
D
uring the past school year, the Minister of Education,
Shirley Bond, backed by Premier Gordon Campbell,
committed to visiting every school district in BC, and

Wednesday, January 24 was the turn of Gulf Islands School
District (SD#64). Minister Bond began her Salt Spring day by
having a closed-door breakfast meeting with the school board.
Issues ranging from local education initiatives to funding were
discussed. Later, the Minister went walkabout and spoke with
students at several schools on that Island.

Before returning to Victoria, the Minister granted a twenty-
minute interview with Island Tides. Regarding school fees, and
the recent court decision that school districts are allowed to
charge fees only for non-essential courses, the Minister replied
that she is still awaiting information and that some options
could require legislation. She did not say what those options
might be.

With respect to school funding, the Minister noted that 55 of
the 60 districts in the province are experiencing declines in
enrollment, and that this is presenting school districts with
challenges.

Inequitable Funding For Small
Districts

When asked about a letter sent to her on January 16 from
School District #59 (Peace River South) about inequitable
funding, the Minister replied that she had not seen the letter
but was aware of it. This letter points out the inequity in
provincial funding for wage increases to non-teaching staff;
small districts receive less than large districts for non-teaching
staff wage increases. 

The letter concluded by asking ‘that the Ministry of
Education reconsider its funding allocation method to one that
is fair and equitable, and does not penalize rural districts.’ 

One Size Does Not Fit All
The Ministry of Education funds every school district in the
province for their day-to-day operational expenses. It does this
through operational grants. Strangely, however, it does not
base these grants on the actual costs incurred in school
districts, (the amounts of which are readily available from
school districts’ secretary-treasurers) but on a variable number
of formulas (approximately 16 this year). This has the
unfortunate effect of forcing school districts to budget
according to the formulas and not according to their actual
expenses. 

The funding formulas also create inequities between
districts since student needs and geographic factors vary greatly
among the sixty school districts in the province. 

No combination of ‘one size fits all’ formulas can
compensate for these differences. Because their needs are very
different from those of larger urban districts, this is particularly
true for smaller rural and mid-size districts. These districts
have suffered from inadequate funding relative to larger
districts for more than a decade.

Different Districts, Different Responses
In response to these inequitable funding shortfalls, many
districts chose to close schools and lay-off teachers to balance
their budgets. 

Three school districts (including SD#64) made the
extraordinary decision to implement the 4-day school week.
These districts implemented this drastic and innovative
measure in order to retain teachers. By retaining five percent of
their teaching staff who would otherwise have been laid off,
these districts were able to reduce class sizes, reduce the
number of grades in a single class in smaller schools, and
provide more counselling, additional courses, and library time
for students. 

The obvious question was whether missing Fridays would
have a deleterious effect on learning. Four years later, the 4-day
week move seems to have paid off over closing schools; the
overall performance of students has not shown any decline.
However neither course of action negates the fact that the
current funding allocation system is itself problematic—in fact
they underscore that. The need for drastic measures should
have been a wake up call for the ministry. 

The problem was recognized by the government’s own Task
Force on Rural Education which, in 2003, recommended  that
the government ‘increase public understanding of the funding
allocation system’ and ‘review rural schools funding.’ The
government continues to ignore those recommendations. 

On Salt Spring, Minister Boyd could only remark that
different school districts respond differently to fiscal problems.

Technical Review Rubber Stamping
Funding woes in the Gulf Islands district have been
documented many times; more than a decade after the
problem was brought to the attention of the Ministry, there has
been minimal change. 

Will the SD#59 letter change anything? It’s doubtful as
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Minister Bond once again dismissed the claim that the
Funding Allocation System (FAS) was inequitable. She
emphasized that every year, the System is examined by a
Technical Review Committee (TRC), which includes
superintendents and secretary-treasurers. 

The implication is that because these groups examine the
current FAS, therefore it must be all right. The catch is that
the TRC is merely advisory, and is frequently left out of the
decision-making loop when the Ministry makes changes to
funding.

Cameron Dow, president of the BC School District
Secretary Treasurers’ Association, has reiterated his concern
that the TRC is only an advisory body. He comments that
there are many differing opinions among the sixty school
districts’ secretary-treasurers as to whether to endorse the
FAS as a whole or in part—and that only three secretary-
treasurers sit on the TRC at any one time. Hardly a ringing
endorsement of the funding formulas! (Geoff Jopson,
president of the BC School Superintendents’ Association did
not want to comment at this time.)

‘Have Nots’ May Be Victims of
Injustice

On the positive side, the government has recently
implemented a $15.5 million initiative to assist districts
which would otherwise lose more than 1% of their funding

in any one year, but this only glosses over the issue of the
inequitable funding methods used by the Ministry; some of
this money would never have been needed if there were
funding equity. The government likes to pretend that this
funding is needed because of drastic reductions of
enrollment, but that’s not completely true as the letter from
SD#59 demonstrates.

Site Visits
Visits to school districts throughout the province by the
Premier and the Minister of Education are a worthwhile
endeavour because it allows them to see what is happening
in schools. This will hopefully open their eyes to what is
needed in classrooms, and they will respond positively to
the specific needs of different districts.

However, it appears the government is still wearing
blinders with respect to school funding by endlessly
repeating the mantra that the Funding Allocation System
funds school districts equitably. It doesn’t, and there’s a
growing chorus of voices from school districts around the
province who are demanding that this be fixed.

For the sake of our children’s education, let’s hope the
government begins listening soon. Otherwise children in
some districts, notably those in smaller and rural ones such
as SD #64, will be denied an equal opportunity to succeed,
and that is not acceptable.  0
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