
A
n analysis of the way school districts are funded by the
provincial government has concluded that the formula
used to calculate grants is biased against smaller and rural

districts. The report, prepared by Pender Islander Russ Searle,
goes into considerable detail on the public education Funding
Allocation System (FAS), pointing out discrepancies in the
calculations used.

Searle was a school trustee for Gulf Islands School District
#64 for nine years, and a director of the BC Public Schools
Employers’ Association (BCPSEA) for four years. The BCPSEA
is responsible for negotiating salaries of unionized school
district employees, including teachers. (Searle emphasizes,
however, that the report is his own, and not that of the
association.)

Searle’s report strongly criticizes the BC government’s
funding of public schools (kindergarten to grade 12) as
chronically inadequate, lopsided, and displaying a complete
lack of long-term fiscal planning. The FAS, he says, is a mystery
to School District and Ministry of Education officials alike, but
the Province is the source of 95% of school district funding.
Searle estimates the cumulative shortfall in grants to school
districts as at least $166 million over the last five years. He
points out, however, that inequalities in education funding date
from well before the present government.

Funding on a Per Capita Basis
Searle aims first at an understanding of the FAS. He explains
that there are two major types of funding, the Basic Allocation
and the Supplements, each separately budgeted by the
provincial government. The large urban districts receive most
of their funding (82%) through the Basic Allocation (in 2005/6,
$5,573 per pupil) while smaller and rural districts obtain a
smaller proportion of their funding (55%) from the Basic
Allocation, and rely more heavily on the Supplements.
Province-wide, 80% of education funding is granted through
the Basic Allocation; the remainder is distributed via the
Supplements.

But since the overall budget for the Basic Allocation has
increased by 17% in the last five years, but the budget for
Supplements has increased by only 4.3%, funding has become
skewed even more in favour of the larger districts.

The Supplements are apparently intended to compensate
for additional costs incurred by the smaller and rural districts.
However, Searle also notes that since the allocation of the
Supplements is often calculated for an individual school district
as a proportion of the previous year’s Basic Allocation, the
distribution of Supplements is also skewed towards the larger
districts.

Further, the budgeting system is inherently incremental; next
year’s budget depends to some extent (and sometimes
specifically) on this year’s budget. This means that small
inequalities are perpetuated and often multiplied; the effects are
cumulative and differences can become quite large over a few
years. 

The result of all this, says Searle, is that, over the past five
years, smaller and rural districts have been financially squeezed
and have had to cut back programs or move to a four-day week
(SD #64, Gulf Islands, is one of these); and year after year,
programs and activities, once lost, can never be regained.

Funding For An Equitable Standard
Searle seeks ‘equity’ in school district funding. Ideally, he says,
this should be accomplished by setting a province-wide
standard for educational services, and funding for that
standard in each school district. In practice, however, he doubts
that this could be accomplished in the near future; the
government is likely to stick to per-pupil funding. 

Both the 1992 Education Funding Review Panel and the
2003 Task Force on Rural Education recognized that this per
capita funding formula is not equitable, because larger urban
boards had access to economies of scale not available to smaller
rural boards, and rural areas often have costs related to special
geographical or enrollment factors. But according to Searle,
recommendations to correct such inequalities have not been
implemented by any government.

The Supplements
The various Supplements are clearly intended to compensate
for some of these inequalities and differences, but for the most
part, they appear to be ‘Band-aid’ solutions, inadequate and
often poorly conceived.

The costs of classroom teaching are not, of course, the same
from district to district; teacher salaries vary from place to
place; experienced teachers get paid more, and are often
concentrated in the urban areas, where there is money to pay
them. So there is a Salary Differential Supplement, to
compensate for differences between the average teacher salary
in each district. For SD #64 in 2005/6, it was $248,496
compared to a Final Operating Grant of $14,116,913, or 1.76%
of the total.

There is a grant for Unique Student Needs (Special Needs
Students, etc); for SD #64 in 2005/6 it was $1,088,021, or 7.71%.
This percentage does not vary greatly between school districts.

Then there are a series of grants for what are called Unique
Geographic Factors. These are calculated by a variety of
methods that often owe more to arcane theory than to reality.
For SD #64 in 2005/6 they are:
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• Low Enrollment Factor: $1,043,872 or 7.39%
• Small Community Supplement: $1,180,104 or 8.36%
• Rural Factor Supplement (remoteness); Gulf  Islands are 

based on 678km (!) from Vancouver: $202,199 or 1.43%
• Climate Factor Supplement, based on days when 

temperature varies from 18ºC: $11,542 or 0.08%
• Sparseness Index Supplement, based on how geographically 

scattered each school district is: $137,228 or 0.97%
• Enrollment & Capacity Supplement: zero (only affects eight 

districts out of sixty)
• Transportation & Housing Supplement (frozen at 2000 

level since 2002): $1,064,309 or 7.54%

There is also a grant to cushion the cost of enrollment
decline (SD#64: $59,982 or 0.42% in 2005/6) and another to
cushion the cost of  ‘Significant Cumulative Enrollment
Decline,’ which doesn’t apply to SD#64. Finally, a grant to pay
for the updating of school district accounting systems, which is
calculated at $61.47 per student, yielding $97,376 or 0.69% to
SD#64.

The Process
The basic process is designed to reconcile the needs and costs
of the school districts with the amount of money that the
provincial government is prepared to make available from the
provincial budget. The school districts are required to submit, to
the Ministry of Education, estimated budgets, with estimated
September enrollments, in June, amend them in February
depending on how many students actually enrolled, and then are
told (by the Ministry) in March how much money they will be

granted for a school year that actually started the September
before. They are not allowed to run a deficit.

Searle strongly criticizes this process for the lack of any
consultation or negotiation. MLA’s don’t have any contact with
school trustees. School districts, he says, have no idea what the
Province’s financial situation will be next year, and the Province
has no idea what the school districts may actually need. The
Ministry appears to be caught in the middle, between the budget
cycles of the school districts and the provincial government.

There is, says Searle, no long range planning. He cites an
additional $150 million which the Province unexpectedly added
to the education grants immediately before the 2005 election,
and the $250 million pay raise which the government awarded
to the teachers in 2002, while granting the school districts only
$50 million to pay for it.

A Solution
Searle proposes, as a solution, that certain fixed costs, such as
heating, transportation, and maintenance, should be reimbursed
by the Province at actual cost. The remainder of costs, he
suggests, should be reimbursed on what he calls a ‘rolling ratio’
basis. He suggests grants which would depend on a ratio of per-
student funding in each district to per-student costs in the
largest district (currently Vancouver). This ratio would be
calculated as a ten-year average and adjusted annually. He
cautions, however, that initiating this system now would run the
risk of further perpetuating current inequalities, and therefore
determining a ‘common level of service’ would be a prerequisite
to its implementation.  0
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