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Praise for  
a sage on the stage

“Education is less well than many people think. In 
particular, it’s heavy with quack science, junk theory, 
snake oil, fads, tradition, dogma, and all manner of 
magic beans. But in the past few years we’ve started 
to see thinkers and writers and educationalists push 
back against the tidal wave of sloppy thinking. And 
spearheading this has been Michael Zwaagstra, whose 
cogent, concise, and clear thought pieces are exactly 
what the doctor ordered. I recommend his work, which 
cuts through the rubbish with reason and wit, to anyone 
interested in dragging teaching into the 21st century.”

Tom Bennett, director of researchED 
and author of Teacher Proof

“This collection of op-ed pieces provides a sobering, 
evidence-informed ref lection on many popular, yet 
deeply f lawed trends in education. Written by an 
active classroom educator, this book is a must-read for 
educators, parents, and others interested in sorting the 
wheat from the chaff in current education discourse.”

Daniel Ansari, professor of psychology and 
education, Western University, Ontario
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“What a rarity. Sage advice from Michael Zwaagstra, a 
front-line secondary school teacher well equipped to cut 
through the education myths and cloud of edu-babble. At 
last, his pithy, probing, and no-nonsense commentaries 
can be found all in one place.” 

Paul W. Bennett, EdD, director of 
Schoolhouse Institute, Halifax, and founding 

program chair at researchED Canada

“Michael Zwaagstra deserves credit for presenting 
a clear, wide-ranging synopsis of many contentious 
educational issues. This easy read explains every fad 
and its deleterious impact on our education system. 
Michael’s myth-buster is a valuable resource for 
skeptical educators, confused parents, and overly 
zealous politicians wanting to appeal for voter support 
by jumping on ill-conceived bandwagons.”

Jim Dueck, EdD, author and retired assistant 
deputy minister at Alberta Education

“In this ordered collection of his op-eds, Michael 
presents a voice of realistic thought and reason in the 
wild jungle of educational fads, hypes, and eduquacks. 
A must-read for teachers, but more importantly for 
policymakers and politicians.”

Prof. Dr. Paul A. Kirschner, dr.h.c., professor 
emeritus at the Open University of the Netherlands
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Introduction 
 

Schools may rise and fall, but education fads remain forever. 
Little did I know when I became a teacher that so much 
of my time would be spent fighting long-debunked fads 
that never seemed to go away.

It was in my university education courses that I 
first heard the absurd notion that a teacher should be 
a guide on the side rather than a sage on the stage. 
I was also taught that standardized testing was a 
poor way of assessing student achievement. Education 
professors told me that teachers didn’t really need to 
be knowledgeable in the subjects they taught, since 
the most authentic learning experiences took place 
when teachers learned new things together with their 
students. I also heard all about individual learning 
styles, multiple intelligences, and many other half-
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baked theories that are popular in education faculties 
but rejected virtually everywhere else.

I pushed back against many of these ideas when I was 
a student, but it was a losing battle at the time. I quickly 
learned that a lowly student was no match for professors 
who had clearly spent their entire careers supporting and 
promoting these bad ideas. I also came to realize that if 
I wanted to get my degree, I had little choice but to go 
along with what my professors told me. So, I sucked it up 
and persevered through the nonsense. 

Things got better when I finished university and 
began my career as a teacher. Finally, I was able to work 
with real students and leave some of the worst ideas 
behind me. However, I soon realized that useless fads 
extended far beyond the walls of education faculties. 
The more I read in education policy, the more I came 
to realize that many of the most common fads had little 
empirical evidence supporting them. This frustrated me 
and I resolved to do something about it.

In 2010, I co-authored What’s Wrong With Our 
Schools and How We Can Fix Them with two like-
minded education professors, Dr. Rodney Clifton and 
Dr. John Long. Our goal in writing that book was to 
draw attention to some of the most common problems 
in schools and to assist frustrated teachers and parents to 
fight back. The book got a lot of media attention and I 
heard from many teachers, parents, and other concerned 
citizens who appreciated the work we were doing.

After the publication of What’s Wrong With Our 
Schools, I received  invitations to speak to many groups. 
I also started writing articles on education policy. Most 
of these were written for the Frontier Centre for Public 
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Policy and the Atlantic Institute for Market Studies and 
appeared in major newspapers across Canada, including 
national newspapers such as The Globe and Mail and the 
National Post. The significant interest generated by these 
articles showed there was a strong desire for a common-
sense approach to educational policy.

This book is a collection of my best educational 
articles over the past decade. As you will see by the titles, 
I’ve covered a lot of topics – everything from school 
discipline to content knowledge to no-zero policies. 
The articles are categorized into ten themes and, 
with the exception of minor edits, they appear as they 
were originally written. While many of the provincial 
governments mentioned in these articles have long since 
been replaced, readers will quickly see that the education 
issues remain relevant today. Governments may rise and 
fall, but education fads remain forever.

My hope is that this book will be of help to teachers, 
parents, school administrators, and school trustees in 
North America who are looking for a little less ideology 
and a whole lot more common sense in schools.
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~ 1 ~

Foolish 
Education 

Fads

George Washington, America’s first president, died in 
1799 at the age of 67. A few days before his death, 
Washington spent several hours outside in the snow 
and sleet and refused to change his wet clothes. He 
developed severe chest congestion and had difficulty 
breathing. Given the seriousness of Washington’s 
condition, his family summoned his doctors. It would 
been better if they had not.

The most common medical treatment in the 18th 
century, and for many centuries before, was bloodletting  
– the withdrawal of blood from a patient. Doctors 
thought this procedure helped to bring bodily f luids back 
into balance, by removing diseased blood. Unfortunately, 
it did nothing of the sort. In fact, bloodletting hastened 
death, since the last thing someone in a weakened 
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medical state needs is to lose a vast quantity of blood. 
Had the doctors not removed five pints of Washington’s 
blood, he might have survived his influenza.

It wasn’t until the 20th century that bloodletting 
was finally abandoned as a standard first-line treatment. 
Medical research proved not only that bloodletting was 
harmful, but also that many more effective treatments 
were available. As research continued, doctors discovered 
increasingly better treatments and even some cures for 
the most devastating illnesses. In medicine, standard 
practice dictates that once a treatment is debunked, 
doctors stop using it. Thus, any doctor today who relied 
on bloodletting as a standard treatment would rightly 
face a malpractice lawsuit and no doubt  lose their 
medical license.

If only things worked this way in education. Like 
medicine, education has seen its fair share of harmful 
practices foisted on unsuspecting teachers and students. 
Unlike medicine, however, these harmful practices 
continue long after they have been thoroughly debunked 
by research scientists. In other words, education continues 
to rely on fads – fads that are really education’s own form 
of bloodletting. These practices are fads because they 
usually arise suddenly, lack any significant supporting 
evidence, typically fail, and then reappear under a new 
name. And so the cycle continues.

Some fads, such as individual learning styles, have 
gained widespread public acceptance, while others, such 
as a call to reduce the amount of “adultism” in schools, 
prompt widespread ridicule and mockery. Meanwhile, 
other fads, such as getting students as young as seven 
to specialize in a particular subject, are misapplications 

A Sage on the Stage.indb   16 19/12/2019   09:31



Foolish Education Fads

17

of legitimate scientific concepts. In this chapter’s first 
article, you will see what this kind of misapplication 
looks like in practice.

 One of the reasons we trust doctors is because 
they receive rigorous training in medical school and 
during their internships and residencies, where they 
learn to distinguish between effective and ineffective 
treatments. Sadly, the same isn’t true for teachers. In 
fact, education schools are some of the worst purveyors 
of fads in the universities. As you will see in this chapter, 
education schools have long been held in low esteem by 
other university departments precisely because of their 
slavish devotion to fads. When education professors give 
presentations about the supposedly oppressive nature of 
dodgeball, they rightly open themselves up to ridicule by 
other professors and by parents.

Just as the doctors of today no longer rely on 
bloodletting, modern-day teachers should be set free 
from foolish fads. As you read these articles, you will 
likely be amazed at the staying power of the many fads 
in education.

Specializing in 
educational nonsense

An elementary school in Alberta is taking the concept of 
specialization to a completely new level. At R. J. Hawkey 
Elementary School, students heading into Grade 2 will 
be expected to select a “major” that defines the focus of 
their education for the next three years.
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These majors include the arts, sports, scientific 
inquiry, and humanitarian/environment. Teachers are 
required to tailor the provincial curriculum to match 
these specialty areas. Thus, students in the humanitarian/
environment stream can expect to spend a lot of time in 
math calculating average recycling rates, while sports-
stream students pore over team statistics.

The problem with this approach is that it inevitably 
leads to a further erosion of academic standards. While 
it may sound exciting at first for students to have their 
personal interests ref lected in every school subject 
throughout the day, the novelty quickly wears off and 
reality sets in.

In order for students to become proficient in basic 
academic skills such as reading, writing, and mathematics, 
they need to spend time focusing specifically on these 
skills. Allowing students some flexibility in the books 
they read in class is one thing. Gearing their entire 
learning experience around a single theme is another. 
It is difficult to picture how this can be done without 
watering down academic standards.

The school claims to be inspired by Malcolm 
Gladwell’s book Outliers (2008), which points out that 
10,000 hours of practice are needed in order to achieve 
full mastery of a particular skill. However, the type of 
practice described by Gladwell is completely different 
from what this school is doing. 

Gladwell notes that practice is concentrated in 
a focused area – a sport like hockey, or a musical 
instrument such as the violin. But calculating the velocity 
of a hockey puck in math class won’t count towards the 
10,000 hours of practice that a prospective NHL player 
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needs. Nor will reading yet another short story about 
the Amazon rainforest move students any closer to some 
special proficiency level in ecology.

The four specializations arbitrarily chosen by this 
school appear to have more to do with indoctrinating 
students in politically correct ideology than promoting 
academic excellence. The reality is that many, if not 
most, students learn best in a school environment where 
they receive focused academic instruction in the core 
academic subjects. In other words, let science be science 
and math be math. Students can learn these subjects 
without having their every fancy and whim catered to 
by a school system more focused on self-esteem than 
academic excellence.

One of the purposes of school is to expose children 
to new ideas and expand their horizons. Students have 
plenty of time outside of school hours to explore hobbies 
and other areas of personal interest. In addition, there are 
many ways in which teachers can, and do, help students 
to pursue their interests that don’t involve restructuring 
their entire elementary education. 

An important life lesson is that we don’t always get 
to do what we want. Even people working in professions 
that they love acknowledge that some days their jobs are 
not very exciting. But they still come to work the next 
day because that’s how the real world works. 

Some might look at what is happening in R. J. 
Hawkey School and ask whether this is similar to 
the school-choice model provided by Canadian school 
boards such as Edmonton. The answer is that the two 
are nothing alike. R. J. Hawkey School is forcing all 
students to choose one of four specializations, whether 
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they like it or not. In contrast, parents in Edmonton 
are free to enrol their children in the schools of their 
choice, including those that follow a traditional model 
of education. Furthermore, Edmonton students regularly 
take literacy and numeracy proficiency tests and all 
schools, including specialized schools, are expected to 
show academic progress.

There is a big difference between giving parents 
the option of enrolling their children in the school of 
their choice and forcing all seven-year-old students in 
one school to choose a so-called “major” that becomes 
the focus of all their subjects. Schools should spend 
less time trying to be at the cutting edge of every 
education fad and more time looking at ways to raise 
academic standards.

This article was originally published in 2010

Real brain-based 
learning

Many education gurus are renowned for promoting theories 
that have limited empirical support. One of the best 
examples is the work of “brain-based education” guru 
Eric Jensen. His promotional website proudly proclaims 
his specialty to be the “integration of cutting-edge 
neuroscience with practical, user-friendly brain-based 
learning classroom strategies.” That’s a rather bold 
statement for someone who, until receiving a PhD in 
human development in 2014, had only a BA in English 
and no public school teaching experience. 

A Sage on the Stage.indb   20 19/12/2019   09:31



Foolish Education Fads

21

Like many other education gurus, Jensen downplays 
the importance of factual knowledge and academic 
content, and makes clear that he is not a fan of requiring 
students to do a lot of rote memorization. Fortunately, 
there are some people with real cognitive expertise who 
are challenging the misguided approach of armchair 
neuroscientists like Jensen.

Daniel Willingham, a psychology professor at the 
University of Virginia, has written an informative book 
for educators called Why Don’t Students Like School?. 
Willingham, who has a PhD in cognitive psychology 
from Harvard University, is an expert in how the human 
mind works. In his book, he uses several widely accepted 
principles of cognitive psychology to make his case for 
more traditional methods of instruction.

For example, Willingham notes that there is good 
reason for requiring students to practice their multiplication 
tables and memorize the spelling of commonly used 
words. This is because lack of space in working memory 
is the key bottleneck in human cognition. In other words, 
students who do not know their math facts by heart find 
it very difficult to perform more advanced problems, 
since they end up wasting valuable mental capacity on 
something that should be automatic.

Although education gurus often deride repetitive 
practice as “drill and kill,” the fact is that it provides 
the foundation for deeper learning. We do our brains 
a significant favour when we commit basic skills to 
memory, because it frees up our working memory for 
other things. It may not be very exciting to practice 
doing the same thing over and over, but it pays off in the 
long-term.
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Willingham also dissects the claim by education 
gurus that schools need to spend less time teaching 
students about science and history and more time helping 
them to think like scientists and historians. These 
gurus argue that reading about scientific discoveries in 
a textbook or hearing a lecture about major historical 
events are far removed from the work that scientists and 
historians actually do. As a result, they propose that 
schools should decrease the amount of emphasis placed 
on the acquisition of factual knowledge.

However, Willingham points out that this advice is 
hopelessly misguided. Scientists and historians became 
experts in their field through many years of study 
and practice. Students need to have a broad-based 
understanding of the academic basics before they can 
even begin to think like experts. It is impossible to think 
deeply about something you know little about. After 
all, it would be foolish to expect a detailed historical 
analysis of the root causes of World War I from a student 
who didn’t know, by memory, the names of the major 
countries involved in that conflict.

In addition, since students with the broadest 
knowledge base are the ones best able to make sense 
of the world around them, schools should focus on 
giving them solid academic content from as young an 
age as possible. Education gurus do our students a 
grave disservice when they minimize the importance 
of content.

Willingham also effectively debunks the multiple-
intelligences theory of the educational psychologist 
Howard Gardner. According to Gardner, traditional IQ 
tests are not an accurate measure of intelligence since 
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they do not measure other so-called intelligences, such 
as musical ability and interpersonal skills. But while it is 
true that students have many different talents and skills, 
most cognitive psychologists reject the way in which 
Gardner redefines the very nature of intelligence. In fact, 
there is little empirical data supporting the sweeping 
claims that he makes.

It is ironic that the theory of multiple intelligences 
is widely rejected by psychological experts, yet 
enthusiastically embraced within the school system. One 
can only hope that educators pay more attention to where 
the evidence really points.

Everyone who wants to know what real brain-
based learning looks like should take the time to read 
Willingham’s book. It certainly exposes the f laws in the 
progressive ideology promoted by many education gurus.

Persons of Canada 
must fight back against 
the thought police 

Ladies and gentlemen, it’s time we call a spade a spade. 
English-speaking Canadians must learn to speak 
inclusively. Whether you are a long-time resident or a 
recent immigrant, choose your words more carefully. After 
all, we should make sure that Christians, Jews, Muslims, 
Hindus, Buddhists, and atheists all feel equally included in 
our society. Inclusivity begins at home when mothers and 
fathers model appropriate language for their kids.
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Gratefully, I’m not an employee of the Durham 
District School Board in Ontario. If I were, what I 
just wrote could get me in serious trouble with their 
language police. In fact, I violated their Guidelines 
for Inclusive Language more than a dozen times in 
my first paragraph. That could be enough to classify 
me as a level-one cultural destroyer on their cultural 
proficiency continuum.

You see, their guidelines prominently display a chart 
with six different levels. They range from level one, 
cultural destructiveness, to level six, cultural proficiency. 
Being tolerant doesn’t count for much in this school 
district – it only gets you up to level two and is also 
called cultural incapacity. To reach the highest level of 
inclusiveness and attain cultural proficiency, you need to 
master a whole new lingo.

For starters, beginning a speech with the phrase 
“ladies and gentlemen” is verboten. Apparently, audiences 
are supposed to be addressed with a more neutral 
greeting, such as “men and women.” Similarly, you 
should not refer to people as husbands or wives – they are 
all simply spouses. Teachers are also expected to replace 
the terms mother and father with the more neutral title 
of “parent or guardian.”

According to the guidelines, the idiom “calling a 
spade a spade” can’t be used since it allegedly “demean[s] 
and ostracize[s] people.” Apparently, bigots in the US 
sometimes used the word “spade” as an ethnic slur against 
African Americans during the early 20th century. So, 
notwithstanding that this English phrase dates back to 
1542 and ironically means to tell the truth in a direct 
way, it still can’t be uttered by Canadian teachers.
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The silliness doesn’t stop there. It is now officially 
wrong to refer to someone as Chinese, Korean, or even 
American. Instead, teachers should identify someone as a 
person from a particular country. So, calling Barack Obama 
an American is a no-no. Rather, we should say that he is a 
person from America. When the country music artist Lee 
Greenwood sings that he is “proud to be an American,” we 
should change that to “proud to be a person from America.”

By the way, the same applies to faith and language 
groups. No longer can teachers identify someone as 
Jewish, Muslim or Christian. Rather, they should be 
identified as members of a particular faith community. 
For example, the American evangelist Billy Graham 
was not a Christian, he was a person from the Christian 
community. By the same token, we cannot refer to 
someone as English-speaking or French-speaking, but 
instead as a person who speaks a particular language.

Let’s put this into practice and see how it works in 
real life.

François Legault is a person from Quebec, a person 
who speaks French, and a member of the Roman Catholic 
community. Unfortunately, some of his comments during 
the 2018 Quebec election campaign could be interpreted 
as hostile to immigrants.

Oops, I did it again. I used a level-one cultural 
destroyer phrase when I said the word immigrants. 
According to the Durham District School Board, I’m 
supposed to refer to them as newcomers instead. Someone 
should really tell the minister of immigration, I mean the 
minister of newcomers, that he insults millions of new 
Canadians, sorry, persons from Canada, whenever he 
calls them immigrants.
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Isn’t it great to know that the Durham District 
School Board values diversity? In fact, it is so committed 
to diversity that it has issued a document that forces 
everyone to speak in exactly the same way.

If we want to see real improvement in our schools, 
perhaps administrators should spend more time focusing 
on academic achievement and no time creating politically 
correct language guidelines for students and staff. All 
persons from Canada should be outraged at this silliness 
going on in our schools.

Failed education fads 
should be buried, 
not resurrected

The 1970s was a memorable decade. Judging by yearbook 
pictures from that era, everyone wore polyester, bell 
bottoms, platform shoes, and long hair. This may be a 
fun way to dress up at Halloween costume parties, but 
virtually everyone recognizes that fashions from the past 
belong in the past.

And while poor fashion choices from the seventies 
have mercifully been retired, the same cannot be said of 
failed education fads. In fact, open-area classrooms, one 
of the worst fads from that era, are making a comeback 
in schools across North America.

The theory behind open-area classrooms is relatively 
simple: schools should have as few walls as possible in 
order to facilitate collaboration among teachers and 
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students. By making school designs open, students 
are exposed to learning all around them. The buzz 
of learning permeates the school as students eagerly 
construct new knowledge and work together to build a 
collaborative professional learning community.

However, things didn’t quite work out that way in real 
life. Open-area classrooms proved to be an unmitigated 
disaster. They were too noisy and distracting. Teachers 
and students alike found it impossible to function 
effectively in an environment that prevented them from 
getting some peace and quiet. By the 1980s, most open-
area schools were retrofitted with classroom walls and 
the failed experiment seemed to come to an end.

It seems that in the field of education, however, fads 
never actually die out. Rather, they disappear for a while 
and reappear later under new names. When they do, 
school administrators jump on the “new” idea and seek 
to impose it on as many schools as possible. As more 
schools adopt the latest fad, it gains the appearance 
of inevitability. Eventually, after it acquires near-total 
dominance, the fad comes crashing down as everyone 
realizes it doesn’t work. It then lies low or dormant, until 
it is once again reinvented and foisted on an unsuspecting 
new generation of students and teachers.

The reappearance of open-area classrooms under the 
new label of open-concept schools is the latest example. 
Fielding Nair International, an architecture firm that 
specializes in this approach, has designed more than 400 
schools around the world, along with approximately a 
dozen in Western Canada. About half of those schools are 
located in Regina, where the public school board appears 
to have put all its eggs in the open-concept basket.
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In 2012, Douglas Park Elementary School opened 
with great fanfare in suburban Regina. As proof of its 
fidelity to an open-concept layout, this school has huge 
open spaces, lots of windows, and movable walls. During 
the opening ceremonies, the school’s principal praised the 
random abstract layout of the building as “innovative.” The 
director of education at Regina Public Schools dutifully 
added that the new school was not merely a building, but 
rather a “community of learners.” If only the guests had 
thought to bring their bell bottoms and platform shoes, 
the trip back to the seventies would have been complete.

It’s remarkable that any school board would invest so 
heavily in an approach that lacks supporting evidence. 
When Prakash Nair of Fielding Nair International 
makes grandiose claims about classrooms being obsolete 
in the 21st century, many educators rightly view his work 
with skepticism.

Nair’s design has ideological motivations. As he 
himself acknowledges in his writings, his advocacy of 
open-concept schools is closely linked to his belief in 
the constructivist approach to teaching. Constructivism 
holds that, instead of passing on a defined body of 
knowledge, teachers should help students to construct 
their own understanding of the world around them. 
Open-concept schools go hand-in-hand with this 
approach. Interestingly, whole language and the “new 
math” are examples of two other failed fads that stem 
from constructivism. There are good reasons to be 
skeptical of any approach based on constructivism, 
considering its dismal track record.

To cap it all off, there is no empirical research 
establishing that open-concept schools lead to improved 
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student achievement. However, there is a lot of evidence 
that students and teachers alike find it difficult to 
function when their learning environment is noisy and 
filled with distractions.

Far from being on the cutting edge of innovation, 
open-concept schools merely recycle a failed fad from 
the past. School boards should leave this concept in the 
seventies, where it truly belongs.

Edu-babblers should 
stop horsing around

Do you ever read Berenstain Bears books with your kids or 
watch old Disney movies such as Bambi and The Jungle 
Book? Maybe you sing “Old MacDonald had a farm” or 
“Five little monkeys jumping on the bed” when goofing 
around with them. 

If you do, you might be poisoning their minds with 
“racist, colonial, consumerist, heteronormative, and 
patriarchal norms.” At least, that’s the concern raised by 
Nora Timmerman and Julia Ostertag in their paper “Too 
Many Monkeys Jumping in Their Heads: Animal Lessons 
Within Young Children’s Media.” It was published in the 
Canadian Journal of Environmental Education and formally 
presented in 2013 at the Congress of the Humanities and 
Social Sciences in Victoria, British Columbia.

In their paper, Timmerman and Ostertag argue 
that popular children’s stories about animals promote 
anthropocentrism – the belief that humans are the 
most important species on the planet. Apparently, when 
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children see cartoon animals dressed up like humans 
and walking on their hind legs, they get sucked into 
the idea that humans are superior to animals. This can 
lead to “feelings of angst and disconnection,” “the loss 
of community,” and even “extensive animal extinction.”

I never realized that letting my kids read Garfield 
comics would have such a negative impact on the future 
of the planet. Ironically, the real cats in our house right 
now do seem an awful lot like Garfield, in that they eat 
and sleep a lot. But then again, our cats are domestic pets 
and I get the feeling Timmerman and Ostertag don’t 
approve of that either.

Timmerman and Ostertag are also critical of any 
movies and cartoons in which animals have human-
like conversations. As a case in point, they describe an 
episode of Sesame Street in which Big Bird learns the 
value of acceptance during a conversation with a “real” 
bird. While they acknowledge that the lesson about 
acceptance is a good one, Timmerman and Ostertag 
wonder “where the actual birds’ voices went.” They go 
on to suggest that children’s books should only portray 
animals speaking their natural languages.

Now that is an interesting idea. Clearly, the author 
of Charlotte’s Web got it all wrong when he portrayed 
Charlotte as a clever, talking spider and Wilbur as a 
lonely but thoughtful pig. Instead, the author should 
have written a story in which a pig simply rolled in the 
mud and said “oink, oink” while the spider above him 
captured and ate bugs. I’m sure that would have been a 
real hit with kids!

Some of the issues raised by Timmerman and Ostertag 
are downright silly. For example, they ask, “When we jump 
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on the bed and sing ‘five little monkeys jumping on the bed,’ 
does it teach children that they are connected to monkeys 
through a similar wild spirit, or does it teach them that 
monkeys are careless and accident prone?” Maybe it isn’t 
intended to teach anything at all and is just a fun little rhyme 
parents like to repeat when their kids are jumping on the bed. 

After hearing about this article, you might wonder 
what academic discipline actually accepts such politically 
correct nonsense as genuine scholarship. The fact that 
both Timmerman and Ostertag were PhD students in the 
faculty of education at the University of British Columbia 
should answer that question. Only in an education course 
could it be considered serious scholarship to write a paper 
in which you explain how uncomfortable you are with 
how animals are portrayed in children’s books.

Perhaps education professors should spend less time 
worrying about the impact of cartoon animals on 
children and more time dealing with the real challenges 
facing our schools.

There is no such 
thing as individual 
learning styles

One of the most widely accepted “truisms” in public 
education is that all students have individual learning 
styles. As a result, teachers are expected to tailor their 
lessons to meet the needs of the visual, auditory, and 
tactile-kinesthetic learners in their classes.
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For example, suppose a Grade 3 teacher wants to 
introduce her students to the solar system. According to 
learning styles theory, visual learners should be shown lots 
of pictures of the planets, while auditory learners benefit 
more from a detailed verbal description. Meanwhile, 
tactile-kinesthetic learners should construct models of 
each planet. In this way, each student learns about the 
solar system through his or her individual learning style.

The theory sounds so simple and elegant. Many 
books and articles have been written showing teachers 
how to adapt their lessons to meet the learning styles of 
each student. However, there is just one little problem. 
Learning styles are a myth.

In his book When Can You Trust the Experts? (2012), 
the cognitive psychologist Daniel Willingham explains 
how to test learning styles theory. Take a group of people 
and identify each person’s so-called learning style. Let 
half of them experience a story through their preferred 
learning style – for example, the story could be conveyed 
by pictures to visual learners and recited verbally to 
auditory learners. Then make the other half experience 
the same story through a different learning style. If 
the theory is correct, people who experience the story 
through their preferred learning style should remember 
it better than those who do not.

“Experiments like this have been conducted,” writes 
Willingham, “and there is no support for the learning 
styles idea. Not for visual, auditory, or kinesthetic 
learners, nor for linear or holistic learners, nor for any of 
the other learners described by learning styles theories.” 
In other words, learning styles theory is no more valid 
than an urban myth.
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Willingham is not the only expert to point this 
out. John Hattie, director of the Melbourne Education 
Research Institute at the University of Melbourne, has 
reviewed thousands of studies about student achievement 
in the course of his research. In his book Visible Learning 
for Teachers (2012), Hattie bluntly states that there is 
“zero supporting evidence” for learning styles.

Catherine Scott, an Australian education researcher 
who has closely examined the evidence for learning 
styles theory, came to the same conclusion. Her article 
“The Search for the Key for Individualised Instruction” 
appeared in the International Guide to Student Achievement 
(2013) and concluded that any activities based on 
learning styles theory “represent a waste of precious 
teaching and learning time.”

Despite the lack of evidence for individual learning 
styles, the theory remains widely promoted by provincial 
education departments, faculties of education, and 
public school boards. For example, Rethinking Classroom 
Assessment with Purpose in Mind, a document published 
in Canada in 2006 by Manitoba Education, stresses the 
importance of identifying the individual learning styles 
of each student. A more recent Manitoba Education 
document, Strengthening Partnerships, recommends that 
teacher candidates be placed in a classroom environment 
where “teaching practices incorporate an understanding 
of different learning styles.”

The damage caused by this failed theory is significant. 
Instead of providing well-designed whole-class lessons, 
teachers often waste vast amounts of time trying to adapt 
to the so-called learning styles of each student. Then, at 
their professional development in-services, these same 
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teachers are pushed to go even further in this direction. 
As a result, they end up working harder, getting worse 
results, and burning themselves out in the process.

Rejecting the theory does not mean teachers should 
teach every topic in exactly the same way. It makes sense 
to use a variety of strategies when introducing students 
to new concepts. Going back to our example of Grade 3 
students learning about the solar system, a good teacher 
will do far more than simply give a single lecture. Rather, 
she will show her students pictures of the planets, 
provide accurate verbal descriptions, and give students an 
opportunity to work with models of the planets.

Good teachers have always used a host of strategies to 
engage as many students as possible. Sometimes looking 
at a picture is the best way to get a concept across, while 
at other times it makes sense to let students construct 
a model. There is no need to pigeonhole students into 
different learning styles, particularly since there is no 
evidence that such styles exist. Individual learning styles 
are a myth that should finally be put to rest.

Nothing new under the 
sun with education fads

“The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that 
which is done is that which shall be done: and there is no 
new thing under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9 KJV).

King Solomon may have written these words nearly 
3000 years ago, but I can’t help but wonder whether he 
had the endless cycle of education fads in mind. A new 
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fad is introduced with great fanfare, pushed on teachers, 
falls out of favour when it proves to be a f lop, and then, 
a generation later, is renamed and foisted on a whole new 
group of unsuspecting educators. 

That is certainly what came to my mind in early 
2016 when CBC Radio profiled a new US documentary 
called Most Likely to Succeed. Basically, the premise of 
this documentary is that the current school system, with 
its distinct subject areas and defined period lengths, is 
based on an outdated 19th-century factory model and 
schools need to shift to a more project-oriented approach 
that encourages creativity and collaboration among 
students and teachers.

To get a rundown on this movie, CBC interviewed 
Matt Henderson. At the time, Henderson was a social 
studies teacher at St. John’s-Ravenscourt School in 
Winnipeg, and he had run for the New Democratic 
Party in the 2015 federal election; now he is an assistant 
superintendent in Winnipeg. Henderson gave the film 
a glowing review and noted that it featured High Tech 
High, a San Diego charter school that put many of the 
film’s ideas into practice.

Interestingly, the moment Henderson mentioned 
that High Tech High was a charter school, he felt the 
need to explain that, unlike charter schools in Canada, 
charter schools in the US are 100% publicly funded. 
However, Henderson’s statement is wrong. The only 
Canadian province where charter schools exist is Alberta 
and all charter schools in that province are 100% publicly 
funded, just like in the US. Needless to say, Henderson’s 
factual blunder at the beginning of the interview did not 
sit well with me.
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As for the ideas promoted in the film itself, 
Henderson explained that High Tech High and other 
project-based schools have done away with bells, 
and instead of distinct subject areas such as history, 
chemistry, and physics, the schools are built around 
“educative experiences.” Teachers from different subject 
areas collaborate on designing projects that are built 
around the interest of students. It all sounded very 
exciting and revolutionary.

However, the truth is that there is nothing new about 
any of this. In 1918, William Heard Kilpatrick, a well-
known American education professor, wrote an article 
for Teachers College Record entitled “The Project Method” 
in which he outlined the exact same approach. He 
suggested that the school day should be centred around 
projects of interest to students (such as kite-building) 
since these are “purposeful acts in the educative process.” 
Had Kilpatrick not already published his article in 1918, 
I might have assumed he had plagiarized Henderson’s 
CBC comments.

Nearly 20 years later, Kilpatrick made his radical 
views even more explicit in his book Remaking the 
Curriculum (1936). In it, he blasted the traditional 
separation of subjects as an “older outlook” that is “the 
antithetical opposite of the best available conceptions 
both of the life process and of learning.” In true 
progressive fashion, Kilpatrick even made sure to explain 
that the process of learning is far more important than 
any specific factual content. 

Teachers like Henderson may buy into the myth that 
Most Likely to Succeed is a cutting-edge film promoting a 
revolutionary approach to learning for the 21st century. 
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The reality is that it merely repackages and recycles the 
very old ideas of Kilpatrick. When it comes to education 
fads, there really is nothing new under the sun.

Education fads do kids 
and teachers no favours

Student achievement is declining in Nova Scotia. The 2014–
15 accountability report from the province’s Department 
of Education makes this abundantly clear. 

Barely half of Grade 8 students are meeting 
expectations in math, while the writing skills of students 
in grades 3 and 6 have declined by nearly 20 points in two 
years. Nova Scotia students also score below the Canadian 
average in national and international assessments. 

Surprisingly, the education minister, Karen Casey, 
is doubling down on cosmetic reforms. As a case in 
point, the minister plans to bring in provincial teaching 
standards, in partnership with the Nova Scotia Teachers 
Union (NSTU). But these standards are unlikely to do 
anything other than create more paperwork for teachers 
and administrators.

Because of the union’s involvement in creating the 
standards, it is certain that ironclad teacher tenure 
provisions will remain in place. There is no way 
the union is going to agree to anything that could 
potentially make it easier for school boards to fire 
ineffective teachers. 

Instead, teachers will likely spend more time 
filling out questionnaires, creating useless portfolios, 
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and implementing the latest meaningless education 
fads. They may even get more coaching in how to 
write edu-babble on report cards or attend professional 
development sessions featuring assessment gurus who 
promote no-zero policies or other nonsense. One thing 
Casey’s new teaching standards will not do is improve 
student achievement. 

Here’s a novel idea for Casey: stop pushing education 
fads on teachers and just let them teach. Teachers 
don’t need provincial guidelines for writing report card 
comments, nor do they need to waste their time learning 
how to use the latest technological gadgets in their 
classrooms. They also don’t need onerous assessment 
rules that make it nearly impossible to hold students 
accountable for late or incomplete work.

Unfortunately, the union has been complicit in the 
promotion of such useless fads. In recent years, the 
NSTU has twice brought in the American education 
speaker Alfie Kohn to indoctrinate elementary teachers 
in the latest progressive education fads. Some of Kohn’s 
more radical ideas include the abolition of all grades for 
students, the removal of virtually all direct instruction, 
and prohibiting teachers from praising students when 
they do something good or correcting them when 
they get an answer wrong. These harebrained ideas 
are not what teachers need to hear at their professional 
development sessions.

If we really want to improve student achievement, 
the people who run our education system need to cut out 
the edu-babble and focus on what actually works. Mike 
Schmoker, a former teacher and administrator, makes 
this abundantly clear in his book Focus: Elevating the 
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Essentials to Radically Improve Student Learning (2011). 
In Schmoker’s view, schools should focus on three simple 
things: a reasonably coherent curriculum, sound lessons, 
and purposeful reading and writing in every discipline. 
Get these right and student learning will improve. It’s 
that simple!

When it comes to classroom instruction, the last 
thing students need is more f lashy hands-on activities 
and “project-based learning.” Innovation is no guarantee 
of student learning. In fact, lessons can be quite effective 
with a minimal amount of technology, so long as the 
teacher sets specific learning objectives, provides direct 
instruction focused on those objectives, and regularly 
checks for student understanding.

A big part of the problem is that school boards, 
education departments, and teachers’ unions keep 
bringing in professional development consultants 
who promote the same failed fads. From Kohn’s anti-
grading ideology to Marian Small’s fuzzy math to Ken 
O’Connor’s no-zero approach to assessment, teachers are 
bombarded with a host of bad ideas. No wonder student 
achievement is suffering.

Instead, teachers deserve to know that research 
supports traditional methods such as direct instruction, 
and that there is nothing wrong with standing at the front 
of the classroom and showing the whole class the correct 
way to solve a problem. Similarly, there are good reasons 
to make students memorize basic facts and practice basic 
skills until they become automatic. Content knowledge 
is far from outdated in the 21st century.

Casey may think that imposing a new set of 
standards on teachers is going to improve student 
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achievement. However, these standards will only be 
useful if they promote what actually works in the 
classroom. Meaningless education fads have got to go.

This article was originally published in 2016

A childish obsession 
with adultism

Like most people, I believe there are significant differences 
between adults and children, particularly when it comes 
to maturity levels. These differences explain why voting 
is restricted to adults, why children cannot purchase 
alcohol or cigarettes, and why all children are required 
to attend school. There are good reasons why children do 
not have the same rights as adults.

However, to some politically correct activists, this 
common-sense principle is actually unjust discrimination. 
They even have a word for it: adultism. 

Adam Fletcher is an educational consultant and 
speaker based in the  US. He writes extensively about 
school reform and argues that schools need to do 
much more to empower students. He also believes that 
adultism is the main thing holding schools back.

In an article entitled “Adultism in Schools,” Fletcher 
sets forth a sweeping definition of adultism. “Bias 
towards adults happens anytime the opinions, ideas, 
knowledge, beliefs, abilities, attitudes, or cultures 
of adults are held above those of people who aren’t 
considered adults. Because of this, our very conception 
of schools is adultism at work,” he explains.
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Well, when you put it that way, our entire society 
is guilty of adultism. Apparently, it’s discriminatory to 
believe that the opinions of adults have any more validity 
than those of children. When it comes to running 
a school, students should have just as much input as 
teachers and principals. Anything less than full equality 
is adultism.

Fletcher does not shrink from the logical implications 
of his quest to eliminate adultism. He contrasts 
“convenient” student voice with “inconvenient” student 
voice, and notes approvingly that the latter includes 
topics that impact teaching or governance of the school. 
Fletcher even complains about the fact that school 
boardrooms and school counselor offices are designed for 
adults rather than children. 

Of course, old-fashioned people like me would 
probably argue that these rooms were built that way 
because only adults are school board trustees and 
school counselors. I might also point out that meeting 
rooms and offices are adult workspaces that need to be 
appropriately designed for professionals to do their work. 
But there I go again with my adultist bias.

Fletcher’s crusade against adultism stems from 
his desire to transform schools into student-centred 
institutions. He believes that “adultism makes schools 
today ineffective.” He even quotes the well-known 
education writers John Dewey and Paulo Freire, to show 
that his anti-adultist agenda fits logically with their 
progressive ideals.

However, while Dewey and Freire were strong 
proponents of student-centred learning, neither of them 
went nearly as far as Fletcher. Ironically, by quoting these 
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two education writers, Fletcher is guilty of adultism 
himself, since he didn’t quote any children to back up his 
position. Perhaps this has something to do with the fact 
that all education writers are adults.

Fletcher’s ideas have met with widespread ridicule but, 
incredibly, they are being taken seriously in some schools 
across North America. His consultancy, SoundOut, 
provides teacher professional development in school 
divisions and Fletcher is a highly sought-after public 
speaker. His website is replete with endorsements from 
education professors, teachers, and school administrators. 

It never ceases to amaze me how crackpot theories 
like Fletcher’s opposition to “adultism” manage to 
infiltrate the school system. Giving students a moderate 
amount of input into how schools are run is one thing. 
Radically overhauling schools so that we don’t favour 
adult voices in any way is another thing entirely.

Education faculties 
fail to prepare new 
teachers to be effective

In 1933, the retiring president of Harvard University, 
Lawrence Lowell, famously stated that his university’s 
school of education was “a kitten that ought to be drowned.”

Of course, university presidents wouldn’t talk like 
this today. But Lowell was far from the only scholar 
to hold education schools in such low repute – and for 
good reason. In 1954, Time magazine reflected the 
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prevailing sentiment when it dubbed New York’s 120th 
Street, which separated Columbia Teachers College from 
Columbia University, as “the widest street in the world.”

Generally speaking, academics held education 
schools in low repute because these schools promoted 
progressive educational theories that de-emphasized 
traditional academic content. Nowhere was this more 
evident than at Columbia Teachers College, where 
John Dewey and his disciple William Heard Kilpatrick 
promoted a child-centred educational approach in which 
factual knowledge took a back seat to fads such as 
“project-based learning.”

Fast-forward to 2019 and things haven’t changed 
much. Education schools continue to downplay subject-
specific knowledge and promote many of the same fads, 
albeit under new names. Today’s education students 
are fed platitudes such as the need to be a guide on the 
side rather than a sage on the stage. And instead of 
empowering future teachers with the confidence they 
need to effectively manage their classrooms, education 
professors promote theories that have little practical use 
in actual classrooms with real students.

One of the most common sentiments expressed by 
classroom teachers is that they were taught little about 
how to teach. They give high praise to their teaching 
practicums, where they spend time in real classrooms, 
but quickly follow this up with a comment about how 
useless they found their education classes.

Imagine what would happen if other groups 
of professionals – such as lawyers, doctors or dentists 
– regularly expressed such disdain for their training 
programs. Governments would initiate a major review 
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of these professional schools to find out the problem. 
However, because no one has the courage to step in and 
make major changes, education schools continue to offer 
mediocre – or worse – programs. Thus, the cycle continues.

There is a better way. While education schools often 
tilt from one useless fad to another, there is a defined 
body of research regarding which methods work best 
in the classroom. For example, research clearly shows 
that, when it comes to learning how to read, phonics 
is far superior to whole language. Dr. Jeanne Chall, 
former director of the Harvard Reading Laboratory, 
demonstrated the superiority of phonics in the 1960s. 
It’s unfortunate that many education schools ignore the 
overwhelming evidence for phonics and continue to push 
whole-language methodologies on to student teachers.

Fortunately, some teachers are taking matters into 
their own hands. In 2013, the British teacher Tom 
Bennett organized the first researchED conference in 
London. This event generated so much teacher interest 
that it quickly became a worldwide phenomenon, with 
conferences in dozens of countries.

ResearchED is different from typical teacher professional 
development because it’s entirely teacher-directed and 
provides an opportunity to directly engage with the research 
literature. In contrast to the ideological conformity expected 
at education schools, researchED presenters come from 
a variety of perspectives and disciplines, and teachers can 
make up their own minds regarding what they hear.

The Australian teacher Greg Ashman, who is 
pursuing a PhD in instructional design, is a regular 
researchED presenter. His book The Truth About 
Teaching: An Evidence-Informed Guide for New Teachers 

A Sage on the Stage.indb   44 19/12/2019   09:31



Foolish Education Fads

45

(2018) is vastly superior to any textbook used in education 
schools. As a case in point, Ashman recognizes the value 
of whole-class instruction led by the teacher and provides 
useful strategies for classroom management.

Ashman also exposes teachers to cognitive load theory, 
something all teachers need to understand. Cognitive load 
theory notes that working memory is limited and that basic 
information must be transferred to long-term memory in 
order to free up space in the brain for more complex 
problems. This is why the memorization of math facts, 
such as the times tables, is very important. Committing 
these facts to memory makes it possible for students to 
tackle more advanced math concepts. It’s unfortunate that 
prospective teachers typically learn next to nothing about 
cognitive load theory in education schools.

If education schools want a better reputation, they 
need to become less ideological and more evidence-
focused. This would reduce the vast gulf between them 
and other university departments. But for now, that gulf 
is still “the widest street” on campus.

Faulty education 
theories oppress 
disadvantaged students

Is dodgeball a harmless game or legalized bullying? This 
was the riveting topic of a paper presented by three 
education professors at the Canadian Society for the 
Study of Education’s 2019 annual conference. 

A Sage on the Stage.indb   45 19/12/2019   09:31



A Sage on the Stage

46

Shortly after the National Post published a story about 
this presentation, media outlets across the country picked 
it up and the debate went viral. The three co-presenters 
– Joy Butler of the University of British Columbia, 
Claire Robson of Simon Fraser University, and David 
Burns of Kwantlen Polytechnic University – appeared on 
multiple radio and TV stations defending their critique of 
dodgeball, often in the face of incredulous interviewers.

Much of the debate revolved around dodgeball itself. 
Many fans were dismayed at how their sport was attacked 
by educational theorists. The head of Dodgeball Canada, 
in fact, penned an opinion piece for the National Post 
defending dodgeball as “built on the foundation of 
teamwork, inclusiveness, and trust.” Meanwhile, the 
Toronto Star columnist Emma Teitel took a contrary view 
in a column entitled “Maybe getting rid of dodgeball isn’t 
such a bad idea.” Clearly, the battle lines have been drawn.

However, focusing on the merits and demerits 
of dodgeball as a sport misses the point, because it 
overlooks the authors’ thesis. 

According to the conference website, Butler, Robson, 
and Burns examined dodgeball through “the ethic of 
anti-oppressive education” and concluded that “the 
hidden curriculum of dodgeball reinforces the five 
faces of oppression.” In other words, the authors used 
a particular ethical framework to examine dodgeball 
as a game. This means the validity of their conclusions 
depends on the reasonableness of their framework.

The abstract of the paper notes that Iris Marion Young’s 
book Justice and the Politics of Difference (1990) provided 
the theoretical basis for the authors’ understanding of the 
five faces of oppression: exploitation, marginalization, 
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powerlessness, cultural domination, and violence. In many 
ways, Young’s emphasis on group identity was a precursor 
to today’s identity politics, where a person’s membership, 
or lack of membership, in a marginalized group takes 
precedence when evaluating ideas.

By tying their critique of a children’s game, dodgeball, 
to Young’s radical theory, Butler, Robson, and Burns set 
dodgeball up to fall short on ethics, since no competitive 
sport could emerge unscathed under this theory. Instead 
of asking whether dodgeball is a healthy activity for 
children to enjoy, the authors focused on whether 
marginalized students were picked last for teams and if 
other students targeted them while playing the game. 
Obviously, this critical approach assumes that bullying 
behaviour is caused by the game of dodgeball rather than 
being an unfortunate, yet common, reality of childhood.

In contemporary identity politics, phrases such as 
“check your privilege” accuse entire groups of benefiting 
unfairly from their race and/or gender, even when this 
isn’t true of all individuals within the group. As a case 
in point, the Canadian prime minister, Justin Trudeau, 
may be a privileged white male, but an unemployed 
fisherman in rural Newfoundland is probably not.

Accusing well-meaning people of being oppressors 
solely because of their membership within a group is 
hardly conducive to productive dialogue. In fact, it is 
prejudice, because it attributes the general characteristics 
of the group to the individual when there is considerable 
variability between individuals even within the group.

Interestingly, even the admission policies of many 
education faculties ref lect an obsession with group 
identity. For example, the University of Manitoba’s 
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faculty of education reserves nearly half its spaces for 
students from five diversity categories: Indigenous, 
racialized, LGBTQ , persons with disabilities, and 
disadvantaged. This sends the unfortunate message that 
membership in one (or more) of these groups trumps the 
qualifications and merit of the individual.

Sadly, an obsession with group identity is now the 
norm rather than the exception within Canadian faculties 
of education. In their courses, prospective teachers often 
learn more about promoting social justice than about 
effective ways of teaching reading, science, and math. 
Even though there is a wealth of evidence backing 
up the importance of ensuring that students acquire 
subject-specific content knowledge through teacher-led 
instruction, education professors typically dismiss this in 
favour of trendy child-centred approaches.

This explains why education students typically spend 
so much time reading and discussing Paulo Freire’s book 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968). Like Young, Freire 
assumed that capitalist societies oppress minority and 
marginalized groups. Freire’s critique of the so-called 
“banking model of education” advances his view that 
students should co-learn together with their teachers, 
rather than have knowledge transmitted to them by 
knowledgeable teachers.

The problem with this approach is that it hurts 
the students it intends to help. By de-emphasizing the 
importance of content knowledge, Freire’s modern-
day disciples make it nearly impossible for students 
from disadvantaged homes to close the knowledge 
gap between themselves and students from upper-class 
homes. One could even argue that education faculties 
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are systematically oppressing disadvantaged students 
when they promote misguided theories about teaching 
and learning. 

Stories about the oppressive nature of dodgeball may 
provide comic relief for readers, but this concern reflects 
a real problem with education faculties. Faulty education 
theories do a lot of harm to students, particularly those 
from disadvantaged homes.

Mandatory e-learning 
is yet another fad

Thomas Edison is considered one of the world’s greatest 
inventors. Some of his inventions include the incandescent 
light bulb, the phonograph, and the motion picture 
camera. There is no doubt that Edison’s ideas have made 
the world a better place.

However, Edison had even higher hopes for some 
of his inventions. In particular, he was convinced that 
the motion picture camera would transform education. 
In 1922, he boldly predicted: “I believe that the motion 
picture is designed to revolutionize our educational 
system and that in a few years it will supplant largely, if 
not entirely, the use of textbooks.”

Obviously, things didn’t turn out the way he expected. 
Although his motion picture camera found its way into 
classrooms, it did not transform learning. Textbooks 
are still used for serious teaching and learning. Clearly, 
Edison was better at inventing things than he was at 
predicting future trends in education.
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Lest we become too critical of Edison, it’s important 
to remember that he is far from the only person to 
think that a new piece of technology is going to 
transform learning. Similar claims have been made 
about everything from calculators to desktop computers 
to iPads. What’s far less forgivable is the way in which 
governments and school boards ignore the lessons of 
history and continue putting so many resources in the 
technology basket.

In early 2019, Ontario’s then education minister, 
Lisa Thompson, announced that all students in the 
province would be required from 2020 to complete four 
e-learning courses in order to graduate from high school. 
This announcement came out of nowhere. A handful 
of US states require students to finish one e-learning 
course, but no province or state requires students to 
complete four courses. In addition, no stakeholder 
groups, neither the unions nor the educational experts, 
had recommended this initiative. The minister seemed 
to have generated it on her own.

Online learning obviously has some benefits. Online 
courses tend to have f lexible schedules and students can 
complete them at their own pace. In addition, students 
at smaller and isolated schools can often take required 
courses by distance. When used as a supplement to 
regular programming, e-learning is a great way to 
expand the options available to many students.

However, by mandating e-learning for every Ontario 
student, the provincial government has fallen into the 
trap of making technology, rather than learning, the 
focus. Of course, technology is a valuable tool – but it 
is only a tool. Since there is no evidence that students 
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learn better through e-learning than through traditional 
classroom instruction, it doesn’t make sense to make 
e-learning mandatory for all students. It would be like 
scrapping textbooks and forcing all teachers to show 
educational videos to their students.

The July 2019 cabinet shuffle, in which Stephen 
Lecce replaced Thompson as education minister, raised 
hopes that the government planned to roll back some 
of her most misguided initiatives. Unfortunately, Lecce 
has given no indication that he will budge on the 
mandatory e-learning courses. A recent statement from 
his office, emphasizing “the need to bring the education 
system into the 21st century by utilizing leading-edge 
technologies,” suggests that the new education minister 
is doubling down on this initiative.

But a recent survey of more than 6000 students 
conducted by the Ontario Student Trustees’ Association 
should give the government cause for concern. Not only 
did almost 95% of respondents say they “disapprove of 
the new e-learning mandate,” but a significant number of 
those who had taken e-learning courses in the past faced 
major hurdles in completing them, from wi-fi problems 
and difficulty understanding the course content to not 
having a teacher available.

The vast majority of high school students oppose 
this change, and so do the vast majority of teachers and 
parents. It’s one thing to ignore public opinion when there 
is strong research behind an initiative. It’s another thing 
entirely to implement an untested initiative in the face of 
strong public opposition. Surely, this is a recipe for failure.

The reality is that most students already spend more 
than enough time looking at computer screens. Research 
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is clear that when it comes to improving student 
achievement, the things that matter most include strong 
teacher-student relationships, direct instruction, coherent 
curriculum, focused practice, and timely feedback from 
teachers. These things take place in classrooms with 
teachers, not on computer screens in bedrooms.

It is ironic that the Ontario government has stated 
that it wants to move away from education fads, 
particularly in math instruction. Replacing a math 
curriculum focused on discovery learning with a content-
rich curriculum that includes practice, memorization, 
and standard algorithms – that is the type of reform that 
schools need. In contrast, mandating e-learning courses 
has all the hallmarks of a fad. A very expensive one. 
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