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Who We Are 

The Halifax Chamber of Commerce is a best-practice, business advocacy organization that 

continuously strives to make Halifax an even more attractive city in which to live, work, and play.  

Together, the approximately 1,500 member businesses and their roughly 75, 000 employees, act as a 

single powerful voice to promote local business interests.  The volunteer Board of Directors, and 

Chamber staff, undertake initiatives on behalf of the Chamber’s diverse membership. 

With origins dating back to 1750, we are recognized as the first Chamber established in North 

America.  The Halifax Chamber is certified to the ISO 9001:2000 international quality standard, the 

first and only Chamber in North America to receive this accreditation.  

The Halifax Chamber of Commerce offers over 100 events annually, countless numbers of 

opportunities for exposure through member services, advertising, and sponsorship. It also issues 

Certificates of Origin for those businesses that export internationally. 

2013-2018 STRATEGIC PLAN – ASPIRATIONAL SENTENCE AND GOALS 

The Halifax Chamber of Commerce is committed to enhancing the prosperity of its members and to 

realizing Halifax’s potential to be among the top 3 highest growth city economies in Canada by 2018. 

1. To create a positive business environment to be reflected by being among the top 3 highest 

growth city economies in Canada by 2018. 

2. To increase the skilled workforce by 20% from 2012 to 2018. 

3. To accelerate prosperity of Chamber members by providing first class networking events, 

benefit programs, advocacy to governments, education, information and by making 

connections. 

As part of the 2013-2018 Strategic Plan, the Halifax Chamber of Commerce created two Task Forces to 

provide input on the Plan’s implementation. The members of the Task Forces are a diverse group of 

individuals with significant expertise on key policy issues.  The Grow and Nurture the Skilled 

Workforce Task Force played a significant role in the development of this submission.  
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Introduction 

If you were to ask your average business owner in Nova Scotia about their most pressing issues, 

education likely would not top the list. Taxes, regulations, economic growth, those are the day-to-day 

issues that occupy our members’ minds. So why pay attention to education? What does it have to do 

with business? The Now or Never Report did a wonderful job reminding all of us that to succeed as a 

province we will need to think long-term. Education is the foundation of our collective prosperity and 

is one of the best long-term investments we can make. If we want to be a more successful province 

two decades from now, we need to pay close attention to the education decisions we make today.  

In many ways, Nova Scotia has a good education system. We have many passionate educators, parents 

place a high priority on education, and we have one of the highest graduation rates in Canada.1 It 

would be easy to look at where we are, shrug our shoulders, and say we are doing a good job. 

Yet recent evidence has made it absolutely clear: good is just not good enough anymore. 

Nova Scotia’s school system is facing two critical problems: demographics and student achievement. 

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) 2012 Programme for 

International Assessment (PISA) demonstrated that Nova Scotia’s academic achievement has 

stagnated or declined in reading, science, and mathematics.2 The gap between Nova Scotia students 

and top performing students in Quebec, Alberta, and British Colombia is increasingly worrying. The 

most glaring example is the difference in mathematics scores between Nova Scotia and Quebec. The 

39-point difference represents almost a year’s worth of learning, according to the OECD, and is a 

major cause for concern.3 This does not even take into consideration the even larger gap between 

Nova Scotia and top-performing countries around the world.  

On the demographic side, enrolment in Nova Scotia public schools has been declining and there is no 

indication that this trend will reverse itself. In the 2002-03 school year, enrolment in Nova Scotia was 

150,309. By 2016-17, it is projected to fall to 118,638, a decline of 21% over 15 years.4 This continued 

decline will pose serious challenges for school boards, especially those in rural parts of the province.  

Given its tremendous influence over how our children grow and develop, education invokes 

passionate opinions. While our education system has historically performed well, there is strong 

evidence that we must do even better. The government must help our schools be more innovative by 

focusing on the outcomes students achieve rather than the processes teachers use. The curriculum 

must be enhanced to concentrate on fundamental skills and introducing entrepreneurship. Finally, in 

the education realm, we need to realize that it is more important to spend our money effectively than 

to worry about how much we are spending overall. The Minister’s Panel on Education (the Panel) has 

been given the opportunity to lay the foundation for our children’s success. It is a chance we cannot 

afford to miss. 
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System Structure 

While many education debates begin with what is taught in the classroom, it is imperative that this 

Panel does not ignore the structure of the education system as a whole. If we want our students to 

achieve even greater results, we need to be sure that the education system has the right framework to 

support their growth. 

The Nova Scotia School Boards Association made a good point when it argued in its submission to this 

Panel that “Innovation in education requires a shift in our approach to accountability – from how 

things are done to what results are achieved.”5 We cannot reasonably ask our schools to teach our 

students to be flexible and innovative if we do not trust the schools to do the same. Increased 

autonomy can mean anything from more control over discipline and student assessment, to greater 

flexibility to choose course offerings and textbooks.6  

It is important to note that, according to the OECD’s research, autonomy alone is not enough to 

increase performance. It is equally important that governments combine increased autonomy with 

clear learning objectives for students, information sharing between schools, and/or a collaborative 

relationship between teachers and principals to manage schools.7 Implementing clear learning 

objectives would mean thinking carefully about how to analyze and enforce those standards. 

Nevertheless, reaping the rewards of increased autonomy will require a package of policy reforms.  

The school system should also consider using student assessment of teachers in their professional 

evaluation framework. This practice has become common in Canadian universities and it has been 

shown to have positive results. If used properly as part of ongoing professional development, it can 

provide valuable feedback on how teachers are reaching their students.8 Furthermore, schools 

systems that embrace this practice tend to have higher levels of equity (the difference between the 

90th and 10th percentiles) in their test scores.9 

Finally, this Review should answer the following questions: 

 Is it effective for teachers and principals to be members of the same union? 

 Will a school year that features more frequent but shorter breaks reduce burnout and 

summer learning loss? 

 Can the province do more to develop ‘community hubs’ in our middle and secondary 

schools? 
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Curriculum  

While it is not the Chamber’s role to comment on the specifics of Nova Scotia’s curriculum, businesses 

do have a unique perspective on how well that curriculum is preparing students for the rest of their 

lives. Most of us would not think to argue with our dentist about how they are filling our cavities, but 

we would have certain expectations about how their work should hold up in everyday life.  

Many of our members are concerned that some of our youth are graduating from high school without 

the necessary writing and mathematics skills needed to thrive in the workforce. Employers 

understand that hiring someone new requires a certain amount of training, but core writing and math 

skills are not the kind of subjects businesses are well suited to teach.  

The 2012 results of the OECD’s PISA tests demonstrated that student performance in Nova Scotia has 

either stagnated or declined in all subject areas. Particularly worrying are the results for math, where 

scores have declined from 515 in 2003 to 497 in 2012.10  Even more concerning is the gap between 

Nova Scotia students and Quebec, the top performing province. In 2012, Quebec students scored 536, 

39 points better than Nova Scotia and roughly equal to a year’s worth of education.11 Significant gaps 

also exist in reading and science scores where Nova Scotia students scored 27 points worse in reading 

and 28 points worse in science than top-performing British Colombia.12  

With these results in mind, this Panel needs to take a hard look at Nova Scotia’s education curriculum 

and judge it against the best provinces in Canada and the top countries around the world. We support 

putting strong emphasis on math and science education in our school system. It is telling that many of 

us would freely admit to being bad at math, but would never admit to being unable to read. The 

province needs to guarantee that teachers are teaching subjects they are well qualified to teach. For 

example, a math specialist should always teach math. Also, the Now or Never Report’s suggestion that 

computer programming become a core competency in middle school is worth examining.13 

We also encourage this Panel to consider an expanded role for entrepreneurship in Nova Scotia 

schools. While Nova Scotia has some excellent entrepreneurship initiatives, such as Dalhousie 

University’s Starting Lean Initiative; the provincial government’s funding of ‘sandboxes’ at universities; 

and the work of the Centre for Entrepreneurship, Education, and Development, and Junior 

Achievement; we need to embed entrepreneurship even more deeply into our education system. 

Putting a greater focus on entrepreneurship does not mean losing our education system’s focus on 

preparing well-rounded citizens. Helping students be more entrepreneurial will have benefits in the 

private, public, and non-profit sectors. It means empowering our students with the confidence and 

the skills to take risks and act on their passions; whether that is building a technology start-up; 

creating a program to help disadvantaged youth; or bringing new ideas to public service delivery. 

Entrepreneurship means giving students the tools to put their dreams into practice. 
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Expenditure 

Unfortunately, education discussions in Nova Scotia cannot be divorced from the provincial 

government’s fiscal challenges. Nova Scotia is facing a persistent structural deficit, high tax rates, and 

slow economic growth. Given these constraints, it is unreasonable to expect that there will be a 

significant amount of new education spending available to fund reforms to the system.  

That does not mean that all hope is lost, only that we have to be creative and results-focused. 

Provinces that perform much better than Nova Scotia on PISA, such as British Colombia and Quebec, 

spend less per student.14 Furthermore, Nova Scotia’s expenditures are above the OECD average, a 

point at which the OECD suggests that it matters more what money is spent on, rather than how much 

is spent.15 Our concern at this point needs to be on emulating the best practices of successful 

jurisdictions rather than on our aggregate level of education spending. 

In terms of staff salaries, evidence suggests that Nova Scotia is competitive with the rest of Canada. 

Teachers’ salaries in top performing provinces such as Ontario, Quebec, and British Colombia are 

generally below or comparable to Nova Scotia.16 While this suggests that current salaries are high 

enough to attract qualified people to the profession, we would support a system that tied a 

percentage of pay to performance. Such a system would have to be rigorously analyzed since, as we 

know from experience, what gets measured gets done. We also strongly suggest reviewing current 

professional development practices to make sure that they are as effective as possible. 

In 2014-15, the provincial government is projecting that there will be 3,833 certified teachers looking 

for full-time work and only 327 new full-time teaching jobs. A newly certified teacher in Nova Scotia 

will have an 8.5% chance of getting a regular teaching position that year.17 This clearly shows that the 

demand to enter the teaching profession at current salaries is high. Furthermore, this large pool of 

aspiring educators provides the school system with an opportunity to reform its hiring and 

certification practices to guarantee that the best possible teachers are selected. 

Finally, while Nova Scotia scores well on equity, there is still an unacceptably large difference in 

performance between students from low-income and high-income families.18 Ensuring that schools in 

economically disadvantaged areas have access to the same level of infrastructure, staff, and financial 

resources as schools in more prosperous areas is important for improving the overall level of 

performance and equity in the school system.19 

Nova Scotia’s fiscal situation will make it that much more difficult to build a better education system. 

The silver lining however, is that we will have to move from our default position of just throwing more 

money at the problem. As our experience with the health care system has shown us, putting more 

money into the same system is unlikely to give us better results. Instead, this Panel will have to make 

sure that the funds we do have are spent in the most cost-effect and innovative manner possible.  
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Recommendations 

A competitive business environment is about more than tax rates. Without a top-quality education 

system, our members would find it difficult to grow and thrive. If we did not have enough skilled 

workers, we would struggle to attract new companies to the region. If you think long-term, it is clear 

that improving our education system is closely related with creating a more successful province. Given 

the importance of this task, we will be watching the outcomes of this Review closely.  Overall, we are 

looking for this Panel to: 

 System Structure 

o Encourage innovation by providing schools and teachers with more freedom to decide 

how they will teach their students. 

o Expand avenues for information sharing and collaboration in and between schools, as 

well as setting clear guidelines for what students are expected to achieve.  

o Allow students to provide feedback on their teachers and use it as part of the 

professional development process as has become common in universities. 

 Curriculum  

o Enhance the curriculum to provide a strong focus on fundamental skills in math and 

science. 

o Introduce entrepreneurship education to help students become adaptable and 

innovative. 

 Expenditure 

o Focus on ensuring that our existing education funds are being spent in an effective 

and innovative manner. 

o Reduce the achievement gap between students from different socio-economic 

backgrounds by ensuring that all schools have an equitable number of staff, 

infrastructure, and financial resources. 

o Review hiring and certification practices to make sure that the best teachers available 

make it into the school system. 

In the end, we need an education system that places continuous improvement at its core. The last 

comprehensive review of P-12 education was 25 years ago, a time when VHS’ and walkman’s were still 

popular.  We need a system that can keep up with change, not respond to it decades after the fact. As 

a province, we need to approach this Review as the just the beginning. Building a stronger education 

system will not be an easy or quick endeavor, but it is one that the business community feels is 

fundamentally important to our province’s future.  
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