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Wednesday, March 29th, 2006

Advocate for kids wants to do more

Seeking to expand role and department
By Nick Martin

MANITOBA children's advocate Billie Schibler wants to intervene throughout the public education system to help special needs kids, turned-off students, kids with behaviour problems and parents reluctant to challenge the system.

It would mean a major expansion of her department and her role, said Schibler, whose staff will already be busy in the near future helping lead two reviews of the child-welfare system that has been shaken by the death of five-year-old Phoenix Sinclair.

Schibler said the most obvious place to start is by becoming a key player in a new law that guarantees special needs students appropriate educational programming.

"We are talking about things my predecessors haven't done, or have done peripherally," she said. "We can also be a supporter to the system. It doesn't necessarily have to be that we're going in and beating them up."

Schibler recently attended a community forum in River Heights to ask Education Minister Peter Bjornson why he wasn't going into the inner city to talk to families with the greatest need for help, and to challenge Bjornson to show how he'd ever measure if the special needs legislation is effective.

The children's advocate acts for children who are in temporary or long-term foster or institutional care, and are involved with the justice, health or education system, she said.

But Schibler wants the province to expand her nine-person staff to become the neutral third party that the special needs legislation calls for to conduct an independent review when there is a dispute between parents and school over the level of services a child requires.

Schibler believes that she should be intervening for all kids caught up in conflict over the special needs legislation -- not just those within the child-welfare system.

Schibler challenged the government to explain why kids with rebellious or I-hate-school attitudes from disadvantaged backgrounds should not also be considered to have special needs.

"It's mind-boggling for me" that schools don't see behavioural and social issues as special needs, she said.
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