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CONFLICT RESOLUTION 
AND TEAM BUILDING

TOPIC OF THE MONTH

In the November issue we had indicated that this month’s issue 
would focus on Robert’s Rules of Order. However, at the People 
for Education Conference on November 7th, and so many people 
spoke to us about having issues of conflict between members. We 
decided to focus this issue on the topic of conflict resolution and 
team building instead.

Well meaning people can sometimes go astray and allow simple 
situations to get out of control and finding a way to resolve it can be 
quite difficult. We hope that the information in this newsletter will 
help every school council to build successful and respectful teams 
that can accomplish so much.

In addition to our information, this month’s guest authors are the 
Ontario College of Teachers and the Ontario Ombudsman’s office.

We hope that you find this issue useful in your role as a school 
council member.
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HAVE A COMMON GOAL
Focus on one or two achievable goals. It is important that 
the school council focus on common goals; goals which 
are developed with input from the whole team. This makes 
every member committed to the success of the plan and 
feel their input was valued in forming it.

It is important to set only one or two goals which are 
achievable. This allows all members to feel satisfaction 
in the success of the council. Setting too many goals may 
lead to an inability to complete any of them and members  
walk away feeling frustrated, which may make them 
reconsider being part of council the next school year.

FREQUENT AND CLEAR COMMUNICATION
Communication is the key to success when building an 
effective team. Everyone should know what is happening at 
all times with council work.

Keep the conversation going, keep it positive and be 
specific on matters so there is little or no misunderstanding 
between members.

Remember that speaking with each other reduces the 
chances that there will be misunderstandings unlike when 
issues are dealt with in email or text.

COMMITMENT FROM EACH MEMBER TO 
THEIR ROLE IN THE SCHOOL COUNCIL
Successful school councils do best when each member 
takes their position seriously and contributes to  
achieving the goals of the council. Many hands make  
light work!!

ESTABLISH AN ATMOSPHERE OF RESPECT
Successful school councils allow for every member to have 
a voice at the table. When they speak, they will be respected 
and heard by members.

People want to feel they are recognized for their 
contributions and respected for their input on work being 
done or matters being considered by the council. Even if 
the idea does not move forward they know the reason. 

DO WHAT YOU DO BEST
Utilize each person’s strengths to the best advantage of 
the council. Take advantage of every members talents by 
encouraging them to get involved in areas of the council 
where they can shine. For instance, someone with great 
communication skills would be a valuable asset in 
contributing to the newsletter or writing letters on behalf 
of the council.

Perhaps a member is skilled in technology and can assist 
in automating processes for the council or working on a 
committee to improve student access and use of computers 
in the school. Be sure to let members know that you value 
their skills and the role they play in the council.

WORK AS A TEAM, PLAY AS A TEAM
Make time for casual idea sharing. School councils are a 
group with at least one thing in common, their commitment 
to making the school a better place for the students who 
attend. While processes have to be followed for certain 
things, make sure to take time to get to know each other 
and contribute to idea sharing in a less formal manner.

Use this time to reach out to newer members to be sure 
they feel welcomed and valued with their involvement in 
the council. Take the time to make meetings fun for all who 
participate!

EVERYONE CAN’T LEAD
Every task must have a leader. Choose someone who has 
the most interest in the subject matter.

Having one person lead the project makes it more organized 
and easier to accomplish. 

Encourage every member to take a leadership role in either 
a task or a sub-committee.

CELEBRATE SUCCESSES
Build a strong team by facing the challenges together and 
celebrating the successes!! Take a moment to congratulate 
each other on a job well done when a goal has been reached 
or a task is completed.

SCHOOL COUNCIL TEAM BUILDING STRATEGIES

School Councils are an important part of the school community and good relationships are key to a successful council. 
The school council should also be an example to the students on how parents and Principals work together in a positive 
and respectful manner. The following are some ideas on how to build an effective school council team:



3PARENTS ENGAGED IN EDUCATION

THE COUNCIL FOCUSES ON THE 
WHOLE SCHOOL COMMUNITY
Make it clear to members that the council 
is not the place for dealing with individual 
issues.

MAKE AND COMMUNICATE A 
CLEAR PLAN
Develop a plan for the work of the council 
so that members contribute ideas and 
are committed to it. When everyone is 
clear on work that needs to be done it 
eliminates many instances that can create 
conflict.

NEVER SAY NEVER
One of the most frustrating phrases  
that new council members hear is “we’ve 
tried that before and it didn’t work”. 
Present the challenges that the council 
experienced the last time you tried the 
idea and open the door to hearing input 
on how changes may be made to make it 
work this time.

REFER TO THE EXPERTS
If the matter creating conflict cannot be 
resolved between the parties with whom 
it exists, reach out to the Principal or the 
appropriate board staff to help mediate 
the situation.

STAY POSITIVE
Deal with conflict. Put it aside and stay 
positive and focused on the goal of the 
council.

NO ONE WINS WHEN CONFLICT 
IS NOT RESOLVED
Ongoing conflict can disrupt a school 
council for the entire year not allowing 
for any work to be successful.

MAKE SURE EVERY VOICE IS 
HEARD
Conflict can fester when members do not 
feel they can freely express their opinion 
in a meeting. As a chair, be sure that you 
encourage each member to offer input on 
every item before the council.

GET TO KNOW EACH OTHER.
Spend time to really get to know each 
other. This seems like such a simple 
tip, but, can go a long way to avoiding 
conflict. People are likely to get a lot less 
emotional when they feel safe expressing 
their opinion during meetings.

EVERYONE IS AN EQUAL.
Although there are executive officers 
of the council as well as the Principal, 
teacher and other staff it is important that 
all members are treated as equals. One 
vote per member means that everyone 
has equal right to consider the matter and 
vote as they see fit.

DEAL WITH CONFLICT EARLY
Don’t “hope” things will get better or go 
away on their own. As soon as a conflict 
arises take steps to deal with it.
1.  Identify the issue creating 

the conflict i.e. is it the topic 
being discussed, the tone of the 
conversation, someone dominating 
the discussion etc.

2. Consider stopping the meeting and 
dealing with the issue immediately.

DON’T TAKE SIDES
If the conflict is between two people, 
all other members should avoid getting 
involved.

By Theresa Pastore

KEY TO SUCCESSFUL SCHOOL COUNCILS
It’s not the power, it’s the partnership

RESOLVING CONFLICT IN SCHOOL COUNCILS

A school council starts out 
being a group of like-minded 
individuals who want to work 
to increase the educational 
experience of students at their 
schools. Like all groups, a school 
council is formed of members 
of various backgrounds, ethnic 
cultures and experience at the 
school. It is important to be 
open to the input of all members 
and appreciate that differences 
can lead to wonderful new ideas 
and opportunities for the school. 

One of the most effective tools 
to avoid conflict in a school 
council is to have a set of ground 
rules for meeting procedures. 
At the very first meeting secure 
an agreement from all members 
that meetings will be conducted 
in a respectful manner. Ensuring 
that everyone get equal time to 
express their view is a way not 
to give the loudest and strongest 
opinion to be prevalent or 
overpowering.

The Ministry of Education 
includes a good resource to 
support respectful meetings. It 
is a simple Code of Ethics and 
it would be useful to print it off 
in a poster and have members 
sign it to acknowledge they 
are committed to respectful 
conduct at meetings. We have 
included this resource further in 
the newsletter.
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The start of a new school year is always full of exciting 
firsts. This year, as students and teachers began classes, the 
Ontario Ombudsman’s office was beginning a whole new 
learning experience as well: As of September 1, the office 
also known as “Ontario’s Watchdog” can investigate and 
resolve public complaints about school boards. 

Here are some of the most common questions the 
Ombudsman has received so far: 

WHAT – OR WHO – IS AN “OMBUDSMAN” 
ANYWAY? 
“Ombudsman” is a gender-neutral Swedish word meaning 
“citizen’s representative.” In Ontario, which has had an 
Ombudsman since 1975, the Ombudsman is an officer of 
the Ontario legislature, impartial and independent of the 
government and all political parties, who is appointed for a 
renewable five-year term. 

WHAT DOES THE OMBUDSMAN DO? 
The Ombudsman resolves and investigates complaints 
about public sector bodies, including all provincial 
government organizations, as well as school boards. 
These include individual complaints – for example, about 
bureaucratic delays – and major systemic problems 
affecting large numbers of people. Most complaints involve 
poor or unfair administrative conduct. The Ombudsman 
recommends solutions – and those recommendations have 
resulted in significant government reforms. 

WHEN SHOULD I COMPLAIN TO THE 
OMBUDSMAN? 
The Ombudsman is the place to go when you hit a 
bureaucratic brick wall – it’s an office of last resort. If you 
have tried the available complaint processes – e.g., speaking 
to the relevant teacher, principal, superintendent, director of 

education, trustee, or committee – and got nowhere, contact 
the Ombudsman’s office (by phone or online). Anyone can 
complain, whether you’re a parent, teacher, student, trustee, 
member of an interest group or just a concerned citizen. All 
complaints are confidential; investigations are conducted in 
private and no names are disclosed without consent. And 
the Ombudsman’s services are free – there is no charge to 
complain. 

WHAT TYPE OF COMPLAINTS ABOUT SCHOOL 
BOARDS WILL THE OMBUDSMAN HANDLE? 
Since September 1, the Ombudsman has received about 
200 complaints about school boards. The bulk of these have 
been resolved quickly and informally by Ombudsman staff 
by referring people to the appropriate place for help with 
their issues, or following up with relevant board officials. 
The most common issue at the beginning of the school 
year was busing; other common complaint issues relate to 
student discipline, bullying, special education and services 
for students with disabilities. The Ombudsman can also 
look into such issues as condition of school buildings, 
conduct and role of trustees, complaint processes or lack 
thereof, and illegally closed board meetings. 

WHAT CAN THE OMBUDSMAN DO ABOUT 
THESE ISSUES? 
Ombudsman staff gather the facts and look for ways to 
resolve the issue. Although most cases are resolved without 
need for an investigation, the Ombudsman has the power 
to demand documents, inspect premises and examine 
witnesses under oath. If the Ombudsman launches a 
formal investigation, the board is notified and is given 
a chance to respond before the Ombudsman’s findings 
are published. Public sector officials are obligated to  
co-operate in Ombudsman investigations. The Ombudsman 
is a neutral fact-finder, not an advocate for one side or 
another – however, the Ombudsman may advocate for 
recommendations to be accepted to resolve the issue.  

By The Office of the Ontario Ombudsman

CAN THE OMBUDSMAN
HELP YOU?

‘Ontario’s Watchdog’ can now take complaints  
about school boards: Here’s what you need to know. 
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CAN THE OMBUDSMAN FORCE THE 
BOARD TO CHANGE A DECISION, POLICY 
OR PRACTICE? 
The Ombudsman can only make recommendations 
and report them publicly; it is up to the board 
to decide whether or not to accept them. That 
said, the Ombudsman’s office has a good track 
record of working with government to make 
improvements over the past 40 years – almost 
all of the Ombudsman’s recommendations have 
been accepted and implemented, resulting in 
bureaucratic improvements. Examples can be found 
in the Ombudsman’s Annual Reports and reports 
on systemic investigations (available online). The 
Ombudsman’s systemic investigation of theft and 
fraud in the lottery system resulted in an overhaul of 
lottery security (including requiring players to sign 
their tickets); the Ombudsman’s investigation of the 
province’s newborn screening program resulted in a 
dramatic improvement in testing babies for treatable 
disorders – they are now tested for 29 conditions, up 
from only two before the investigation. This change 
has prevented death or severe disability for some 50 
babies per year.  

WHAT WILL HAPPEN WHEN I COMPLAIN? 
The Ombudsman’s front-line staff, known as “early 
resolution officers,” will assess the issue and help resolve 
it quickly and informally if possible – for example, 
by referring you to the appropriate local complaint 
mechanism, if there is one. If more information is 
necessary, Ombudsman staff may contact the board. 
If a formal investigation is warranted, the board will 
be notified and more information may be gathered 
and the Ombudsman may issue a report and 
recommendations. You will be kept informed of the 
status of the case, and the Ombudsman will follow up 
on any recommendations that are accepted. 

HOW DO I COMPLAIN OR GET MORE 
INFORMATION? 
Complaint forms, brochures, FAQs and more are 
available at www.ombudsman.on.ca. The general 
complaints phone line open during office hours is 
1-800-263-1830. You can also stay on top of general 
news about the Ombudsman’s office by subscribing 
to The Watchdog, its monthly e-newsletter: email 
thewatchdog@ombudsman.on.ca. 

Excerpt from Ministry of Education Guide  
for School Councils 2001

CODE OF ETHICS
• A member shall consider the best interests of all students.

• A member shall be guided by the school’s and the school 
board’s mission statements.

• A member shall act within the limits of the roles and 
responsibilities of a school council, as identified by the 
school’s operating guidelines, the school board, and the 
Ontario Ministry of Education.

• A member shall become familiar with the school’s policies 
and operating practices and act in accordance with them.

• A member shall maintain the highest standards of integrity.

• A member shall recognize and respect the personal integrity 
of each member of the school community.

• A member shall treat all other members with respect and 
allow for diverse opinions to be shared without interruption.

• A member shall encourage a positive environment in which 
individual contributions are encouraged and valued.

• A member shall acknowledge democratic principles and 
accept the consensus of the council.

• A member shall respect the confidential nature of some 
school business and respect limitations this may place on the 
operation of the school council.

• A member shall not disclose confidential information.

• A member shall limit discussions at school council meetings 
to matters of concern to the school community as a whole.

• A member shall use established communication channels 
when questions or concerns arise.

• A member shall promote high standards of ethical practice 
within the school community.

• A member shall declare any conflict of interest.

• A member shall not accept any payment or benefit 
financially through school council involvement.

Sample Code of Ethics 
Source: Adapted from the bylaws of the Port Arthur Collegiate Institute 
School Council, Lakehead Board of Education, Thunder Bay, Ontario.

SCHOOL COUNCIL CODE OF ETHICS
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ONTARIO COLLEGE
OF TEACHERS

Do you remember a teacher who made 
a difference, who was committed to 
you and to your learning? Chances 
are you already have a name in mind. 
And, chances are, you remember 
the different ways they showed their 
commitment to care for you and 
respect you.

But how do you get to know your 
child’s teacher? The Ontario College of 
Teachers can assist you.

Established in 1997, the College exists 
to serve the public interest by regulating 
Ontario’s teaching profession. By law, 
every teacher who works in a publicly 
funded school or school system in the 
province must be a member of the 
Ontario College of Teachers.

RESOURCES FOR PARENTS 
AND FAMILIES
Students benefit from great teaching 
and the excellent preparation of 
teachers, and teachers benefit from 
well-informed and involved parents.

Here are three easy ways to connect 
with the College:

FIND A TEACHER

Search the College’s public registry and 
see where your child’s teacher received 
their teacher education, what additional 
programs or specialist qualifications 
they have, and whether they’re in good 
standing with the College. You will 
see why we can all take great pride in 
teacher professionalism in Ontario. 
In those rare cases, where College 
members have faced disciplinary 
action or who have limitations on their 
teaching certificates, we record that 
information too.

THE STANDARD

Sign-up for our e-newsletter geared 
specifically to parents and members of 
the public.

PROFESSIONAL STANDARDS

Learn about the Ethical Standards for 
the Teaching Profession (care, trust, 
integrity, and respect) and see the 

Standards of Practice for the Teaching 
Profession to understand how teachers’ 
good work is inspired and guided.

Within our province, the Ontario 
College of Teachers is one of about 
40 self-regulating organizations that 
govern professionals such as doctors, 
nurses, lawyers, engineers and early 
childhood educators. Governing 
almost 240,000 members makes us 
one of the largest such organizations 
in Ontario.

The College’s work is open and 
accessible. It’s all part of protecting 
the public interest – in other words, 
your children, their welfare, and 
opportunities for learning. Visit the 
College website at www.oct.ca to learn 
more about how the Ontario College 
of Teachers sets the standard for great 
teaching. Please note that all materials, 
presentations and resources produced 
by the Ontario College of Teachers are 
also available in French.

Visitez notre site à www.oeeo.ca 
pour découvrir comment l’Ordre 
des enseignantes et des enseignants 
de l’Ontario fixe la norme pour un 
enseignement de qualité. Veuillez noter 
que tous les documents, présentations 
et ressources de l’Ordre sont également 
disponibles en français.

The role of the College is to:

• Set the standard for great 
teaching

• Approve the programs 
that people take to become 
teachers and to remain current 
throughout their careers

• License teachers who meet 
Ontario’s high expectations for 
certification

• Investigate complaints against 
those who cross professional 
boundaries
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ORGANIZATIONS THAT SUPPORT PARENT ENGAGEMENT  
AND SCHOOL COUNCILS IN ONTARIO
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Effective 
Communication 

Strategies

Council Check-in

Robert’s Rules  
of Order

NEXT MONTH’S ISSUE

Parents Engaged in Education is a not-for-
profit organization formed by experienced 

school council members to provide resources 
and skill building opportunities for parent 

leaders across the province. 
ParentEngagementConsultantsGroup.com

647-408-2091
parentengagementgroup@gmail.com

Follow us on twitter
@parentengagcons
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