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The term specialist teacher is often heard and used, but do we really know what it refers to? A specialist teacher can be defined as one who has training in a specific discipline; taken as a major in undergrad studies or taken throughout the university Education program. This training has prepared the teacher with a solid foundation of knowledge and skills necessary to most effectively teach that area. 
What is the importance of a specialist teacher? The specialist teacher is extremely important to ensure that our students are receiving the best level of education in that particular discipline. In the case of Technology Education, a person trained in that discipline knows far more than what the tools and equipment are and how to use them. The training includes how to safely manage a class of students who are in constant motion, using the tools and equipment, performing tasks and operations that have inherent safety risks. This is achieved through both the course of study and supervised practicum in a shop. Another example is that of Learning Assistance and Special Education where teachers have specific training that gives them the tools and skills necessary to identify learning challenges that students may have. The skills required for each of these roles are quite different. One requires intensive knowledge and skills involved in remediation and revaluing for students in the short-term. The other requires intensive knowledge and skills involved with supporting students in the long term. It is felt by some outside of these highly specialized roles that in-service alone can meet these qualification needs. We would disagree. Cognitive science defines three levels of knowledge that professionals draw upon to perform successfully: declarative knowledge, procedural knowledge and conditional knowledge. Many, including LATA, believe that these three levels of knowledge must be acquired through a combination of university coursework, experience and in-service. To state that the necessary knowledge can be reduced to a level that can be obtained through in-service is incorrect and ignores the complexities of the role.
The Provincial Specialist Association Council (PSAC) which is part of the BCTF has identified and supported the need to recognize the importance of specialist teachers in our schools. To that end, PSAC put forward the following recommendation to the Executive Committee of the BCTF in November. This was developed from an ad hoc committee consisting of Irene Lanzinger, BCTF President; Fran Robinson, past EC member; Pat Clarke, BCTF staffer; Janice Neden, Learning Assistance Teachers Association President; and Paul Boscariol, BC Technology Education Association President.
PSAC Recommendation —Specialist teachers
That the AGM amend BCTF policy 47.D. 01 to read: 

a. That all assignments to teaching positions should be appropriate in terms of the member’s specific qualifications and teaching experience, and appointments should be made in consideration of relevant qualification and experience factors pertaining to grade and age level, subject area, special needs, learning support, and student safety in any proposed teaching assignment.

b. That where teachers are assigned or choose to teach in areas where they may lack specific qualifications and/or relevant experience, a plan of professional support and development be provided through such programs or activities as district/local joint mentoring programs, post certification training opportunities and local union, PSA or LSA organized professional development.

While it is the hope of PSAC that specialist teachers be employed in these positions, it is also understood that this cannot always be achieved for a number of reasons. To accommodate this situation, the ad hoc committee developed a second part to the proposed amendment that would provide proper training opportunities for non-specialist teachers who find themselves in such a position, while keeping in mind that the best development of necessary skills and knowledge goes far beyond the traditional short term in-service, and in fact some would argue cannot be completely gained in this manner. 

Unfortunately, the Executive Committee, after much debate, did not pass this recommendation. It is difficult to understand how on one hand the BCTF recognizes specialist teachers through the individual Provincial Specialist Associations and through our collective PSA Council, yet they do not want to recognize the same in policy. A precedent has been set with the recognition of Counselors as specialists in policy, yet there is a resistance to recognize the rest of the specialists. The intent is to give due recognition to all, and not to have the Counselors recognition removed.
The focus should not be on preventing recognition of specialist teachers, but rather on recognizing specialists in policy and improving the training opportunities and support for those who, for whatever reason have found themselves teaching in an area they have not been trained in. We should be advocating for the highest level of instruction for our students with universities and school districts. As well, within our membership, we have a wealth of expertise and experience that can be utilized to assist with post certification training opportunities and mentoring programs. Let us not lose this opportunity to recognize specialist teachers who require highly specialist training to perform these roles. In this climate of increased litigation we do not want to have our teachers faced with being ill prepared for the roles they find themselves in; roles that they cannot be fully prepared to meet with the occasional in-service opportunity. 
