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PREFACE
Enrolment in Ontario’s publicly funded schools reached a high point in the 2002– 03 school year. In some
areas, enrolment was already declining, but since 2002– 03 the issue has received increasing attention as one
of province-wide concern.
For the past six months we have had the opportunity to study this issue. We have engaged in productive
dialogues with education stakeholders. Our work has also included reviews of the research literature and the
experiences of other jurisdictions. Although each of us started with individual perspectives based on our own
roles and experience, we learned much as a group. This report reflects our common learning and consensus.
One of the most important points that emerged from our work was our definition of the issue. The rate
and effects of enrolment change vary widely across the province. But whatever the local circumstances, the
fundamental challenge of declining enrolment – and it is a challenge to all education partners – is the need
to realign and reallocate resources today to ensure that the best possible education is available to students
tomorrow. Even with the decline in enrolment, in 2012–13 Ontario will still be providing elementary and
secondary education to about 1.85 million students. By effectively addressing declining enrolment today,
we are investing in the education of those students – an investment that will enhance their opportunities
and help them contribute to the social health and economic development of the province.
We call this need to realign and reallocate resources the challenge of “resizing” the education system. Our
recommendations are focused on providing the education system with the direction, flexibility, and support
it needs to meet that challenge.
An important factor that changed as we were carrying out our mandate was the province’s economic outlook.
Faced with global economic uncertainty, the Ontario government stated its intention to bring greater focus to
the management of its expenses and to delay or slow down some new spending.
Our recommendations recognize the new economic realities. The education funding formula already includes
direct and indirect supports for school boards and schools that face declining enrolment. We believe steps
can be taken to improve the way these resources are allocated and the way they are used to support student
achievement. At the same time, we have not hesitated to recommend investments that can help school boards
and schools operate more effectively and direct more resources to supporting students.
In fulfilling our mandate, we were supported by staff of the Ministry of Education. We thank them for their
dedication and assistance.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report recommends ways in which Ontario’s elementary and secondary education community can continue
to improve student achievement while addressing the impacts of declining enrolment.
Since reaching a peak in the school year 2002– 03, enrolment in Ontario’s publicly funded schools has declined,
largely as a result of the decline in the number of school-aged children in the province. Between 2002– 03 and
2007– 08, the decline was 68,000, or 3.4 per cent. The Ministry of Education expects a similar trend over the
next five years, projecting that the number of students will decrease by a further 72,000, or 3.8 per cent.
Declining enrolment is an issue because a substantial portion of each school board’s revenue – which is largely
determined by the provincial funding formula – is based on enrolment. To some degree, this is appropriate,
because with fewer students boards have to hire fewer teachers and purchase fewer resources. However,
not all costs can be adjusted in a way that is strictly proportional to declines in enrolment. Some costs can
be adjusted with relative ease from one school year to the next, while others may take more time to adjust.
Declining enrolment can therefore generate financial and operational pressures for school boards. These
pressures can lead to reductions in education programming, staffing, and other supports for students. As schools
become smaller, the number and variety of programs offered may be reduced, especially at the secondary level.
In some cases, a school’s enrolment may decline to the point where the educational viability of the school is in
question. The costs of maintaining excess and underutilized school space can divert significant resources from
programs and services for students. Many communities facing declining enrolment fear that these pressures
will lead to school closures.
Strategies to address these and other impacts of declining enrolment need to be applicable to a wide range of
circumstances. The rate of enrolment change varies widely across the province. In the last five years, enrolment
has been declining overall at the elementary level; over the next five years, it is projected to decline at the
secondary level as well. At the same time, the distribution of the student population is changing. While most
school boards are seeing enrolment declines, some boards, notably in the Greater Toronto Area, are seeing
enrolment increases. Enrolment is declining in both English- and French-language boards, but a lower net
decline is projected for French-language boards.
Enrolment change also varies by school board size – that is, by the number of students enrolled in the board.
The most significant change has been an increase in the number of small boards – those with fewer than
12,000 students. Although most schools are experiencing declines in enrolment, the change in any particular
school may not reflect the board-wide rate of decline. The effect of such a decline depends in part on the size
of the school – a decline of 20 students is more significant in a small school than in a larger one.

ii
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Even with this overall decline in enrolment, in 2012–13 Ontario will still be providing elementary and secondary
education to about 1.85 million students. The education system’s most important task will continue to be ensuring
that all students receive a high-quality education. The challenge of declining enrolment is one of realigning and
reallocating resources today – what we call “resizing” the education system – to ensure that the best possible
education is available to all students tomorrow.
To fully understand the issues and to develop informed, practical recommendations, we consulted with key
partners in the province’s education community, including a Trustee Advisory Group made up of representatives
of the four Ontario school board associations. We reviewed the literature on declining enrolment and looked at
the experience of other jurisdictions. We also kept in mind the province’s changed economic outlook in the
face of the new global economic uncertainty.
As noted above, in our consultations we heard concerns about the financial pressures that declining enrolment
can place on boards, often leading to program and staffing reductions. We also heard about the difficulty of
engaging parents and the wider public in a dialogue about declining enrolment, not least because many members
of the public believe that it leads directly to school closures. In addition to the concerns school closures cause
parents, they can have an economic impact on the community.
We also heard that partnerships between boards and schools, and between boards or schools and community
organizations, while not a panacea, have the potential to help boards cope with declining enrolment.
Municipalities are important potential partners, and it became clear to us that both school board and
municipal planning would benefit from mutual consultation.
We reviewed how the present funding formula addresses declining enrolment. In recent years, changes to the
funding formula have resulted in less emphasis on enrolment as a cost driver, although a large portion of the
formula is still linked to enrolment. We concluded that the present formula provides both direct and indirect
supports for boards and schools that face declining enrolment, but that steps can be taken to improve the way
these resources are allocated and the ways they are used to support student achievement.
As our work progressed, we identified principles that would guide our recommendations. The first of these
recognizes that improving student achievement is the top priority and the fundamental goal of education. We
agreed that, faced with declining enrolment, maintaining the status quo is not an option. Another important
principle, therefore, is that schools, boards, and communities must be prepared to adapt and to realign resources
to benefit students. At the same time, the funding formula must provide effective transitional support for
boards – support that is flexible enough to allow boards to address local circumstances and needs.
Actions taken to address declining enrolment should ensure that students have fair access to education programs
and services based on their need and circumstances. All measures must also respect the constitutional and
statutory framework for education in Ontario, which includes English-language public, English-language
Catholic, French-language public, and French-language Catholic school boards.
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Our recommendations focus on four key strategic activities:

iv

1.

We recommend a comprehensive multi-year, enrolment-based planning process, based on a common,
province-wide template and supported by business intelligence tools that would enable boards to take a
proactive approach to planning for enrolment change. This process would help boards adjust costs and
operations now, so that they will be able to direct the maximum possible resources to supporting student
achievement in the future. This planning process is the foundation for our other recommendations. Provincewide, multi-year plans will enable boards to move forward in the areas of partnership, e-learning and
alternative program delivery, and will better inform the Ministry of Education’s refinements to the
education funding formula.

2.

We recommend measures to build community dialogue and to encourage the wider use of effective
partnerships both between boards and schools and between boards or schools and community organizations.
For example, we recommend that the Ministry of Education provide the public with comprehensive
information about declining enrolment and review the Accommodation Review Committee process for
determining the future of low-enrolment schools. We recommend that boards that have unutilized school
space or that are building new school facilities be required to seek opportunities for partnerships. We also
recommend that the government require services and agencies that it funds to consider the use of available
school space in local communities before building, purchasing, or leasing other space.

3.

We recommend ways to promote e-learning and alternative program delivery as part of the solution to
the effects of declining enrolment, while urging the government to ensure that all students have equitable
access to broadband connectivity.

4.

Finally, we recommend changes to the education funding formula that would provide more effective
supports for boards facing declining enrolment and incentives for boards to find a better balance between
resources and expenditures. These changes include consolidating funding for classroom and administrative
information technology into a single grant; simplifying the Declining Enrolment Adjustment grant and
providing most of the support offered by that grant over a shorter period; limiting “top-up” support for
schools in some cases; and making some savings from school consolidations available to boards for capital
improvements that would support education programs for the students affected by the consolidations.
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1. MANDATE AND PROCESS
Mandate
The Minister of Education announced the establishment of the Declining Enrolment Working Group on May
30, 2008, with a mandate to provide advice and recommendations on strategies to advance the province’s
priority goals for student achievement while addressing the impact of declining enrolment.
Declining enrolment is an issue because a substantial portion of each school board’s revenue from the province
is based on enrolment. As enrolment declines, boards lose revenue. To some degree this is appropriate, because
with fewer students boards have to hire fewer teachers and purchase fewer resources. However, as the Ministry of
Education points out in its Technical Paper, which describes the provincial funding formula and funding criteria:
Boards’ costs … do not decline in a way that is strictly proportional to declining enrolment.
Some costs can be adjusted easily. For example, the cost of classroom teachers can be reduced
by changing the arrangement of classes to adjust to reduced enrolment. Other costs cannot be
adjusted as easily…. It takes time for boards to adjust their cost structures to declines in enrolment
(Ontario Ministry of Education, October 2008, p. 75).
At the school level, declining enrolment may create pressure on a school’s ability to offer a suitable range
of education programs, and lead to reductions in specialized programming, extracurricular activities, or the
number of specialist teachers.
The Ontario government has stated that it is committed to the renewal of Ontario’s publicly funded education
system with the goal of improving educational outcomes for all students. With more school boards and schools
experiencing lower enrolments – and growing awareness that this trend is long-term – Ontario’s education
system must adjust so that progress towards this goal continues.
To support its goal, the province has identified three core priorities, which our working group supports:
•

high levels of student achievement

•

reduced gaps in student achievement

•

increased public confidence in publicly funded education (Ontario Ministry of Education, Winter 2008, p. 4)

Declining enrolment does not change these priorities, but it does require all education partners to look carefully
at how to maintain and improve the education programs, services, and supports that are key to achieving them.
It requires both school boards and individual schools to face important questions, such as how to make the
most effective use of available education resources and how to ensure that all students have fair access to the
programs and services they need to be successful.
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Our specific mandate, reproduced in full in Appendix B, was to:
•

examine the impacts of declining enrolment on school boards and schools;

•

review how school boards have responded to declining enrolment;

•

evaluate the effectiveness of current grants and allocations in the Grants for Student Needs funding formula;

•

consider partnerships between and among boards and with municipal governments, other provincial
government services and volunteer organizations at a local and regional level;

•

recommend changes to support school boards in improving student achievement while making the
transition to lower enrolment; and

•

recommend strategies and best practices for school boards and schools.

The mandate also asked us to ensure that our recommendations:
•

respect the constitutional and statutory framework for education in Ontario, which includes English-language
public, English-language Catholic, French-language public, and French-language Catholic school boards;
and

•

promote the effective use of available education resources to support student achievement throughout the
province, while recognizing the benefits of strong ties between schools and local communities.

Consultation process
The working group’s consultation process focused on obtaining the views of stakeholders in the education
community, while also providing opportunities for input from other organizations and the public. We carefully
considered all submissions, and thank all the individuals and organizations who participated.
Trustee Advisory Group
Our mandate included a direction to consult with and seek feedback from a Trustee Advisory Group made up
of representatives of the four Ontario school board associations:

2

•

the Ontario Public School Boards’ Association

•

the Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association

•

l’Association des conseillères et des conseillers des écoles publiques de l’Ontario

•

l’Association franco-ontarienne des conseils scolaires catholiques
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Each of these associations submitted its own brief to the working group in addition to the joint perspective
offered by their representatives in the Trustee Advisory Group.
Other Education Stakeholders
In June 2008, we requested written submissions from 34 key education organizations that participate in the
Education Partnership Table, a forum that provides advice to the Minister of Education.1 To focus their input,
we asked them to respond to specific discussion questions about the impacts of and issues related to declining
enrolment. Our request encouraged respondents to offer a full range of perspectives, concerns, and solutions.
The discussion questions are reproduced in full in Appendix C. Organizations that made submissions are listed
in Appendix D.
To follow up the written submissions, we held eight roundtable discussions with stakeholders over two days
in October 2008. These sessions allowed us to gain a fuller understanding of the submissions. Groups that
participated in the roundtable discussions are also listed in Appendix D.
General Consultation
In August 2008, we set up our own web page on the Ministry of Education’s website (http://www.edu.gov.on.ca)
to give members of the public and interested organizations an opportunity to respond to the discussion questions
and make submissions. In response, we received a small number of additional submissions.

Research process
To round out our understanding of the issue, we also reviewed the literature on declining enrolment and
looked at the experiences of other jurisdictions facing this challenge.

1

More information about the Education Partnership Table is available on the Ministry of Education’s website,
at http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/partnership/index.html.

Planning and possibilities: The report of the declining enrolment working group | 2009

3

2. ENROLMENT TRENDS IN ONTARIO
Enrolment2 in Ontario’s publicly funded elementary and secondary schools peaked in the school year 2002– 03.
Between 2002– 03 and 2007– 08, enrolment in Ontario’s schools declined by 68,000, or 3.4 per cent. The Ministry
of Education expects a similar trend over the next five years, anticipating that the number of students in the
public education system will further decrease by a projected 72,000, or 3.8 per cent.
Chart 1: Total enrolment in Ontario’s publicly funded schools
History and projections, 1998 – 99 to 2012–13
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The decline in enrolment has largely been driven by a decline in the number of school-aged children in
Ontario. Long-term demographic projections indicate that this trend is likely to continue well into the next
decade. The distribution of students across the province will also change.

Despite the expected decline in student population in Ontario schools, by 2012–13 the province will still be
providing elementary and secondary education to about 1.85 million students. Its most important task will
continue to be ensuring that all students receive high-quality education.

2

4

“Enrolment” in this report means Average Daily Enrolment (ADE), which provides a full-time-equivalent count of students. For example, a student in a
half-day Kindergarten program is counted as 0.5 of a full-time student; two Kindergarten students in half-day programs equal 1.0 full-time student.
The Ministry of Education’s Grants for Student Needs funding formula uses ADE to calculate much of the funding provided to school boards.
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A Note on Enrolment Projections
The Ministry of Education provided the enrolment statistics and developed the enrolment projections for 2008 – 09 to
2012–13 that are used in this report. The ministry completed the projections in March 2008, using enrolment projections
submitted by school boards and the most recent demographic data available. Data and projections from the Ministry of
Finance were key inputs.
We emphasize that these are projections, based on assumptions about future demographic trends. Other assumptions
could be made, leading to different projections. The scenario presented here is a “middle” one.“Low” and “high” scenarios
would lead, respectively, to more conservative or more aggressive assumptions.
In particular, the projections make assumptions about two factors that will have major influences on enrolment trends
over the long term:
•

Number of births: The projections assume an increase in the number of births – a combination of growth in the
cohorts of women of childbearing age and a slight increase in birth/fertility rates. Children start entering the
education system four years after birth and generally remain enrolled for up to 14 years.

•

Patterns of immigration/migration: The projections assume an immigration/migration trend that is similar to the
province’s recent experience, in terms of the number of immigrants and migrants and the age distribution
(composition) of these groups.

In addition, the projections do not take into account provincial education initiatives that may affect enrolment in
the future. For example, the Learning to 18 initiative could increase student retention and, therefore, enrolment at
the secondary level. The government’s commitment to provide full-day learning for all four- and five-year-olds could
affect elementary enrolment. The projections also do not take into account any future recruitment of students from
other countries.

Trends in elementary and secondary enrolment
Since 2002 – 03, the basic pattern of declining enrolment has been that declines at the elementary level (Junior
Kindergarten to Grade 8) have exceeded modest growth at the secondary level (Grade 9 to Grade 12). At the
elementary level, enrolment peaked in 2002–03, and it has declined over the last five years. This trend is projected
to continue over the next five years. Projections also suggest that, as these smaller elementary cohorts progress
to the secondary level over the next few years, a decline in secondary school enrolment will follow.
Table 1 provides further detail on these trends.
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Table 1: Percentage changes in elementary and secondary enrolment
History and projections, 2002– 03 to 2012–133

Change (%)

2002– 03
Actual
(000s)

2007– 08
Revised Estimates
(000s)

2012–13
Projected
(000s)

Last 5 years
(2002– 07)

Next 5 years
(2007–12)

10-year period
(2002–12)

Elementary (JK–8)

1,324

1,248

1,192

(6%)

(5%)

(10%)

Secondary (9–12)

674

681

665

1%

(2%)

(1%)

1,998

1,930

1,857

(3%)

(4%)

(7%)

Total (JK–12)

In the last five years, the decline has been at the elementary level; over the next five years, enrolment at the
secondary level is projected to decline as well.

Trends across the province
As expected in a province as large and diverse as Ontario, the pattern of enrolment change is not the same
everywhere. Although an increasing number of school boards have seen and will continue to see a decline in
enrolment, some boards will be dealing with significant growth.
There are 72 district school boards in Ontario. The projected decline of 72,000 is a net result of a projected
decline of 97,000 students in 60 boards and projected growth of 25,000 students in 12 boards between 2007– 08
and 2012–13.

3

6

In Tables 1, 2, and 4, numbers in parentheses are negative, indicating a decline.
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Table 2: Growth boards and declining boards
History and projections, 2002– 03 to 2012–13

Actual
2002– 03 to 2007– 08
Total number of district school boards

Projected
2007– 08 to 2012–13

Cumulative
2002– 03 to 2012–13

72

Number of growth boards

20

12

14

Enrolment growth (000s)

44

25

65

Number of declining boards

52

60

58

(112)

(97)

(206)

(68)

(72)

(140)

Enrolment decline (000s)
Net change in enrolment (000s)

The rate of enrolment decline also varies dramatically, as illustrated in Table 3 below. For example, over the
10-year period from 2002– 03 to 2012–13, total enrolment in 32 boards is projected to decline by 15 per cent or
more (8 of these boards have already seen a decline on this scale). By comparison, 6 boards are projected to
decline by up to 5 per cent.
Table 3: Rate of change in total enrolment, by number of school boards
History and projections, 2002– 03 to 2012–13

TOTAL (Elementary and Secondary)
Actual
2002– 03 to 2007– 08

Projected
2007– 08 to 2012–13

Cumulative
2002– 03 to 2012–13

13

5

11

7

7

3

Number of growth boards

20

12

14

0% to 5% decline

12

14

6

5% to 15% decline

32

37

20

8

9

32

52

60

58

Growth versus decline
Growth of 5% or more
0% to 5% growth

Decline of 15% or more
Number of declining boards

Planning and possibilities: The report of the declining enrolment working group | 2009

7

The rate and effects of declining enrolment vary significantly across the province, and some school boards are
experiencing growth.

Trends by region
Declining enrolment varies significantly from one region of the province to another. Between 2002–03 and 2007–08:
•

Toronto declined by 9 per cent, but other parts of the Greater Toronto Area (referred to in this document
as “Other GTA”4) experienced growth.

•

Northern Ontario experienced the largest rate of decline – over 12 per cent since 2002– 03. Declining
enrolment was a reality for many school boards in northern Ontario for several years before it emerged
as a province-wide trend.

•

Eastern and southwestern Ontario each experienced declines of over 7 per cent.

Chart 2: Change in total enrolment, by region
History, 2002– 03 to 2007– 08
10%
5%
0%
(5%)
(10%)
(15%)
Toronto

Other GTA

Central

East

Southwest

North

PROVINCE

In the next five years, the only region of the province that is expected to see enrolment growth is the Other
GTA. Declining enrolment will be the norm in all other regions, with the largest expected rate of decline in
northern Ontario. Between 2007– 08 and 2012–13:
•

4

8

Toronto is projected to decline by over 4 per cent, while the Other GTA is projected to grow – the only
region where growth is projected.

For the purposes of this report, Other GTA comprises the regions of Durham, Halton, Peel, and York.
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•

Northern Ontario is projected to have the largest rate of decline – over 13 per cent.

•

Eastern and southwestern Ontario will each continue to experience rates of decline of about 6 per cent
to 7 per cent.

Chart 3: Change in total enrolment, by region
Projections, 2007– 08 to 2012–13
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Some time after 2012 and before 2020, Ontario’s school-aged population is expected to begin growing again.
At a regional level, however, this growth will likely be confined to the Other GTA, while other regions will see
enrolment stabilize or continue to decline. Over all, at the provincial level, only slight growth above the
2012–13 enrolment level is projected. During the period from 2012 to 2020:
•

Toronto’s school-aged population is projected to decline only minimally, while the Other GTA’s is projected
to continue growing at a higher rate than previously – about 8 per cent.

•

Northern Ontario is projected to have the largest rate of decline – over 12 per cent.

•

Central, eastern, and southwestern Ontario will decline at more modest rates of about 2 per cent to
3 per cent for the former and about 5 per cent for southwestern Ontario.

Planning and possibilities: The report of the declining enrolment working group | 2009

9

Chart 4: Projected percentage change in the 5- to 18-year-old population, 2012–20
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Enrolment is decreasing at different rates in different regions of the province. Demographic and
enrolment trends indicate that the student population is not only decreasing, it is being redistributed
across the province.

Trends by language
French-language education in Ontario operates in a different context than its English-language counterpart.
Covering the same geographic area as 60 English-language school boards, Ontario’s 12 French-language
boards serve a linguistic minority that is, in general, a more dispersed population than that served by the
English-language boards. For the francophone community, French-language boards and schools are of
linguistic and cultural importance, helping to nourish a sense of identity and pride.
Both English- and French-language boards have experienced a decline in enrolment since 2002– 03. The overall
rate of decline in French-language boards, however, has been lower than in English-language boards – 1 per cent
and 4 per cent respectively.
Projections indicate that most of the 60 English-language boards will experience enrolment decline by 2012–13;
only a few will experience growth. In contrast, about half the 12 French-language boards are expected to grow.

10
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French-language boards operate many small schools. These schools are often located a considerable distance
from one another and the only schools operated by their board in the community. These circumstances make
it difficult to achieve economies of scale. Even without declining enrolment, French-language boards are
challenged to balance the need to provide education services with the need to be economically viable. The
Ministry of Education’s funding formula recognizes this challenge by providing resources targeted specifically
at French-language boards and schools.
Table 4: Comparison of enrolment trends in English- and French-language school boards

Actual
2002– 03
(000s)

Actual
2007– 08
(000s)

Projected
2012–13
(000s)

Change
2002– 03 to
2007– 08

Change
2007– 08 to
2012–13

English

1,914

1,847

1,776

(67)

(4%)

(71)

(4%)

French

84

83

81

(1)

(1%)

(2)

(2%)

While there have been declines in both English- and French-language boards, a lower net decline is projected
for French-language boards.

Trends by board size
The effects of declining enrolment also vary by school board size – that is, by the number of students enrolled
in the board.5
The most significant change has been an increase in the number of small boards – those with enrolments of
fewer than 12,000 students. In 2002– 03, 29 school boards had fewer than 12,000 students. By 2007– 08, that
number had grown to 34 boards. Not only had the number of small boards increased, but these boards have
tended to become even smaller as enrolment declines.
The largest boards – those with more than 60,000 students – remain large. In 2002– 03, eight school boards
had more than 60,000 students. In 2007– 08, this number had not changed. Some of these boards have seen
their enrolment levels fall, but the large boards in the Other GTA are experiencing enrolment growth.

5

Many school boards that are small in terms of number of students enrolled cover large geographic areas. In this report, the term small board refers to a
board’s size in terms of its enrolment.
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Most of the changes in the relative size of school boards as a result of declining enrolment already appear
to have taken place (see Chart 5). Few, if any, further shifts are expected between now and 2012–13.
Chart 5: School board size (by enrolment)
History and projections, 2002–03, 2007– 08, and 2012–13
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Boards are becoming smaller, as measured by enrolment, across the province. The increase in the number of
small boards is complemented by a decrease in the number of mid-sized boards.

Trends in schools
Across the province, there are approximately 3,800 elementary schools and approximately 870 secondary
schools, of varying sizes and with varying rates of enrolment change.
As Table 5 shows, in 2007– 08, elementary schools had an average of 318 students. That average varied
considerably by region, with the lowest average school size in the north and the highest in the Other GTA.
In that year, 5 per cent of the province’s elementary schools had fewer than 100 students.
In 2007–08, the average enrolment in secondary schools was 819 students. In that year, 7 per cent of all secondary
schools had an enrolment of fewer than 100 students (calculated using average daily enrolment or ADE; see
footnote 2 on page 4).
Although most boards are experiencing a decline in enrolment, the decline in individual schools is not always
reflective of the board-wide rate. For example, some boards with relatively stable enrolment have experienced
a decline in individual schools, but growth in other schools. On average, however, enrolment per school is
decreasing.
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Table 5: Average school size, elementary and secondary, 2007– 08

ELEMENTARY

SECONDARY

Average
school size

% of schools
with less than
100 ADE

Average
school size

% of schools
with less than
100 ADE

PROVINCE

318

5%

819

7%

Toronto

347

1%

767

8%

Other GTA

415

2%

1,140

2%

Central

311

2%

918

5%

East

264

10%

706

6%

Southwest

292

3%

803

3%

North

178

25%

406

25%

Chart 6 compares year-over-year enrolments from 2004 – 05 to 2007– 08. In that period, an average of more than
1,000 schools saw enrolment decline by at least 20 students from one year to the next. The effect of such a
decline depends in part on the size of the school. A decline of 20 students in a small school is more significant
than the same decrease in a larger school. Since elementary schools tend to be smaller than secondary
schools, the impact has been greater at the elementary level.
Chart 6: Schools experiencing annual growth or decline, 2004 – 05 to 2007– 08
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Average school size varies considerably from region to region. The rate of enrolment decline also varies (with
one region experiencing growth), but the majority of the province’s schools are experiencing a decline.

Are Private Schools a Factor?
Some participants in our consultations raised the question of whether enrolment in private schools is a cause of
declining enrolment in the publicly funded system.
According to information provided by the Ministry of Education, there is no link. Over the past few years, the proportion
of students enrolled in private schools – 5.7 per cent of all students – has not changed. This information supports the
view that declining enrolment is primarily a demographic trend: fewer students are enrolled in publicly funded schools
because there are fewer school-aged children.

14
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3. THE EDUCATION FUNDING FORMULA AND DECLINING ENROLMENT
The main source of funding for Ontario’s district school boards is the provincial Grants for Student Needs
(GSN). The funds boards receive through the GSN are determined by enrolment, the number and size of
schools in the board, and the programs offered, as well as by geographic, socio-economic, demographic
and certain other factors.
Our mandate with respect to the funding formula was to “evaluate the effectiveness of current grants and
allocations in the Grants for Student Needs in mitigating the impact of declining enrolment on school board
finances and in helping boards and schools to continue providing quality programs and services while aligning
costs with revenues.”
To fulfil this mandate, we looked at all grants in the formula; however, some are not affected by enrolment. We
therefore focused on grants that are clearly enrolment-driven or that provide important support to ensure that,
in a declining enrolment environment, students have fair access to education programs and services no matter
where they live in Ontario.
This section of the report describes how the funding formula addresses declining enrolment at present.

The formula’s sensitivity to enrolment
A large portion of the GSN funding formula is linked directly to enrolment. Funding through some grants
varies with changes in enrolment. An example is the Pupil Foundation Grant, which provides a per-pupil
amount to cover the costs of a classroom education that are common to all students.
Some grants are based on a combination of enrolment and other factors. As these grants are somewhat
sensitive to enrolment, they can mitigate the impact of enrolment changes on funding. An example is the
School Foundation Grant, which provides a guaranteed minimum amount per school to support at least one
principal (“half” a principal when enrolment is below 50), one secretary, and the purchase of school office
supplies. Additional funding for vice-principals, secretaries, and supplies is based on enrolment.
Other grants are not based on enrolment at all. An example is the Program Enhancement Grant, which
provides a per-school amount for programs, such as arts, music, physical education, and outdoor education,
that contribute to a well-rounded education.
In recent years, changes to the funding formula have resulted in less emphasis on enrolment as a cost driver,
although it continues to be the major factor in determining each school board’s allocation.
As Chart 7 indicates, in 2002– 03, $10.8 billion, or three quarters of GSN funding, was tied to enrolment.
By 2007– 08, this portion had risen to $12 billion, but accounted for only two thirds of the total GSN.
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Chart 7: Bases for funding in the GSN, 2002– 03 and 2007– 08
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During this period, the amount and percentage of school-based funding increased significantly – from $0.2 billion,
or 1 per cent, in 2002– 03 to $1.5 billion, or 8 per cent, in 2007– 08 – in part because of the introduction of new
school-based grants. These grants include the following:
•

Program Enhancement Grant: Funding is based on the number of schools for each board.

•

Supported Schools Allocation: Funding is provided for a core level of teaching staff for schools deemed to
be “supported,”6 and is calculated for each eligible school using a formula that takes enrolment into account.

•

School Foundation Grant: Funding is largely based on the number of schools in each board, with
enhancements based on each school’s enrolment.

Funding is also generated by other drivers besides enrolment and schools. Examples of other operating
(as opposed to capital) grants include the following:
•

English-as-a-Second-Language component of the Language Grant: Funding is largely based on the number
of recent immigrant students in the board, although other factors are involved.

•

First Nations, Métis, and Inuit Education Supplement: Funding is based on the estimated number
(calculated using census data) of Aboriginal students enrolled in the board and the actual number
of students enrolled in Native Studies and Native Language courses.

•

Student Transportation Grant: Funding factors include enrolment, fuel costs, and the costs of maintaining
standards for safe vehicles and trained drivers.

6
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An elementary school is deemed to be “supported” if the next closest elementary school of the board is at least 20 kilometres away. A secondary school is
deemed to be “supported” if the next closest secondary school of the board is at least 45 kilometres away.
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•

Demographic component of the Learning Opportunities Grant: Funding is based on factors such as the
estimated percentage (calculated using census data) of people in a board’s jurisdiction who have low
incomes (using Statistic Canada’s low-income cut-off point) or Aboriginal status, or who constitute
lone-parent families.

Additional support in the formula for boards facing declining enrolment
In addition to the grants and allocations described above, the GSN includes other adjustments and allocations
specifically designed to further mitigate the impact of declining enrolment on school boards’ revenues.
Declining Enrolment Adjustment
The Declining Enrolment Adjustment (DEA) provides boards with transitional support to adjust to changes
in revenue related to enrolment declines. As noted earlier, some board costs decline relatively quickly in
proportion to declines in enrolment, while others decline more slowly. The DEA recognizes this distinction
between “variable” costs, which can be adjusted with relative ease from one school year to the next, and
“sticky” costs, which require more time to adjust. It is intended to support boards while they deal with their
sticky costs.
The DEA anticipates that boards will eventually adjust their sticky costs. It therefore represents transitional
funding; it is not intended to permanently replace the decrease in revenue that results from a decline in
enrolment.
The DEA’s design was based on the recommendations of an expert working group, made in 2002, which
estimated that boards could manage a year-over-year rate of decline in operating revenues equal to 58 per cent
of the rate of decline in enrolment. The remaining decline was considered to be more difficult to adjust to.
The group recommended transitional funding for a two-year period (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2002,
p. 49); the province later extended it to three years (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2004, p. 55).
School-Based Support
The School Foundation Grant, described on page 15, ensures funding for a minimum level of in-school leadership
and administration, regardless of enrolment levels, and then provides additional enrolment-based funding to
support these two areas.
The Supported Schools Allocation provides eligible supported schools (defined in footnote 6 on page 16),
which are located far from other schools in the same board, with funding to support at least a minimum level
of teaching staff so that they can maintain a viable program despite enrolment decreases.
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In 2007– 08, 198 elementary schools were deemed to be supported because they were located at least
20 kilometres from their board’s next elementary school.
Table 6: Distances between elementary schools, 2007– 08

Number of schools

0–2 km

2–20 km

More than
20 km

Total

2,231

1,409

198

3,838

In the same year, there were 89 supported secondary schools, which were at least 45 kilometres from their
board’s next secondary school.
Table 7: Distances between secondary schools, 2007– 08

0–2 km

2– 45 km

More than
45 km

Total

222

556

89

867

Number of schools

The School Operations and School Renewal Allocations cover the costs of heating, cleaning, renovating, and
repairing schools. When enrolment declines, a school may be underutilized, but the costs of maintaining the
school do not decline correspondingly. These two allocations are based in part on enrolment, but include
“top-up” funding for schools operating at less than full capacity.
The top-up increases a board’s total revenue for the operating and renewal costs of its rural7 and supported
schools up to the amount that would be generated if the schools were operating at 100 per cent capacity.
Schools that are not designated as rural or supported generate top-up funding of up to 20 per cent higher than
the actual utilization rate. For example, a school with a utilization rate of 60 per cent would be treated as if it
were operating at 80 per cent.

7
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The funding formula identifies a “rural” school in one of two ways: (1) the second character of the school’s postal code is zero (0), which indicates that the
school’s address is defined as rural by Canada Post; or (2) the school is listed as a rural school in the GSN regulation (Ontario Ministry of Education,
October 2008, p. 88).
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Temporary Stabilizers
For other types of grants, including the Student Transportation Grant and the High Needs Amount of the Special
Education Grant, where enrolment is a factor but not the only one, funding has been temporarily stabilized,
which eliminates the financial impact of declining enrolment. This means that boards do not experience yearover-year decreases in these grants as a result of declining enrolment. (Boards where enrolment is increasing
do receive the increases they are eligible for through these grants.)
Support for Small, Remote, Rural, and Northern Boards
The GSN provides additional funding to small, remote, rural, and northern boards in recognition of the special
challenges these boards face. The Geographic Circumstances Grant provides funds to support the higher costs
of purchasing goods and services in rural and remote boards with low enrolments. In addition, the Board
Enrolment Component of the Remote and Rural Allocation (Geographic Circumstances Grant) provides boards
with low enrolments with some support to deal with the sticky costs associated with the decline.
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4. OUR CONSULTATIONS
Part of our mandate was to review how school boards have responded to declining enrolment. In the discussion
questions we sent to stakeholders, we asked them to identify the impacts of declining enrolment and the
strategies that schools and school boards have been using to address the issue.
Most submissions stated that maintaining student achievement was the top concern. In this context, respondents
identified several possible effects of declining enrolment related to programming and other supports for students
at both the elementary and secondary levels, including the following:
•

As schools become smaller, the number and variety of programs offered may be reduced, especially at
the secondary level. In some cases, a school’s enrolment may decline to the point where the educational
viability of the school is in question. In others, the range of extracurricular activities available to students
may be diminished.

•

The number of multi-grade and multi-level classes may increase.

•

Schools may face reductions in the following areas:
–

teaching staff who deliver support and programs in areas such as literacy and numeracy

–

library and guidance staff, supervisory staff, vice–principals, and secretarial staff

–

the availability of services provided by professional/paraprofessional staff, such as social workers
and speech-language pathologists

Aside from the obvious impacts of losing staff in these areas, staff reductions also may affect the ability
of remaining staff to adequately supervise students.
As might be expected, respondents also focused on the stress declining enrolment can place on school board
finances. Specific financial and operational pressures school boards face that were described by respondents
include the following:

20

•

The costs of maintaining excess and underutilized school space can divert significant resources from
programs and services for students. There is a point at which boards must consider school closures or
consolidations, to free up these resources.

•

When school consolidations occur as a result of declining enrolment, student transportation costs can
increase, as more busing is needed.

•

Information technology is an important tool for both education program delivery and efficient administration,
two areas where declining enrolment can put pressure on schools and boards. Indeed, its value increases
when enrolment declines. The costs associated with information technology – for example, the initial
expenditure to establish a network and the overhead for network maintenance – are often sticky rather
than variable.
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•

Other board administration services also involve sticky costs that are not easily adjusted when
enrolment declines.

We heard other concerns and suggestions as well:
•

Many members of the public are unaware of the problems associated with declining enrolment until it
affects their community. Nor do they understand that declining enrolment has different effects in different
communities.

•

It is difficult to discuss declining enrolment with the public, because many of them believe that it leads
directly to school closures.

•

In addition to the concerns school closures cause parents, these closures can have an economic impact
on the community.

•

Where a school closure or consolidation is a possibility, it’s better to make parents and the public aware
of the problem and engage them in the issue before closure or consolidation is on the table.

•

Partnerships between boards and with community organizations can help boards cope with declining
enrolment, but they are not a panacea and require work and specialized knowledge. As well, where
partnerships involve increased access to school facilities by people who are not part of the school
community, safety concerns may need to be addressed.

•

Municipalities are important potential partners. Both school board and municipal planning would benefit
from mutual consultation and input.

•

The funding formula as a whole needs more flexibility to address local needs and circumstances related
to declines in enrolment.

As the first point listed above notes, the effects of declining enrolment are not the same, nor are they felt
to the same degree, in every community. Just as enrolment trends vary across the province, so schools and
school boards that experience and must respond to the challenges of declining enrolment face varying
circumstances.
In rural, remote and northern areas of the province, part of the challenge of declining enrolment is that, in
some circumstances, the alternative to keeping a school open is to require students to travel for a long time or
over great distances. An increase in travel time or distance may make it impossible for students to participate
in extracurricular activities or to hold a part-time job. One of the reasons the Ministry of Education introduced
the Supported Schools Allocation (described on page 16) in 2007– 08 was to provide more effective support to
many of these schools. Respondents from these areas of the province noted that, in many instances, the school
is the last public institution still located in a community.
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In contrast, respondents from urban centres said that the challenges of declining enrolment in their areas often
include the presence of several schools in close proximity to one another, but operating well below capacity.
They reported that the cost of maintaining this excess space consumes resources that would otherwise be
applied to programs and services for students. However, they also said that they face challenges in attempting
to reconfigure or consolidate programs or schools. Issues include community use of school playgrounds –
often a scarce “green space” for the neighbourhood – as well as potential safety concerns – for example, if
sending children to a different school means that they will have to use or cross major traffic arteries.
We discuss more of the feedback we received during our consultations in section 7, “Recommendations.”
As we stated earlier, we were most appreciative of the level and quality of the responses to our questions,
and carefully considered every submission.

Declining Enrolment and Aboriginal Students
Aboriginal students are an important exception to the pattern of declining enrolment – their population has been growing
while most other student populations are declining. The problem of students whose local school has closed having to go
outside their community for education is one shared by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students. However, it can have
particular significance for Aboriginal students, who, if they have to attend a school outside their community, may find
themselves removed as well from their culture.
The term Aboriginal includes First Nation, Métis, and Inuit peoples. Not all Aboriginal students attend provincially funded
schools. The elementary and secondary education of First Nation students who live and attend school in First Nation
communities is the responsibility of the federal government. The education of First Nation, Métis and Inuit students who
live in the jurisdiction of school boards and attend Ontario’s publicly funded schools is a provincial responsibility. Funding
for these students’ education is provided through the GSN, and for the purposes of funding they are treated like other
students of the board.

22
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5. OUR RESEARCH
Our review of the literature on declining enrolment and the experiences of other jurisdictions reinforced
two of the key messages we received during our consultation with the education community: the impacts
of declining enrolment are different in different situations, and there is no “one size fits all” solution.

The literature
The research literature on declining enrolment that we reviewed came from a variety of sources – Canadian
and foreign jurisdictions – and reflected both a current and a historical perspective. We list this material in
our Select Bibliography (see Appendix F).
However, the existing literature on strategies to address declining enrolment has only limited application in
Ontario’s present context:
•

First, much of it focuses on remote and rural areas. Historically, the problem of declining enrolment has
been most “visible” in these locations. Many urban areas in Ontario are now experiencing enrolment
decline as well, and the literature does not adequately reflect the complex dynamics that exist in these
areas, and that can complicate the challenge of addressing the issue.

•

Second, some of the literature dates from the late 1970s and early 1980s, when the last of the baby-boom
generation began to graduate from high school. Ontario itself produced one of the major pieces, the 1978
report of the Commission on Declining School Enrolments, which included numerous background papers
and studies. While this report and other research from 30 years ago are relevant, the intervening years
have brought major changes in education governance and funding, and in technology. For example, the 1978
report contained a major focus on issues related to education property taxes that is no longer relevant.

Much of what the research says about the impacts of declining enrolment, as we noted above, reinforces the
common themes heard in our consultation:
•

Declining enrolment reduces the flexibility schools have in allocating their resources. It may result in a
reduction in course and program options, a loss of teachers, accommodation reviews, and changes to the
organizational structure.

•

One common reaction to enrolment decline is an increase in multi-grade or multi-level classes.

•

Consolidation of schools is often necessary in jurisdictions suffering from declining enrolment. Arguments
for consolidation are typically based on efficiency and equity, as schools with small student populations
cost more to operate per student than those with a larger number of students.
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•

Consolidation can be contentious, and often involves a great deal of community resistance.

•

Some Canadian jurisdictions are looking abroad for potential students to fill their classrooms.
International students pay tuition and fill some of the spaces left by declining enrolment. International
student recruitment is increasing and can play an important role in enabling Canadian schools to continue
to be well equipped and remain open.

•

Many school board responses to declining enrolment are short-term and reactive, yet the research
suggests that focused, long-term planning to address the reduction in revenue caused by declining
enrolment can help boards avoid or mitigate negative effects such as reductions in classroom resources.

•

School boards can potentially achieve efficiencies through co-operative approaches to providing
administrative services.

•

School boards can explore opportunities to utilize their excess school space as a way to maintain school
viability and maximize efficiency.

•

Information technology can play an important role in expanding curriculum and program options for
students in communities with declining enrolment.

•

Improved partnerships, efficiencies, and relationships with community organizations are important ways
to address the effects of declining student populations. Partnerships between boards or schools and
between boards or schools and community organizations can greatly improve efficiency and help to
reduce costs during a period of declining enrolment.

•

There is a wide range of partnerships and cost-sharing agreements that boards can explore in areas such
as programs, services or staff.

•

Many school boards have attempted to enhance the viability of their low-enrolment schools by bringing in
community organizations. By bringing other resources and partners into the schools, the use of space can
be maximized and efficiency can increase. Research has also identified some challenges and limitations to
this approach. Tensions related to the sharing of resources can arise between school administrators and
community program coordinators. Such tensions must be carefully managed to ensure the integrity of the
school as a learning environment.
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Other jurisdictions
Declining enrolment is a reality in many Canadian and international jurisdictions, as well as in Ontario.
Different jurisdictions have pursued various different options to address the effects of enrolment decline, but
few have developed comprehensive strategies. Policies and programs to promote community-school partnerships
are common, – although declining enrolment is not necessarily the main reason for such initiatives. Other
initiatives, such as e-learning and recruitment of students from other countries, are also in evidence.
Further information on enrolment decline elsewhere in Canada and in selected international jurisdictions is
included in Appendix E, with some examples of the kinds of policies and programs that have emerged to
address the challenge.
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6. THE PRINCIPLES THAT GUIDED OUR RECOMMENDATIONS
As our work on declining enrolment progressed, we began to identify principles that would guide our
recommendations. These principles acted as filters through which we assessed the issues and evaluated
options for addressing them. Input from our consultations and the submissions we received was an important
and helpful contribution to this process.
The principles set out below reflect values that are common to all partners in Ontario’s publicly funded
schools. They are also rooted in our mandate, which states, “A primary goal of Ontario’s education system is
to ensure that all students have fair access to the programs and services they need to be successful as students
and as members of the community.”

Student achievement
1. The fundamental goal of education in Ontario is the continuous improvement of student
achievement.
Improving student achievement is the top priority for all partners in Ontario’s publicly funded education system.
A holistic goal, it encompasses both measurable academic achievement in areas such as literacy and numeracy
and graduation rates and the development of character, a sense of community, and citizenship skills.
To attain this goal, schools must be able to provide students with a wide range of programs and services. For
example, in addition to academic and extracurricular programs, they must provide English-as-a-second-language
programs, programs for students with special needs, and psychology and social work services.

Fair access to education programs and services
2. Students have fair access to education programs and services – that is, access based on their
needs and circumstances.
The concept of fair access encompasses the following:
•

Elementary students have access to the full Ontario curriculum.

•

Secondary students have access to a full range of pathways that allow them to fulfil the requirements for
an Ontario Secondary School Diploma.

•

Differentiated instruction8 and programming are available for students based on their needs.

8

26

“Differentiated instruction” is the selection and use of a variety of teaching strategies that meet students’ different needs. It recognizes that students should
be challenged at an appropriate level, in terms of their readiness, interests, and learning profiles. Differentiated instruction can include the use of alternative
instruction and assessment activities, and a variety of groupings.
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•

Students can expect their schools and school boards to meet obligations with respect to providing special
education programs and services.

•

Students are placed in appropriate, workable classes, including combined-grade and combined-level
classes where such classes offer students academic benefits.

•

Students have equitable access to alternative forms of program delivery, such as e-learning.

•

Students have access to extracurricular activities.

•

Students’ right to experience the core values of the school system they attend – English-language public,
English-language Catholic, French-language public, French-language Catholic – is respected.

Students’ safety
3. Students’ safety is of paramount importance, and cannot be compromised.

Students’ travel time
4. The distance between schools and the amount of time students spend travelling to and from
school does not compromise student instruction, learning, and achievement.
School boards need to consider these two important factors in making many of their decisions about
programming, facilities and partnerships.

School facilities
5. Decisions to retain, close, consolidate, or share schools are guided by the goal of establishing
the best possible learning environment for students.
All students are entitled to safe, clean schools that are appropriate to their age and offer reasonable
accommodation for the school’s programming. Good school facilities are also an essential support for
teachers, school leaders and administrators.
The sharing of schools, like other partnerships, should involve a fair sharing of the costs and services involved
in the partnership.
When consolidation occurs, the condition of the schools involved should be reviewed and every effort made to
choose the best facility and/or to improve the facility chosen to provide the best possible learning environment.
Decisions should also include consideration of future needs – for example, whether the facility can be easily
modified or adapted for alternative uses.
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Partnerships
6. Successful partnerships are based on mutual benefit and the fair sharing of costs; they do
not compromise, and where possible they enhance, the provision of education programs and
services; and, especially where coterminous boards are involved, they respect the integrity
and core values of each partner.
For a partnership to be viable and sustainable, all partners should benefit while fairly sharing the costs
and services – including capital and maintenance costs, where appropriate.
Partnerships must recognize and respect the school system’s first responsibility – to provide education
programs and services to students. However, the school system can play an important role in the community
and should consider how it can contribute to the public good and encourage a sense of community.
In evaluating the potential of partnerships, school boards and schools can consider a range of partners, including
other boards and schools, provincial government ministries and agencies, federal government departments and
agencies, municipalities, volunteer groups, community groups, non-governmental organizations, parents and
families, businesses, and unions. The scope of the partnership could range from a simple rental agreement
for use of space to an arrangement that provides students with learning opportunities. The clients served by
partnerships can include students, families, community groups, or the community as a whole.

“Resizing” the education system
7. Schools, school boards, and communities that are prepared to adapt to declining enrolment by
realigning resources to benefit students need sufficient transitional funding to accomplish the
resizing without compromising student learning and achievement.
When faced with declining enrolment, maintaining the status quo is not an option. All partners in education
must acknowledge the situation, initiate dialogues and build trust with communities and with each other, and
work together to arrive at the best possible solution for students.
At the same time, the province’s education funding system must provide effective transitional support for
boards experiencing declining enrolment, support that is flexible enough to allow boards to address their
specific local circumstances and needs.

Constitutional and statutory framework for education
8. All actions taken to address declining enrolment respect the constitutional and statutory
framework for education in Ontario, which includes English-language public, English-language
Catholic, French-language public and French-language Catholic school boards.
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS
In this report, we have described the challenges declining enrolment poses to school boards – primarily reduced
funding, which often leads to reductions in education programming, staffing, and other supports for students.
Many communities facing declining enrolment fear that school closures will result.
Closing or consolidating schools is one response to declining enrolment – in some circumstances, the appropriate
response. None of the stakeholders we consulted argued that all schools must be kept open. Indeed, all
acknowledged that there are situations when closing a school is the best course of action.
However, many circumstances exist in which school closures are undesirable or even unworkable. The clearest
case is when a school is the only one operated by a board in a community, with no nearby school that could
accommodate the students. Closing such a school would mean excessive travel times for students, or even
requiring students to live away from home while attending their new school. The province’s education funding
formula, as we have noted, already addresses such situations by funding supported schools (see page 17).
If closure or consolidation is the only solution considered, we risk losing sight of our primary goal – the
continuous improvement of student achievement. Our consultation and research have shown us that other
options exist. They have also shown us that declining enrolment is an issue that must be faced, not just by
school boards now affected by it, but by all partners in education, to ensure that Ontario’s schools continue
to be viable, vibrant places of learning.
Our recommendations focus on four strategic activities that we see as critical to improving the education
system’s response to declining enrolment:
1. Enrolment-based planning
We recommend a comprehensive planning process that encourages sharing information and opening
dialogues before the discussion turns to choices about the future of individual schools.
2. Dialogue and partnerships
We recommend measures to build community dialogue and to encourage wider use of effective partnerships
with both education and community partners.
3. E-learning and alternative program delivery
We recommend ways to promote e-learning and other alternative means of delivering programs through the
use of information technology. These approaches can form an important part of program delivery for all
boards, but particularly those experiencing declining enrolment.
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4. A more effective funding formula
We recommend changes to make the funding formula more effective in allocating support for boards
experiencing declining enrolment and in providing incentives for boards to find a better balance between
resources and expenditures.

Enrolment-based planning
We recommend that:
1. the Ministry of Education require school boards to manage declining enrolment through a multi-year, enrolment-based
planning approach, based on a common template
2. the Ministry of Education provide school boards with the business intelligence tools they need to develop and implement
their multi-year plans. The purpose of these tools, which should be developed in consultation with school boards, is to help
boards use data to develop benchmarks and employ strategic elements in staff and resource planning

It is essential that the publicly funded education system move toward a strategic approach to planning based
on enrolment trends. To be sure, all levels of the education system – the province, school boards, and individual
schools – now pay attention to enrolment in their planning. But that planning often appears to focus on
reviewing and reacting to enrolment data, rather than on analysing the impact of the picture revealed by
the data. It seems geared to fixing immediate problems rather than devising long-term solutions. When
dealing with enrolment change, many boards appear to be in reactive mode, relying on stopgap, rather
than sustainable, measures.
Strategic planning is focused on future goals and on what needs to be done today to achieve those goals.
Strategic planning that addresses declining enrolment would connect the enrolment picture to other important
areas – for example, the projected impact on board revenue. Strategic planning would enable school boards
and schools to start adjusting costs and operations now so that they will be able to direct the maximum
possible resources to supporting student achievement in the future.
Strategic enrolment-based planning should be based on a common, standard framework and a common,
province-wide approach. A common approach would encourage good planning practices, such as benchmarking –
comparing what one’s own board is doing about enrolment change with what other boards are doing.
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We envision that, within this planning framework, school boards would proactively identify issues they
will need to address in the next three to five years. Each board should engage in an ongoing, comprehensive
review of its enrolment picture and the effect that picture will have on revenue, staffing, facility use and other
operational issues.
We suggest that enrolment-based planning include the following key features:
•

School boards develop multi-year (three- to five-year) plans using a common template.

•

The plans build on planning activity already under way in areas such as capital, primary class sizes,
and estimates/budgets.

•

The plans include strategic and operational planning components and performance measures.

•

The plans include program planning components that address the need for services arising from any
changes to education programs.

•

The plans identify projected enrolment, the financial pressures that may result from declines in enrolment,
and any funds that may become available for reinvestment as a result of adjustments boards make to their
costs.

•

The plans consider the effect of existing and anticipated provincial or local initiatives (for example, the
province’s plans for full-day learning for four- and five year-olds) on enrolment and on the use of school
facilities.

•

The plans be informed by consultation and dialogue with the local community, and information about the
plans be shared with potential partners, especially local municipalities.

•

Progress towards meeting the goals set out in the plans be monitored on an ongoing basis and the plans
updated annually to reflect progress, changes to enrolment and other relevant circumstances.

In making these first two recommendations, our focus is on school boards and schools facing declining
enrolment. However, we believe that all boards should engage in enrolment-based planning, including those
that expect to see overall enrolment growth. We believe that it will help all boards address the impacts of
both their overall enrolment trends and varying enrolment trends within their jurisdiction.
Our intent is not to increase the already extensive planning and reporting requirements faced by school board
and school administrators. Our intention, in recommendation 2, is that the Ministry of Education continue to
work with school boards to streamline these requirements, paying special attention to (1) eliminating multiple
requirements for the same information, and (2) integrating the multi-year plan with other planning and reporting
requirements as much as possible.
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Multi-year plans will provide other benefits in addition to better management of declining enrolment. Three
of these benefits are:
1.

Greater transparency and accountability: Enhanced accountability is important as a condition for our
other recommendations. If a school board needs additional resources to address declining enrolment, it
is reasonable to ask it to demonstrate that it has a long-term strategic plan for using those resources. This
plan should indicate how the board intends to continue providing high-quality programs and services,
while making the transition to lower enrolment and aligning its costs with its revenues.

2.

Opportunities to share information and raise awareness: Although the enrolment planning process need
not involve formal consultations, it offers school boards opportunities to share information about their
plans with the public and potential partners, especially other school boards and municipal governments.
Aside from raising awareness of the issue and the board’s plans to deal with it, and opening the door to
potential partnerships, information sharing also offers boards and schools opportunities to learn about
what other boards and schools are doing and any best practices they may have discovered.

3.

Greater capacity for partnerships: Some of our recommendations (especially recommendations 5 to 9)
focus on the importance of partnerships, both between boards and between boards and other government
and community agencies. As a first step in identifying and leveraging such partnerships, boards need to
anticipate and plan how they will manage the impacts of changing enrolment.

Ensuring that all boards have access to a common business intelligence tool will result in greater consistency
in board planning across the province and facilitate the sharing of information between boards and the Ministry
of Education. It will also make it easier for boards to work together to develop collaborative and cooperative
solutions to common issues. This is especially important because, to develop the wider partnerships that we
envision, school boards must first demonstrate the willingness and capacity to work with each other.
These two planning recommendations are the foundation for all the recommendations that follow. We see the
development of province-wide, multi-year plans as a preliminary step that will enable boards to move forward
in the areas of partnership, e-learning and alternative program delivery, and that will better inform the Ministry
of Education’s refinements to the education funding formula.

Dialogue and partnerships
Whenever a community faces declining enrolment, there needs to be informed dialogue between the school
board and the community about what is best for students. One of the themes we heard repeatedly in our
consultations was how difficult it is to have these conversations. Too often the focus becomes “saving or
closing” a single school, and alternatives are not given adequate consideration. The debate can become
divisive and distrustful, and even degenerate into a winners-versus-losers confrontation rather than a
search for a win-win solution.
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It is essential that the province, local communities and school boards have a supportive framework that
would make it easier to engage in productive discussions about the future of schools. In our opinion, three
steps that would achieve these results are (1) greater public awareness about the issue of declining enrolment,
(2) improvements to the Accommodation Review Committee process for determining the future of low-enrolment
schools, and (3) greater opportunities for partnerships between schools and between school boards, and also
between schools or boards and other community partners.
Greater Public Awareness
We recommend that:
3. the Ministry of Education provide the public with comprehensive information about declining enrolment and its impacts

The first step in establishing a better framework for dialogue is greater public awareness. In our consultations,
we consistently heard concerns that neither the reality nor the implications of declining enrolment are well
understood. This lack of knowledge is a barrier to boards’ abilities to involve communities in discussions and
decisions about schools and to find and build partnerships. Dialogue and consultation about declining enrolment
is not likely to succeed if the facts are in dispute. We need to build a stronger consensus about the facts.
For example, it is often asserted that declining enrolment is only temporary and that, in a few years, the size
of the education system will be back to where it was 10 years ago. Demographic projections do not support
this view. Many people see declining enrolment as a local, rather than a board- or province-wide issue; and
some become concerned only when a local school is at risk of closing.
We hope that this report will contribute to a greater public understanding and awareness of the importance
of declining enrolment. Such an understanding would facilitate both the broad, ongoing dialogue about the
education of Ontario’s children within the context of declining enrolment that we want to see and the more
specific consultations about the future of schools that occur through the Accommodation Review Committee
process that we address below.
We therefore suggest, through recommendation 3, that the Ministry of Education undertake to provide the
public with more information about declining enrolment through its website and by other means. The ministry’s
class-size tracker,9 which provides information about class sizes in the primary years (Junior Kindergarten to
Grade 3), is an example of the kind of information-sharing initiative we encourage with respect to declining
enrolment.

9

The class-size tracker can viewed on the Ministry of Education’s website, at http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/cst.
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Recommendation 3 reflects what we heard more than once during our consultations – that declining enrolment
is “the elephant in the room,” a difficult subject that no one wants to discuss. This situation especially prevails
when a school closure or consolidation is under consideration. These situations will never be easy to resolve,
but communities need to be aware of all aspects of the issue in order to contribute to and respect a soundly
based decision. They must understand the significant costs as well as the benefits involved. For example,
the costs of keeping an underutilized school open could divert resources from programs and services that
promote student achievement. Whether a school closure is at issue or not, better information will help to
build understanding. Usually the status quo is not an option.
An Improved Accommodation Review Committee Process
We recommend that:
4. the Ministry of Education review the purpose, composition, and role of Accommodation Review Committees
within the context of the multi-year enrolment-based planning approach recommended in recommendation 1.
The outcome of this review should maintain the present standard of public involvement and discussion, while
considering the following:
•

the current School Valuation Framework guideline, and in particular whether it gives enough weight to the school
system’s first responsibility, which is to provide educational services and programs to students

•

the purpose and scope of the work of Accommodation Review Committees, including the purpose of their reports
and the nature of the advice they can offer

•

the framework for the Accommodation Review Committee consultation process, and in particular how that process
would relate to a wider, ongoing planning process focused on schools, enrolment, and pupil accommodation

•

the role and engagement of school boards in the Pupil Accommodation Review process and the Accommodation
Review Committee process

•

special circumstances in which a streamlined alternative to or exemption from the Pupil Accommodation Review
process may be warranted

The second step in building a better framework for dialogue is to look at the current process for making
decisions about school closures and consolidations. The essentials of this process are set out in the Pupil
Accommodation Review Guidelines, which the Ministry of Education released in October 2006. In our
consultations, we heard several concerns about the guidelines, particularly with regard to the school
valuation process and the role of Accommodation Review Committees.
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The purpose of the guidelines is to ensure that school board decisions about school closures and consolidations
are informed by community consultation and take into account each school’s value to its community – within
the overall context of the school board’s responsibility for managing its schools to meet its students’ needs.
The guidelines set requirements for public disclosure of information, consistent and structured consultations
with clear timelines, and the use of a formal School Valuation Framework. This framework is used to assess
each school’s value to the student, the community, the school board, and the local economy.
The public review is to be led by a local Accommodation Review Committee, appointed by the school board,
with members drawn from both the school community and the broader community. The Accommodation Review
Committee’s role includes providing information to the public, holding public consultations, customizing the
School Valuation Framework to the task at hand, and completing a school valuation report for each school
involved in the review.
We heard little satisfaction with the present guidelines. Many consultation participants said that the process was
too lengthy and complex, with no offsetting benefit in terms of increased public understanding or engagement.
Public disclosure of information, it was claimed, led to disputes about the information’s accuracy and assessments
of different schools’ “value to the community”; it pitted one school against another; and the outcome was often
seen as predetermined.
The school valuation process was seen as too narrow, focusing on a specific school or schools with no
opportunity to consider alternatives or to address issues outside the context of those schools – “forcing
communities to look at their micro level, so they can’t see the bigger picture,” as one person stated.
Underutilized or surplus school space – and its implications for resource allocation and, ultimately, student
achievement – is the responsibility of the board, but the school valuation process, in many participants’ view,
seems to imply that the responsibility lies at the level of the local school. It evaluates the schools involved in the
process, but does not require evaluation of all the options under consideration. We also heard that the process
often seems to be applied mechanically, as an accounting exercise rather than a community consultation.
With respect to the Accommodation Review Committee’s responsibility for the school valuation process,
specific concerns we heard were as follows:
•

There is a lack of clarity about the purpose of these committees. Many people incorrectly assume that
a committee can give direction to the school board, and are surprised if the board does not follow the
committee’s recommendations.

•

Following from the point above, although the decision to close or consolidate schools remains the
decision of the school board, the committee process seems, in effect, to disengage the board – that is,
the trustees who are elected to represent the community – from the school valuation process.

•

While the committee has a clear consultative role, it is often seen less as engaging the public than as a
“technical” group focused on completing the school valuation report.
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•

Serving on the committees was described as intense and time consuming, with potential for individuals
to feel that their role on the committee conflicts with other roles they play in the education community.
For example, while school council members would naturally be seen as good representatives of a school’s
community, in some cases it would be unrealistic and unfair to expect them to make recommendations
about the closure of their own child’s school.

In looking at these issues, we balanced the criticisms we heard against the consideration that the Accommodation
Review Committee and school valuation processes are relatively new. Some of the problems may represent
growing pains rather than policy deficiencies. As school boards gain more experience with these processes,
many will develop successful practices that could help other boards.
We also considered that a formal procedure for public review and input, such as that set out in the Pupil
Accommodation Review Guidelines, is necessary as part of the decision-making process for school closings
and consolidations.
In our view, the essential problem is that the process seems to create expectations about community involvement
and consultation that it may not fulfil.
•

The emphasis on providing information to the public is valuable, but if the information is not analysed and
interpreted for the public, meaningful dialogue will be limited. It would be especially useful if the dialogue
were based on an agreed-upon set of facts.

•

Although pupil accommodation reviews are about specific schools or sets of schools, the issues they
address may be board-wide in nature. The present process seems to lack the flexibility to address
board-wide issues.

•

While the process is well-intentioned, the launching of a pupil accommodation review is often interpreted
as a “crisis.”

This last point reflects the fact that no requirement exists for school boards to engage the public about
accommodation and capacity problems before an Accommodation Review Committee is appointed.
From our perspective, then, the priority is to build a wider dialogue. Given that the pupil accommodation review
process is necessary, boards are still adjusting to it, and best practices are emerging, we are not prepared to
recommend specific changes to it at this time. However, we do think that a review of the process is in order as
part of a larger project of building public dialogue about and engagement in the issue of declining enrolment.
Greater Opportunities for Partnerships
The third step in building a better framework for dialogue is to expand the opportunities for partnerships both
within and beyond the education community.
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In one way, partnerships seem a natural part of our education system. Throughout the province, schools are
used for community and recreational activities. School gymnasiums, auditoriums, and playgrounds can be
used outside of school hours. In some instances, municipalities or communities have funded these facilities.
Schools often share space with child care and early years centres, parenting programs, nutrition programs,
and public health organizations.
As part of our mandate, we examined issues related to partnerships (1) between and among schools and
school boards and (2) between schools or boards and other municipal and provincial services at both the local
and regional levels, including volunteer agencies.

An urban school that offered English-as-a-second-language courses to both its students and students’ parents saw an
opportunity to offer related services to its community’s growing immigrant population. The school became a welcoming
centre for new immigrants, offering them a central location from which to access settlement and support services that
they would otherwise have had to travel to, in different government offices and agencies scattered around the city.

Recommendations 5 to 9 deal with the use of school facilities that have available space – both new constructions
and existing facilities – but they are fundamentally about partnerships and collaboration. They grow from our
conviction that the response to declining enrolment must include a more extensive and inclusive dialogue with
potential partners. Our recommendation for multi-year enrolment-based planning, if implemented, would provide
the foundation for that dialogue. Better planning would help school boards monitor the ways in which enrolment
changes are affecting their schools, in terms of usage, operational and staff planning, and programming for
students. Better monitoring would help boards identify partnerships that could be effective and sustainable
solutions to their specific circumstances.
In making these recommendations, we want to emphasize three important points:
1.

Our recommendations are aimed at encouraging wider cooperation among Ontario’s four publicly funded
school systems: English public, English Catholic, French public, and French Catholic. Collaboration
among boards from different systems is not new; many examples exist of different boards and their
schools working together to benefit students. To develop the wider partnerships we envision, these
boards must continue to demonstrate their willingness and capacity to work with each other.

2.

Effective partnerships must respect the core values of each partner and ensure the safety of students.
This applies to partnerships between school boards from the different systems and to those between
boards or schools and organizations outside the education community.
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3.

While the province can – and should – require school boards and schools to consider and pursue
partnerships, it cannot mandate a specific partnership in a specific community. Effective partnerships
depend on effective relationships, which need to be developed over time through such practices as
reciprocal sharing of information.

We recommend that:
5. in their multi-year planning processes, coterminous school boards be required to consider opportunities for shared use
of school facilities and other resources
6. in their multi-year planning processes, school boards that have excess space in their schools be required to solicit expressions
of interest from other community partners to engage in facility-based and other partnerships that could help boards adjust
to declining enrolment

There is a broad range of potential partnerships between schools, between boards, and between schools
or boards and other community agencies, and the possibilities in that range vary in scope and complexity.
Two key challenges for schools and boards are to determine which specific partnerships can assist them in
addressing the impacts of enrolment decline and how to structure flexible partnership agreements that can
adapt to changing circumstances.

A school’s green spaces and playground equipment are often viewed as community resources by those who live in the
school’s neighbourhood. Recognizing this, many school boards have signed joint-use agreements with municipalities
that include arrangements to share the costs of maintaining these spaces.

Partnerships between schools or school boards and other community partners should:
•

be mutually beneficial for the school/board and the other partners;

•

be sustainable (that is, the school/board should recover costs);

•

ensure the safety of students; and

•

respect the primacy of the school’s major purpose, to provide students with instruction and education.

Potential partners include private sector partners. Local businesses can give students access to broader
learning opportunities, demonstrate the links between education and work, and help students better prepare
for the workforce.
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In our consultations, adult education and skills training were identified as areas where there is great potential
for partnerships. Boards are already involved in these areas as both partners and providers, and they will continue to have opportunities to work with universities, colleges, community agencies, libraries, social planning
councils, and various levels of government to meet the needs of adult learners.
We recommend that:
7. in their multi-year planning processes, school boards that are planning new school facilities be required to solicit
expressions of interest from prospective community partners to engage in the co-planning, co-financing, and co-construction
of new schools

When boards are considering the development of new school facilities, it makes sense that they take into
account the needs of their local communities. Indeed, Ontario’s present approach to planning encourages
multi-sectoral efforts to develop multi-purpose, sustainable buildings. Requiring boards to reach out to their
communities at the planning and design stage could offer a range of benefits, including improved board access
to specific expertise (for example, in the areas of energy efficiency and accessibility) and to financial (operational or capital) contributions or investments.
We recommend that:
8. the government require services and agencies it funds to consider the use of available school space in local communities
before they build, purchase, or lease other space

In our consultations, we heard a concern from education stakeholders that the responsibility for building
partnerships should not be laid only at the doorstep of school boards. Access to the widest and best range of
opportunities will occur only if potential partners make similar efforts. The province needs to establish similar
expectations for other publicly funded institutions and agencies. The requirements set out in recommendation 8
would recognize the complex interrelationships among social, health, education, economic, and environmental
sectors, and lead to the best use of existing public facilities before new capital projects are undertaken.
Service providers that would be covered by such a requirement include but are not limited to coterminous
school boards, social service agencies, and children’s, seniors’, health, recreation, housing, and other such
services. Municipalities are very important potential partners. We recognize that consultation between the
province and municipalities would be the first step in achieving the goals of this recommendation.
To support the direction envisioned by recommendation 8, the Ministry of Education should also ensure that
school boards requesting capital funding for new projects have carried out appropriate consultations before
the ministry approves those projects.
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We recommend that:
9. the Ministry of Education provide templates and funding to develop and accommodate school- or board-community
partnerships

One of the barriers to sharing facilities is the lack of a template for partnership agreements. The Ministry
of Education, in consultation with school boards, should develop a standard lease and a standard facilities
management agreement for use by schools or boards and their partners.
Providing such a template and building on the support now available through the funding formula would
encourage school boards to intensify efforts to seek partnerships with the broader community. The outreach
and organizational work involved in soliciting and managing new partnerships will require additional operating
support, and we believe that school boards should have the flexibility to decide how to use those additional
operating funds.
Agreements to share school space may also require capital funding for modifications to buildings – for example,
to make sure that the schools remain safe for students. (Sharing a school with a community service agency
might require the installation of additional doorways to control access to the school.) To facilitate new
partnerships, the ministry should make capital funding to support these modifications a priority.
We recommend that:
10. school boards seek to provide a range of both program and administration/business services through cooperative
approaches with other school boards and other entities, rather than each board providing these services on its own

Cooperatives and business consortia in program, administrative, and operational areas provide boards with
opportunities for service improvements, efficiencies, and potential cost savings related to economies of scale.
Program services that would benefit from such consortia include curriculum development services and e-learning;
administration/business services that would benefit include information technology, student management
systems, videoconferencing, accounts payable, purchasing, and payroll services.
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Throughout our consultations, we heard many examples of the cooperative activities in which boards and schools are
now involved. The following selection of examples illustrates the wide range of these partnerships and shows that the
publicly funded education system has a good foundation on which to build additional collaborations.
•

Many boards share schools. Public and Catholic boards of the same “language” share buildings with one another
as well as with boards of the other language. Sometimes sharing is initiated when a school closes and its students
move into unused space in another board’s building. Sometimes, through joint planning, schools are constructed
specifically to house students from two boards. In this case, students from each board are taught separately, but
share common areas such as gymnasiums or libraries.

•

One new school that includes a community centre within its space was developed through a four-way partnership.
The municipality and the board share the recreational facilities, including soccer and other sports fields.The partnership
includes agreements to share maintenance and custodial costs and to purchase goods and services through a
consortium.

•

The Ontario Education Services Corporation is a not-for-profit agency established by Ontario school boards in 2002
to provide police record checks for staff and other service providers who are in contact with students. However, it
not only saves boards money in this important capacity. It also acts as the boards’ official intervener at the Ontario
Energy Board. And this year, it launched a secure Internet portal to provide accurate, timely, interactive information
to board officials on a wide variety of administrative matters, including labour relations, employee benefits, and
school board finances.

•

The Northern School Resource Alliance helps school boards, Native education authorities, and private schools in
northern Ontario access services and resources.

•

The Eastern Ontario Staff Development Network, a consortium of eastern Ontario district school boards and the
faculty of education at Queen’s University, provides supervisory officer’s qualification program certification to
Ontario educators and offers administrators and teachers in its member boards professional development and
opportunities for collegial sharing.

•

Many examples exist of school boards sharing professional services related to special education, such as speech
therapists. Sharing also extends to programs. For example, two French-language boards jointly host a summer
program for children with autism spectrum disorders, allowing the boards to avoid duplication of services and
serve a greater number of children.
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E-learning and alternative program delivery
We recommend that:
11. the Ministry of Education and school boards continue to expand and promote e-learning and other technology-based
alternative means of program delivery, such as videoconferencing and webcasting
12. school boards work cooperatively to develop and improve technology-based alternative means of program delivery,
especially e-learning, but also videoconferencing and webcasting

When schools cannot be closed because they are located in remote areas or for other reasons, maintaining them
can threaten the board’s ability to deliver a full range of educational programs. This is especially a problem
at the secondary level, where a full range of courses is needed to provide students with equitable learning
opportunities. E-learning allows boards to deliver courses over large geographical areas, to rationalize class
sizes, and to avoid duplication of effort. Through e-learning, it is now possible to have students from different
regions and school boards enrolled in one “electronic” class, rather than having each of several schools offer
the course to one or two students.
Meeting the needs of students in small, rural, and isolated schools is an obvious use of e-learning and other
alternative means of program delivery, but the technology can benefit students in all areas of the province.
For example, e-learning provides secondary school students – especially older ones seeking to complete their
studies – with greater program choice and greater flexibility in how they learn; it offers an effective tool for
credit recovery programs;10 it enriches teaching and learning in elementary and secondary classrooms; and it
provides support for building literacy and numeracy skills.
The same technology also provides alternative ways to deliver professional development for teachers and
other staff. Using the technology for meetings, workshops, and other interactions significantly reduces travel
time and costs.
We were impressed by the range and quality of the e-learning courses that are available. We encourage the
province, school boards, and educators to continue the excellent work that is being done to develop and
promote this kind of alternative program delivery, including for teachers’ professional development.
We recommend that:
13. the government ensure that all students have equitable access to broadband connectivity to support e-learning and other
alternative means of program delivery

10
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Credit recovery programs enable students to earn credits in subjects they previously failed.
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In some areas of the province, access to broadband connectivity remains a barrier to maximizing the use of
educational technology. Where school boards cannot get access to high-speed Internet service, their students
do not have fair access to e-learning and other alternative means of program delivery.
The responsibility for addressing access to information technology in rural and remote communities is
shared by several ministries. We were pleased to note that, in March 2008, the province announced a four-year
initiative to reduce broadband infrastructure gaps in underserved rural regions of southern Ontario.11 The first
allocations under this initiative were announced at the end of November 2008. We encourage the government
to continue this initiative as a priority.

The ability to learn online is becoming increasingly important. E-learning offers this inherent benefit, as well as
providing a way to cover what might otherwise be programming shortfalls. Recognizing this benefit, the state of
Michigan introduced legislation making it mandatory for all high school students to complete at least one of their
courses online.

A more effective funding formula
The following recommendations are a result of our review of the GSN funding formula. Our mandate with
respect to the funding formula was to “evaluate the effectiveness of current grants and allocations in the
Grants for Student Needs in mitigating the impact of declining enrolment on school board finances and in
helping boards and schools to continue providing quality programs and services while aligning costs with
revenues.” As noted earlier, we focused on grants that are clearly enrolment-driven or that provide important
support to ensure that, in a declining enrolment environment, students have fair access to education programs
and services no matter where they live in Ontario.
Funding for Information Technology
We recommend that:
14. funding for both classroom and administrative information technology be consolidated into a single special purpose
grant. This grant should recognize the fixed nature of many information technology costs, including start-up and
ongoing costs related to network infrastructure, as well as maintenance costs and costs related to computer and
technical support staff

11

More information about the Rural Connections Broadband Program is available on the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs website, at
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/rural/ruralconnections/broadband.htm.
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Recommendations 11 to 14 reflect our view that information technology is an increasingly important tool
for learning and instruction. We also believe that it is key to effective administration at both the school and
board levels.
Two main components of information technology funding in the GSN are the Pupil Foundation Grant and
the School Board Administration and Governance Grant. Funding for classroom and instructional information
technology is provided through the Pupil Foundation Grant. The Classroom Computers part of this grant provides
a per-pupil amount for “classroom computers,” a term that includes computer hardware, peripherals, upgrades,
networks, and software. The Textbooks and Learning Materials part, also a per-pupil amount, covers funding
for instructional software, CD-ROMs, DVDs, Internet expenses, and technology to support distance education.
Funding for technicians to support school-based information technology is included in the Professional and
Para-professional Services part of this grant. Enrolment therefore drives the amount of funding a school board
receives from all these parts of the grant.
The funding formula supports school boards’ administrative information technology needs through the Board
Administration Component of the School Board Administration and Governance Grant. This component does
not identify a specific amount for boards’ administrative information technology needs. Funding includes a
base amount that all boards receive,12 but is also partly based on enrolment.
Information technology funding is also provided through a number of special purpose13 grants.
Because of the growing importance of information technology for education – in the classroom, for e-learning,
and as a necessary tool for the sound administration of schools and boards – the funding formula needs to
show greater transparency in terms of the resources it provides for information technology and the allocation
of these resources. Bringing all information technology grants together in one place in the formula and
ensuring that the funding is adequate would address this need.
In designing an information technology grant, the ministry should conduct a review to ensure that information
technology funding is based on the real costs school boards face. In our consultations, many stakeholders
expressed the view that some costs related to classroom computers – for example, network start-up,
infrastructure, and maintenance costs – are sticky rather than variable and not easily reduced when
enrolment declines.

12

In 2008 – 09, there was a $10-million increase to the base funding provided under this component. The additional funding is intended to ensure that the
administrative resources and capacity of low-enrolment boards (that is, boards with fewer than 26,000 pupils ADE) are not compromised as a result of
declining enrolment.

13 Special

purpose grants recognize the special needs of individual students, schools, and school boards. Examples include the Language Grant, the Learning
Opportunities Grant, and the Student Transportation Grant. At present, the funding model has 14 special purpose grants. Some information technology
for students with special needs is funded through the Special Equipment Amount, a component of the Special Education Grant. As most of this funding
is allocated on the basis of individual students’ needs, and therefore is not sensitive to enrolment, we have excluded it from this recommendation.
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Declining Enrolment Adjustment
We recommend that:
15. the Declining Enrolment Adjustment be adjusted to reinforce its purpose as short-term transitional funding by (1)
simplifying the calculation and recognizing that some types of costs are more difficult to reduce than others, and (2)
providing most of the support over a shorter period so that school boards have a stronger incentive to make adjustments,
while continuing to provide some assistance in the third year. On a province-wide basis, school boards should receive at
least the same amount of funding after these changes as they would receive under the current calculation

Our consultations revealed a wide consensus in support of the basic concept of the Declining Enrolment
Adjustment (DEA) as transitional funding. It is important that school boards use funding from the DEA as
intended – as a bridge to lower-enrolment cost structures – not as a prop to maintain the status quo. Each
board’s plan for using this funding should be a key part of its multi-year enrolment-based plan; and a board’s
ability to use this funding strategically will likely be a good predictor of the success of its multi-year plan.
Recommendation 15 is intended to make the DEA a more effective transitional tool. At present, the adjustment
is seen as too complicated and lacking transparency. Participants also observed that the present formula
makes the grant too unpredictable, leaving boards uncertain about the level of transitional funding they
will receive under it.
To address these concerns, the scaling factor, which adjusts each board’s entitlement on the basis of the
percentage of its enrolment decline, should be discontinued.
The DEA should also continue to recognize the same grants in the funding formula that it now recognizes.
These grants, which are based on enrolment, are as follows:
•

Pupil Foundation Grant

•

Special Education Per Pupil Amount of the Special Education Grant

•

French as a First Language component of the Language Grant

•

Remote and Rural Allocation of the Geographic Circumstances Grant

•

all components, except the Trustees and Reporting Entity Project components, of the School Board
Administration and Governance Grant

•

School Operations Allocation of the Pupil Accommodation Grant
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The calculation of the year-over-year revenue decline in these grants should be simplified as follows:
•

Pupil Foundation Grant – Many of the costs covered by this grant are relatively easy for boards to adjust
in the short term. The DEA should therefore recognize only a portion of the decrease in revenue from
this grant.

•

All the other grants provide funding for costs that are harder for boards to adjust in the short term.
The DEA should therefore recognize the total decrease in revenue from these grants.

•

As happens under the present formula, the total decrease in operating revenue should exclude the
impact of new investments added to education funding.

To provide a stronger incentive to school boards to make adjustments quickly, most DEA funding should be
provided over a two-year period rather than the present three-year period. Advice from our consultations was
that some costs, especially in the area of school operations, may be more difficult to adjust within two years.
Therefore, we suggest that the ministry provide declining enrolment assistance for the school operations
component of the DEA over a three-year period and for the remaining components over a two-year period.
On a province-wide basis, this change should be implemented so that boards as a whole receive at least the
same total amount of funding as they would receive under the present formula. We recognize that, given
boards’ different circumstances, some boards may see a difference between the amount they receive after
this change is made and the amount they would have received if there had been no change. The impact of
the change on any individual school board should be minimized to the greatest extent possible.
Remote and Rural Allocation
We recommend that:
16. all grants in the funding formula that are targeted to support small, rural, remote, and northern school boards be reviewed
as part of the ministry’s 2010 funding review. The review should include a review of the factors and formulas used to
calculate the Remote and Rural Allocation of the Geographic Circumstances Grant, which should be revised to allocate
existing funding for goods and services more equitably

In making our recommendations, we are aware that the government has made a commitment to review the
education funding formula by 2010 and that our report will be one contribution to that review.
Our review made it clear that declining enrolment poses different challenges for small, rural, remote, and
northern school boards than for larger urban boards. This is not surprising, and it was amply confirmed by
both our research and our consultations. Small, rural, remote, and northern boards and their schools face
issues of distance, dispersed populations, and additional operational, staff, and fixed costs that reflect the
difficulty they have in achieving economies of scale.
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While declining enrolment highlights these issues – and makes their solution more difficult – it is not their
cause. Changes to the funding formula since 2002– 03 (see section 3 of this report) have recognized these
issues and have had, among other purposes, the goal of providing more effective support to these boards.
Nonetheless, we believe that a thorough review of all these supports is appropriate and that it should be a
priority for the 2010 funding review.
One example is the Remote and Rural Allocation of the Geographic Circumstances Grant. We observed that
components of this allocation have, over time, become less responsive to the costs school boards face in
providing goods and services to widely dispersed schools. In particular, the Distance/Urban Factor, which
is based on distance from the nearest major urban centre (Toronto, Ottawa, Hamilton, London, or Windsor),
excludes some boards that feel they share the same “remote” or “rural” characteristics as other boards that
receive funding through this allocation.
Supported Schools Allocation and Top-up Funding
We recommend that:
17. the Supported Schools Allocation be maintained, but with greater accountability for how school boards use these
resources, and that the Ministry of Education consider identifying more schools as eligible “supported” schools through
expanded criteria, such as the size of school catchment areas
18. while ensuring that schools that need to stay open continue to be supported, eligibility for top-up funding for school
operations and school renewals be redefined to provide a stronger incentive for consolidation where appropriate

Our recommendations include these directions:
•

Full top-up support continue to be provided to schools that are eligible for the Supported Schools
Allocation, including those identified under expanded criteria. Our recommendation for expanded criteria
reflects a concern that the use of distance as the only criterion for identifying a supported school may be
too limiting. Other criteria, such as the school’s catchment area should also be taken into account.

•

For other schools where the utilization rate is below 50 per cent of capacity, with a significant amount
of underutilized space:

•

–

Top-up funding not be provided if nearby schools of the board have sufficient capacity to absorb
current and projected enrolment, unless the board has made a business case, as part of its multi-year
plan, for continuing to operate the school.

–

Where a board plans to consolidate a school with another one as part of its multi-year plan, top-up
funding be provided for the full multi-year planning cycle, and the board be allowed to retain the
top-up funds that it does not need for the school for other uses (see recommendation 19 below).

Top-up funding continue to be provided for all other eligible schools.
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In making recommendations 17 and 18, we are distinguishing supported schools from low-enrolment schools
that a board should be looking for ways to keep viable over the long term (through partnerships, for example)
or should consider closing or consolidating with other schools.
The alternatives to keeping a supported school open would be to require students to make lengthy trips each
day or to move out of the community to attend school. In our consultations, we heard unanimous support for
the Supported Schools Allocation, although, as noted above, concern was expressed about using distance as
the only criterion for eligibility for this allocation. We agree, and therefore have recommended that other
criteria be considered.
For other low-enrolment schools, school boards have a wider range of choices. When top-up funding was
introduced in 1998, its stated purpose was to make additional funding “available to boards which decide, in
consultation with their communities, that they wish to continue to operate schools which are not completely
full” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1998, para. 6). While the purpose of this policy was to provide boards
with greater flexibility in making decisions about schools, we heard that top-up funding may be a disincentive
in situations where consolidation may be the best course.
We have acknowledged that decisions about closing schools are not easy. School boards, however, are not
accountable only for individual schools; they must make the best use of their resources across their jurisdictions.
Keeping an underutilized school open may mean that other student needs are being underfunded. On the other
hand, a board may have good reasons for keeping a low-enrolment school open.
It is, and should remain, the responsibility of school boards to make the ultimate determination of the viability
of a school or group of schools. Boards are in the best position to make informed decisions that take into
account local and individual circumstances and to balance these circumstances against the needs of their
students and schools as a whole. Our recommendations therefore include provisions for boards to make a
case for continuing to receive top-up funding, even though a school’s enrolment is low and its students could
be accommodated in other schools of the board.
Of course, partnerships also offer a possible solution to the problem of underutilized space, and appropriate
partnership agreements that include cost recovery for use of the space should be considered by boards facing
this problem.
Transition Adjustment Funding
We recommend that:
19. a Transition Adjustment Fund be established to make savings from school consolidation available for school facility
improvements that would support education programs for the students affected by the consolidation. School boards would
be able to access transition adjustment funding to support the cost of renovations or upgrades that are not supported by
other capital funding programs
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A consistent theme in our consultations was the need, in light of declining enrolment, to ensure that school
consolidation would preserve and enhance program opportunities for students. There was consensus that
school communities would be better able to adjust to school closures if a portion of the expenditure reductions
from a consolidation could remain in the community and be available to boards to use for the benefit of
the students.
The Transition Adjustment Fund would include the revenue the board would have received from the School
Foundation Grant and any top-up funding that it would have received over a three- to five-year period if the
schools had not been consolidated.
We envision this fund being used to help boards respond to the needs of students affected by the consolidation.
It would be available only for one-time program-related capital expenditures arising from school consolidation.
Boards would not be able to access it to fund permanent, ongoing costs, and it would be restricted to projects
that are not covered by any other capital funding program. Projects would be funded on a basis that recognizes
regional variations in construction costs for the projects being undertaken.
A board would be able to access these funds for improvements to the consolidated school that would enhance
education programming for the students attending the school – for example, retrofits and upgrades for science
labs or gymnasiums or to address accessibility issues. To access the fund, a board would have to demonstrate,
as part of its multi-year plan, both the need for the funding and its planned use for the funding.
Capital Needs
We recommend that:
20. the Ministry of Education, when making allocations for capital programs, give priority to projects that would support
school consolidations under a board’s multi-year plan

Recommendation 20 reflects our view that, in addition to transition adjustment funding, the allocation of
provincial funding for school capital should, in general, recognize capital needs arising from school consolidations
as a priority.
Special Education Grant
We recommend that:
21. the Ministry of Education and the Minister’s Advisory Council on Special Education continue to review the Special
Education Grant with the goal of basing both the Special Education Per-Pupil Amount and the High Needs Amount
components of that grant on the educational needs of students rather than on enrolment
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We heard from many stakeholders that, although, overall, enrolment is declining, the number of students with
special needs is increasing. Support for special education programs and services is a key to closing the learning
gaps for these students. It also reflects the province’s priority goal of reducing gaps in student achievement.

Marketing Ontario’s Education System
Declines in enrolment levels are driven primarily by declines in the number of school-aged children in the province. We
did hear and consider ideas about attracting more school-aged children to Ontario’s publicly funded education system.
Ontario offers a high quality of public education. More intensive marketing of our schools as a valuable resource could
help attract and retain students, including foreign students. Some participants in our consultations suggested that
Ontario should be more proactive in recruiting foreign (“visa”) students – a step already taken by a number of boards
and provinces.
Such suggestions do not solve the issue of declining enrolment – it would take tens of thousands of students to
reverse the trend – but they may have potential as part of a local solution, as a measure that would enhance the overall
provision of educational programs and services in a board by increasing enrolment numbers and hence the flow of
funds based on enrolment.
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APPENDIX A: SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS
We recommend that:
1.

the Ministry of Education require school boards to manage declining enrolment through a multi-year,
enrolment-based planning approach, based on a common template

2.

the Ministry of Education provide school boards with the business intelligence tools they need to
develop and implement their multi-year plans. The purpose of these tools, which should be developed in
consultation with school boards, is to help boards use data to develop benchmarks and employ strategic
elements in staff and resource planning

3.

the Ministry of Education provide the public with comprehensive information about declining enrolment
and its impacts

4.

the Ministry of Education review the purpose, composition, and role of Accommodation Review
Committees within the context of the multi-year enrolment-based planning approach recommended
in recommendation 1. The outcome of this review should maintain the present standard of public
involvement and discussion, while considering the following:
•

the current School Valuation Framework guideline, and in particular whether it gives enough weight
to the school system’s first responsibility, which is to provide educational services and programs
to students

•

the purpose and scope of the work of Accommodation Review Committees, including the purpose of
their reports and the nature of the advice they can offer

•

the framework for the Accommodation Review Committee consultation process, and in particular how
that process would relate to a wider, ongoing planning process focused on schools, enrolment, and
pupil accommodation

•

the role and engagement of school boards in the Pupil Accommodation Review process and the
Accommodation Review Committee process

•

special circumstances in which a streamlined alternative to or exemption from the Pupil Accommodation
Review process may be warranted

5.

in their multi-year planning processes, coterminous school boards be required to consider opportunities
for shared use of school facilities and other resources

6.

in their multi-year planning processes, school boards that have excess space in their schools be required
to solicit expressions of interest from other community partners to engage in facility-based and other
partnerships that could help boards adjust to declining enrolment
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7.

in their multi-year planning processes, school boards that are planning new school facilities be required
to solicit expressions of interest from prospective community partners to engage in the co-planning,
co-financing, and co-construction of new schools

8.

the government require services and agencies it funds to consider the use of available school space
in local communities before they build, purchase, or lease other space

9.

the Ministry of Education provide templates and funding to develop and accommodate school- or
board-community partnerships

10. school boards seek to provide a range of both program and administration/business services through
cooperative approaches with other school boards and other entities, rather than each board providing
these services on its own
11. the Ministry of Education and school boards continue to expand and promote e-learning and other
technology-based alternative means of program delivery, such as videoconferencing and webcasting
12. school boards work cooperatively to develop and improve technology-based alternative means of program
delivery, especially e-learning, but also videoconferencing and webcasting
13. the government ensure that all students have equitable access to broadband connectivity to support
e-learning and other alternative means of program delivery
14. funding for both classroom and administrative information technology be consolidated into a single
special purpose grant. This grant should recognize the fixed nature of many information technology
costs, including start-up and ongoing costs related to network infrastructure, as well as maintenance
costs and costs related to computer and technical support staff
15. the Declining Enrolment Adjustment be adjusted to reinforce its purpose as short-term transitional
funding by (1) simplifying the calculation and recognizing that some types of costs are more difficult to
reduce than others, and (2) providing most of the support over a shorter period so that school boards have
a stronger incentive to make adjustments, while continuing to provide some assistance in the third year.
On a province-wide basis, school boards should receive at least the same amount of funding after these
changes as they would receive under the current calculation
16. all grants in the funding formula that are targeted to support small, rural, remote, and northern school
boards be reviewed as part of the ministry’s 2010 funding review. The review should include a review
of the factors and formulas used to calculate the Remote and Rural Allocation of the Geographic
Circumstances Grant, which should be revised to allocate existing funding for goods and services
more equitably
17. the Supported Schools Allocation be maintained, but with greater accountability for how school boards
use these resources, and that the Ministry of Education consider identifying more schools as eligible
“supported” schools through expanded criteria, such as the size of school catchment areas
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18. while ensuring that schools that need to stay open continue to be supported, eligibility for top-up funding
for school operations and school renewals be redefined to provide a stronger incentive for consolidation
where appropriate
19. a Transition Adjustment Fund be established to make savings from school consolidation available for
school facility improvements that would support education programs for the students affected by the
consolidation. School boards would be able to access transition adjustment funding to support the cost
of renovations or upgrades that are not supported by other capital funding programs
20. the Ministry of Education, when making allocations for capital programs, give priority to projects that
would support school consolidations under a board’s multi-year plan
21. the Ministry of Education and the Minister’s Advisory Council on Special Education continue to review
the Special Education Grant with the goal of basing both the Special Education Per-Pupil Amount and
the High Needs Amount components of that grant on the educational needs of students rather than
on enrolment
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APPENDIX B: OUR TERMS OF REFERENCE
Background
A primary goal of Ontario’s education system is to ensure that all students have fair access to the programs
and services they need to be successful as students and as members of the community. With more school
boards and schools seeing lower enrolment, Ontario’s education system must adapt and evolve, so that the
objective of improving educational outcomes for all students continues to be met.
Between 2002– 03 and 2007– 08, total average daily enrolment in Ontario’s elementary and secondary schools
has declined by 68,000, or 3.4 per cent. In that time, a majority of the province’s school boards has experienced
a year-over-year decline in total enrolment. A similar trend is expected over the next five years and is projected
to continue as long as current birth rate and migration patterns persist.
To ensure that education funding continues to support student achievement, the funding formula must respond
effectively to the range of local circumstances and needs resulting from declining enrolment.
The funding formula includes a variety of measures to help school boards and schools that face declining
enrolment. These measures include funding stabilizers that provide transitional support, giving schools boards
time and resources to adjust their costs to their reduced enrolment while providing education programs and
services for their students.
Other measures support schools with declining enrolment and recognize the costs of operating small and remote
schools. These measures are particularly important for Northern and rural boards, where the alternative to
operating a small and remote school would be to have students travel over long times and distances each day.

Mandate
The Declining Enrolment Working Group is established to provide advice and recommendations to the
Minister of Education on strategies to advance the province’s priority goals for student achievement while
addressing the impact of declining enrolment.
The advice and recommendations of the Working Group must respect the constitutional and statutory framework
for education in Ontario, which includes public, Catholic and English- and French-language school boards.
As the most important reason for change in education is to improve outcomes for all students, the advice and
recommendations of the Working Group should promote the effective use of available education resources to
support student achievement throughout the province, while recognizing the benefits of strong ties between
schools and local communities.
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The Working Group will:
•

Examine the impacts of declining enrolment on school boards and schools and assess how these impacts
vary based on different characteristics, such as board size; urban, rural or Northern context; and language
of instruction.

•

Review how school boards and schools have responded to declining enrolment, including how they have
managed, changed and adapted their delivery of education programs and services to support student
achievement and their planning and business practices to support program change and address smaller
student populations.

•

Evaluate the effectiveness of current grants and allocations in the Grants for Student Needs in mitigating
the impact of declining enrolment on school board finances and in helping boards and schools to continue
providing quality programs and services while aligning costs with revenues. Grants and allocations to be
examined will include, but are not limited to:
–

Declining Enrolment Adjustment

–

School Foundation Grant

–

Operations and Renewal top-up funding

•

Recommend strategies to improve the alignment of school board cost structures with reduced enrolment,
recognizing that local circumstances and needs may make different strategies appropriate for different
boards and schools. In developing these recommendations, the Working Group will consider the possibilities
of co-operation between and among boards and schools on a local or regional basis, and the sharing of
school facilities with other public sector or community entities in order to increase program opportunities
or reduce operating costs. These entities include, but are not limited to, municipal government, provincial
government services, and volunteer organizations.

•

Recommend strategies and best practices that will help boards and schools deliver effective education
programs to support student achievement while adjusting to lower enrolment, including ways to engage
local communities in decisions about allocating education resources.

•

Recommend changes to the education funding formula that will support boards and schools in improving
student achievement while making the transition to lower enrolment.

The Working Group will consult with and seek regular feedback from school board associations as an advisory
group. These associations include l’Association des conseillères et des conseillers des écoles publiques de
l’Ontario (ACÉPO); l’Association franco-ontarienne des conseils scolaires catholiques (AFOCSC); the Ontario
Catholic School Trustees’ Association (OCSTA); and the Ontario Public School Boards’ Association (OPSBA).
The Working Group will also consult senior school board officials and other education stakeholders, and will
seek expert advice as it deems appropriate.
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Timeline and reporting
The Working Group will begin work in June 2008 and provide its advice and recommendations in a written
report to the Minister of Education by the end of 2008.

Staff support
Administrative and policy support will be provided by staff of Education Finance Branch and other Ministry
staff as appropriate.
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APPENDIX C: OUR CONSULTATION DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Enrolment projections suggest that the trend of declining enrolment in Ontario schools will continue. More
importantly, projections show that declining enrolment will be a reality for most boards and many schools
and that in many cases enrolment will not return to current or past levels.

(A) Impacts of Declining Enrolment and Response Strategies
•

What are some of the principles that need to be considered when a board or school adjusts operations to
reflect lower enrolment?

•

What are some of the adjustments that boards and schools need to make to adapt to declining enrolment
and to provide a strong foundation for learning for the smaller number of students who remain now and
in the years ahead?

•

–

Would some of these strategies vary across boards with differing characteristics such as geography?
board size? school size? setting (urban/rural)?

–

In cases where enrolment projections may be uncertain beyond the next 10 years, what are some
strategies that boards and schools can make to manage lower enrolment in the short to medium term?

What are some successful examples of a school or school board that has continued to support student
achievement while adjusting to declining enrolment?
–

How can these examples be promoted across boards and schools that are expected to decline
in enrolment?

(B) Funding Formula Supports/Effectiveness
•

For school boards/board associations: What would you include in a list of the basic costs of operating
a school?
–

•

For school boards/board associations: In terms of providing transition time and support for schools and
school boards that are facing declining enrolment, what works in the current funding formula?
–

•

Which costs can be adjusted quickly, and which costs are more difficult to adjust?

What could be improved and how?

Often school boards have to weigh the educational value of a small school against the educational value of
a larger consolidated school that would be located within a reasonable travel time for students. However,
when the smaller school is the only school in a community, this may impact the community. How could
school boards and their communities determine the balance between education for students and
contribution to the community?
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•

–

Does that balance differ at the elementary versus secondary level?

–

Besides distance and enrolment, are there other measurable factors that could be considered that
affect the cost of operating small schools in urban, remote, rural, or Northern settings?

For school boards/board associations: What effects does declining enrolment have on school board
administration, especially on a board’s capacity to deliver the many support services schools and
students need?
–

What would you include in a list of the basic costs of operating a school board?

–

Is increased collaboration and cooperation between boards a possible solution (i.e., shared payroll
systems, information technology)?

–

What else could be done?

(C) Partnerships
•

•

What are the possibilities of partnerships between and among boards and schools on a local or regional
basis?
–

What principles could form the basis of sharing of facilities or co-operation in service delivery
between schools and boards and other public sector partners?

–

What are some of the obstacles and how could those be addressed?

–

What are some successful examples and how can they be shared?

Partnerships between schools and school boards and other public sector partners, including municipalities,
can help make better use of surplus space in a school or help create a more vibrant educational environment in a school or community.
–

What principles could form the basis for the pursuit of these partnerships, in terms of the balancing
the responsibilities of schools, the needs of students and the needs of communities?

–

What are some of the obstacles and how could those be addressed?

–

What are some examples of successful practices and how can they be shared?

(D) General

58

•

Are there other costs that, in light of declining enrolment, need to be recognized or funded in a
different way?

•

Are there other relevant areas that have not been addressed in this exercise for which you would like
to share a creative solution?
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APPENDIX D: ORGANIZATIONS THAT PARTICIPATED IN OUR
CONSULTATIONS
Respondents to requests for written submissions
Association des directions et directions adjointes des écoles franco-ontariens
Association des gestionnaires en éducation franco-ontarienne
Catholic Principals’ Council of Ontario
Canadian Union of Public Employees
Conseil ontarien des directrices et des directeurs de l’éducation de langue française
Council of Ontario Directors of Education
Council of Senior Business Officials
Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario
Minister’s Advisory Council on Special Education
Métis Nation of Ontario
Ontario Association of Parents in Catholic Education
Ontario Association of School Business Officials
Ontario College of Teachers
Ontario English Catholic Teachers’ Association
Ontario Federation of Home and School Associations
Ontario Principals’ Council
Ontario Public Supervisory Officials’ Association
Ontario Secondary School Teachers’ Federation
People for Education
Provincial Parent Board
Individual District School Boards

Planning and possibilities: The report of the declining enrolment working group | 2009

59

Participants in roundtables
Association des directions et directions adjointes des écoles franco-ontariens
Association des gestionnaires en éducation franco-ontarienne
Catholic Principals’ Council of Ontario
Canadian Union of Public Employees
Conseil ontarien des directrices et des directeurs de l’éducation de langue française
Council of Ontario Directors of Education
Council of Senior Business Officials
Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario
Fédération de la jeunesse franco-ontarienne
Minister’s Advisory Council on Special Education
Métis Nation of Ontario
Ontario Association of School Business Officials
Ontario Catholic Supervisory Officers’ Association
Ontario College of Teachers
Ontario English Catholic Teachers’ Association
Ontario Federation of Home and School Associations
Ontario Principals’ Council
Ontario Public Supervisory Officials’ Association
Ontario Secondary School Teachers’ Federation
Ontario Student Trustees’ Association/ Association des élèves conseillers et conseillères de l’Ontario
People for Education
Regroupement des élèves conseiller(ère)s francophones de l’Ontario
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APPENDIX E: DECLINING ENROLMENT IN OTHER JURISDICTIONS
The following provides an overview of declining enrolment in a selection of Canadian and international
jurisdictions.

Canadian jurisdictions
Most provinces are affected by the decline in the number of school-aged children. The Council of Ministers of
Education, Canada/Statistics Canada publication, Education Indicators in Canada: Report of the Pan-Canadian
Education Indicators Program 2007, stated that:
Given current demographic assumptions, the population aged 5 to 14 years peaked at 4.1 million in 2001.
That population is projected to decrease by less than half a million between 2001 and 2011 to about 3.7
million, as the smaller cohorts born in the late 1990s and early 2000s enter elementary schools. After
2016, it may start to slowly increase again if fertility rates remain constant from 2006 on, as assumed in the
medium-growth scenario of Statistics Canada’s official population projections (Council of Ministers of
Education, Canada and Statistics Canada, p. 5).

British Columbia
Since its peak in 1997– 98, enrolment in BC has been on the decline, a trend that is expected to continue
(M. Lee, 2004, p. 2). In the 2008– 09 school year, BC has an estimated 542,509 full-time public school students –
8,073 fewer than in 2007– 08 and about 50,000 fewer than in 2000 – 01 (British Columbia Ministry of Education,
2008). Enrolment is expected to continue to decline in BC until 2014.
BC’s Neighbourhoods of Learning program was announced in September 2008 as a means to formalize
community-school partnerships that are already in place in some areas of the province (British Columbia
Office of the Premier & Ministry of Education, 2008) The program, now being developed, will involve five pilot
schools. To determine the best mix of services, the five schools will consult with municipalities, governments,
and parents. The program is modeled after successes such as a school in Pouce Coupe, BC, that was built as a
collaborative effort between the school board and the municipality, and that includes a community hall and a
public library.
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Saskatchewan
Saskatchewan, a province with an already small population of school-aged pupils, expects to see an 11 per cent
decline in enrolment from 2004 to 2009. The province has implemented a community-school partnerships model,
establishing the SchoolPLUS program, which enables community groups to make use of additional school space
caused by enrolment decline (Saskatchewan Learning, 2001).
Manitoba
Manitoba has seen enrolment fall over the last 30 years, with approximately 60,000 fewer students today than
in the 1970s (D. Owens, 2004, p. 1). Since 2003, enrolment has decreased on an average of 1 per cent per year,
and it is expected to fall at a rate of 1.3 per cent annually until 2011.
In April 2008, in response to concerns presented by parents, the Manitoba government tabled a bill to put a
moratorium on school closures (Manitoba, 2008). The proposed legislation would mean that any school now
up for review would no longer be eligible for closure except under extreme circumstances. Many schools with
declining enrolment would not be eligible for closure or consolidation. In Manitoba, school districts are funded
by the province as well as through local taxes. Some charge that the moratorium undermines the democratic
process that allows trustees to engage in discussions with communities to reach decisions that are in the best
interests of all parties. The government maintains that it is attempting to meet the needs of Manitoban students.
Quebec
According to the Minister of Education in Quebec, between 2000 and 2016, 6 of 17 regions in Quebec will
see their populations decline (Chartrand, 2006, p. 4). This demographic shift is more exaggerated among the
school-aged population. Between 2000 and 2016, the number of children aged 0 to 14 is expected to decline
by 15.2 per cent in Quebec as a whole.14 As in Ontario, the rate of decline is not uniform across the province.
Rural to urban migration means that some regions have seen their enrolment fall by as much as 39.7 per cent,
while Montreal is expected to see an enrolment increase of 7.3 per cent.
Newfoundland and Labrador
Newfoundland and Labrador has faced the largest percentage decline in enrolment in Canada, due to a combination
of demographic changes and continuing emigration from the province. Between 1990 and 2004, enrolment
decline was a significant force behind provincial education reform. Extensive school board consolidation
between 2004 and 2005 reduced the number of boards from 11 to 5 (Wright, Brunet, & Monette, 2007).

14
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In the same period, Quebec’s preschool-aged population is expected to fall by 16.5 per cent, its elementary-aged population is expected to fall by
20.4 per cent, and its high-school-aged population is expected to fall by 13.6 per cent.
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International jurisdictions
Australia
Australia has experienced declining enrolment, particularly in its rural jurisdictions. A recent study showed
that 121 government schools in remote areas had fewer than 20 students (Welch, Helme, & Lamb, 2007).
Some parts of Australia, particularly the State of Victoria, have initiated the creation of partnerships for the
purpose of sharing school facilities (Victoria Department of Education and Early Childhood Development,
2007). Many Victoria schools and communities enjoy the benefits of these partnerships, which include new or
improved facilities created through the pooling of resources and expertise, more efficient use of government
investment, increased access to high-quality facilities for community members, stronger social networks, and a
greater sense of community. Victoria has developed a policy to facilitate the establishment of these partnership
programs and successfully integrate stakeholders.
Scotland
Between 2004 and 2013, enrolment in Scotland is projected to fall by about 15 per cent, leading both
to a decrease in the number of teachers and an increase in school consolidations (British Broadcasting
Corporation [BBC], November 9, 2004). In the Western Isles, three quarters of the schools have an occupancy
rate of 60 per cent or less. In 2004, the City of Glasgow announced that 25 schools would close, to be replaced
by 10 new schools; the city council attributed this decision to the decline in pupil numbers and to the poor
quality of the school buildings. The Scottish Executive (the Scottish government, established in 1999) has
said that declining enrolment in Scotland presented an opportunity for school rejuvenation and renewal that
was long overdue (BBC).
England
The rate of declining enrolment in England varies across the country. Where enrolment has fallen, the decrease
is due primarily to rural to urban migration, but also, to some extent, to a falling birthrate. In Liverpool, a 23 per
cent decline in the population of primary-school-aged children occurred between 1993 and 2002. However, in
many towns and cities in England, student populations are growing as a result of increased urbanization (United
Kingdom Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2007). This trend adversely affects the enrolment
levels in rural areas, where the falling birthrate is exacerbated by a decline in local industries such as farming,
fishing, and mining, as well as by a lack of affordable homes for parents with young families.
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