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Improving education
I am a 15-year-old student at Morden Collegiate 

Institute and I have concerns with our current 
educational system.

First, I’ve read many disappointing reports in 
which both international (PISA) and national 
(PCAP) standardized testing has placed Mani-
toban students consistently at the bottom of the 
country in math, science and reading. Manitoba 
spends the second-highest in funding per student 
in Canada.

Between 2003 and 2018, there was a 46-point 
decline in Manitoban math scores (PISA), 
equivalent to more than an entire year of school-
ing. Sadly, the percentage of Manitoban chil-
dren performing at a level corresponding with 
mathematical illiteracy has doubled in that time 
frame. Even worse, the percentage of Manitoban 
children performing at the highest level has been 
cut in half in that same time.

These findings are very discouraging as I want 
my fellow students and I to be provided the skills 
to thrive in today’s highly competitive economy. 
We shouldn’t settle for last in the country and it 
is disappointing to hear those in power attempt 
to minimize and rationalize these test results. We 
should always strive for improvement, and we 
should accept that the system can and must be 
significantly improved.

Secondly, I am fortunate to be taught by world-
class teachers at Western School Division, but it 
is plain that those at the top making key decisions 
do not represent the rich diversity seen in our 
schools.

This sad lack of representation at the decision-
making level extends provincially to Winnipeg 
as Indigenous and visible minorities compose a 
mere six per cent of trustees overall. For far too 
long, racialized communities who lack politi-
cal power have been excluded from key policy 
advisory. When decisions are made regarding 
funding programs and creating policies in our 
school systems, we need those long-excluded 
voices heard. If we want to actually address the 

impact of structural racism and racial disparities 
in our school systems, we need the equitable input 
of Indigenous and racialized communities.

I hope, going forward, that our tireless teachers 
are given the resources and supports needed for 
them to best succeed, and that their concerns are 
thoroughly addressed with the proposed reforms, 
as they are the true backbone of the system. It 
is also crucial that the impact of poverty in our 
school systems receive considerable attention, 
as it can have many devastating downstream 
consequences.

Finally, I call upon my fellow students to 
become more involved in the education system, 
including participating in the proposed councils, 
because at the end of the day, it is our futures that 
are at stake here. When the system fails, it is us 
who ultimately suffer.

It’s time for change, but let’s do it right.
BIJAN SALIMI

Morden

I have just returned from donating my entire 
education refund cheque to a local elementary 
school, to be used for educational and nutritional 
programs for their students.

The school I chose is in a somewhat more chal-
lenged neighbourhood than some in our city, and 
I know that the children there face more difficul-
ties than those in some more affluent neighbour-
hoods, so I believe my refund will be doing those 
children much more good than it would have done 
me.

Personally, I believe the money used to provide 
the refunds would have been better provided to 
the school divisions to improve the education 
of our children, rather than being refunded to 
homeowners, so I decided to get it back into the 
education system my own way.

I must admit to an ulterior motive, though. If 
helping these children today leads to their better 
jobs and a more robust economy in 20 years, 
my pension and health-care plans will be better 
funded when I’m no longer working.

A bonus to all this was the looks in the eyes of 

the masked staff at the school when I dropped 
off my cheque and explained myself. I could see 
their beaming smiles and feel they wanted to give 
heartfelt hugs, despite our social distancing. That 
alone made it worthwhile.

BOB MARTIN
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Get the shots, stay out of ICU
I

F there were any doubts about the safety and
effectiveness of COVID-19 vaccines, hospital 
admission data released by the province last

week should put it to rest.
Clinical trials, real-world data and followup

studies from around the globe have for months 
provided public health officials with strong evi-
dence of the vaccines’ efficacy.

However, there is nothing like data from one’s
own backyard to help convince the vaccine
hesitant that getting fully immunized could keep
them and their loved ones out of hospital.

According to deputy chief provincial public
health officer Dr. Jazz Atwal, of the dozens of pa-
tients admitted to intensive care units in the first
week of June, none was fully vaccinated. Among 
those sick enough to be admitted to a hospital bed 
(but not an ICU), 80 per cent had not received any
vaccine, or it had been less than two weeks since 
they received their first shot. Only 2.6 per cent 
of patients admitted to a non-ICU bed had both 
vaccine doses.

These statistics are not surprising. They are 
consistent with data from around the world. How-
ever, timely and reliable data from a local source 

is a powerful reaffirmation of how well immuni-
zation prevents people from becoming severely ill 
with COVID-19.

“We’re not seeing really any Manitobans that
are vaccinated and protected being admitted
to ICU,” Dr. Brent Roussin, the chief provincial 
public health officer, reiterated Monday.

The point of highlighting the effectiveness of
the vaccine is not to blame people in the ICU for 
not getting the shot, as Premier Brian Pallister
did last month.

Mr. Pallister suggested many people in the ICU 
were there because they chose not to get immu-
nized. In fact, many people below the age of 50 
were not eligible for the vaccine at the time he
made the claim. Some were unable to get immu-
nized for legitimate reasons. Shaming and blam-
ing is not an effective strategy to improve vaccine
take-up; accurate, persuasive information, such
as last week’s hospital admissions data, is.

The vast majority of Manitobans have not
received their second dose yet, mostly because
they have not been eligible. Provincial officials 
say demand for second doses is strong and the
percentage of people signing up for appoint-

ments continues to grow. With more supply of
the Moderna vaccine announced by the federal 
government last week, second-dose bookings are 
expected to accelerate.

About 70 per cent of Manitobans over the age of
12 have received at least one dose. However, there
are legitimate reasons why some have still not been 
vaccinated. Some elderly people and others with 
mobility issues can’t leave their homes to travel to 
a super site, a clinic or a pharmacy. There is still 
no home-based vaccine service for them. Others 
face social and economic barriers that make it dif-
ficult to access health care services. The province 
has been slow to respond to those realities. Public
health officials should make access more inclusive, 
including expanding walk-up service and providing 
greater supports where needed. 

For Manitobans still uncertain about the safety 
or efficacy of the vaccine, last week’s hospital 
data provides strong evidence that the best way 
to avoid a stay in an intensive care unit is to get 
fully immunized.

The province should release similar data on a 
regular basis to encourage more people to get the
shot.
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A nurse works in a COVID-19 intensive care unit at Health 
Sciences Centre.
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