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Dr. Rozanski and colleagues: We are very pleased to have this opportunity, at last, to air our concerns about the Student Focused Funding Formula introduced by the Mike Harris government in 1997.

As you are aware, the Canadian Union of Public Employees represents almost 50,000 employees in the school board sector in Ontario.  Despite these numbers, CUPE members are often seen by this government as an afterthought, almost incidental to the smooth running of our schools.  The most recent evidence of this is the fact that CUPE was not originally classified as a “stakeholder” by this task force, and as you know we had to lobby to get invited to the stakeholder sessions.

We want to assure you we take no personal offence at this slight Dr. Rozanski: No doubt you acted on the advice of Ministry officials, and we are well aware of where we rank in the minds of education bureaucrats.  The funding formula that sprang from the minds of these officials betrays an utter lack of appreciation if not ignorance of the work that CUPE members perform.  Years of underfunding of the work that support staff employees perform have taken a toll on our members, and have left us convinced that major alterations must be made to the formula in order that the work that we do gets properly funded.

For the record, CUPE members include: school secretaries, and specialist secretaries such as curriculum support secretaries, computer and A/V technicians and resource persons, music instructors, continuing education teachers, library technicians and support personnel, educational assistants, youth counselors, speech pathologists, social workers, lunchroom supervisors, hall monitors, lifeguards, and sign language interpreters.  Our members work as board administration personnel, including clerks, accountants, technicians, and programmers.  We represent custodians and cleaners, and maintenance staff such as carpenters, mechanics, painters, and plumbers.

Indeed, 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.

The consequences of years of inadequate funding have been born heavily by CUPE members.  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 our jobs.  EA and specialist staff workloads become more and more impossible as cuts to special education filter through the system.  There are fewer custodians to clean ever-larger areas.  Administrative staff struggle to keep the system running with fewer clerks and technicians.  All of our members have experienced an intensification of their workloads as a result of cuts.  As a result, many are burning out, and absenteeism rates and job-related injuries have gone up.

We’ve also felt the impact of funding cuts at the bargaining table, as boards try to extract savings from the collective agreements they have with our members.  In particular, employers have started going after their rising benefit costs.  We’re expected to pick up more of the tab, or they threaten to weaken our benefit packages.

If more proof of the impact of the funding formula on support staff was needed, provincially-appointed investigator Al Rosen’s report on the Toronto District School Board provided it.  Rosen berated TDSB trustees for not making the cuts to its “non-classroom expenditures” that the provincial funding formula demands.  He recommended a range of programs be cut, including outdoor education, parenting centres, and a host of unique initiatives designed to make Toronto schools more accessible to the city’s diverse population.  Rosen dismissed as frills the work provided by our members.  From lunchroom supervisors to music instructors to EAs, virtually every job recommended for elimination is a CUPE job. 

The provincially-appointed supervisors in Toronto, Ottawa and Hamilton appear willing to make the cuts that trustees would not.  The politicians that parents in these cities trusted with guiding the education of their children have been replaced by accountants with blinders who are going through the mindless exercise of chopping programs the province does not recognize as valuable.

This is the state of Ontario’s public education system today, and it is so far removed from the historical function of that system that it’s worth reminding ourselves why it has been in the province’s interest to provide public education at all.  Our system originates from the mid-19th century, when the industrial revolution was transforming Canada from a predominantly agrarian society to an industrial, urban-based one.   Immense social and economic changes were part of this transformation.  Families were no longer the main providers of social functions such as education and health.  Children began to work in factories (instead of on farms) and towns and small cities teemed with immigrants of diverse origins.  In this context, public schooling served a number of ends for the political elite.  By making attendance mandatory for children, schools provided a refuge from the factories that awaited to exploit their labour.  More importantly for the elite, who were of a conservative nature, schools and in particular school curricula offered a means to inculcate a heterogeneous student population with common values and a loyalty to Canadian institutions, including the crown.  Neither was it lost on the elite that, in an age when the masses were obtaining the right to vote (well, men, anyway) it was important to educate “their future masters”.  I believe this task force heard a variation of this argument in Ottawa when a presenter referred to educating the future funders of our nursing homes!

Eggerton Ryerson, the founder of Ontario’s education system, would be shocked to discover that the provincial government is abandoning educational policies aimed at making good citizens of Canada’s newcomers and the disadvantaged.  In Ryerson’s day the goal was to completely assimilate immigrants through the school system, and we’ve thankfully come a long way since then!  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.  The founders of our education system appreciated that if we did not have universal, publicly funded schools, many children would slip through the cracks of the free-market system.  As this government dismantles or diminishes other social supports, like public housing, childcare, and social assistance, many of the concerns that led to the creation of our school system have come to the forefront again.

Schools are the backbone of our society, and their importance includes but goes far beyond teaching the “3Rs”.  Schools help bind communities and bring order to social discourse.  They 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.  Unlike the government of this province, we look at public education in the widest possible perspective, and see healthy schools as the underpinning of thriving families and prospering communities, and ultimately, a key to the standard of living that Ontarians have come to expect. 

This perspective on education is fundamentally at odds with a funding formula that tries to conceptually chop up the components that make up an education system, assign weights and dollar figures to those discrete pieces and employ complicated formula to determine each board’s entitlement.  The needs of communities expressed through elected trustees have come up against a formula imposed from above, supposedly for the good of all but in reality pleasing no one but the province’s finance minister.  

Many of us believe that the funding formula was designed not to achieve the best possible education system, but to extract the most possible savings from the education system to help finance the government’s $12 billion tax cut.  “We need you to squeeze $2 billion a year from schools”, said the finance department, and the education ministry complied by adjusting the formula, lowballing the benchmarks, increasing the number of students needed to trigger funding for principals, secretaries, librarians, and so on. 

By this time, the Task Force has heard from almost every public board in the province that the amount of money allocated to them for primary and secondary education is inadequate.  Hugh Mackenzie, of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, has estimated that once inflation and increased enrolment is taken into account, funding is about $2.3 billion below 1994 levels.  People for education has documented the impacts of funding cuts at the school level in its annual Tracking Reports.  The government has not publicly refuted Mackenzie’s work, or the tracking reports, nor has it responded to the March 2002 letter signed by all 72 directors education imploring the Minister to increase funding.  What we get each year from the Minister is the tired old phrase that “we are spending more on education than ever” which flies in the face of the evidence.  We believe that the case against the education funding formula’s adequacy has been convincingly made. 

Looking at budgets just passed for 2002-03, it is clear to us that many boards only balanced their budgets on the backs of their support staff, by once again diverting money from the non-classroom to the classroom envelopes. To mention a few examples: the Rainbow Board slashed its maintenance and school operations budgets; the Wellington Catholic Board laid off 15% of its EAs; while the Huron Perth Catholic Board’s director said “we continue...to place money earmarked for non-classroom in the classroom”.   

The situation becomes more alarming when one realizes that many boards have allocated no money to cover contract negotiation in the upcoming year.  In effect, these boards have submitted “phantom” balanced budgets, because they know that their employees aren’t going to settle for a wage freeze. 

We have tried to determine just how many of these phantom budgets were submitted to the Ministry, but it has proven impossible to get complete and accurate information. Some boards, like the Avon Maitland and the Peel boards, quite explicitly admitted they have no money for contract negotiations in their budgets.  Others acknowledged that they have allotted a small amount to cover wage settlements: Niagara Catholic DSB, Ottawa-Carleton Catholic DSB, Grand Erie DSB, Kawartha-Pine Ridge DSB and the Durham DSB fall into this category.  There are undoubtedly more boards with phantom budgets.  The fact is, nearly every board in the province is experiencing severe financial problems.

Thus our first recommendation is the same one that everyone else in the province is making: spend more money on education.  No amount of tinkering, of creating “flexible” spending provisions, is going to solve the problems inherent in our system.  There is no way around it: more money has to be spent, billions more.  We will move on to more specific recommendations regarding the formula, but our comments from here on in must be viewed in the context of this overriding principle. 

EETF Public Consultation Guide

In this section we will use the Public Consultation Guide released by the Task Force to frame our recommendations.  Though a good start, this document has its shortcomings, in our view.  For example, it neglects discussion of cleaning and health and safety standards, a crucial concern of our members.  So we will be departing from the discussion guide format as we see fit.

The Funding Formula vs Quality Education

We suspect by now that the Task Force has heard dozens of different answers to the question: what core programs and services are essential to your definition of a quality education.  And that is the point: there is no one answer to the question.  Catholic and public, English and French, and rural and urban boards all face their own unique challenges and respond to them with a range of specialized programs. One need only to contrast the range of programs offered in a large urban board like Toronto or Ottawa with those offered in less populated (but larger) boards in rural Ontario to appreciate the differing needs of boards.  And the challenges faced by boards change over time—faster than a centralized funding model can respond.  

The evidence is clear that the funding envelopes do not adequately target boards’ spending needs.  This can be demonstrated by the amount of variance in expenditure categories on a provincial basis.  Year after year millions of dollars gets diverted from numerous spending categories, primarily to the classroom teaching category.  Over the past three years, more than $215 million was diverted from the school operations and maintenance budget alone to cover other shortfalls.  Clearly, boards are doing some creative accounting to bridge the gulf between the formula’s “one size fits all” approach and what their schools need.  

The Task Force asks whether per-pupil funding reflects the costs needed to provide quality programs.  Clearly there are gaps, but can they be addressed by simply increasing overall spending, i.e. increasing the funding benchmarks for program supports?    In our experience, the funding formula doesn’t fully cover the cost of local programs because it doesn’t take into account all the related program costs.  Either the ministry needs to better understand what programs actually cost and adjust benchmarks appropriately, or responsibility for raising the funds to cover programs should be returned to local trustees, who do appear to have a better understanding of what it costs to run quality programs.

The crisis we are in suggests to us that the transition to a central funding model was too abrupt.  Envelopes mistarget boards’ actual spending needs.  Programs that meet local needs don’t qualify for funding under the model.  Had the province made the transition to central funding more gradual, by slowly reducing the amount that could be raised locally and correspondingly increase provincial funding, the benchmarks and formula could have been incrementally adjusted as the full cost of local programs became understood.  Ideally, education funding should be centralized because provincial funding does offer the best means of equalizing educational opportunity across the province.  But our experience of the past few years has demonstrated the futility of ramming in wholesale reforms such as this government has done.  This government has shown us how not to implement a radical restructuring of education funding, and have made local control more appealing as a result.  Unless significant reforms are made to the funding formula, we would advocate restoring the right of trustees to raise at least some education taxes locally, on an interim basis.

Local Needs

We are pleased to see the Task Force adopt as a guiding principle “responsiveness to local needs”, but we feel the principle as framed by the discussion paper is too restrictive.  It is here that we would like to inject our concerns about the role schools have traditionally played in the larger community—a role that is diminishing under this formula.

The funding formula has driven a disturbing change in the relationship between schools and community groups.  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.  

One of the biggest consequences of the increase in user fees, or a “cost-recovery” approach, is the peril at which it places childcare facilities housed in school buildings.  Childcare centres in schools were grandfathered in the funding formula for the calculation of school square footage, but as schools have been shut down, vitally needed childcare spaces have been lost.  In the past, boards had more leeway to subsidize costs of childcare providers and many did so in recognition of the contribution that quality childcare makes in the lives of families, and the importance of early childhood education in children’s development.   Under the current formula, fewer and fewer licensed childcare centres are operating out of schools.  The diminishing support schools provide to community groups and childcare centers is creating holes in our communities.

Special Education

The consultation guide asks about the effectiveness of funding for special education.  Surely by now Task Force members appreciate the difficulty of offering an informed opinion given that some 40,000 children are still on waiting lists to be evaluated by a Individual Placement and Review Committee.  The Ottawa Carleton DSB calculated that if special education funding for the 3,700 kids on its waiting list were provided, it would amount to approximately nine million dollars in additional annual funding.  

The problem of IPRC backlogs has plagued the province since Student Focussed funding was introduced, and has meant that year after year, boards are providing special education services for students for which they do not receive funding.  To accomplish this, workloads of EAs and specialist staff have stretched to the breaking point.  Our members’ workloads are further burdened by the amount of paperwork that they must cope with, and the inadequate provincial funding for the specialists needed to conduct the IPRC evaluations.  While the concept of ISA and SEPPA funding seems sound in principle, it is impossible to evaluate whether it is fair and achievable.  The province should endeavour to clean up the IPRC waiting list, and provide ISA funding based on baselines that reflect actual needs.  

We caution the Task Force about being overly concerned with attempting to balance “demonstrated need and efficiency” when dealing with special education.  In the view of almost all parents of special needs children, efficiency should be secondary to need.  And we remind the Task Force that the province’s Human Rights Commissioner has initiated a discussion of access to education by children with disabilities.  It would appear that an undue focus on cost savings inherent in the funding formula has led to a number of complaints to the Commission by parents.  This Task Force should endeavour to make recommendations concerning special education that will acknowledge and deal with the concerns that have been expressed to the Human Rights Commission.  

Pupil Accommodation
The Discussion Guide addresses only part of the Pupil Accommodation Grant: renovations and new pupil places.  Before addressing those issues we would like to address school cleaning and related health and safety issues.  We know that CUPE local 4400, employees of the Toronto DSB, presented evidence to this 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.  At CUPE’s school board conference in April 2002, custodians across the province shared stories about the impact of cuts.  Custodians are given responsibility for cleaning such large areas that shortcuts have to be taken.  In some schools, there is no full-time custodian.  Messes are left for the night cleaning staff.  We even heard about instances where a child threw up in the classroom, and all that could be done was to place a wastebasket over the vomit until the night cleaners arrives.

These are gruesome conditions under which to educate children, and our members are distressed about the decline in their working conditions.  Staggering increases in workload and corresponding increases in short and long-term disability rates are one result.  Another, less appreciated consequence, is the psychological impact the funding formula is having on our custodial staff.  Formerly respected partners in the school, our custodians are stuck with the “non-classroom” label, which means they are “non-essential,”  less important, dispensable.  Custodians are the “eyes and ears” in the schools, the first ones there and the last to leave.  Their familiar faces make students and teachers feel more secure and safe.  Yet the funding formula denigrates their worth, forcing boards to seek concessions at the bargaining table, or to consider contracting out custodial services.  

We mentioned that over the past three years, more than $200 million had been transferred from school operations budgets to cover other funding shortfalls.  We have had an official in the education finance branch explain to us that this continual under-spending of the school operations budget meant that schools were receiving more than enough to cover custodial expenses.   This comment was an insult to our members, and betrays a complete lack of understanding of the impact of the formula at the board level.  Boards are chopping their custodial budgets because they have no choice if they want to meet the formula’s imperative that funding be directed to the classroom.  The formula allows boards to transfer money out of the school operations budget to meet shortfalls elsewhere, but prohibits them from transferring money into the school operations budget from other envelopes.  Boards are desperately trying to comply with legislation compelling them to focus funding on the classroom, but this has caused them to neglect other crucial classroom supports, like routine cleaning and maintenance.

According to People for Education’s most recent elementary school Tracking Report, more than one-third of schools in the survey reported that general repairs were needed but not approved.  They also point out that the average age of schools in the survey was 46.   In their March letter to the Minister of Education, the Ontario Association of School Business Officials highlighted the reduction in maintenance that had occurred under the current formula.  OASBO pointed out that the Ministry’s own analysis revealed that another $1 billion a year needed to be spent on maintenance.  Every homeowner knows that if you don’t fix a leaky roof, you can expect major repairs down the road.  It’s common sense, a quality surprisingly absent from the Funding Formula brought in by Mike Harris.

New pupil places must be funded in a manner that doesn’t lead to battles between parents in inner cities and suburbs, or create holes in isolated communities.  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.  Often this surplus capacity is due to the large hallways and room sizes of older, inner-city schools, and the existence of dedicated areas that don’t receive funding like music classes.  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.  Yet the formula demands these buildings be sold before the board qualifies for new pupil spaces.

After much upheaval in the community, the Ottawa Board of Education tried to comply with this requirement in order to receive funding for new schools.  Perversely, by closing schools, and by taking on additional enrolment, the Ottawa Board moved to over 100% capacity and disqualified itself for funding that only kicks in for boards under 100% capacity!  As a result, the Ottawa Carleton DSB receives about $1 million a year for new pupil places instead of the $5 million it would have qualified for if it had not closed schools. 

The Ottawa Board’s experience is not anomalous: all over the province boards are being forced to close schools because of the formula.  We refer you again to People for Education’s research, in this case on the impact of the funding formula on smaller schools, more than a hundred of which have been closed in recent years.  Given the research showing clear links between small class sizes and student achievement, we would expect that the Ministry would be concerned about this phenomenon, but to date their response to People for Education’s valuable work has been to attack its methodology.  Nor has the Ministry expressed much concern over the closure of schools in remote communities, which forces some children to spend hours a day on school buses.  We want again to underline the importance of school in communities, not just as buildings where children’s education takes place, but as hubs for community recreational and cultural activities, and as much-needed facilities to house regulated childcare facilities.  

Accountability

As we turn to the Consultation Guide’s section on accountability, we must again begin by stating that we believe the principle has been framed too narrowly.  We believe the interests of an important stakeholder—the community—must be considered along with students, parents and taxpayers.  As we argued earlier, this government appears to be oblivious to the impact that closing schools has on communities.  The government doesn’t appreciate, for example, that when you close dozens of swimming pools in Toronto it reduces athletic opportunities for the broader community.  Or that closing the only school in a remote community reduces the quality of life of everyone who used that school for educational or cultural activities. 

The funding formula doesn’t advance accountability in this wider sense.  It focuses instead on its success in forcing boards to conform to its spending categories.  Other than standardized testing, whose effectiveness is debatable, this government has few mechanisms to evaluate the effectiveness of the education system.  Notice we did not say “efficiency”, but “effectiveness”.    The chief function of systems that focus unduly on accountability is to seek ever more efficiency.  It is a fine principle when applied to widget making but entirely inappropriate as a guiding principle for our education system.  We should not be asking how efficiently we are dealing with students with special learning needs, but how effectively.  Squeezing ever-more efficiencies from our education system has been the goal of the funding formula’s accountability requirements, not promoting effectiveness.

How else can one account for the seeming arbitrariness of major components of the funding formula?  We’ll focus here on the grant for school operations and the $5.20 sq./ft benchmark operating cost to illustrate our point, which is a major point of contention with our members.  Where did this $5.20 figure come from?  The National Educational Association, says that in the United States “there is no national square footage standard for school custodians.  Not only is there a tremendous difference between schools and commercial cleaning, but there are great variations in conditions and duties from one school to another”.  We would add that commercial cleaners don’t get called upon to retrieve balls from roofs or rafters, or perform the dozens of extra tasks that school custodians do.  The formula uses this arbitrary $5.20 figure and multiplies it by each student’s “benchmark area requirement”.  When researching how the Ministry came up with these latter benchmarks, an interesting fact emerged.  Last year’s Student Focussed Funding documents included a table that showed the total square footage of elementary and secondary schools in the province.  When divided by total elementary and secondary enrolment, it was revealed that the provincial average area requirement was 103 sq. ft. for elementary students and 150 sq. ft. for secondary students.  Yet the benchmarks were set at 100 and 130 sq. ft. respectively.  It appears to us to be a deliberate case of setting the benchmarks too low, a decision that has had a tremendous impact on our custodial members.

The School Renewal grant, which covers the costs of repairs that some of our members do, employs a similar formula to the school operations grant, and is likewise marred by arbitrariness and deliberately low benchmarks.  Rather than repeat our arguments, we refer the Task Force to the mountain of evidence of unmet maintenance needs that boards have presented to you the over last few weeks.    

The supplemental area factor is a good start to amending both the school operations and school renewal formulas, but again, we refer to the large number of school closures across the province as evidence that the formula doesn’t work.  It is larger, older schools that are falling victim to this formula, and boards with a preponderance of such schools, or which have clusters of them in pockets of the communities they serve, are not getting the funding they need to keep these schools running.

Flexibility

The Consultation Guide asks a number of questions about “flexibility” in funding, an oft-touted term by the Ministry.  Quite frankly, the notion that cash-strapped boards have any meaningful flexibility in their funding decisions is laughable.  The real choices most boards face are where to make the cuts, and how much to cut.  

Under the formula, flexibility is meant to encourage the maximum transfer of resources from the non-classroom to the classroom categories.  Where “flexibility” hurts CUPE members is in the leeway boards are given to transfer money from non-classroom to classroom envelopes, but not the other way around.  This provision has long been another source of contention for CUPE members because the non-classroom envelopes cover most of our members’ work.  We feel the whole notion of dividing schools this way is wrong-headed, and has led to, again some arbitrary decisions that defy common sense.  Staff development is a classroom activity but preparation time isn’t.  Library and guidance staff are classroom personnel but principals and vice principals aren’t.  Again, this would be comical if there were not very real and sometimes tragic consequences of this formula.  To call “continuing education and other programs” non-classroom activities defies logic, however, as does slotting the cleaning of classrooms in the non-classroom category.  

What end does this artificial division of classroom and non-classroom activities serve?  We can only conclude that it helps the propaganda campaign designed to cover the actual reduction of resources for education under the smokescreen of “directing more resources than ever to the classroom”.  The flipside of this policy, which has yet to be the subject of a glossy government ad, has been the diversion of resources from: cleaning budgets, resulting in declining standards of cleanliness; from maintenance budgets, resulting in run down buildings and barren playgrounds; and from adult education classes, leaving the whole community worse off.  The classroom/non-classroom distinction has been the most destructive element of the funding formula, and we’ve yet to encounter a valid argument for its existence.

Affordability

Dr. Rozanski, you were quoted in Ottawa as saying you had been “saddled with an opportunity” when you agreed to head this task force.  We are heartened if this means you feel that you have the mandate to recommend substantial changes to the funding formula.  However, we worry that the comment also alludes to the reference in your mandate about “taking into account the fiscal situation in the province of Ontario”.  

For if this Task Force is looking for ways to fix this province’s education system without spending more money it is wasting everyone’s time and raising false hopes.  

Let’s look at the province’s fiscal situation for a moment.  The federal government has estimated that the province’s reduction of fiscal capacity through personal and corporate tax cuts amounted to more than $12 billion this year.  (The CCPA put it at more than $13 billion.)  This is the relevant fiscal backdrop to the choices the government has made in educational and other social policies.  Being in government is about making choices, and the choices this government has made show a callous disregard for children and families.

· Social housing has been practically abandoned since Mike Harris first took office;

· Huge cuts have been made to regulated childcare, and leaked government documents hint that even bigger cuts are on the way.  Many parents cannot obtain affordable, regulated childcare.  

· University tuitions have soared, thanks to tuition deregulation brought in by this government.  Post-secondary education is now beyond the means of many outstanding students in the secondary system. 

· Families on social assistance had rates cut dramatically in 1995 and have not received an increase since; 

· Constant restructuring in the health-care sector has now reached the stage where the province wants the private sector to deliver more and more health-related services.  This approach flies in the face of evidence from other countries that private care costs more.  The Tories seem unconcerned that families will pay the price.

The approach of this government to all major social programs has been to downsize, cut costs, and squeeze ever more efficiency from operations.  Why?  So that billions of dollars could be diverted to tax cuts.  

The erosion of essential social supports has left more and more Ontario students in economically disadvantaged positions.  Studies have conclusively linked poverty to lower academic achievement, but this province appears not to be aware of the academic literature, which includes Dr. Fraser Mustard’s latest study of early childhood education.

Again, this government has the money to adequately fund public education and other social programs, it just doesn’t have the will.  As final proof we cite the government’s so called “Equity in Education Tax Credit”—the tax break given to parents who send their children to private schools.  It’s an appalling use of public funds.  The tax credit siphons up to $500 million a year from the public system.  An extra $500 million a year for public schools would go a long way towards resolving the desperate financial situations faced by most boards.  

Conclusion

Dr. Rozanski, CUPE members, like many stakeholders in the education sector, are divided on the question of whether to recommend that the Student Focussed Funding Formula be thrown out or radically overhauled.  It would appear that neither option is within your mandate, however.  We have not suggested detailed, technical improvements to the formula because we believe that broad strokes are needed.  We believe that the “top down” approach has missed local needs by a wide mark.  We urge you to take the opportunity you have been given to make bold recommendations, for the good of our children.

We would like to conclude by endorsing People for Education’s recently-released call for a Guaranteed Standard of Education, which would ensure that every school in the province receives the resources that most reasonable people would agree that schools  need.  We would add a few ”building blocks” to the list, but it is a good start.  It represents a “ground-up” alternative to the current funding approach.  It would base funding on demonstrated educational needs, rather than attempt to squeeze the system for ever-more savings.  We are confident that such an approach would reveal that billions of dollars are needed to fix the problems besetting the education system today.  We look forward to seeing that money next March! 
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