the future of streaming is currently under 
review. Nevertheless, it appeared somewhat contradictory that a 
system so dedicated to equity in education, maintained a form of 
selection based on two levels of learning. The contradiction was 
not lost on a number of officials, who passionately support its 
removal. The Ontarian approach to streaming is in stark contrast to 
Wales’ support for comprehensive education and staunch rejection 
of grammar schools.20

Diversity

Toronto is considered one of the most diverse cities in the 
world and that was very evident during our visits to schools. 
The student population we encountered was extremely varied, 
albeit there was an unquestionable tolerance of different race, 
religion and socio-economic background. Ontarians celebrate 
and embrace their diversity, believing that it creates a better 
and stronger society.21  Statistics show around 27% of Ontario 
students are born outside of Canada and 20% are visible 
minorities.22  But remarkably, the children of newly-arrived, 
migrant families are able to integrate at such a pace that they 
perform at the same high level as their classmates. This is, 
without question, an enviable trait.    
    
Schools publicly celebrate the origins of their pupils, often with 
flags and other paraphernalia. Ontario considers diversity one 
of its greatest assets; its inclusivity and respect has created an 
environment free from prejudice. It ensures the best possible 
learning opportunities and support for students, such as those 
from deprived backgrounds or of Aboriginal descent, who may 
be at risk of not succeeding. Schools in Wales face similar 
challenges associated with diverse student populations, but 
Ontario’s success proves that factors such as poverty and 
immigration should not be used as an excuse for failing to 
provide a sound education.

Variability

Education systems around the world grapple continuously with 
the challenge of embedding best practice around all settings. 
Ontario’s is no different. One government official told us that 
variability was ‘the biggest challenge to implementation’ in 
the province. It would be naïve to expect all schools to be 
performing as one, even in systems considered to be high-
performing. Canada itself is often cited as having a remarkably 

14  Ontario Ministry of Education. (2017). Leadership Development: Ontario Leadership Strategy. http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/leadership/actionPlan.html
15  Ontario Ministry of Education. (2017). Leadership Development: Framework. http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/leadership/framework.html
16  IEL. (2013). The Ontario Leadership Framework: A School and System Leader’s Guide to Putting Ontario’s Leadership Framework into Action.
17  Welsh Government. (2016). New National Academy for Educational Leadership Announced. http://gov.wales/newsroom/educationandskills/2016/new-national-academy-for-educational-       
    leadership-announced/?lang=en

18  Ontario Ministry of Education. (2014). Achieving Excellence: A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario.
19  Parekh, G. (2014). Social Citizenship and Disability: Identity, Belonging, and the Structural Organization of Educators.
20  Evans, G. (2016). Blow for Welsh Tories as Education Chief Claims Grammar Schools ‘Retrograde Step’. WalesOnline. http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/education/blow-welsh-tories-education-   
    chief-11851218
21  Ontario Ministry of Education. (2014). Achieving Excellence: A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario.
22  OECD. (2010). Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education: Lessons from PISA for the United States.
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consistent education system, with little variation in results 
between schools, compared with the average for developed 
countries.23 This was not immediately evident during our visit.  
      
Wales unquestionably suffers from significant levels of 
inconsistency, with pockets of best practice countered by poor 
standards and failing schools. It is important to acknowledge 
therefore that Wales is not alone in having to tackle widespread 
variability across its education system and that building a critical 
mass is, perhaps, a more achievable short-term goal.

Curriculum

In Ontario, the Ministry of Education is responsible for the 
development of curriculum policy documents and since 2003 
has employed an ongoing cycle of curriculum review. The 
review is not a development of a completely new curriculum, 
but intended to ensure that the curriculum remains current and 
relevant and is developmentally appropriate from Kindergarten 
(aged 4-5) to Grade 12 (aged 17-18) in all subjects.24 Curriculum 
policy documents identify what students must know and be 
able to do at the end of every grade or course in every subject 
in Ontario’s publicly-funded schools. But delegates noted a 
sense of freedom afforded teachers in Ontario that is not evident 
in Wales, with greater scope for innovation and interpretation 
to suit individual circumstances. There appears a flexibility built 
in to the Ontarian curriculum that allows teachers the space to 
adapt what is required of them to best meet the needs of 
their learners.       
     
Provision for cyber arts and the study of green industries, 
which covers elements of horticulture, forestry, agriculture and 
landscaping, attracted the most attention for our delegation. 
One of the schools we visited had created an ‘urban farm’, 
in which students grew everything from Swiss chard to 
strawberries. Students applied for and won grants to fund the 
farm themselves and now sell their produce to local restaurants. 
Inquiry-based learning and problem-solving feature prominently 
and appear far more advanced in Ontario than in Wales. 
Similarly, a strong emphasis on collaboration and responsibility 
means learners are adept at taking control of their own learning 
and forging relationships to support their personal development. 
Nevertheless, a number of stakeholders expressed a keen 
interest in Wales’ curriculum reform, under the guise of 
‘Successful Futures’25, and were particularly impressed by the 
‘pioneer-based’ approach to curriculum development. This was 
extremely heartening and could be considered a validation of 
our current course of action. There was certainly an appetite 
from Ontarian officials to study further the strides Wales is 
making with regards to its new curriculum.

Promoting Wellbeing

Wellbeing

The Ministry of Education is committed to ensuring ‘all children 
and students will develop enhanced mental and physical 
health, a positive sense of self and belonging, and the skills to 
make positive choices’.26 This commitment was very evident in 
schools, with a strong focus on pastoral care and recognition of 
the known link between wellbeing and academic achievement. 
Staff were extremely approachable and one of the schools we 
observed employed a full-time social worker to deal with the 
day-to-day challenges pupils experience. Schools in Ontario 
also make good use of external agencies, like social services 
and other health-related organisations, in providing a blanket 
chain of support for children and young people. Schools’ 
emphasis on wellbeing undoubtedly contributed to the mutual 
respect that was evident between pupils and teachers.  
      
In both secondary schools we visited, learners were allowed 
to use their mobile phones, iPads and headphones in the 
classroom during lesson time. Pupils reported this as normal 
practice, with teachers trusting they would not abuse the 
freedom they had been given. Classrooms were without 
exception welcoming and friendly environments, with happy, 
confident children engaged in their learning. The Ministry of 
Education’s consulting of students (pictured above) is also 
worthy of note, with officials recognising the value of the student 
voice in policy development. This was supported by an official’s 
observation that ‘there is not a lot of space between the kids’ 
narrative and the teachers’ narrative’. Ontario appears to be 
reaping the benefits of its top-down commitment to wellbeing, 
which would support the Welsh Government’s recent addition of 
wellbeing to its headline educational priorities.27

High expectations

Ontario’s education system is characterised by high 
expectations and success for all.28  The province is proud of 
its achievements and international reputation, but there is both 
a political and public will to be even better. The Ministry of 
Education is constantly reviewing performance and working 
hard to fill in perceived gaps in performance. Evidently, Ontario’s 
is not an education system that sits still for very long.  
       
High expectations are a feature throughout the system, from 
the government to teachers, to parents and pupils. This was 
evident during all of our visits. There is a common sense of 
purpose among all key stakeholders and a shared responsibility 
to do well by future generations. This is matched by a glowing 
energy and enthusiasm in the classroom, with children and 
young people fully engaged in their learning and teachers wholly 
committed to the pupils in their care. A person’s entitlement to 
a solid education is very much part of the public psyche and 
everyone in the sector has an important role to play.  
     
Collectively, Ontario is deeply ambitious and constantly striving 
to improve, despite being recognised as having one of the 
world’s front-running education systems. High standards 
and expectations are implicit in the ambitious targets set 
for students by the Ministry of Education. In Wales, raising 
expectations has and continues to be of paramount importance 
as we seek to drive up standards for all.

23  BBC. (2017) How Canada Became an Education Superpower. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-40708421
24  Ontario Ministry of Education. (2017). Curriculum Review Process. http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/curriculumreview/process.html
25  Donaldson, G. (2015). Successful Futures: Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales. Welsh Government. http://learning.gov.wales/news/sitenews/successful-  
     futures/?lang=en

26  Ontario Ministry of Education. (2014). Achieving Excellence: A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario.
27  Williams, K. (2017). Wales’ Education System Must be Built on the Principles of Equality, Says Education Secretary Kirsty Williams. WalesOnline. http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/ 
     waless-education-system-must-built-12699181
28  Ontario Ministry of Education. (2014). Achieving Excellence: A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario.
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Extra-curricular activities

Keeping children active and challenged is an essential part 
of the Canadian way of life – and that is evident in the broad 
range of extra-curricular activities available in Ontarian schools. 
Many schools have made activities that take place during the 
school day, during lunch or after school a compulsory part 
of learners’ education. Research from the OECD shows that 
participation in extra-curricular activities, sports and clubs are 
key characteristics for evaluating student engagement and 
students’ sense of belonging at school. This research also 
shows that both engagement and belonging have a significant 
impact on students’ overall success.29  In support of that view, 
a report written for the Ontarian Ministry of Education in 2001 
argued that: “Co-instructional activities such as sports and 
the arts are vitally important parts of a student’s education. 
Students who participate in co-instructional activities have 
greater opportunities to develop character, critical thinking skills, 
social skills, and talents. They learn first-hand the importance 
of teamwork, responsibility, commitment, and hard work.” 
Ministers resolved “to ensure that all students in Ontario 
have access to a full range of co-instructional activities.”30 
  
In 2011, principals in Canada were challenged to consider 
setting the goal of getting every student in their school involved 
in at least one extra-curricular activity.31  In each of the three 
schools we visited, after-school clubs, sports teams and 
other membership groups were extremely prominent and had 
a strong visual presence within corridors. There was a very 
noticeable pride in these groups and their achievements from 
school leadership and staff more generally. To graduate from 
high school, all students in Ontario are required to complete 40 
hours of community involvement activities. These could include 
volunteering at a local art gallery, walking a neighbour’s dog or 
helping senior citizens to use a computer.32  In Wales, there is a 
perception that the squeeze on public funding has diminished 
the number of extra-curricular activities available to pupils.

Class sizes

The Ontarian Government has actively sought to lower class 
sizes in the primary grades. It has done so on the basis that 
students in smaller classes get more attention, do better 
and are more likely to succeed in high school and beyond. 
As of 2015-16, no primary classes had 25 or more students 
compared to 25% in 2003-04. In addition, 100% of primary 
classes had 23 or fewer students in 2015-16 compared to 64% 
in 2003-04.33

     
However, the government’s full-day Kindergarten programme, 
for children aged 4 and 5, is not included in primary class size 
calculations. Our delegation observed Kindergarten classes of 
between 32-34 pupils. On the whole, pupils in Ontario appeared 
less dependent and more capable of engaging in independent 
study. In Wales, the delegation considered that a larger number 
of teaching assistants had given rise to excessive dependency 
and an over-reliance on teacher support. 

Enhancing Public Confidence

Pride in the profession

With high expectations come responsibility and 
teachers, as the agents of change, are extremely well 
supported in their endeavours. The notion of professional 
learning is well embedded and there is a wide range of 
options available to practitioners to enhance their 
qualifications and skills. Ontario’s high performance in key 
benchmarks is well-known and pupils, parents and 
society at large recognise the crucial contribution of 
school staff in educating children and young people.   

    
The OCT, equivalent to Wales’ Education Workforce 
Council (EWC), is highly respected and gives teachers 
control over and responsibility for the profession. It is 
a requirement for practicing teachers to join the College 
and members pay $150 a year to renew their teaching 
licence, which is considerably more than the going rate 
in Wales. The OCT is run by teachers for teachers and 
there is a perception that teachers have full control 
over their profession. Michael Salvatori, Chief Executive 
of the OCT, writes in College promotional literature 
that “what’s good for teachers is good for all Ontarians”.34  
This sentiment epitomises the huge stock placed in 
school staff and makes clear the societal benefits 
teachers can bring.    

 
The OCT professes to serve and protect the public’s 
interest in education by: certifying teachers to work 
in Ontario publicly-funded schools and school systems; 
approving the programmes and courses that prepare teachers
to teach; and disciplining those who fail to uphold the high 
standards for Ontario teachers.35  At first glance, there did not 
appear the same level of hostility towards the College as 
has been previously levelled at the EWC.36 It is certainly 
considered more a help than a hindrance to practitioners. 
But by comparison, the OCT is far more established and, 
with the EWC having recently acquired new roles 
responsibilities, there is potential for similar growth in Wales. 

It was encouraging to learn that the OCT and EWC already have 
a strong working relationship through an international federation 
of teaching councils. There appears scope for both 
organisations to learn from each other.

Such is the level of buy-in from within the profession, the OCT 
keeps a public register of all certified members on its website. 
Visitors to ‘Find a Teacher’ can see the status of each member, 
their qualifications, when they were certified and the disciplinary 
history on their certificate. Teaching is a sought-after profession, 
with good conditions and starting salary rates averaging 
between about $41,000 and $61,000 depending on where 
teachers are based.37  Entry into teaching is highly selective 
and there is a significant surplus of around 40,000 teachers in 
Canada. OISE, one of the nation’s leading teacher education 
providers, only accepts somewhere between 30%-40% of 
applicants onto its courses. This and teacher education’s high 
entry requirements are in stark contrast to the situation in Wales, 
where universities are struggling to fill their allocated places and 
schools are having difficulty appointing to certain disciplines.

Collaborative ethos

Politically, it is widely regarded that Ontario’s Liberal 
administration benefitted significantly from following a 
Conservative government that was extremely unpopular with 
teachers. The Conservative government is generally credited 
with alienating the education community by cutting funding, 
reducing professional development time by half, running 
television ads demonising teachers, and increasing support for 
private schools. In eight years from 1995, all of 55,000 students 
left the public education system and polls suggested that more 
than 15% of public school parents were actively considering 
private school options. There were several teacher strikes, 
including a two-week work stoppage protesting government 
legislation in 1997. Morale was extremely low and the 
relationship between the government and teachers was 
highly acrimonious.38 

29  Willms, J.D. (2003). Student Engagement at School: A Sense of Belonging and Participation. OECD.
30  Advisory Group on the Provision of Co-instructional Activities. (2001). Report of the Minister’s Advisory Group on the Provision of Co-instructional Activities.
31  The Ontario Institute for Education Leadership. (2011). Engaging Students. Principals Want to Know – A tip sheet for principals that focuses on practical issues faced in schools.
32  Youth Opportunities Strategy. (2014). What Could I Do? http://www.youthconnect.ca/htdocs/english/getinvolved/what.asp
33  Ontario Ministry of Education. (2017). Class-Size Tracker. http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/cst/

34  Ontario College of Teachers. (2017). Serving in the Public Interest, handbook.
35  Ontario College of Teachers. (2017). Serving in the Public Interest, handbook.
36  Evans, G. (2014). Lecturers unaware they will need to pay registration fee to teach. WalesOnline. http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/lecturers-unaware-need-pay-registration-8042282
37  Prepare for Canada. (2013). Employment: Major Employers. www.prepareforcanada.com/career-pathways/teaching/teaching-employment/requirements-to-work-as-a-teacher-in-canada/#.WUqC-IWcHD4
38  OECD. (2010). Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education: Lessons from PISA for the United States.
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Following its election in 2003, the Liberal administration set 
about winning back teachers’ trust and worked hard to create a 
new political consensus on education. One of its first inventions 
was the Education Partnership Table, which was established 
in 2004 to get broad and diverse insights from the education 
sector on provincial education policy. This has since evolved 
into the Transformation Table on Collaborative Professionalism 
and Leadership, which meets quarterly to improve coherence in 
the work planned at the ministry and board levels.39 

   
Crucial to Ontario’s sustained success has been support from 
teachers for the government’s reforms. This has been achieved 
by a number of means, not least the government’s willingness 
to ‘reduce distractions’ and strip away policy that was having 
little or no impact on standards. There has been a coherence of 
mindset and shared ownership of policy development; involving 
teachers in the decision-making process has built trust and 
ensured all stakeholders have a vested interest in successful 
implementation. They assume the role of critical friends and 
their expert opinion is valued. While this culture of collaboration 
has been many years in the making, its benefits are clear. 
Recent attempts to build consensus through co-construction 
have been welcomed in Wales, and Ontario’s collaborative 
ethos appears well worth emulating.

Narrative

There is a shared language of what it means to be educated in 
Ontario. So too is there a coherent narrative around education 
reform more generally, with all key stakeholders speaking in the 
same terms about common goals. The Ministry of Education’s 
four priorities are widely known. Lines of communication 
are good and there is a perception that everyone is working 
towards the same objectives. The government’s vision of what 
education in Ontario should look like is supported by teachers, 
trade unions and the OCT. Public confidence in Ontario’s 
publicly-funded education system is high, albeit enhancing that 
confidence yet further remains a province priority.   
      
The government notes that ‘public trust is built when the 
education system makes decisions based on evidence and 
research, and when it is seen as a good steward of public 
resources’.40  More than that, the government uses a vocabulary 
that everybody understands and, in the words of one official, 
‘we talk the same language’. Consistent messages are well 
understood and there is no confusion or misunderstanding, as 
is often the case in Wales. Without question, Wales and the 
Welsh Government can learn a lot from the Ontarian approach 
to educational narrative and is some way from developing a 
shared language currently.

Political stability

Ontario has undoubtedly benefited from 14 years of unbroken 
one party rule. The Liberals have held office since 2003 which 
has given all policy reform, cross-sector, a significant amount of 
stability. There has not been a sudden lurch from one initiative 
to the next, commonly associated with a change in political 
leadership. Instead, education reform in Ontario has been 
relatively smooth and while actions taken to better performance 
have often been relentless, there has been an underlying clarity 
as to the direction of travel and desired outcomes. 
   
Dalton McGuinty, the architect of so many of Ontario’s 
education initiatives, was a self-styled ‘Education Premier’ and 
his commitment to the cause, both publicly and financially, 
maintained a focus on the core priorities of the province’s 
strategy.41  Spending on education has gone up significantly 
since 2002 and it is the second highest beneficiary of public 
funding in Ontario, after healthcare.

Trade unions

There is a strong trade union presence in Ontarian education, 
with four affiliated bodies representing teachers under 
the collective banner of the Ontario Teacher’s Federation. 
These bodies include: l’Association des enseignantes et 
des enseignants franco-ontariens; the Elementary Teachers’ 
Federation of Ontario; the Ontario English Catholic Teacher’s 
Association; and the Ontario Secondary School Teachers’ 
Federation. Given the government’s strong emphasis on co-
construction and subsequent empowering of the profession, 
teachers’ unions have grown in prominence. Politically, the 
government needs teachers’ support and is therefore perceived 
by some to be unwilling to seriously challenge them at 
bargaining time.42   

For the most part, teachers in Ontario are well-paid and benefit 
from generous public-sector pensions. But that does not 
mean there have not been tensions between teachers and 
politicians. A series of strikes in 2015 saw tens of thousands of 
teachers refuse to administer EQAO tests, prepare report card 
comments, attend staff meeting or grade meetings. Members’ 
action related largely to increasing class sizes, directing 
teachers on their prep time and hiring practices.43 Data for 
standardised testing in 2014-15 was not collated because a 
majority of schools chose not to participate.

Conclusion

Ontario has an impressive education system that is rightly held 
up as being among the best in the world. Its pupils are happy 
and engaged; its teachers energised and inspirational; and its 
leadership across all levels, steadfast and stimulating. There is 
an underlying commitment from all within and outside Ontario’s 
school system to better the life chances of children and 
young people. The passion for learning is palpable, albeit the 
circumstances by which that passion has been developed have 
been many years in the making.
       
When reflecting on the undoubted quality of Ontario’s education 
system, it is important to remember the long journey it has 
endured. Canada and its provinces were not a clear leader in 
international assessments in the 1980s and 1990s44, and much 
of its success can be attributed to the newly-elected Liberal 
government and its Premier Dalton McGuinty. Politics aside, 
everyone we spoke to testified that a strong commitment to 
education at a provincial level had been a major contributing 
factor to Ontario’s relatively recent upsurgence.
   
Other contributing factors include having a common language 
associated with education reform; building the capacity of 
the education workforce; a collaborative approach to policy 
development and implementation; non-punitive accountability 
mechanisms; a sophisticated form of national testing; high 
expectations for all; strong emphasis on wellbeing; and a pride 
in the teaching profession. All of these together have resulted in 
significant public confidence and a shared culture of learning. 
  
Ontario remains on a continuous cycle of improvement. While 
a proportion of pupils, however small, continues to fall short 
of targeted performance levels, there is still work to be done. 
Equity is a buzz word within the province’s education system 
and pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds underachieve 
relative to their peers. This is not a new phenomenon and Wales 
faces a similar challenge to ensure all pupils perform to the best 
of their abilities regardless of upbringing.   
      
Our delegation was fortunate that every engagement with 
stakeholders was open and honest. Ontarians, from within 
the Ministry of Education to those operating at school level, 
displayed an enviable confidence that allowed free and frank 
discussion. The education system has matured to a level that 
allows it to critically analyse, in public fora, its weaknesses as 
well as its strengths. Despite having some of the very best in 
educational provision, Ontarians are keen to test what they are 
doing with others to validate progress and ascertain areas for 
improvement. Government officials know they are not doing 
everything right and are very receptive to outside input; the 
position is shared by the majority within the school sector and 
the level of debate is, therefore, incredibly high. Ontarians are, 

nevertheless, justifiably proud of their achievements and revel 
in welcoming delegations to explore what they have done. 
Success is shared at school, board and government level and 
practitioners of all hues readily acknowledge the huge strides 
the province has made. But there is no sense of complacency 
– in fact, Ontarians want and expect better. Pupils themselves 
are properly engaged in the education reform process and the 
student voice is heard far better in Ontario than it is in Wales. 
Students are cheerleaders for their education system; we 
observed a small group of elementary pupils presenting on ‘why 
Canada has a world-class education system’. It is accepted as 
fact that Canada is an international leader in education. 

There are, however, some striking anomalies. Most notably, 
Ontario appears to have given less focus to school-to-school 
working than has been recently evident in Wales. Schools have 
traditionally been part of ‘families’ of schools in their immediate 
locality, but there does not appear to have been significant 
attempts made to widen or strengthen those ties. There is 
scope, given the vast number of schools in individual school 
boards, for a more strategic approach to sharing resources. 
Similarly, Wales’ comprehensive model of publicly-funded 
education appears better-suited to breaking attainment gaps 
between different groups of pupils, particularly those from less 
well-off backgrounds. Despite its unashamed commitment to 
ensuring equity in education, as long as Ontario’s school system 
maintains a streaming system that divides children by ability, it 
will continue to face uncomfortable questions. There is a case 
for Ontario learning from Wales in these two areas.  
      
With that in mind, our fascinating study visit to Canada has 
been helpful in reaffirming which we in Wales do well, and the 
areas in which we need improvement. Wales has lots to be 
proud of and, as a nation, we must be better at celebrating the 
good practice that takes place on a daily basis in our schools. 
It may be that the outlook for Wales’ education system is not as 
bleak as PISA and other comparators would have us believe. 
There was considerable excitement in Ontario for the work we 
are undertaking on curriculum reform and the collaborative 
approach to design and implementation won the Canadian 
seal of approval. The delegation aspired to one day welcome 
educationalists from Ontario and other world-leading education 
states to Wales.  

Outside of our analysis of policy and culture, the headteachers 
participating on our study visit spoke of the unique opportunity 
to spend a prolonged period of time outside school reflecting 
on their own practice and that of others in similar settings. 
Being immersed in educational study for four days allowed 
visiting school leaders to consider broader issues, the benefits 
of innovation and what further they could do to enhance 

39  Zegarac, G. (2015). Letter to Stakeholders. Deputy Minister, Ontario Ministry of Education. http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/memos/dec2015/ministry_initiatives_elepc.pdf
40  Ontario Ministry of Education. (2014). Achieving Excellence: A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario.
41  Radwanski, A. (2012). Final Piece of McGuinty’s Education Legacy Will be a Very Tough Sell. The Globe and Mail. https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/politics/final-piece-of-mcguintys-     
    education-legacy-will-be-a-very-tough-sell/article5988835/
42  Wente, M. (2015). Why the Teachers’ Unions Rule. The Globe and Mail. https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/why-the-teachers-unions-rule/article27047599/
43  CTV News. (2015). Ontario Teachers’ Strike: What You Need to Know About the Labour Dispute. http://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/ontario-teachers-strike-what-you-need-to-know-about-the-  
    labour-dispute-1.2359768

44  OECD. (2010). Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education: Lessons from PISA for the United States.
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teaching and learning. Away from the hustle and bustle of 
running a school, it helped build professionalism between 
delegates and colleagues overseas, with a form of professional 
learning atypical in the Welsh context. More generally, the 
networking opportunities afforded by the trip allowed a fruitful 
sharing of expertise and solutions to everyday problems. These 
experiences should be encouraged and, having returned to their 
respective schools with ‘a fresh pair of eyes’, all headteachers 
have spoken of the impact the visit has had on their 
day-to-day activities.    

In conclusion, there are a number of clear messages resulting 
from our visit to Ontario that would be of some considerable use 
to Wales. There is certainly some scope for Wales to focus its 
attention on a smaller number of key priorities; to take a pride in 
its teaching profession and build a common sense of ownership 
for educational standards; to put greater emphasis on 
assessment for learning and better support struggling schools; 
and retain high expectations, driven by a consistent narrative 
and shared language of education reform. Wales’ education 
system can and must do better. But many of the policy initiatives 
set in train have been used to good effect in Ontario. It would 
be in Wales’ best interests to keep abreast of developments in 
the province and maintain contact with stakeholders across the 
board. Their knowledge and experience of education reform 
would be invaluable.

Recommendations

• That the Welsh Government hangs its reform agenda on 
a smaller number of ambitious goals, therefore ensuring 
a better chance of success and greater clarity among 
stakeholders.

• That Wales and the Welsh Government sets its 
expectations high and demands the very best of 
education providers and consumers, without exception. 
Some consideration could be given to target setting at 
various stages.

• That the Welsh Government continues to invest in 
educational leadership at all levels, with particular 

 focus on the evolution of the National Academy for 
Educational Leadership.

• That Wales and the Welsh Government makes better use 
of data to improve teaching and learning.

• That the Welsh Government continue its collaborative 
approach to policy development and helps forge stronger 
working relationships between all key stakeholders.

• That the Welsh Government considers how best to 
showcase the best practice that exists in Wales and look 
at new ways of promoting what Wales does well to a 
wider, international audience.

• That the Welsh Government strips away unnecessary 
distractions from within the education system, ensuring 
educators focus their time and energy on teaching 

 and learning.

• That the Welsh Government develops a consistent 
narrative and shared language of education reform to help 
build public confidence in Wales’ education system.

• That the Welsh Government continues to develop the 
capacity of the education workforce, drawing upon 
expertise from within the wider education community.

• That the Welsh Government consider, as part of its 
accountability review, non-punitive accountability 
mechanisms and a more sophisticated form of 

 national testing.

• That the Welsh Government reconsiders the roles and 
functions of challenge advisers, as well as their potentially 
misleading title.

• That the Welsh Government continues its long-term 
approach to education reform, learning from Ontario’s 
commitment to developing education over time.

• That Wales continues to learn from international best 
practice and seeks counsel from a range of different 
stakeholders from across the education spectrum.
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Appendix 1: Headteacher Testimonies

Chris Parry, Headteacher, Lewis School Pengam, Caerphilly

Canada is confident, actually Ontario is confident but I suspect 
that the rest of Canada feels the same way, it really is that 
sort of place. Of course nobody tells you that Canada is 
confident, I would think that your typical Canadian would see 
this as incredibly forward and ill-mannered. Nevertheless, that 
confidence is everywhere you look. You can see it in the way 
the Kindergarten kids greet the barista in the coffee shop on 
their morning school run. You can see it in the way the locals tell 
you to enjoy the city like they absolutely know that you’re going 
to enjoy the city, (it’s true by the way, you really won’t be able 
to help yourself). Most importantly you can absolutely feel the 
confidence in Ontario’s schools. You can feel it in the way the 
third grade teacher at Forest Manor Public School asks for what 
seems like the hundredth time for her eager, happy charges 
to pick out the pairs from a deck of overturned playing cards. 
“Memory is key to developing great math skills,” she tells them, 
“it’s important that we test out different combinations and try 
and remember where the pairs are”. For the hundredth time her 
students tell her they know the answer, she lets them choose, 
they get it wrong, they try again, they get it wrong again. 
She shrugs her shoulders and is not fazed despite the Welsh 
educationalists hovering in her class willing them to get it right. 
She just moves on. She knows they’ll get there in the end, the 
data tells her they will, her training tells her they will. 
She’s confident.   

From an educational point of view, Ontario has every right 
to feel confident. PISA tests show it to be one of the highest 
performing systems in the world, reading scores are 34 points 
above the OECD average. The positivity that stems from such 
results permeates all aspects of policy and practice. Alongside 
this performance on paper, Ontario is a province that is a living 
embodiment of a commitment to equity, it’s not just in its policy 
documents, it stares you in the face when you go to schools. 
There’s the 30 South-East Asian kids at a Toronto high school 
excelling at advanced physics, the charming head student 
confidently explaining to visitors how proud she is of her school; 
and the fact that 86% of students at a Toronto elementary 
return home to homes that don’t speak English. This is a 
poster society for successful immigration and Ontario clearly 
recognises it’s better because of it.    
    
So what can we take away from a system that is doing so well? 
Here’s some observations:

• Ontario has a clear mission, it aims to achieve excellence,  
 ensure equity, promote wellbeing and crucially looks to  
 enhance public confidence in education. The clarity and  
 simplicity of the mission provides direction for the system;
• The Ontario College of Teachers (OCT) is key to public trust  
 and is very impressive. The OCT provides advocacy for the  
 profession, commissions and accredits all CPD and acts  
 as watchdog. It plays a vital part in maintaining public 
 confidence in education;

• It is clearly evident that teachers can access high quality  
 CPD and this leads to incredibly high standards of   
 professional conversation, I lost count of the times 
 educators talked about their master’s/ doctoral thesis;

• Close links to higher education felt like it was of significant  
 benefit. The Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE)  
 was impressive and its association with Michael Fullan  
 and Andy Hargreaves provided real credibility. It seemed
 that research was at everyone’s fingertips and up-to-date  
 thinking permeated practice;

• Laboratory schools like University of Toronto School seemed  
 an exciting way to facilitate educational experimentation,  
 educational research and CPD;

• Data derived from the EQAO literacy and numeracy tests  
 set the marker for system expectations, the data clearly 
 was a driver for achievement but crucially this was within a  
 non-punitive framework;

• Equity, wellbeing and cultural sensitivity were more key  
 drivers of success, the mission statement that “there can  
 be no excellence without equity” was taken very seriously 
 at all levels.

If you’re an educationalist, Ontario is a place that makes you 
feel good, despite being sickeningly excellent at so much it 
leaves you feeling not in the least resentful. Indeed, what’s 
particularly exciting is a sense that Wales is not too far away 
from the heady summits of Canadian success. I would strongly 
suggest that we are pulling the right levers. There’s genuine 
interest in Ontario about Welsh curriculum reform, the revised 
teacher standards and the work government is undertaking with 
the OECD. There are also things that Ontario could learn from 
Wales. The opportunities afforded by the Foundation Phase, 
school-to-school support and the digital competency agenda. 
       
After all, it’s not all maple sweetness and light for our Canadian 
colleagues. Industrial relations are clearly tense, political 
interference can be a drag on progress, funding seems to be 
increasingly a struggle for flagship policies like reading recovery. 
Yet you can’t help going back to that sense of confidence and 
a feeling that despite the challenges, somehow Ontario will find 
a way to excel. Who knows, in some way Wales might play a 
part in helping the Canadians find that way, and as a result we’ll 
learn from them too. Ultimately, perhaps Wales should be more 
confident, after all there are more than a few reasons to be 
optimistic, and if Wales was confident wouldn’t that be a 
fine thing…
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Tegwen Ellis, Headteacher, Ysgol Cynwyd Sant, Bridgend

I was delighted to be part of a Welsh delegation of headteachers 
in partnership with Yr Athrofa, Welsh Government and the 
British Council to visit Ontario, Canada, to learn more about 
their education system. Canada is one of the top performing 
countries in the world (PISA, 2015). Each jurisdiction within 
Canada is responsible for its own educational standards and 
practices for teachers and educational programmes and there 
is no national curriculum, nor overarching federal policy. So how 
come they are doing so well?
      
During our visit we listened to many professionals sharing their 
views on why Canada and, in particular Ontario, is performing 
well. They also acknowledged and recognised the need to 
continue developing their education system in order to cater to 
the demands of the world and its workforce, whilst recognising 
that their students themselves were also changing and that they 
have a voice in their future. We were exposed to information 
from professionals at all levels but the highlight of the week, of 
course, was the school visits where we had the opportunity to 
speak to teachers and most importantly the children and young 
people themselves. Having had some time to reflect on the 
visit I think it is fair to say that we could learn from some of the 
information and practice shared during our visit but likewise, 
Wales has much to offer and share in return and officials at the 
Ontario Ministry of Education was certainly interested in our 
curriculum reform and what Successful Futures had to offer. 
       
There is certainly a common approach across the district in 
its vision and this was felt and observed when we listened to 
the speakers and visited the schools. Ontario has certainly 
embraced a culture of change and there is a willingness to 
be involved in making this work not so that they are the best 
performing country, but so that they are providing the best 
education with the learner at the heart of what they are doing 
and why they are doing it. Equity across the system was clearly 
a priority and they were passionate about ensuring that there 
was a consistent approach to dealing with this by identifying 
learner needs at every possible opportunity. Assessment is not 
a punitive measure but a personal, diagnostic approach which 
allowed for a sense of purpose to be central to the learning in 
order to move individual learning forward. 
 
Schools who are in need of support are given coaches to work 
with them – these are teachers who are seconded for up to 
three years. Again, it is a system of support and not challenge, 
intervention in a non-punitive manner which offers differentiated 
support to the selected schools. The coaches work alongside 
the school to identify areas which need improvement. There is a 
willingness to make things work.  
      
Since 2014, there has been a change to the way teachers 
qualify and OISE have moved from delivering a 10 month 
teaching certificate to a two year teaching certification and 
Master of Teaching qualification with the clear emphasis on 

pedagogy. However, the professional learning does not finish 
here, Ongoing Professional Learning (OPL) is considered 
an integral part of the profession and is embedded in their 
reflective practice with the focus on pedagogy remaining a 
priority throughout. The expectation that the professionals 
continue to develop their pedagogy (knowledge and practice, 
not content) throughout their career is taken for granted. They 
can access one of the 375 courses available, all with a clear 
emphasis on pedagogy through OISE. All of the professional 
learning opportunities are project-based which is enquiry-led, 
the collaborative and research aspect of this ensures and 
allows for the best professional learning to take place both 
within the school community and beyond. Schools themselves 
are encouraged to write School Improvement Plans which are 
enquiry-led and unique (not template driven) – this process is 
a strength of a self-evaluating system which recognises that 
schools know themselves best and forms part of their self-
improving school system policy.
      
Leadership is recognised as a driver in influencing student 
learning and their framework (The Ontario Leadership 
Framework) is designed to facilitate, promote identify, guide 
and implement professional learning throughout. There is a 
clear model for leadership within the profession which allows for 
career development. They focus on five dimensions of effective 
leadership but they also recognise that they need good, effective 
leaders that are ready for change and that capacity building for 
this to happen is essential. This is a challenge for Wales, too. 
       
    
Ontario and Toronto, in particular, certainly has a culture 
of confidence, a sense of identity and a shared belief in an 
educational system which is setting excellence, equity, and 
wellbeing as its priorities but also alongside these three priorities 
it places public confidence as a priority too, even though public 
confidence is high across the country. The Ontario College of 
Teachers (OCT) says that communicating with the public is 
essential and that parents and the wider community must be 
involved throughout. There is definitely a sense of pride in what 
they are already achieving but that they also want something 
more, different and better and this is not a government policy 
but a shared belief. It is fair to say that there is a sense of pride 
and self-belief in what they are trying to achieve and with that 
comes the professional confidence from within and the respect 
for the profession without.     
  
The visit has influenced my own thinking and practice and it 
has certainly provoked many questions. However, Wales has its 
strengths too! This is an exciting time for education in Wales and 
we need to embrace it and have a sense of pride and self-belief 
in what we are achieving, too.

Michele Thomas, Headteacher, Pembroke Dock 
Community School, Pembrokeshire

It was a privilege to have the opportunity to visit Canada and 
to learn from what is recognised as one of the world’s leading 
education systems. The visit was hosted by Evelyn Wilson 
from the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE). We 
met with numerous representatives and stakeholders, all of 
whom were very welcoming and very generous with their time. 
Everyone spoke willingly and honesty about their learning 
journey to date and their aspirations and plans for the future 
development of Ontario’s education system. 
     
We heard and learnt so much in such a small space of time. 
There was much to reflect on and there was something for 
everyone to take away and contemplate their policy or practice 
from what we saw and heard. We found that there were many 
similarities within our education systems and schools; the visit 
gave reassurance that the direction Wales is going in is on the 
right path. However, what I really wanted to find out is what is it 
that Canada have been doing differently to date in order for their 
students to out-perform our students? 
  
Throughout the visit, it became very clear that there was a 
cohesiveness amongst the stakeholders, all working towards 
achieving three key goals: raising the bar, closing the gap and 
raising confidence. Three very clear goals that everyone in the 
system could tell you what they were aiming for. More recently, 
a fourth component has been added and the renewed vision 
is: Achieving Excellence, Ensuring Equity, Promoting Wellbeing 
and Enhancing Public Confidence.  There can be no excellence 
without equity and wellbeing! When Canada was reviewing 
its education system, it analysed the impact of the numerous 
initiatives that had been introduced into schools and decided to 
throw out eight of them! They stopped large amounts of money 
going into posts that didn’t impact on the students. The ministry 
believe that one of the levers to their successful improvement 
system has been to have a smaller number of ambitious goals.   
 
The ministry consulted with students as to what they wanted, 
giving more voice and choice to the students. There was also 
a deliberate focus of working with parents and communities 
in gaining their confidence, as the minister quoted that “equity 
cannot be an education activity”. Research also informed 
the ministry on transforming professionalism. The ministry 
created numerous video clips to capture what was happening; 
transformation is difficult if you don’t have what it looks like. 
There was a concentration on improving the critical thinking and 
problem-solving skills of the teachers to strengthen the capacity 
for teachers to develop the same kinds of skills in their students. 
Another key lever in developing a successful improvement 
system was improving leadership at all levels and, therefore, 
capacity building.    

Teacher morale was high, where they were relaxed and well 
supported in a deliberately non-punitive system. We found that 
CPD was well established, where teachers were encouraged 
to access a wide range of ongoing courses to enhance their 

skills throughout their career (OISE offered over 300 courses 
specifically for practicing teachers). Coaching was a very 
strong feature of everyday practice. An important aspect, I 
believe, is that the focus of the coaching support had been 
identified through data analysis of what the students needed 
to do to improve. They looked at who were the students who 
aren’t doing well and what is the precise teaching needed. 
Coaching support also came to schools externally (elbow-to-
elbow support) – something for Wales to consider opposed 
to the inspection and challenge visits schools receive? There 
is no inspectorate of Canadian schools. Teachers, along with 
doctors, in Ontario are rated as highly trusted by the public. A 
more recent strategy has been teachers involved in collaborative 
inquiries. Teachers collecting data, look at who is under-
performing and then create a collaborative inquiry on this group 
of students. Teachers work with coaches in a variety of ways 
but mostly around pedagogy. Teachers identify the barriers 
to learning and work to remove them.    
       
What did impress me was their national testing processes. It 
took three years from the planning phase for a test question 
to actually appear on a paper. The questions are written by 
teachers. All questions go through rigorous sensitivity testing 
by different expert panels so that no group of students were 
disadvantaged by any of the questions. The feedback then 
to teachers was comprehensive, not just what the students 
got right or wrong, but they used scoring rubrics that give 
information about what the student needs to do in order to 
improve. Students also complete papers about their attitudes 
and behavior towards learning. These are then analysed in 
tandem with the academic papers.    
    
A more recent initiative is ‘everyone a reader by the end of 
Grade 1’ (age 7). External coaching is used to support teachers 
in the teaching of reading to students. The statistics inform 
us that Canadian students read for pleasure more hours than 
students in any other country. The libraries had lots of initiatives 
taking place to encourage students to be readers. There are 
English-speaking schools, French-speaking schools and faith 
schools (Catholic) also catering for both languages. Classes 
up to Grade 3 (our Year 4) have a maximum of 20 students, 
older year groups have a maximum of 30 students. There were 
noticeably very few LSAs, in the main none in classes. The 
levels of student independence, engagement and sense of 
responsibility was observed to be notably very high.    
      
The Ontario College of Teachers (equivalent to our EWC) is 
highly respected where teachers take responsibility for regulating 
the profession. There is no equivalent of the EWC for LSAs. 
As well as teaching standards, there are also ethical standards 
for teachers. Members of the public can find a teacher on their 
web base and see their list of ongoing professional learning 
qualifications. Noticeably, there was pride in the diverse 
communities and country, where the culture of celebration of 
successes and aspiration was clearly evident. All the 
schools we visited had displays of career paths and universities 
choices, as well as displays of school and national successes. 
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Students learn the art of public speaking and debate, and there 
is an emphasis on the development of technology, digital and 
artistic skills to aid presentation of their work. All these skills 
are useful for the world of work. The curriculum is experiential, 
authentic and hands-on.  Learning is also encouraged to take 
place outside the classroom. There were opportunities made for 
team-building activities, especially at the beginning of the term 
and a range of buddying systems to encourage collaboration 
and peer to peer support. When I asked students what they 
liked best about their schools, many of the students referenced 
the diversity of the school population; the happy, collaborative 
learning environment; their involvement in the school through 
student voice; the interesting curriculum; and the support they 
received from their peers and teachers.    
       
It was reported that most students in one of the schools 
visited took part in up to 20 hours of extra-curricular activities 
a week. Student voice and choice was high in all the schools 
and students spoke about being executives of the clubs and 
societies, running them with only the guidance and supervision 
of the teachers. The schools offered a broad range of extra-
curricular activities, which I believe contributes to student 
enjoyment, motivation and also their engagement in school.  
       
There were a number of features that stood out for me and at 
Pembroke Dock Community School we have already planned to 
move forward with (they all fit in with Successful Futures and the 
four core purposes):

1. Continue to seek ways to improve staff professional   
 development and learning;
2. Everyone a reader by age 7 – additional staff working only  
 on this goal with coaching to support the teaching of reading  
 to the groups of identified learners who require extra  
 teaching;
3. Work into our curriculum authentic problem-based learning,  
 injecting further creativity into the curriculum;
4. Enhance our wellbeing support by offering lunchtime drop-in  
 clubs such as yoga and mindfulness activities;
5. Further extend our already extensive extra-curricular  
 timetable, involving student choice and student-led activities;
6. Further improve learner independence and all students  
 having wider school responsibilities.

Russell Dwyer, Headteacher, St Thomas Community 
Primary School, Swansea

With its bold and clear vision statement ringing in my ears on 
‘day one’ of our visit to Toronto, I embarked on an amazing 
opportunity to see first-hand what the province of Ontario was 
doing to meet its expectations and how it was helping Canada 
maintain its favourable position in PISA. What became apparent 
over the course of our visit was that Ontario’s vision statement, 
whilst bold, was actually a fair reflection of what Ontarians were 
aiming for and in many ways succeeding to do.  
     
It quickly became clear that Ontario had developed its self-
improving, capacity-building approach for education on mutual 
trust and respect between all education factions: teachers, 
principals and Superintendents; schools, school boards and 
the College of Teachers. This non-punitive approach at all 
levels first became self-evident when questions were asked 
around how cohort data, which is shared publicly, was used 
and how the public message had been handled in light of 
falling results in maths. The response to this was simplistic 
but refreshing – there was no proverbial cane; schools simply 
received more support when needed. Subsequent information, 
such as Superintendents visiting schools regularly but not a 
standard amount, increasingly reinforced this idea of an informal 
but highly supportive approach towards school improvement. 
Indeed, this ethos of collective responsibility and asset building 
was continually reinforced throughout the week and we learnt 
that its principles had actually been enshrined in the ‘The Policy/
Program Memorandum No. 159,’ issued in May 2016. 
    
This memorandum entitled, ‘Collaborative Professionalism’, 
formalised the vision of everyone in education, ‘working 
together, sharing knowledge, skills and experience to improve 
student achievement and wellbeing of both students and staff’. 
This horizontal, as opposed to top-down, approach was very 
appealing, as was the sense that everyone is valued equally in 
the system. Ontario’s clear vision for education is supported by 
only four focused goals which appear to have been internalised 
in the minds of all Ontario’s educationalists. To have a clear 
vision and focused goals that everyone knew and embraced, 
really brought together the consistent message across the 
education community and this, coupled with the relatively 
informal, non-threatening, capacity-building approach meant 
that everyone appeared to ‘buy-in’ to the plan. Hopefully, our 
own four core purposes will go some way to creating a clear 
message of intent and purpose for our education system but 
there is something simplistic and attractive about Ontario’s 
vision for school improvement that I’m not sure has been 
achieved yet in Wales. 
     
One of the four Ontario goals that we as a country really need 
to consider is, ‘Enhancing Public Confidence’ and the College 
of Teachers in Ontario appear to play a key role in this. The 
College of Teachers controls their own profession. They decide 
on standards, programmes and deal with misconduct. In doing 
so, they work for the public interest and this was clear to all. 
There was a real sense of pride in the way the profession was 
discussed at the College of Teachers. Ethical standards of care, 
respect, integrity and trust are at the centre of everything they 

do and empowering language such as, ‘we inspire and reflect 
to uphold the honour and dignity of the teaching profession’ 
painted a different picture to the rhetoric we often hear regarding 
the profession in Wales. Although values and dispositions have 
been placed at the centre of the new teaching standards for 
Wales, are we agreed on what those values and dispositions 
should be and are we ready to value the profession in such 
a positive way? Could our comparator to the College, in the 
form of the Education Workforce Council (EWC), benefit from 
exploring much of the College’s work and approach? I feel 
there is work to do here but raising confidence in the profession 
through honest reflections and an unwavering commitment to 
aim for excellence should be our shared goal in Wales.   
       
It usually takes five years to become a teacher in Ontario and 
once qualified there is an additional training and qualification 
infrastructure through a recognised provincial programme. This 
programme, delivered by different universities but accredited 
by the College brings some consistency to training being 
undertaken in bespoke areas. Providers are encouraged 
to be innovative but there is a core content which means 
school leaders actually know what individuals have covered. 
Furthermore, teachers are encouraged to engage in funded 
research and professional crowd sourcing has taken place to 
develop sound resources, such as resources to develop the 
teaching of mathematics. Again, there is certainly scope for the 
EWC to develop its role in the future in some of these areas, 
namely developing a national training programme to support the 
development of the new standards and specific areas, rather 
than the myriad of accredited and non-accredited courses that 
currently exist today, with limited quality assurance. 

Another interesting point that potentially empowered the 
workforce was that it was recognised that there had been an 
initiative overload. Impact from each initiative was therefore 
analysed and those that were not achieving their intended 
outcome were removed. Money, however, remained and was 
reused for more purposeful things. How empowering would this 
approach be in Wales? Yes, we are undoubtedly empowering 
our workforce to a certain extent in Wales through the Pioneer 
approach but this idea of putting hands up and saying enough 
is enough and removing initiatives that do not impact positively, 
so funding can be freed for other purposes, would be a very 
powerful and honest message. Staying with the theme of 
funding, it is clear that the Ontario educational vision isn’t being 
implemented on a shoestring. We were told that since 2002, 
there has been a 45% increase in educational funding and that 
the education budget in Ontario is only second to healthcare. 
Now, I’m not suggesting that everything will be solved by 
throwing money at it and indeed my own experience to date is 
that people often think more strategically when resources are 
actually reduced. However, this significant investment cannot be 
ignored. We have to ask, are we providing enough funding to 
schools in Wales to achieve our vision? 

Although only a limited amount of teaching was observed 
during the week, observations were varied. It was clear that 
children’s ideas and opinions were valued and independence 
in learning and problem-solving approaches were championed. 
Children were encouraged to take on roles and responsibilities 
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and there was evidence of older students running societies 
and extra-curricular clubs. We also saw opportunities for skills 
development in exciting initiatives such as, ‘Cyber Arts’ and 
great use of the environment to support learning across the 
curriculum. However, it is fair to say, we also saw teaching that 
would have barely scraped ‘adequate’ in Estyn’s judgement.  
       
With the above in mind, it is important to recognise that while 
there was much to learn on our journey of educational discovery, 
our Toronto travels also gave us opportunity to celebrate things 
already taking place in our Celtic homeland. For example, it was 
clear that effective school-to-school working in Ontario was in 
its infancy and recent system changes to promote this hadn’t 
had time to embed. The ministry also acknowledged they need 
to revisit their curriculum and were interested in the Pioneer 
approach we were taking to develop ours. Furthermore, it was 
pleasing to see that pupil wellbeing featured highly on both 
sides of the Atlantic.     
       
In conclusion, Ontario’s messages are focused and there is a 
genuine supportive culture throughout the system to achieve 
excellence. However, I didn’t leave Toronto feeling deflated or 
that the end goal was too far out of reach for us in Wales. I 
actually felt that the advances we have made in recent years, 
as the OECD suggested, are significant steps on the path to 
greatness and we must celebrate that as the Ontarians would. 
Wales needs to hold its own; it needs to keep on the path it is 
travelling – a path, such as that in Ontario, where every child 
is expected to achieve and it is everyone’s responsibility to get 
them there. We have to recognise the importance of developing 
our own public confidence, in order to grow that all-important 
sense of mutual trust and respect and we need to rethink the 
tiers of accountability that we have which sometimes stifle 
progress rather than promote it. Instilling professional qualities 
such as care, respect, integrity and trust, as well as truly striving 
for equity rather than just equality, should become our common 
goals and we must use these principles to continue moving from 
a system that has been judgemental, punitive and reactive, to 
one that is supportive, encouraging and proactive. 

Rhian Morgan Ellis, Headteacher, Ysgol Gyfun Cymer 
Rhondda, Rhondda Cynon Taf

I asked a 10-year-old child as he led me around his school 
a question about how he prefers to learn. I was still listening 
to his answer 10 minutes later. The eloquence with which 
he answered me left me feeling humbled. The maturity and 
confidence in his answer was inspiring. This was a school where 
most pupils came from homes where English was not the first 
language at home. I found it especially interesting seeing as 
my school is a Welsh-medium school where most of our pupils 
come from non-Welsh speaking homes. 
      
This experience I have repeated to fellow leadership team 
members in my own school in detail as it’s left such an 
impression on me. This Ontario school’s emphasis on 
developing oral skills, problem-solving skills and critical thinking 
skills has been a priority in the school’s aim to raise standards. 
The school’s confidence in its clear, succinct and uncluttered 
School Improvement Plan was refreshing, reflecting what’s 
possible perhaps in a non-punitive system, where there is no 
educational inspectorate. At all levels the emphasis was on a 
small number of ambitious goals. It made me recall when my 
own school had an expectation that 70% of every lesson at KS3 
was based on developing oral and problem solving skills… But 
perhaps that was in the days when there was not the plethora of 
indicators to be judged by including the all-omnipotent L2+… 
       
Ontario’s success in establishing a shared vision on all levels 
was evident in the momentum you could feel in its schools. 
There is a huge emphasis on equity – and the sincerity in the 
motto ‘Support every child, reach every student’ was a common 
driver. Equity was emphasised at every opportunity, but I was 
then surprised to learn that private schools existed, and the one 
we visited left me feeling so proud of how advanced Wales is 
in its teaching and learning methodology in comparison. One 
teacher was very excited that she had rearranged her classroom 
to a horseshoe formation for first time this academic year (three 
weeks before external exams), in order to get closer to the 
pupils to discuss exam questions, which made me compare 
how many times in one lesson the formation of a classroom 
was changed in the last language lesson I observed in my 
own school.
      
In the same way I was surprised also to learn that the excellent 
improvement in maths in Ontario was composite of ‘Academic 
Maths’ and ‘Applied Maths’ and that pupils not able to tackle 
the Academic Maths by Grade 9 would be entered for Applied 
Maths at Graduation Level. The split was 60% of pupils studying 
Academic Maths and 40% Applied Maths. I found myself 
questioning the equity in that system…

We have so much to be proud of in our education system in 
Wales, and yet when we consider PISA as an indicator, we just 
don’t seem to hack it. This being results fortnight for A-levels, 
AS and GCSEs, I go to sleep and wake up thinking about 
my school’s results as regards our country’s indicators – and 
perhaps that’s our Achilles’ heel? The unintended outcomes in 
our system forces focus on our indicators rather than the holistic 
approach to education we saw in Ontario that could be afforded 
by the province’s vision. The ‘free curriculum’ I witnessed in one 
secondary school in Toronto allowed for organic creativity across 
the curriculum where subjects evolved around a common topic, 
and pupils had an opportunity to lead their own learning as a 
result. Our country’s new curriculum based on the ‘Successful 
Futures’ recommendations might allow us this creative freedom 
in KS3… until we plan for the ever changing expectations 
of KS4!  

Ontario’s three aims of raising the bar, closing the gap, and 
improving public confidence in the education system was 
explained to us in depth. The respect and confidence gradually 
developed in the education system and teaching profession 
was evident. I was well impressed by the fact that 20% of 
Ontario’s budget is invested in education; this investment allows 
teachers 20% non-contact time of each day in order to prepare 
for teaching and learning, and a sabbatical year is mandatory 
after every four years of teaching. Every teacher is expected 
to undertake a course of professional development each 
year – and fund it him or herself. All this contributes greatly to 
realising the province’s vision of every teacher being instrumental 
in being a leader in education and establishing an enhanced 
learning culture and high expectations across the board.  
High expectations and confidence in the teaching profession 
and the education system were evident throughout my visit to 
Toronto – in every school I visited and from every teacher, head 
and minister I spoke to. None more so evident, than from the 
10-year-old child who was so proud of being a leader in his 
school, and whose oral skills were a privilege to experience.   
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Appendix 2: Gallery

The delegation visits a Toronto high school (above and below) A learning walk around an elementary school in Toronto (above and below)
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Wall display at a city elementary (above) and the delegation with high school staff (below) Extra-curricular activities (above) and an ‘urban farm’ at a Toronto high school (below)
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A visit to the University of Toronto (above) and a high school cyber arts department (below) The delegation with staff at the OCT (above) and a typical high school corridor (below)
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A well-stocked library at a Toronto high school (above) A celebration of Confederation (above)
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