by Susan Lafleur

Lauteure s'interroge sur le langage
utilisé pour discutter de l'éducation et
de la formation

The issues of education
and training are
complex because there
are enormous disparities
worldwide as to who has

access to education.

lors de la plate-
Jorme visant &
lac-tion. Elle
parle, entre
autres, d alpha-
bétisation, de
sensibilité au
sexisme & tous les
niveaux d'édu-
cation et de re-
connaissance des
méthodes traditionnelles qui défin-

nissent apprentissage et connaissances.

Creation of an educational and
social environment in which
men and women, girls and boys
are treated equally and encour-
aged to achieve their full poten-
tial, respecting their freedom of
thought, conscience, religion
and beliefand where educational
resources promote non stere-
otyped images of women and
men would be effective in the
elimination of causes of discrimi-
nation against women and in-
equalities between men and
women. (PFA, October 1995,
Education and Training for
Women Paragraph 72).

In January 1995, Canadian Con-
gress of Learning Opportunities for
Women (ccLow) and Reseau national
action education femmes (Reseau)
were identified as the lead Canadian
NGO agencies 1o act as a resource on
issues of education and to critique
the education section (Paragraphs 57-
69) of the uUN official document, the
Platform for Action (PFA).

A small committee of women rep-
resenting the two organizations met
via conference call and set to work to
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scrutinize, critique, and strengthen
the wording of the pra. It would be
presumptuous to assert that our in-
put made a major impact to the final
document, as many NGOs and official
government agencies had a hand in
shaping the final product. Neverthe-
less, there are some glimmers of word-
ing proposed or new ideas presented
by ourworking group that have found
their way into the final document
which reflect our thinking.

As with most endeavours of this
type the process becomes as impor-
tant as the outcome. What was really
important for ccLOw and Reseau was
the process of working together un-
der tight time frames, with strict limi-
tations on how much space could be
used (e.g. improve the wording but
do not exceed the length of the origi-
nal section). Our deliberations em-
ployed multimedia communication
links conference call, phone, fax, and
email as geographical location pre-
vented any group meetings. Many of
us had never met and did not know
one another. It was a process of com-
ing together, of working to consen-
sus, of striving for harmonization of
ideas. The result of our efforts pro-
duced a feeling of enormous accom-
plishment, solidarity, and self-con-
gratulation.

Which issues?

Thedocument, in generallongand
wordy, was weak in language that
would empower women to take con-
trol of their lives. The education sec-
tion made mention of women and
gitls but the recommendations did
not recognize or focus on the specific
educational needs of women, or the
importance of women in making de-
cisions about educational policy orin
the development and design of cur-
ricula. It also overlooked important
educational practices such as recogni-
tion of traditional ways of learning

Looking at the Education/Training Section of

and knowing the Aboriginal peoples,
and made no mention of prior learn-
ing assessment and recognition of
foreign earned credentials.

This article will identify three of
our major concerns for modifying the
wording of the pra, highlighting is-
sues we felt were important not only
within a Canadian context but also
within a world perspective. Our areas
of concern included literacy, gender
sensitivity at all levels of education,
and recognition of traditional ways of
learning and knowing. Again I stress
that none of our suggestions were
adopted unabridged into the final Pra
but that the education section ben-
efited from word-smithingand input
from numerous sources which im-
proved the final document enor-
mously over the original.

Education is a fundamental hu-
man right. The issues of education
and trainingare complex because there
are enormous disparities worldwide
as to who has access to education and
for what reasons.

In many countries, notably Afri-
can and Asian, as many as 100 mil-
lion children have no access to pri-
mary education. Of these, 60 million
are young gitls, which is more than
twice the population of Canada. More
than two-thirds of the world’s 960
million illiterate adults are women.

Lest we become too smug, Canada
100 has a literacy problem. Although
perhaps not on the same scale as
developing nations, low level literacy
in Canada is more unacceptable in
light of our position as a developed
nation. Although Canada has a good
system of education, as verified by the
United Nations Human Resource
Index, it is not so impeccable that we
do not have some serious pockets of
marginal literacy skills.

A recent comparative study of
workforce literacy in Canada, the
United States, and Germany found
that more than one-third or 36 per
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cent of the Canadian labour force
had only marginal literacy skills.
Marginal, meaning that the indi-
vidual could read a medicine bottle
label and accurately identify the rec-

ommended

Financial resources and
lack of adequate and
affordable child care are
barriers that politicians
have abandoned any
pretext of addressing.
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dosages. The
same indi-
vidual en-
countered dif-
ficulty in sum-
marizing in-
formation and
could not
identify which
of four films
was not rec-
ommending viewing after reading a
film review (Crompton).

Many of Canada’s marginally lit-
erate tend to be clustered in “older”
occupations such as manufacturing,
mining, agriculture, construction,
transportation, etc. Surprisingly, al-
most 20 per cent of those in supervi-
sory/management positionsalso dem-
onstrated the same low level literacy
skills. These workers, if laid off from
their jobs, face enormous difficulty
reentering the work force and thus
become economically marginalized
aswell. Unfortunately, thestudy does
not break out the statistics by gender
but we could safely assume that
women were part of the study as they
make up part of the workforce in
these occupations.

Two of the PFA recommendations
highlight narrowing the gender gap
in primary education to ensure gen-
der equity for girls’ participation in
primary education by the year 2000,
and propose that literacy include life
skillsand scientificand technological
knowledge which would expand the
definition of (functional) literacy.
These recommendations address the
literacy perspective for both develop-
ing and developed nations (PFa, stra-
tegic objectives B2).

Educationisatransformative proc-
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the Platform for Action

ess that empowers and enables men
and women to take control of their
lives, to make choices, to access paid
work, and to fully participate in the
social, economic, cultural, and politi-
cal areas of society. It has been shown
that when women and girls are edu-
cated they pass on this knowledge to
their families through better food
preparation and nutrition, health care,
and the recognition of continued
educational opportunities within the
family unit. Although rather imper-
sonal and business-market oriented,
it is nevertheless a fact that investing
in education for women and girls
yields a very high social and eco-
nomic return on investment.

Several factors continue to remain
real barriers to female participationin
education and training in all coun-
tries. They include lack of financial
resources, child and elder care re-
sponsibilities, accessibility to educa-
tional programs, pregnancy, and in
some cases, expectations of early mar-
riage. Canada does not escape scru-
tiny on lack of response to these iden-
tified barriers as financial resources
and lack of adequate and affordable
child care are lingering barriers that
politicians have abandoned any pre-
text of addressing,

Marginal literacy skills is only one
issue facing Canadian women. Per-
haps more pressing for those who do
have access to education and con-
tinue their studies to post-secondary
and graduate level, is the issue of
gender stereotyping and exclusion
from educational and training pro-
grams focusing on technology, sci-
ence, and engineering. Indeed it is
not stated in college or university
calendars that women may not apply
for these programs, but nor do we see
stated equity enrollment policies or
activeand aggressive recruitment prac-
tices to attract women into them.
Women who find their way into elec-
tronics or repair and maintenance

programs, for example, tend to be
lone pioneers, or part of an experi-
mental study that focuses on an all-
women’s class.

Itis not simply a matter of becom-
ing more inclusive of women in the
sciences, technologies, and engineer-
ing disciplines, it is also a matter of
recognizing how women learn and of
gender-sensitivity training for teach-
ers/instructors/professors within these
disciplines. Women have to feel re-
spected and welcomed into these pro-
grams and subsequently into the
workplace.! Attitudes are shaped at
home in the eatly years, however,
schools and post-secondary institu-
tions also reflect, shape, and influ-
ence attitudes and social norms.
Women and girls must see them-
selves reflected in their education.
Curriculaand teaching materials must
mirror theachievements of womenin
all aspects of their contributions—
social, cultural, economic, technical,
and political. The Pra recognizes and
makes recommendations on all as-
pects of the above (strategic objec-
tives B3 and B4).

The third area of concern that our

More pressing is the issue of
gender stereotyping and
exclusion from educational
and training programs
Jocusing on technology,
science, and engineering.
PRV GGG
NGO group felt was a major oversight
was the recognition of traditional,
Indigenous wisdom and knowledge.
We recommended that opportuni-
ties be provided within primary and

secondary school systems for Indig-
enous peoples to learn traditional

knowledge and skills ... (and) to pro-

vide opportunities for transmission
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of traditional knowledge through oral
traditions, incorporating the knowl-
edge of elders into the educational
experience.

The Pra includes this theme and
makes the recommendation to rec-
ognize and support the right of In-
digenous women and girls to educa-
tion and promote a multicultural ap-
proach to education that is respon-
sive to the needs, aspirations, and
cultures of Indigenous women, in-
cluding developing appropriate edu-
cation programs, curricula, and
teaching aids, to the extent possible
in the languages of indigenous peo-
ple, and by providing for the partici-
pation of Indigenous women in these
processes (Platform for Action, Stra-
tegic objectives B4 (n)).

‘Whose responsibility?

Financial and human resources
have generally been insufficient
for the advancement of women.
This has contributed to the slow
progress to date in implement-
ing the Nairobi Forward-Look-
ing Strategies for the Advance-
ment of Women.... To imple-
ment the Platform for Action,
funding will need to be identi-
fied and mobilized from all
sources and across all sectors....
(pEA, October 1995, Financial
Arrangement Paragraph 345)

(At the National level) ... the
primary responsibility for im-
plementing the strategic objec-
tives of the Platform for Action
rests with Governments. (PFA,
October 1995, Financial Ar-
rangements Paragraph 346)

It is quite clear that signatories to
the PFA, the nation states and elected
central governments, recognize and
accept the responsibility of follow-up
and implementation of all the recom-
mendations of the report. The ques-
tion of course is will they actually
honour their commitment? The track
record does not look very promising,
A federal government that pledged to
implement a national daycare system
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allowed the promise to slip into ob-
livion and the current Canadian gov-
ernment has made no move to revive
the promise. The current federal gov-
ernment has abandoned the Cana-
dian Advisory Council on the Status
of Women under the pretext that its
work was completed. In Ontario,
most of the Women in Trades and
Technology (wITT) programs offered
at community colleges have disap-
peared. Of the few that remain, fund-
ing is doled out in six month packets
thus precluding any organization or
planning for ongoing programs.
Transfer payments to the provinces
for education, health, and social wel-
fare programs have be drastically cut
and post-secondary students have
been promised a minimum 20-25 per
cent increment in fees. The Con-
servative government of Ontario has
boastfully rejected the principles of
employment equity and by implica-
tion education and training for em-
ployment equity. All of these meas-
ures affect women and diminish their

- ability to reach their full potential in

terms of life style and full participa-
tion in society.

To rely on government, provincial
or federal, is not the answer. The
status quo for women speaking up for
women will remain the order of the
day, as governments have clearly dem-
onstrated their indifference.

There are tools to help us. Two
documents that will assist in keeping
the watch, and to remain vigilant
against further erosions to equity in
education and training are Gender-
Based Analysis: A Guide for Policy
Makingand Take Action for Equality,
Peace, and Development: A Canadian
Follow-up Guide to Beijing '95. Gen-
der-Based Analysis, a publication of
Status of Women Canada, is a guide
which benchmarks and protects gen-
der equity in all areas of policy analy-
sis and policy making. The applica-
tions are broad and the fit with edu-
cation and training is very appropri-
ate, Take Action is the NGO follow-up
documentto the Beijing Conference.
It provides suggestions for practical
activities that any woman or wom-
en’s group could initiate with very

lietle expense.

As we cannot assume that because
Canada wasa signatory to the PFA that
there will beautomaticand unequivo-
cal follow through on recommenda-
tions, we will have to set up system
across the country to track progress,
orlack of it, and to hold governments
using public moneys to be account-
able for their expressed intentions.

Susan Lafleur is Program Manager for
equity education and training programs
for the Canadian Automotive Repair
and Service Knowledge Network (cars
KN). CARS KN is & nationalsectoral coun-
cil addvressing the training needs of the
automotive sector recognizing the criti-
cal requirement for competency based
learning and national standards.

1\Women in Trades and Technology
National Network (w1TT) has devel-
oped a Checklist of Strategies for
ensuring a welcoming workplace and
for use in postsecondary institutions.
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