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�
The Education Equality Task Force (EETF—also called the Rozanski Commission) has just released its long awaited report on the education funding formula in Ontario.  Contrary to the expectations of a good many education stakeholders and government critics, the report was worth the wait.  While it doesn’t contain everything CUPE asked for in its submission to the EETF, the recommendations are substantial enough that if quickly acted upon by the government, the result would be a much more stable, better quality education system in the province—and happier employees!





Rozanski heard the main message delivered by literally hundreds of groups and individuals who made presentations before his Task Force:  there is simply not enough money overall in the system.  Rozanski referred to the high expectations and standards set by the provincial ministry, and suggested that resources allocated by the Ministry to achieve those expectations and standards were inadequate.  He said: “The goal of high program quality, high levels of student achievement, and continuous improvement in both will not be met, in my opinion, without a concomitantly high level of public investment.”





The overall funding increase recommended by the Task Force is nearly what we had been asking for.  The actual amount that Rozanski put a price tag on was $1.76 billion in annual increases, but he also recommended money be made available immediately to cover contract negotiations through 2002-03, which would bring the total to over $2.1 billion annually.  More than half of the increase ($1.42 billion) would come from updating the benchmarks upon which the grants are based—benchmarks for salaries, utility costs, school supplies and computers, etc.   These benchmarks have not changed since the Student Focused Funding Formula was introduced in 1998.





The remainder of the increase would come from new investments, primarily in special education and maintenance—$250 million each—but also in ESL, the Learning Opportunities Grant, and in small rural schools, for a total of $689 million.





These are substantial amounts that the Task Force is recommending, and, surprisingly, the government has already acted to implement the recommendations for immediate funding.  On each of the three days following the release of the Rozanski report, the government made an announcement about implementing his recommendations.  On Wednesday, they announced $250 million for special education; on Thursday it was $340 million for salary negotiations and on Friday it was $20 million for transportation.





As a result, the student focused funding formula for 2002-03 is now nearly $1 billion higher than the total grant for 2001-02.  This is a very significant increase, but more importantly, it sets a precedent on the eve of an expected election call.  Having increased education spending by $1 billion this year, the Eves government would court political disaster by announcing anything less next spring in the 2003-04 general legislative grants (GLGs) for education.








The EETF Report is not perfect however—not by a long shot!  Some fundamental problems with the formula remain unaddressed.  Chief among them for CUPE members is the “classroom/non-classroom” distinction, which we maintain is artificial, arbitrary and designed to cover overall cuts.  The distinction remains, and boards will still be able to dip into envelopes for school operations to cover shortfalls in the classroom envelopes.  However, the updating of benchmark costs may ease the pressures that caused boards to dip into the school operations envelope.





The benchmarks themselves are still a problem.  Though Rozanski recommended a long-overdue updating of benchmarks to reflect currents costs, the original benchmarks were, in many cases, flawed and based on erroneous assumptions.  On the plus side, Rozanski has recommended that there be a review of the factors that make up the benchmarks, and this process could lead to more realistic benchmarks, and additional funding.





A fundamental flaw in the Task Force’s report is the three-year implementation period granted to the government.  Rozanski was much too soft on the implementation issue.  Having identified gaping holes in the funding structure, and listened to hundreds of witnesses tell him about the impact of funding shortages on their schools and children, how could Rozanski allow the government to implement his recommendations on its own timetable, which would likely be arranged to suit the government’s political agenda? 





One explanation for these weaknesses in the Rozanski report is that it allows the government to save some face.  (Practically the first words out of the Premier’s mouth when he announced the new special education funding was that “this shows that we continue to be committed to focusing on classroom resources.”)   The government can continue pretending that it is spending more than ever on the classroom.  The government can proudly claim that Rozanski endorsed the basic features of the funding formula, and only tinkered with the details.  We may have to put up with a fair amount of propaganda from the government on these fronts over the next while.  The fact remains, however, that the EETF report is highly critical of the funding formula.





It really was objectionable to listen to Ernie Eves go on about his commitment to education when announcing new money this week.  If you really were that committed, Ernie, why didn’t you make money available sooner?  If the $610 million announced by the province this week had flowed this spring, it is quite likely the boards in Toronto, Ottawa and Hamilton could have passed balanced budgets, and the appointments of supervisors would not have been necessary.  Students waiting for special education resources could have had those supports already.  Programs the Toronto District School Board and other boards have initiated to address the needs of disadvantaged students could have been preserved.  





The strategy for CUPE school boards members now is to maintain pressure on the government to implement the remaining recommendations of the Task Force. If, magically, money continues to appear for this purpose, we have to hold the government accountable for not spending the money earlier—when it could have made a huge difference.  They can’t profess that they didn’t know the money was needed until Rozanski presented his report, unless they want to admit to having their heads in the sand the last five years!





Attached is a more detailed analysis of the Task Force’s report.  The analysis looks at what we asked for in CUPE Ontario’s submission to the EETF, and what the report delivered. As you will see, we got much of what we asked far—despite having quite an extensive wish list.  Rozanski has done his part:  is the government prepared to do its?








�



What We Asked For:  RESPECT - Recognition of the Valuable Contributions Support Staff Make to the School System





The Canadian Union of Public Employees represents almost 50,000 employees in the school board sector in Ontario.  CUPE members comprise almost one-quarter of employees in the province’s public school system.





CUPE has 100 or so collective agreements in the province, and we represent employees in virtually every classification save for JK-13 classroom teachers, principals and vice-principals, and senior board staff.





Despite these numbers, this government often sees CUPE members as an afterthought, almost incidental to the smooth running of our schools.








What We Got:





While Rozanski did not make any special effort to praise the work of support staff, it is evident throughout his report that he is aware of the valuable contributions CUPE school board employees make.





For example, in a section on “roles and responsibilities”, Rozanski acknowledges that support staff are “core” employees.  He said, “in my view, education, while centred in the classroom, is influenced by what occurs in the whole school.  Schools and the principals, teachers, and support staff who are at the core of our education system must receive sufficient resources, including the resources needed to build capacity through professional development, to do their job.”


�



What We Asked For:  An End to the Artificial Distinction Between Classroom and Non-Classroom Spending





The funding formula’s artificial distinction between “classroom” and “non-classroom” funding has caused cash-strapped boards to divert money from the funding envelopes that cover CUPE members’ jobs.  Province-wide, over the past three years, more than $215 million has been diverted from the school operations budget to cover other shortfalls.





Continual cutting in the “non-classroom’ envelopes has led to an intensification of CUPE members’ workloads.  As a result, many support staff are burning out, and absenteeism rates, job-related injuries and long-term disabilities have gone up.





Supervisors appointed by the government in Toronto, Ottawa and Hamilton have all invoked the “classroom/non-classroom” distinction to justify making huge cuts to the budgets of the public school boards in the province’s three largest cities.





Almost all the jobs recommended for cutting in the Toronto public board’s budget are CUPE support staff jobs.  The formula demanded that these cuts be made: TDSB trustees refused to make the cuts, so they were removed from office in order that Tory-appointed hacks could do the government’s dirty work.








What We Got:





Nothing – status quo.  The Report made no mention of the issue, nor did it address the arrangement whereby school boards can dip into the school operations or board administration budgets, in order to cover “classroom” shortfalls.





That said, the “classroom/non-classroom” distinction may become less important over time, if the government moves quickly to implement the EETF’s recommendations.  The pressure to dip into the envelopes that covers CUPE members’ jobs comes from the inadequacy of the other envelopes.  In large part, all of the funding envelopes are inadequate because they are based on 1997 benchmarks for salaries, computers & books, heating costs, etc.  If the government moves to increase the benchmarks to more realistic 2002 levels, there will be more money in the “non-CUPE” envelopes, and hopefully less pressure to dip into the envelopes that do fund our jobs.


�



What We Asked For:  More Overall Funding—$ Billions More!





The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives has estimated that once inflation and increased enrolment is taken into account, annual funding for public and Catholic schools in Ontario is about $2.3 billion below 1994 levels.





People for Education has documented the impact of cuts on the school level via their annual Tracking Reports.  They’ve demonstrated that schools have fewer support staff than they did before the funding formula was introduced.





Many boards managed to hack and slash enough to pass “balanced” budgets for 2002-03, but in many cases these are actually phantom balanced budgets, as no money has been allocated for wage increases for employees.





Nearly every participant who spoke or wrote to the Education Equality Task Force pressed home the need for more funding.  The only people in the province who do not seem to get this point, unfortunately, comprise the present government.








What We Got:





More than $2.1 billion annually, once the recommendations are fully implemented.





Unfortunately, Rozanski gave the government too much wiggle room by recommending that the new money be phased-in over three years.  The three-year phase-in is the biggest weakness in the EETF’s report, given that Rozanski clearly demonstrated that there is a significant shortfall in funding.  At a press conference following the release of his report, Rozanski said that he hoped the government would not take the full three years to begin flowing the new money, but his formal recommendation gave the government that option.





The recommendation on increased funding breaks down as follows:





Increase benchmarks to reflect costs through 2003 (excluding salary benchmarks): $1.08 billion;


New Investments (primarily in special education and maintenance--$250 million each--but also ESL, the Learning Opportunities Grant and small rural schools): $689 million;


Provide money to boards to cover salary negotiations through 2002-03.  Rozanski declined to estimate how much this would cost, but the Government announced on December 12 that it was committing $340 million for this purpose. 





�
The government has also quickly followed through on Rozanski’s recommendation to advance $130 million to boards immediately to cover special education ISA claims, and has indicated that the remaining $120 million in new special education funding recommended by Rozanski will begin flowing early in 2003.





The government has also announced that it will implement Rozanski’s third recommendation for immediate funding (i.e. for the 2002-03 year), $20 million for transportation—the $20 million that was committed in the provincial budget but not yet advanced to boards.





Some press reports suggested that the three year implementation period recommended by Rozanski means that if the government dragged its heels, it could just increase funding by just $600 million a year.  That interpretation arose because Rozanski declined to put a price tag on salary negotiations for the current year, costing only the benchmark updates and the new investments, which totaled nearly $1.8 billion.  (1.8 billion ( 3 = $600 million per year).





Now that the government has acted to commit $340 million this year for salary negotiations, however, that scenario is no longer possible.  This $340 million now gets added to the amount for benchmark updates, giving a new total of $1.42 billion.  Add in the $689 million for new investments, and the total recommendation becomes $2.109 billion—which, if the government phases-in over three years, would amount to just over $700 million annually.





But the Eves government would be crazy to announce next spring—an election year—that they are increasing funding for the 2003-04 school year by $700 million.  $700 million would represent a cut from this year’s funding level, which, thanks to the $250 million for special education, $340 million for salary negotiations and $20 million for transportation just announced, is $990 million more than the 2001-02 grant. (In the House on December 12, Eves said the total spending for the current school year represents a $1.16 billion increase over 2001-02 spending, but he included one-time spending initiatives that aren’t part of the funding formula.)


�



What We Asked For:  Realistic Benchmarks – For Salaries, Square Footage Formulas





The funding formula advances funds to boards for salaries of secretaries, EAs, professionals and paraprofessionals, using “average” salaries to estimate boards’ costs.  The benchmarks of “average” salaries used by the province have not changed since the funding formula was introduced.





Funding for cleaning, maintenance and the building of new schools also uses benchmarks that haven’t changed since the formula was introduced.  The formula calculates that cleaning costs $5.20 per square foot, a figure that was inadequate in 1998 and certainly less than required in 2002.








What We Got:





Exactly what we asked for in terms of benchmarks for salaries, but less than we asked for in square footage formulas.





Rozanski recommended increasing all costing benchmarks to real 2002 levels, and also recommended the Ministry develop mechanisms for annually reviewing and updating benchmarks.





The benchmark for the square footage formula used to fund salaries of custodial staff would be increased, from $5.20 to $5.85.  However, the EETF did not look at whether that $5.20 was adequate to begin with—and CUPE members know it wasn’t!





Rozanski did suggest, however, that the Ministry establish a coordinating committee that would include stakeholder representatives, to review benchmark factors and costs.  This offers hope that the square footage benchmark could be improved even further. �



What We Asked For:  A Formula that Takes a “Needs-Based” Approach


Instead of a Top-Down One





The funding formula doesn’t fully cover the cost of local programs because it doesn’t take into account all the related program costs.  The ministry needs to better understand what programs actually cost and adjust benchmarks appropriately.





People For Education have published the minimum requirements for what they call a guaranteed Strong Foundation for Every School.  In their view, every school in Ontario must have:








A full-time principal;


A secretary;


A teacher-librarian;


Special Education services and programs provided with waits of no more than three months;


Adequate textbooks and school supplies for every student in every subject;


No classes of more than 24 students in kindergarten to grade 5;


No classes of more than 30 students in grades 6 to 12;


A physical education teacher;


Sufficient credit courses available in every secondary school to allow students to graduate without leaving their communities;


Transportation provisions that ensure that no student has to spend more than 1.5 hours per day on the school bus;


Facilities available for community use at reasonable cost;


Facilities that are clean and in a good state of repair.





What We Got:


Some recognition that schools need basic resources in order to operate.  Rozanski spoke about the resources needed by smaller schools in order to function, but didn’t address the issue of whether larger schools also need minimum basic resources.  (Rozanski also ducked the issue on CBC Radio’s Ontario Call-In on Dec. 11, when he was asked about the “twinning” of principals.)


In his discussion of smaller schools, however, Rozanski appeared to “get” the issue.  He said:  “When a board has decided, on the basis of credible criteria and a transparent decision-making process, to keep a small school open, it is important that the school receive core-support funding to ensure that it has a strong foundation from which to create a high-quality and safe learning environment…in my view the minimum core supports needed by a small school are a full-time principal and secretary, a full-time custodian, and, at the secondary school level, [a guidance counselor].”


�



What We Asked For: Recognition of the Importance of Schools in the Lives of Disadvantaged Students





Schools should offer all children, regardless of background, opportunities to succeed in our society and to get the most out of life that it has to offer.





Our official multiculturalism policy celebrates and supports the various cultures that comprise the Canadian fabric.  Our immigration laws insist that newcomers be given access to publicly funded education.  





And yet programs that the Toronto school board and others have developed to explicitly achieve the goal of integrating persons of various cultures and nationalities into our society are on the chopping block because the province doesn’t recognize their worth.  








What We Got:


Improvements to the language grant, which funds English as a Second Language and perfectionnement du français programs. In addition to updating the benchmarks in the language grant, which would cost $25 million, Rozanski recommended an additional $65 million in new funding for language programs.


There is no recommendation for new funding for continuing education, which funds adult language programs, other than the updating of benchmarks used to calculate the grant, which will amount to $8 million province wide.


The demographic component of the Learning Opportunity Grant (LOG) is used by boards, primarily large urban boards, to provide programs for students who are at risk of academic difficulty due to low family income, low parental education, recent immigrant status, and other factors.  Rozanski recommended a $50 million increase to the demographic component of the LOG.  While this influx of funding will be welcome, it still leaves the LOG at only 50% of the amount recommended by the government’s own 1997 expert panel on the Learning Opportunities Grant.


The EETF report also called for a review of the LOG to ensure that “it is an accurate and appropriate model for predicting students at risk,” and to ensure that funds are appropriately distributed among boards.


�
What We Asked For:  Funding to Clear up Special Education Waiting Lists and to Provide Adequate Special Education Programs


Earlier this year, People For Education (P4E) estimated that 40,000 students were on the waiting list for special education services province-wide.  P4E has also documented the reduction in paraprofessionals and professional support staff that has occurred under this funding formula.


The Provincial Auditor estimated that in 1999-2000, boards were spending $95 million more on special education programs and services than they were receiving in special education funding from the province.


The Ontario Human Rights Commission, prompted by numerous complaints from parents of children with disabilities enrolled in the public school system, has initiated a discussion on issues related to education and children with disabilities.


What We Got:


A recommendation for $269 million in new funding, in addition to updating the benchmarks that underlie the Special Education Grant, which will cost $88 million.


Of the $269 million, $250 million is earmarked for ISA funding, while $19 million would flow through the SEPPA portion of the Special Education Grant.  Rozanski recommended that $130 million of the new ISA funding flow immediately.  On Dec. 11, the government announced that it is committing to providing the $250 million in ISA funding; $130 million of it immediately, the remainder early in 2003.  The $130 million will provide for “live” funding of all ISA claims approved during cycle 3 the recent Ministry review of ISA cases; the remaining $120 million will provide for live funding of claims approved through cycle 4.


Though other criticisms of this recommendation may yet emerge, we have concerns that the EETF report did not address the issue of the delays that occur between the time a student enters the school system and when ISA funding is made available.  As well, though the benchmarks for EA and professional and para-professional salaries are being increased, concerns remain that those benchmarks were not accurate in the first place, and significant salary differentials still will exist between school board employees and workers doing similar work in other sectors.


�
What We Asked For:  Healthy, Safe Schools – An Increase in the School Operations Budget So That Unsafe & Unhealthy Conditions Can Be Eliminated


CUPE employees at the Toronto DSB presented evidence to the Rozanski Task Force that cutbacks to custodial staff has created numerous health and safety hazards, including loose asbestos adjacent to air circulation fans, black mould in hallways and lunchrooms, and playgrounds littered with discarded needles and broken glass.  


In some schools, there is no full-time custodian.  Custodians are given responsibility for cleaning such large areas that shortcuts have to be taken.  


CUPE members are distressed about the decline in their working conditions.  Custodians, like other support staff, have experienced staggering increases in their workloads, leading to more absenteeism, and short and long-term disabilities.


What We Got:


Rozanski’s recommendation to update the benchmarks contained in the funding formula would increase the school operations budget by $165 million, or almost 12%.  This is a substantial amount, but it still underestimates costs because the benchmarks were faulty to begin with.   The $5.20 per sq. ft. benchmark has been increased to $5.85, but there’s no discussion of the adequacy of the original $5.20 figure.


There was no recommendation for additional funds for school operations aside from the benchmark improvements.


The $165 million is broken down as follows:


$79 million for the utilities component;


$32 million for “other components;”


$45 million for salaries; and


$9 million for benefits.


Although Rozanski made a recommendation concerning “core” staffing for small, rural schools, which included a full-time custodian, there was no recommendation concerning minimal staffing for all schools.  Specifically, he did not recommend that schools should have a custodian present at all times during the instructional day.


�
What We Asked For:  Adequate Funding for Routine Maintenance of School Facilities


According to People for Education’s (P4E) most recent elementary school Tracking Report, more than one-third of schools in the survey reported that general repairs were needed but not approved.


According to the Ontario Association of School Business Officials, the Ministry of Education’s own analysis reveals that another $1 billion a year needs to be spent on school maintenance in the province.





The average age of schools in the P4E survey was 46 years.   Every homeowner knows that the roof will eventually leak if you don’t maintain it.  It’s common sense, a quality surprisingly absent from the Funding Formula brought in by Mike Harris.








What We Got:





The updates to benchmarks recommended by Rozanski would increase the budget for routine and deferred maintenance by $25 million.  However, the Task Force recognized that that amount wasn’t nearly enough to make a dent in the backlog identified by boards, estimated at more than $5.6 billion.  





Rozanski’s research indicated that industry standards for “facilities renewal” provides for between 1.5 to 4% of the facility’s replacement value annually.  The Ontario government provides about $266 million, less than 1% of the estimated $28 billion replacement cost of the province’s public schools.





To address boards’ most pressing needs, Rozanski recommended an additional $50 million for the maintenance budget.   





In addition, Rozanski recommended that the Ministry provide an annual allocation of $200 million for boards to use to pay the interest and principal costs incurred in finance their capital borrowing costs, to finance facilities renewal.  Rozanski says the money could be used as “a deferred maintenance amortization fund” which could be used to leverage an estimated $2 billion annually.  


�



What We Asked For:  A Formula That Doesn’t Force Boards to Close Schools in Order to Build New Ones





In boards that span urban, suburban and even rural areas, like the Ottawa and Hamilton public boards, the “surplus capacity” the formula identifies in inner city schools must be eliminated before new schools can be built in the suburbs.





Usually, this supposed “surplus capacity” isn’t surplus at all.  For example, the Toronto DSB provides adult full and part time ESL classes for some 22,000 students in “surplus” school space that doesn’t qualify for funding for heat, lighting and caretaking services.





The funding formula forces rural boards to close small schools in remote communities.  This forces some children to spend hours a day on school buses.  It also reduces recreational and educational opportunities for members of remote communities.








What We Got:





Only minor relief from this problem.  Rozanski did address the issue of small rural schools, saying that boards that have decided to keep open schools in remote areas should receive core funding so that schools can have basic resources like a full-time principal, secretary and custodian.





However, this recommendation will not help urban boards that want to keep open small neighborhood schools.  The formula for new pupil places (i.e. construction of new schools) is unaltered, so new construction is still linked to overall board enrolment.  That means the same pressures will exist for boards to close schools in some neighborhoods in order to build new ones elsewhere.





Updating the benchmarks used to calculate the New Pupil Places portion of the Pupil Accommodation Grant amounts to $39 million, or about a 10% increase.  But the benchmarks were inadequate in the first place, as none of them met standard construction costs.  During her stint as Education Minister, current Finance Minister Ecker estimated the facilities shortfall at some $14 billion.  Given that staggering shortfall, Rozanski’s recommendation is a drop in the bucket!


�
What We Asked For:  A Formula that Recognizes and Promotes the Role That Schools Play in Communities


The focus on “the classroom” means nothing is allocated for community use of school facilities.


Before the funding formula took effect, schools could act as good neighbours by subsidizing part of the costs incurred when community groups used the school.  But now schools have to behave strictly like businesses and charge market rates for heating, lighting and custodial services.  


This fundamental change in the role of schools in the community negatively impacts on a range of educational, recreational and cultural activities for children and adults.  


Childcare centres that use school facilities are increasingly being evicted as the funding formula forces boards to close surplus schools.





What We Got:








Recognition that schools act as community hubs—gathering places for community groups and centres of community activities.





But the report did not follow through with dedicated funding to allow schools to play the role of community hubs.  Rozanski claims that the Ministry of Education alone should not be responsible for sustaining community activities that take place in schools; other Ministries and other levels of government should also be involved.





The recommended increase in costing benchmarks contained in the funding formula will ease the pressures that have led to the implementation of steep user fees for community groups that want to use school facilities.  But it is too early to tell if the recommended increases are enough to enable boards to at least partially subsidize costs and reduce user fees.�



What We Asked For: An End to the Equity in Education Tax Credit





This policy is arguably outside the Task Force’s mandate, but Rozanski could comment about the inappropriateness of funding private schools while public schools remain severely underfunded.





The tax credit will siphon money away from the public system:  since public school funding is based on enrollment, declining enrollment (i.e. leakage to the private system) will mean less funding for public schools.





According to some estimates, the Equity in Education Tax Credit could cost the provincial government as much as $500 million a year when fully implemented.








What We Got: 





Nothing:  the EETF report was silent on the tax credit for private schooling.
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