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Manitoba Education Minister Cliff Cullen, right, and chief provincial public health officer Dr. Brent Roussin announce school-closing measures at a COVID-19 news conference on 
May 9.

Keep partisan politics out of the classroom

A
SK TEACHERS what they need in their 
classrooms and you’ll get a variety of 
answers. They will speak of basic neces-

sities such as teaching supplies, crucial sup-
ports such as educational assistants and clin-
icians, and access to resources for their most 
vulnerable students.

Teachers will also tell you that they need coats, 
boots and tuques for students who can’t afford 
them, because too many of them can’t. They will 
also tell you that they need food for kids who 
“forgot” their lunch, again. And again.

Ultimately, teachers need classroom spaces that 
nurture informed, empathic, curious, creative 
children who grow into critical thinkers, inspired 
and equipped to build a better world. What teach-
ers do not need in their classrooms is partisan 
politics. And yet, should Bill 64 pass this fall, 
political interference in the classroom is exactly 
what teachers are going to get.

Under the terms of Bill 64, the ironically named 
Education Modernization Act, duly and demo-
cratically elected school trustees will be replaced 
by a centralized board of political appointees. The 
party faithful will, in turn, drive decisions around 
what and how students learn, while parents will 
be saddled with fundamental decision-making 
related to teacher hiring and discipline, oversight 
of student assessment, valuation of “sensitive” 
content, and more. This work is best suited to 

teachers and principal teachers specially trained 
in education and school leadership.

This proposed upheaval plays out against the 
backdrop of insufficient education funding, a 
chronic, compounding cancer in Manitoba for 
five straight years. A number of Manitoba school 
divisions announced significant cuts to their 
budgets this spring, a direct result of government 
neglect. With so-called funding “increases” that 
keep pace with neither the rate of inflation nor 
enrolment growth, and now the added burden of 
a property tax freeze, it’s no wonder school divi-
sions are compelled to cut valuable programs on 
the backs of kids and teachers.

Speaking to her division’s draft budget in 
March, Pembina Trails School Division board 
chair Kathleen McMillan put it succinctly: 
“There is no way we can avoid reductions in ser-
vices to our students. With no taxation authority 
and insufficient funding from the province, we 
are left in an unfortunate position.”

With a third wave of the pandemic upon us, 
this government places no priority on improving 
learning conditions for students. Instead, it cloaks 
its sordid intent to take control of classrooms 
in manufactured panic over standardized tests 
designed by for-profit corporations. And why 
not? The mania surrounding these fundamentally 
flawed and demonstrably debunked assessments 
conveniently obscures the real and growing chal-
lenges facing classrooms today.

Simply put, this government has created a cri-
sis to distract from its unconscionable abandon-
ment of education. And as important program-
ming is sacrificed on the altar of austerity and 
one-size-fits-all testing, teachers quickly become 
a target — those very same teachers the premier 
and his education ministers have praised so well 
for their commitment and sacrifice in the face of 
a global crisis.

I’ll give the government this: it’s a clever gam-
bit. And unless Manitobans raise their voices in 
opposition to Bill 64, it just might work. We need 
look no further than the United States, roiled, 
angry and broken, to see the impact of an educa-
tion system eroded by underfunding so subtly and 
for so long that no one notices until the damage is 
catastrophic.

A vibrant, responsive public education system 
is a right, not a privilege. It is an equalizer, a 
healer, a crucible of critical thought and the an-
chor of a just society. Manitoba Teachers’ Society 
members are mobilizing in its defence, and we 
will not back down.

Our province’s teachers need many things in 
their classrooms, but partisan politics isn’t one of 
them. I implore all Manitobans to join teachers in  
vehemently opposing Bill 64.

We cannot be silent. There is too much at stake.

James Bedford is president of the Manitoba Teachers’ Society.

Hard sell won’t end softwood lumber war

SOME timber industry insiders in Canada are 
speculating about a possible end to the lumber 
war with the United States. With prices for timber 
quadrupling over the last year or so, along with 
rising demand for forestry products in the U.S. 
marketplace, there is hope that a bilateral deal on 
softwood lumber could be hammered out.

It does appear that pressure is building south of 
the border to negotiate a multi-year lumber pact 
with Canada. The sharply rising cost of lumber 
has a great deal to do with that push (approxi-
mately US$1,600 per thousand board feet) — with 
prices for new homes increasing by US$30,000, 
by some accounts. As a result, the U.S. National 
Association of Home Builders has petitioned 
President Joe Biden to halt the duties and to cob-
ble together a new timber accord with Canada.

It is worth recalling that the 2006 Canada-U.S. 
Softwood Lumber Agreement, which was negoti-
ated by Stephen Harper and George W. Bush, 
expired in late 2015. Ever since, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce has been harassing Canada’s 
lumber sector with punishing countervailing and 
anti-dumping duties.

After a number of trade challenges (and victo-
ries) by Canada under the NAFTA and the World 
Trade Organization (WTO), those penalties have 
been readjusted over the years. Most of Canada’s 

softwood lumber exports to the U.S. are now sub-
ject to a roughly nine per cent duty. But Quebec-
based Resolute Forest Products Inc. faces a 20.25 
per cent import levy on its forest products.

There may very well be some incentives, then, 
for Canada to return to the softwood lumber bar-
gaining table with the U.S. One might even argue 
that Canada’s negotiating position vis-à-vis the 
U.S. is stronger today than arguably at any time 
in the past.

Both sides, moreover, would obviously welcome 
a mutually beneficial timber agreement that 
would bring commercial peace and stability to 
the billion-dollar lumber sector. And with indus-
try forces on both sides of the border apparently 
angling for a bilateral deal during buoyant times, 
the time to strike is now.

But there is a stronger case for why not much 
is going to happen on the timber front in the 
medium term. The reality is that the incentives to 
do precious little exceed the pressures on the two 
countries to conclude a timber pact.

For one thing, the political heat on Prime Min-
ister Justin Trudeau to frame up a bilateral settle-
ment is just not there. Indeed, the high prices 
and soaring demand in the U.S. for Canadian 
lumber has not only bought Ottawa more time, it 
could also provide the Liberal government with 
potentially more electoral points in places such 
as Quebec and British Columbia — two critical 
provinces for the Liberals in the anticipated 2021 
federal election — by leaving the timber dispute 
alone.

Additionally, Trudeau would be wise to spend 
whatever political capital he has in the bank in of-
ficial Washington on securing an exemption from 
“Buy America” provisions or resolving the tricky 
Line 5 pipeline oil dispute with Michigan.

Part of the problem also stems from an uphill 

climb to get the Biden team onboard. The U.S. 
president has his hands full with a still-debilitat-
ing pandemic, a nascent economic recovery and 
an increasingly polarized America. The fact of 
the matter is that the Biden administration has 
too much on its plate right now to focus laser-like 
on a timber accord with Canada.

Furthermore, there are many in the U.S. 
Congress, to say nothing of those in the U.S. 
Commerce Department and the Office of the U.S. 
Trade Representative, who strongly believe that 
Canada unfairly subsidizes its softwood lumber 
exports. And they will never stop pointing to low 
stumpage fees at the provincial level and even 
cheap electricity for Canadian sawmills.

Equally important, there is the major brake on 
any bilateral negotiations coming from the indus-
try’s chief mouthpiece and defender — namely, 
the U.S. Lumber Coalition. Over the years, it has 
called for nothing less than a complete surren-
der by Canada on the timber file. “Reversing 
the course on enforcing U.S. trade levies against 
subsidized and unfairly traded Canadian lumber 
imports would be devastating to the hundreds of 
thousands of U.S. workers who depend on the for-
est industry,” it said recently.

While it may be tempting for the Trudeau Lib-
erals and the lumber sector in Canada to secure 
a more predictable timber arrangement with 
the U.S., the timing right now is not propitious. 
Both Ottawa and Washington have much bigger 
bilateral fish to fry. Besides, the electoral costs of 
doing nothing are effectively nil for both parties 
— so just let the softwood lumber good times roll.

Peter McKenna is professor of political science at the University of 
Prince Edward Island in Charlottetown.

Zoom changed how 
we communicate

WHEN Rabbi Hannah Goldstein would talk 
to families before a funeral in pre-pandemic 
times, she remembers how they would share 
information about a loved one with her. Every-
one tended to “jump in, and someone corrects 
a detail and then someone adds another piece 
of it,” recalls Goldstein, who works at Temple 
Sinai in Washington D.C.

“It’s collaborative. It’s like everyone’s sort 
of telling that story together. Oftentimes, I 
think when you’re remembering a loved one, 
it’s like you’re telling these beloved stories 
that everyone’s told a million times, so ev-
eryone has their little detail that they love to 
share.”

That style of conversation — a freewheeling 
ebb and flow where people interrupt one an-
other — is much harder to pull off in the video 
communications necessitated by the corona-
virus pandemic. Suppose someone is speaking 
and another person, eager to express agree-
ment, chimes in at the end of their sentence. 
Over Zoom, this tends to derail the discussion 
or narrative: rather than a relatively smooth 
interruption, as might happen face-to-face, 
the attempt to talk creates moments of “Oh, 
no, you go ahead.”

Awkward, lengthy pauses are common. 
Then there’s the turn-waiting, known from 
everyone’s school days as raising your hand.

More than two decades ago, the noted socio-
linguist Deborah Tannen coined the term “co-
operative overlap” to differentiate people who 
spoke over others as a way to show they were 
engaged and interested — co-operating, as it 
were — from those with the intention of inter-
rupting. A Georgetown University professor 
and author of a number of books, Tannen de-
scribes co-operative overlap as “talking along 
to show enthusiasm, as a way of encouraging 
the other person to keep speaking rather than 
cutting them off.”

Her initial research focused on the differ-
ence between Jewish New Yorkers with an 
Eastern European background (who were 
inclined toward talking over) and Californians 
of a Christian background (who tended to 
feel interrupted). But it’s a phenomenon that 
varies throughout the world, with different 
groups encouraging or tolerating divergent 
levels of interrupting.

Takae Tsujioka, a professor of Japanese 
language at George Washington University, 
says Japanese listeners use back channels 
— interjected responses to a speaker — about 
twice as often as English listeners. During a 
speaker’s grammatical pauses, which happen 
multiple times per sentence, a listener will 
say “hai”; they might also do so upon hearing 
something impactful.

It’s totally different, and much more awk-
ward, to pepper in “hai” on a video call, says 
Tsujioka: “If it’s just two people, I would say 
we still do it very much. But if it’s more than 
three people, your system doesn’t catch up 
and the conversation gets cut off, so people 
tend to refrain.” She saw a business etiquette 
website advising people to use “hai” far less 
during virtual meetings than they would if 
they were speaking in person.

The mute button is arguably a major barrier 
to these kinds of minimal interruptions in any 
cultural context — since the bar to unmute 
oneself is much higher than just opening your 
mouth in person. An “oh, yeah, totally” sud-
denly doesn’t seem worthwhile to express, or 
might be replaced with an emoji or a comment 
in the chat window.

And yet, for all the ways Zoom can frustrate 
conversational overlap, there are some advan-
tages. Tsujioka says she has observed that her 
online classes have actually learned how to 
use “hai” better “because it’s so accentuated 
when I do it” on a virtual platform.

Meanwhile, for people who don’t particu-
larly like the idea of fighting to be heard, 
the Zoom era — which creates more orderly 
queues for commenting during conversation 
— has been a boon. When the conversation 
is virtual, says Goldstein, “you hear from 
people who aren’t always the best at getting 
their voices in there.... Sometimes the quieter 
students who have more trouble getting the 
floor in class discussions actually are finding 
it more comfortable to speak.”

Goldstein now finds herself stepping in far 
more frequently to facilitate virtual conversa-
tions and religious classes in ways she never 
had to when they happened in the flesh. “It’s 
just this reminder of the fact that we’re doing 
all of this stuff in a totally unnatural way,” 
she told me. The conversations are “definitely 
impacted by the limitations of technology and 
not being able to tell a story in the way you 
normally would.”

But if nothing else, the Zoom era may have 
been an opportunity for us all to discover 
just how much conversational styles differ. 
Whether it’s sussing out how to accommodate 
overlap virtually or bring non-overlappers 
into chaotic in-person chats, allowing varied 
conversational styles enriches discussions 
and broadens perspectives. It may also leave 
participants feeling better. “A perfectly tuned 
conversation is a vision of sanity,” Tannen 
says. “It’s a reassurance that you’re a right 
sort of person and the world is a right sort of 
place.”

Rachel Kurzius is a host and reporter at WAMU 88.5 in Washing-
ton, D.C.

— The Washington Post
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