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I. Introduction

We welcome this opportunity to present this submission to a member of the Task Force on Rural Education. As the second largest education union in this province, CUPE BC is uniquely placed to outline the challenges facing rural education in BC, and hopefully, to make meaningful recommendations about how to improve an educational system in the midst of a funding crisis. 

CUPE BC represents 67,000 members who live and work throughout British Columbia. Of these, approximately​18,000 are employed in K-12 schools and Board offices, and another 11,000 work in post-secondary institutions. 

CUPE support staff workers are found in more than 50 school districts in 53 different local unions. Our members’ work encompasses everything from crossing guards and noon hour supervisors to typically office and professional positions such as bookkeepers and secretaries. CUPE members are trades men and women, custodians and information technology staff. And last, but not least, thousands of CUPE special education assistants throughout the province work with children with a variety of disabilities and special needs – in both one-to-one and group settings. 

Approximately half of our members reside in rural communities. It is with their perspective that we come before you today to speak about our concerns about the state of rural education.

II. Economic Context of Rural BC

The growing gap between rural British Columbia and the large urban centres has to be addressed now. The situation is becoming critical for resource-dependent communities hit hard by the combined impact of the government’s restraint program and the current economic uncertainty in forestry and the mining sector.

Select Standing Committee on Finance and Government Services

                
REPORT ON THE 2003 BUDGET CONSULTATION PROCESS

Those are the not words of the opposition, but of the predominantly Liberal budget committee that toured the province earlier this fall to solicit input on the 2003 provincial budget. Released less than three weeks ago, the committee’s budget consultation report speaks of rural communities in crisis – that have either been ignored by this government or fallen victim to its ill-fated policies.

An examination of rural education must begin with the economic context that rural communities find themselves in British Columbia. When local economies are not sustainable, residents are forced to leave their homes to search for work elsewhere. The economic downturn, aggravated by provincial government cutbacks, leads to a steady population exodus, which in turn, results in declining enrollment and further education funding cuts. And so the downward spiral begins.

Urban-Rural Gap is Growing

The “great divide” between urban and rural areas has been exacerbated by this government’s rural economic strategy – or lack thereof. There is a trend towards depopulation due to waning production in resource extraction industries and public sector cutbacks. Declining forestry and fishing sectors – in the absence of economic alternatives –  have brought many communities to a dangerous precipice. 

Somehow along the line, this government has lost sight of BC’s true economic heartland. That’s right – the Lower Mainland and Victoria don’t drive this province’s economy –rural BC does. According to a recent study on the origins of BC’s economic base, David Baxter of the Urban Futures Institute makes no bones about it: “rural BC continues to make a disproportionate contribution to the province’s export income. In the past decade, 71% of the total provincial average of $33.8 billion in annual exports came from non-urban areas -- outside of the Lower Mainland and greater Victoria.

The slow but steady population decline in rural BC – about 4% in the North alone within the last five years – is cause for concern. With the thousands of layoffs of public sector employees in the last year, this number is likely to surge. This has important implications for key policy makers. When deciding where to spend money on infrastructure – roads, health care and educational facilities – Baxter and other noted policy consultants believe the province should look at where the wealth is being created. In fact, many feel the North has been particularly short-changed since it is said to contribute at least 50% more in revenue than it gets back in government spending.

Tax Cuts Hurt More Than They Help Rural BC

Adding insult to injury are escalating government cutbacks to vital provincial services, as well as the layoffs of thousands of residents, taxpayers and consumers in our rural communities. The Campbell government’s controversial tax cuts, while benefiting the richest one percentile the most,
 have left rural communities essentially to fend for themselves. To watch the provincial government eliminate one program after another, and shut down Ministry offices in virtually every corner of the province is quite tragic for many observers. All this for tax cuts that are mainly lining the pockets of a small number of the wealthiest British Columbians. 

Tax cuts are relatively meaningless to most working people living in remote, often isolated communities in the context of thousands of decent paying government jobs disappearing in the last year alone. As one CUPE member put it, “Who cares about a tax cut if I have to lose my job to get it.” 

Of course, all the economic woes cannot be blamed on this government. The softwood lumber dispute with the U.S. has been primarily responsible for the forestry decline. The province, however, can be chastised for its shortsighted policies on the much beleaguered forestry sector. As many as 1,500 jobs were lost recently because of an Order-in-Council allowing 2.7 million cubic metres more raw log exports, without requiring the logs to be processed in BC. According to the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, this OIC “forfeits an additional $144 million wages in exchange for $2.7 million in revenue to the provincial government” (since the government is imposing a $1 per cubic metre stumpage surcharge for the exported logs instead of creating local employment)”.
 The government defended its actions by saying this initiative creates jobs for loggers, and that there isn’t enough milling capacity to require the logs to be processed in BC. Anyone who’s witnessed the temporary shutdowns and permanent closures of sawmills around the province knows this couldn’t be further from the truth. It is commonly known that there is an overcapacity in milling – up to 16 mills may be facing closure in BC because there isn’t enough wood to sustain them.

Municipalities in Rural Areas Need Assistance

Despite complaints about inadequate federal funding, Canadian provinces and urban areas are faring much better than smaller municipalities. A recent study conducted by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development concluded that, “Canadian provincial governments account for 36% of total tax revenue, a far greater share than in all the other federal countries”. 
 According to the OECD, it’s our cash-strapped municipalities – not provinces – we should be focusing on. Like some other provinces, BC continues to offload social and infrastructure expenditures onto local governments.  Not only are municipalities in trouble, but the report cautioned policy makers about growing disparities between larger Canadian cities along the U.S. border and poorer rural areas to the north of these large metropolitan areas – the severest disparities lie in the most remote rural areas.

Rural Transportation Hit Hard

Our transportation network is the backbone of our local and provincial economies. We rely on it for everything from the movement of forestry products, to the transportation of tourists.  All industries depend on our transportation system and for this reason it is imperative that we maintain an effective and competitive network to facilitate economic development.




Prince George Mayor Colin Kinsley. 

Far from injecting more money into remote areas, the provincial government continues to reduce services to rural BC. Late September Premier Campbell promised municipal leaders he would spend hundreds of millions of dollars in transportation
.  But, barely two weeks later
, the government introduced legislation to allow BC Rail to cut its passenger rail service to the North. As a public enterprise, BC Rail is currently required to take passengers as well as freight. This legislation will allow the publicly owned railway to discontinue all three of its passenger rail lines that “lose money,” resulting in the loss of 90 more jobs and a key transportation route. 

There are two conclusions we can draw from this move. First, apparently the province does not think rural transportation is a priority, even though passenger trains bring desperately needed tourist revenues to Northern BC. The Premier has committed up to a $1 billion to upgrade the Sea-to-Sky Highway (Vancouver to Whistler) for an Olympic bid, yet refuses to spend a few million each year to subsidize essential rail services to Prince George. 

Second, reducing rural passenger services paves the way for privatization. Cut out the “unprofitable” elements and BC Rail is ready to be sold off. Is this a cynical view? Not, at all. The Canadian Taxpayers Federation (British Columbia), CN Rail, Canadian Pacific, and American rail companies such as the Denver, Colorado based Omnitrax, have already geared up their lobby efforts to promote the sell-off of BC Rail. Owned by British Columbia since 1918, BC Rail is Canada’s third-largest rail carrier and could potentially be sold off at bargain basement prices the way the Federal government disposed of CN Rail (CN, now worth $15 billion,
 was privatized in 1995 for a mere $2.4 billion). Several companies are floating the privatization trial balloon with the expectation that BC Rail, considered a sacred cow in many circles, will be parceled off at the first political opportunity.

Many Northern and Interior communities have banded together to protest these and other transportation cuts.
  Two central issues were raised at the provincial budget consultations held in Prince George last month. There was widespread consensus that the provincial government must increase its commitment to Northern transportation – from highways and ports to ferries, rail and air. Furthermore, several groups told the budget committee to spend more tax revenues on health care, education, and other infrastructure. “If the (infrastructure) is deteriorating, who wants to come here?”, asked Prince George Chamber of Commerce president Lee Hill at the consultation.
 

It is incumbent upon this government to immediately address the rural economic crisis and provide redress to these communities. The Select Standing Committee on Finance and Government Services’ Report bears notable mention because its recommendations do not rubber stamp the government’s rural economic strategies. Indeed, two of the Liberal-dominated committee’s key recommendations take aim at the government’s current economic approach. These are: 

· (1) That the government provide some form of assistance in the 2003 Budget to resource-dependent rural communities, affected by government restructuring and the softwood lumber dispute, during the difficult transition period. The Committee thinks the growing gap between rural British Columbia and the large urban centres has to be addressed now. The situation is becoming critical for resource-dependent communities hit hard by the combined impact of the government’s restraint program and the current economic uncertainty in forestry and the mining sector. …

· (3) That the government consider making transportation infrastructure a top priority for capital spending now and in the future. The Committee thinks it is essential to have a quality, integrated transportation network to serve as the backbone for the economic development of all regions of the province and to realize the full potential of the province’s natural resources. 

We applaud the budget committee for acknowledging the extent of the predicament in which rural BC finds itself. And we would urge the Rural Education Task Force to echo these views in its report. Unless the government provides the necessary infusion of capital and job creation initiatives (starting with reopening the Ministry offices), these communities will continue to falter, creating the conditions for systemic under-funding of school districts in these areas.

III. Impact of Education Funding Cuts to Various Rural Communities

(We recommend that) the government give serious consideration to providing additional transitional funding for the K-to-12 education system. During the public hearings, the Committee was struck forcibly by how much financial pressure educators working in the K-to-12 system seemed to be experiencing as they try to adjust to the new funding formula for school districts. We think the shortage of funds is reaching a critical stage for rural schools and schools-based programs in urban areas.
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Education funding was a top priority under the previous government – so much so that BC increased its education spending by more than any other province over the 1990's
. 

This additional spending bore impressive results. For example, a major indicator of learning outcomes is reading and literacy levels. According to a Statistics Canada report based on 2000 data and released late November, the gap between rural and urban reading levels is quite high in several provinces, but the BC reading gap is the second lowest in Canada.
 Not only did we have the second lowest reading gap, but we had the second highest reading scores in both the urban and rural categories.

Funding Freeze is Major Threat to Quality Education

The most immediate threat to rural education is the freeze on the education budgets for three years and the significant reductions in other Ministry spending, as these produce particularly negative consequences in rural communities.  

Despite being elected on a “no cuts to education” platform, this government froze education funding, and then decided to download the costs of higher MSP and WCB premiums as well as compensation increases in teacher and support staff contracts onto already cash-strapped school districts. Further, the province’s decision to ignore inflationary pressures
 and population growth in its funding allocations has left many school boards on the verge of a serious crisis.

These policies have come home to roost, particularly in rural areas. The initial results are troubling. Increased class sizes, school closures, significant transportation cuts, dirtier classrooms and washrooms, the loss of school support programs, teacher and support staff reductions – this is what the future spells for parents and their children in almost every school district across this province. 

Listed below are highlights of news reports and CUPE members’ observations of the types and volume of school board cuts over the last few months. This is not a comprehensive list by any means, but rather it gives us a sense of the enormous challenges facing most school districts at this time:

Vancouver Island

· On Vancouver Island, there have been many negative effects in both Nanaimo and Cowichan schools, including cuts to Educational Assistants and Teacher Aids, most of whom work directly with special needs children. In School District 68, parents complain that the three-year funding freeze in education spending is the key reason why there is a growing dissatisfaction with the public school system.
 Parents fear that many children are falling through the cracks. The school district’s ability to integrate special needs children fully is now at risk due to funding cuts. Sixteen fewer educational assistants this year means many students will be losing the close attention needed to achieve their scholastic goals. Special needs children are simply not getting the attention they deserve.

· Parents in School District 68 (Nanaimo-Ladysmith) are justifiably distressed about plans to cut secretarial staff or reduce the hours they work. The District Parents’ Advisory Council pointed to safety concerns that smaller schools won’t have someone in the office for hours during the day to keep track of school visitors.

· In Powell River, there have been significant support staff cuts, and a middle school was closed to save money. More cuts are said to be coming. 

Northern BC and the Cariboo

· In Northern BC, school districts are contemplating more school closures due to funding cutbacks. Following the closure of a Wells elementary school, parents protested in early September by refusing to let 15 children take the 80-kilometre bus journey to their new school in Quesnel. The school was shut down by the Quesnel school district as a result of inadequate government funding. 

· The Prince George school district is facing a $25 million shortfall over the next three years due to inadequate government funding. This revenue is not only a loss to the school district, but also to the community as a whole. A higher rate of foreclosures and bankruptcies are expected, leading more people to leave the community.
 In the summer, SD 57 decided to close seven schools to save $2.1 million towards a $9.2 million for 2002-2003.
 Though the school district recently discovered the “sparseness grant” worth $1.054 million, allowing it to keep open three rural schools slated for closure, it did not reverse its decision on the seven schools closed last summer.
 

· The government may point to declining enrollment. But, is it any wonder people are forced to leave their communities when sawmills are closing, and the provincial government exacerbates the unemployment situation by shutting down Ministry services (such as Corrections Centres, Apprenticeship Programs and the Legal Aid offices) and laying off more than 100 Ministry staff in the Terrace area alone. Besides closing schools, some school boards are not replacing custodial staff on sick leave until their third day of absence to save costs. The threat to our children’s health increases exponentially when schools are not cleaned properly. Infectious diseases from the flu to scabies and lice are more likely to spread in schools where custodial or cleaning staff is reduced.

Okanagan, Kootenays, Rocky Mountain

· The Kamloops/Thompson school board has cut several library and science assistants, not to mention custodians and secretaries. Schools in Logan Lake, Barriere and Chase may either merge, experience major changes or close down altogether while the board looks for ways to save the dollars required by the provincial government. Staff are understandably frustrated at overcrowded conditions, including a physical education class overflowing with 44 students, a shop class with 31 students and youngsters "sitting on the sinks" in one science class due to a lack of space. 

· Schools have been closed in School District 74 (Gold Trail) – a rural school at Spences Bridge and an elementary school in Lillooet. Cuts to about 30 full-time equivalent support staff jobs have occurred. Many school bus runs have been shortened or discontinued. Custodial services have been reduced dramatically, and that can only mean one thing for students in that district: school hygiene is bound to decline.

· Significant class size increases have occurred in Kootenay Lakes schools. But, as one of our members reports, the impact so far has been on the community, which in turn, has long-term consequences for the school district. Health care cuts in hospitals and long-term care facilities, Ministry cutbacks (court house closure, agriculture department cuts) are making this community less attractive to farmers, retirees and people needing gainful employment. In Grand Forks and some other areas serviced by School District #51 (Boundary Schools), CUPE members have been hit with reduced income as a result of the move to a four-day school week brought about by these budget cuts. It’s easy to see why parents are concerned about the quality of education when budget cuts are a primary reason for moving to a shorter school week.

· The Rocky Mountain School District is in serious trouble. Kimberly has been hit hard by the closure of Cominco, the hospital, and eight elementary schools, resulting in the loss of more than 22 positions held by our members. Cutting seven Special Education Assistants means special needs children will no longer get the attention they deserve. Closing the only school in Wasa has frustrated parents to the point of considering a lawsuit based on the fact that closing rural schools discriminates against rural students by placing barriers to their access to education.
 

· At a public forum in mid-November, virtually all Cranbrook candidates for school trustee agreed “the funding freeze was strangling programs, increasing class sizes, raising the possibility of more school closures and stifling educational opportunities.”

· This, combined with forest industry cuts, makes people think twice about moving to these communities or living there at all. Many families are simply relocating to other areas, most notably to Alberta, to look for jobs. By de-populating our long-standing communities, the government is reducing our student populations, which will result in even less funding to these areas. 

Fraser Valley

· Cuts in School District 33 (Chilliwack) include the layoff of large numbers of teaching assistants coupled with reductions in custodial, transportation, clerical and maintenance staff. Reduced staff without a corresponding reduction of duties have amounted to serious service cuts to students in this area, and increased workloads to our members in the Fraser Valley, as it has in the rest of the province. 
Unfortunately, the outcries from rural BC have fallen on deaf ears. Premier Campbell announced there would be no new funds for K-12 less than a week after the legislative budget committee (composed mainly of Liberal MLA’s) confirmed that rural districts are facing a critical shortage of funds.
 He cited the public debt as the reason – a debt that’s considerably increased since his tax cuts gave BC’s richest 1% one the greatest tax grabs in Canadian history.

Though school board cuts have only just began, the impact on our children and communities is already being sharply felt throughout the province of British Columbia. And the worst is yet to come. These funding cuts must be stopped in their tracks before the education system is plunged into a deeper crisis.

III.  School Closures Strike at the Heart of Rural Communities

In the last year, 44 rural schools were closed, striking at the heart of communities throughout BC. Schools in rural areas and small towns face difficult challenges in serving the needs of children and the goals of public education, but these closures threaten the viability of the communities themselves.

Historically, rural schools were educational pioneers -- developing innovative learning techniques to fit their unique circumstances. Tending to be smaller in size in many communities, rural schools developed an expertise in multi-grade classrooms, mentoring, peer assistance and cooperative learning. 

The quality of rural education is organically linked to the communities they serve and to the level of provincial funding they receive. Rural school districts can be one of the largest employers in the area, serving many functions beyond their role of delivering public education services. Rural schools are more than buildings that house children during the day. They serve as the social, recreational and cultural foundation of their communities. They are places where children spend the day learning, and they are also children’s playgrounds, adult education centres, child care centres, community centres, recreational facilities and meeting halls.  Without such infrastructure, it becomes difficult to maintain a viable population and economic base in rural areas. Schools form an integral part of the social and economic fabric of rural communities.

Often they face difficulties in recruiting and retaining teachers and support staff. For example, one study found that teachers leave communities because of geographic isolation, weather, distance from larger communities and family, and inadequate access to consumer goods. Teachers were also more likely to stay in isolated communities if their spouse found employment and there was satisfaction with the rural lifestyle
. Since many rural areas are facing an economic downturn with little relief from the province, the retention of school board employees whose spouses must also work for a living, is likely be at greater risk these days in more remote communities.

Long Bus Rides Lower Student Achievement Levels

In many communities, school closures mean much longer school bus rides. Students are exhausted because their day is much longer – they have to get up much earlier to catch a bus, and tend to get home much later after a long commute. Parents and children in rural communities relate stories of school bus travel over treacherous roads, of dangerous disciplinary situations on buses because children get restless during a long ride, of students who are tired at school and home, and can’t play with their friends because they get home too late.

The afternoon commute is the time when many students would go out and play or participate in sports activities. We are concerned about our children’s fitness levels as a result of longer busing, especially the rising rate of obesity in children. Long distances also may be prohibitive to parents getting involved in their children’s education and schools – parental involvement in their children’s education is a key element of student achievement. 

Canadian geographer, Michael Fox, studied the impact of long bus rides on student achievement. According to Fox, the data indicated that "as time on the bus increases, students participate in fewer non-essential activities (those activities other than sleep, personal care, school and the bus ride)... The individuals with large average times on a bus report lower grades and poorer levels of fitness, fewer social activities and poor study habits.”  
 These are disturbing results, considering how many students now face longer bus rides.

Rural school closures can often lead to a more difficult time in the classroom for students with special needs because of the increased distances students they are now required to travel. Transportation issues for these students and their families can be quite overwhelming.  In rural areas, just getting to and from school can add hours to each day. Some students are required to sit 2 to 3 hours per day on a bus. For these students, this extra time often compounds problems that they are already dealing with in school. 

Bigger Schools and Schools Not Necessarily Better for Education

School closures are often justified on the grounds that larger schools produce give children a better education because they have access to more resources, including technology. However, a survey of the literature on the amalgamation of school districts and the creation of larger schools suggests they may actually defeat their originally intended purpose. Though some economies of scale could be achieved in the short run, the longer term educational results are often disappointing. Dozens of U.S. studies on larger schools and school district size concluded that larger schools: 

· Hurt attendance and dampen enthusiasm for participation in school activities;

· Have lower grade averages and lower marks on standardized-test scores;

· Exhibit higher dropout rates and more difficulties with violence, security and drug problems;

· Cost more per graduate because smaller schools have fewer dropouts; and 

· Have so many more behavioural problems that any virtues associated with their larger size are “cancelled out by the difficulties of maintaining an orderly learning environment.

Removing children from their communities for long periods of the day also affects the economies of small rural communities. It may be hard for Lower Mainlanders to believe, but a simple matter of older students not spending their money at local restaurants and stores can negatively affect local businesses in fragile economies. If a rural school closes, communities will still need to spend money to maintain the building or build new facilities to house meeting spaces and recreational activities. Residents may face additional taxes to provide these services that are freely available in urban areas because there are many more schools in the vicinity.

We would concur with the residents of Wells, BC whose school was closed by the Quesnel school district last summer.
 The government funding formula should be based on operating schools, not shutting them down. A “No School, No Money” policy would force the government and school districts to keep more rural schools open. 

However, we would caution the Task Force chairman against proposing four-day weeks for rural schools. Like urban areas, parents usually have five-day work weeks. Having to provide paid child care for the fifth day on a weekly basis would cause these parents undue financial hardship.

IV. 
Clean Physical Environments and Student Achievement

In times of budgetary cutbacks school districts are often tempted to reduce maintenance and custodial staff – or worse yet – privatize these services. We would like to explain why these “quick fixes” don’t work and may very well reduce student achievement objectives.

Staffing Cuts Harm Schools and Children

If school boards permit a reduction in maintenance or custodial services, the results affect rural children the most. Harsher climates in rural areas means buildings need more frequent repairs, have higher heating bills and the students are kept inside for more hours during the day. If our schools are not adequately funded and maintained, this is only a partial list to expect when cutbacks are implemented:

· As buildings age and repairs are needed, cleaning requirements increase. Sufficient funds must be provided to keep buildings continually repaired — with enough staff to do the job — so that cleaning staff are not overwhelmed by spending unnecessary time cleaning areas due to leaky roofs, for example.

· Inadequate cleaning and maintenance of the ventilation systems means that the air circulating in the building will not be as clean. Indoor pollution poses as much a potential problem in schools as it does in some office buildings.

· Cleaning cutbacks do not bode well for children with respiratory difficulties. Accumulation of hidden dust presents risks to health. Children with allergies and asthma are particularly at risk. 

· If cutbacks escalate, toilets and washroom sinks and facets will remain plugged and unusable for longer periods of time.

· All school staff, including custodians and maintenance workers, watch out for children. Often CUPE members are the ones who protect students against strangers or strange animals in the school or on the grounds. In fact, these CUPE members are often the only adults around when incidents take place.  If these staff are madly scrambling to keep up with heavier workloads, they simply will not have the time to be as vigilant.

Arguments Against the Privatization of Cleaning and Maintenance Services 

The Rural Education Task Force can take a leadership position against the contracting out of cleaning and maintenance services in schools. Though Alberta is often hailed as the “Mecca” of public sector privatization, various school boards have found contracting-out to produce very disappointing results – to say the least. In 1997, after three years experience with contracted out custodial work, the Edmonton Public School District and its custodians represented by CUPE Local 474 commissioned a joint comparison study of 10 schools – half of them contracted-out and half maintained by in-house custodial workers. Carried out by two independent evaluators, the study found:

· Contracted-out custodial services were neither cheaper, nor more efficient; 

· In-house custodians exceeded the performance of contracted out custodians by 18 per cent; and 

· In-house staff have a sense of ownership and greater commitment to their schools than contracted-out employees. This “sense of ownership and belonging” accounted for the lower costs and higher efficiency of the in-house CUPE custodians.

As a result of this pilot project, Edmonton school trustees voted to return the contracted out work back to the school district. 

In 1998, the Calgary Board of Education conducted a similar study after it had contracted out its in-house care taking services. The results once again concluded that contract cleaning services were: 

· Managed less efficiently;

· Produced sub-standard quality work;

· Failed to provide consistent service levels;

· Did not adhere to safety standards;

· Negatively affected school employee morale; and 

· Cost more than in-house services.

These are important object lessons for the provincial government as it barrels headlong into privatizing almost every public service that moves.

It’s clear from recent opinion polls that British Columbians do not want privatized school board services. According to a new Ipsos-Reid poll commissioned by CUPE BC, fifty-seven per cent of B.C. households say they do not want public services like maintenance and custodial work taken over by private firms. Conducted in mid-October, the poll of 800 households asked respondents whether municipal and school board services should be provided by workers employed by them. A significant majority said “No”. The message is sinking in. As the above studies have shown, there are few savings to be achieved, and students are potentially harmed by ill-advised moves to privatize public services.

Clean Physical Environments Raise Student Achievement Levels

What does a clean physical environment have to do with education outcomes? In 1993, the Ontario Association of School Business Officials produced a nation-wide study on the state of public schools across Canada entitled The Canadian Schoolhouse in the Red. One of its conclusions revealed the importance of a clean and well-kempt learning environment. 

The study found that more than 80% of education administrators think the condition of a school facility is a “key factor” (65%) or “absolutely critical” (18%) to student achievement. If a school has fallen into a state of disrepair, the study says:

It bespeaks neglect, and students’ conduct seems simply an extension of the physical environment that surrounds them.

The message to students is clear: ‘What is going on inside is not important!”, according to one school committee in response to evident facility neglect. The committee added that attitudes and discipline problems fostered by such an environment “in turn contribute to poor performance.” 

These conclusions are supported by American studies, namely, Maureen Edwards’ seminal 1992 evaluation of the state of Washington, D.C. schools. Edwards found that the condition of the school made a predictable difference in student achievement. Using standardized achievement scores and statically removing other variables known to affect the scores, such as the student’s socioeconomic status, Edwards found the following:

· Students assigned to schools in poor condition can be expected to fall 5.5 percentage points below those in schools in fair condition, and

· Students assigned to schools in poor condition can be expected to fall 10.9 percentage points below those in buildings in excellent condition.

In many ways, such findings can be reduced to common sense. How academically inviting is it for a child if s/he is surrounded by dirty floors and walls, graffiti over school property, germ-infested washrooms and dust-filled classrooms. We must remember that children spend almost one-half of the waking hours at school. The essential point is that unless the child’s physical learning environment is more than satisfactory, most other learning objectives may simply fall by the wayside.

V. 
Funding Cuts Will Hurt Children with Special Needs

Recent decisions of government to freeze school district budgets for the next three years will produce a number of consequences we feel will be especially detrimental to special needs students.

Funding for special needs students has always been an issue with school districts across the province.  Until this year, special education funding was targeted to programs and to children with special needs.  With the elimination of targeted funding for high incidence children, our members tell us many of these students are not receiving the care they previously received. This is particularly true in rural areas. Hundreds of educational assistants across the province have had their hours reduced which translates into special needs students not getting the individual attention they need. Also counselling services and specialists supporting children with special needs have been cut as the result of teacher lay-offs.

In the past, many districts put more money into special education than was targeted. Since the government is not funding most of the costs to school districts flowing from BCTF, CUPE and administrator wages increases, higher benefits premiums, MSP and WCB off-loading costs, higher inflation and natural gas hikes, school districts will be hard pressed not to lay-off more special education assistants and teachers. As the funding crisis escalates in the midst of these soaring costs, we fear we will see even deeper cuts to services provided to special needs students.

The impact on children of decreased funding will be even greater in rural British Columbia because declining enrolment that has grown to epidemic proportions.

In 2000, an employment security fund was awarded by the Holden-Ready Industrial 


Inquiry Commission, which many districts used to keep special education 


assistants and others from being laid-off.  This amounted to $32 million over the past three years.  As of September 2003 this money will no longer be available to offset lay-offs – forcing many school districts to curtail services to special needs students by reducing the number of special education assistants.

Survey of CUPE Special Education Assistants
As a part of our research for this submission, the CUPE BC Special Education Task Force recently surveyed special education assistants in rural BC.  They were asked to provide input in the following areas:

· Extra financial burden for parents,

· Transportation issues,

· Access to specialists,

· Problems in the classroom and

· Changing levels of service.

Decreasing Support for Special Needs Children 

According to our survey results, the impact of the recent cuts to special education services is particularly noticeable in rural schools. We have seen the loss of timely assessments and of special education staff support in the creation of Individual Educational Plans and programs.  The services of physiotherapists, occupational therapists, speech language pathologists, psychologists, special education assistants and counsellors, as required in the IEP, have been reduced or eliminated by factors of funding and geography. 

Access to non educational specialists in rural areas is very limited.  Cutbacks in health and community social services have forced parents to travel great distances to obtain key services for their children.  These include medical practitioners, occupational therapists, physiotherapy, speech and language therapists, and other specialists as well as assessment facilities.  Parents are required to subsidize these services as they are required to pay for travel and accommodation costs as well as time off work in order to access services that are much more available in the Lower Mainland.

In rural areas where there has been a disproportionate drop in enrolment, there is a similar decline in the number of trained education assistants.  Education assistants are being stretched between too many students with diverse medical, educational and behavioural needs.  This has created extreme workloads and a stressful work environment.  This additional stress is compounded by the lack of trained substitutes due to a declining community human resources pool.  In some districts, we have seen clerical staff used to substitute for trained special education assistants.

With increased workloads, the ability of educational teams to collaborate on the creation of IEP’s, educational assessments, student evaluations behaviour strategies and student transitions is greatly diminished.  This stressful work environment reduces the potential for successful student achievement. Isolation and lack of collaboration do not provide opportunities for the teamwork that is so critical for student success.

Student Safety at Risk

The administration of medications in schools has also become an increased safety hazard.  Our members are telling us that many special education assistants are required to dispense student medication to a larger number of students.  Special education assistants are worried that errors in the type of medication given out or the process of dispensation will take place.  There are issues involving the number of students assigned to each special education assistant.  Proper training for existing SEAs and having properly trained substitutes are critical for the safety and well being of students.

With less support and staff supervision, we are concerned that children are more at risk for violence, bullying and accidents on the playground.

V. 
Directions and Recommendations to the Rural Education Task Force

Rural families want our children educated in schools as close to home as possible, in a

caring environment and with close ties to the community. Our experience is that rural

schools are the centre of closely knit communities and strong family values.

These communities have a right to ensure their children receive quality education that is broadly based and comparable in every respect to urban education. This includes the provision of technological infrastructure and support so that our children can avail themselves of every opportunity to a sound educational background provides.

What is urgently needed is a rural development strategy to deal with the economic downturns and job losses that are causing rural residents to leave their communities, often

permanently.

Until these issues are addressed, our communities will continue their downward spiraling,

and this in turn, will cause our children’s education to suffer.

RECOMMENDATIONS

We have several recommendations for the task force:

1. Life the freeze on education funding.  The government must ensure that compensation and premium increases (WCB & MSP) are fully funded.

2. Implement an immediate moratorium on school closures.

3. Before any further school closures occur complete a study, examining the impact of every rural school closure in the past year on children and their communities.

4. Stop school boards from pocketing the savings from school closures. This funding

policy encourages rural school closures, even when the school board receives

sufficient funds for these schools to remain open.

5.
Recognize and address the problem of additional cost pressures on rural students to ensure that they have equal access to quality education.  This includes keeping schools open even in times of declining enrollment, giving small communities time to adjust to changing economic conditions.

6.
The existing block funding formula must address all rural education costs, such as:  higher transportation and energy costs, smaller class sizes in rural schools and increased travel time for specialists.

7.   Restore adequate and targeted special education funding to school boards.

8.
Provide the infrastructure needed to support distance-learning needs, allowing rural students to meet the challenges caused by declining enrolments and limited course offerings.

9.
Reject the privatization of cleaning and maintenance services in schools.

Respectfully submitted,

CUPE BC Division

#510-4940 Canada Way

Burnaby  BC  V5G 4T3

Phone: 604-291-9119

Fax:  604-291-9043
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