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Notes on the TDSB’s 2012 Budget
Trustee Chris Glover


As you have probably seen in the media, the TDSB is facing a severe financial shortfall this year and is making a number of cuts to staff in our schools. I have written these notes to explain what is going on. 


It is about a budget, so there are a lot of numbers. To orient you, here’s an overview:


In any large organization the budget is divided into two sections, operations and capital. The operations budget covers the day-to-day operation of the school. It includes staff salaries and benefits, utilities, cleaning, textbooks, computers, etc. The capital budget covers buildings, additions, and major renovations. This document is primarily about the operations budget, although I do mention the capital budget when discussing the potential closure and sale of schools and in the recommendations at the end.
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You may have noticed that there have been conflicting messages in the media over the school budget shortfall. On the one hand the Minister of Education was quoted in the Sun saying, “Since 2003, the government has increased funding to the TDSB by 34%, while enrolment is down 12%” (Toronto Sun Tuesday April 3, 2012). On the other hand, the media has also stated that the TDSB is facing a $110 million shortfall and has to make severe cuts to our schools in order to fulfill its legal mandate to balance the budget.

Funding is up, enrolment is down, so why the shortfall?


First of all, I want to say that all three statements are true. Funding is up, enrolment is down, and we are facing a $110 million funding shortfall. 


The explanation is quite simple: the gross amount of funding is up, but the net amount of regular funding is down. If you adjust for inflation, and take away the cost of recent provincial education initiatives (such as capping primary class sizes at 20, literacy and numeracy initiatives focussed standardized test scores, and provincially negotiated staff pay increases at 3%) net funding across the province is down $900 million per year. With approximately 2 million students in the province, this means a reduction of $450 per student per year. 


This is a significant net decrease. In a high school of 1,000 students, it’s $450,000/year. If we had that $450 per student back, we would not be making drastic cuts to our staff, and we could start addressing the maintenance backlog in our schools. 


The figures above are from economist Hugh Mackenzie’s 2009 report, “No Time for Complacency: Education Funding Reality Check” (available at: http://www.policyalternatives.ca/publications/reports/no-time-complacency ). 


The larger than usual $110 million shortfall this year has been caused by a decrease not just in net funding, but in gross funding to the TDSB. This year, with new details, it turns out that gross funding is down $18 million. (The board has to absorb inflation – which at 2% equals $50 million – as well as the cost of opening another full day kindergarten in another 90 schools). 


All in all, the shortfall of $110 million takes in the net decline in funding, shortfalls from last year, inflation, and the cost of expanding full-day kindergarten. It makes up 4 ½% of the total budget.
One of the Lowest Levels of Education Funding


As well as examining Ontario’s decrease in funding, in “No Time for Complacency,” Mackenzie points out that Ontario’s per student funding is one of the lowest in North America. We are 9th out of 13th jurisdictions in Canada, and in comparison with the United States, we rank 46 out of 51 jurisdictions.  In 2009, Ontario invested just over $9,000 per student per year. This is slightly more than half of the $18,000 that New York spends, and is significantly lower than other states (see chart below). 
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A Growing Shortfall


As a Trustee, one of the frustrating aspects of provincial funding for education is that our shortfall keeps growing. Just over a year ago in January 2011, the TDSB’s Chief Financial Officer told us that we had a $33 million shortfall when planning for the 2011/12 school year. In March 2011, the province announced funding for the current school year and the shortfall had grown to $55 million. By September 2011, it was $85 million. Then in March 2012, the province announced funding for the 2012/13 year and added another $25 million on to our shortfall (see National Post article:  What the #!%*?: TDSB budget shortfall reaches $110 million http://news.nationalpost.com/2012/04/03/what-the-tdsb-budget-shortfall-reaches-110-million/)

Now it appears the $110 million shortfall for the 2012/13 school year is just another step in a continuing series of major cutbacks. The TDSB’s Chief Financial Officer anticipates an additional $30 million shortfall next year and another $30 million shortfall the following year. In all, if the board is to continue to balance our budget, we will need to cut a minimum of  $170 million in staff, programs and services from our schools over the next three years. This amount represents 7% of our overall budget, and announcements from the Ministry of Education indicate that this number is likely to grow. To make matters worse, the province typically allows boards to budget for a 1% deficit that they can make up for through in-year savings and cuts the following year. This year, although the shortfall has increased by $87 million over the past 12 months, and the current shortfall of $110 million is the largest in the board’s history, the province has removed the 1% flexibility.

Addressing the $110 million shortfall


To begin addressing the $110 million shortfall, in March 2012, the board voted to cut:

· 200 secondary teachers

· 17 Vice Principals

· 430 Education Assistants

· 4 Special Education Support Staff

· 134 Secretaries

· 6 School Based Safety Monitors

· 2 Aquatics Instructors

· 10 Caretaking Staff

The total savings from these cuts are $50 million. This means the board will also have to cut an additional $60 million in staff, programs and services to make up the $110 million shortfall. The rationale for the choice of these cuts is that it brings our staffing levels more in line with other boards in the province.


At the same board meeting in March, the board voted to hire:

· 394 Lunchroom Supervisors (= 50 full-time staff)

· 406 Early Childhood Educators

· 215 Elementary Teachers

All of these staff, except for a few elementary teachers
 are being hired to staff the province’s full-day kindergarten program. In other words, to pay for full-day kindergarten, Trustees have to cut staff from other parts of the school.

Why the growing shortfall?

How do we explain a funding shortfall that has grown from $33 million in January 2011 to $110 million in March 2012? I won’t go into the details of the increase. But it's worth noting cuts in a couple of important budget lines.  


There is, for example, the “top up grant”. This grant provides top-up money so that if a school is 80% full according to the Ministry of Education’s rated capacity, it gets funding for its utilities, cleaning, and day-to-day maintenance as if it were 100% full. This year the province changed the ratio to 85%. So that a school that is less than 85% full does not receive full funding for utilities, cleaning and day-to-day maintenance.  This change added $5 million on to the board’s funding shortfall.


Another item was computer funding, which was cut by $3 million 3 years ago. This funding was supposed to be reinstated this year, but the cut was extended. That added $3 million to the shortfall.


The top-up grant and the computer funding cuts were made by the provincial government. There are, however, other budget lines over which the Board has control, though these items remain without provincial funding. For example, funding for Education Assistants was cut in 1998 when the province took control of local education taxes (collected as part of our municipal taxes) and developed the current funding formula. The TDSB has cut many Education Assistants over the past years, but still had 493 that were paid for by taking money from other budget lines. They were granted the same 3% per year pay increase that the province negotiated for education staff. This 3% was not funded for Education Assistants so this continued to raise the board’s funding shortfall, putting increased pressure on the Board to cut more Education Assistants. 

June Cuts


Staff at the board are currently preparing a proposal to address the additional $60 million shortfall for the next school year. As mentioned, this round of cuts will be voted on in June.  


The discussion over this proposal is taking place in private meetings until the staff  has developed a plan that will be presented to the community for consultation. So the specifics of the proposal have not been ironed out. In previous years, proposed cuts to balance the budget have included items such as special education, central office administration, itinerant music instructors, outdoor education, and increasing permit fees for clubs and agencies that rent space in our schools.

More Cuts Coming


The $60 million in cuts that will be voted on in June is not the end of the story. As mentioned, the Board’s Chief Financial Officer anticipates an additional $30 million shortfall next year and an additional $30 million the following year. Also, the Ministry of Education has recently announced in the media that they will be making further cuts, and possibly eliminating the top-up grant. This would mean that a school would only get full funding for its utilities and general upkeep if it is 100% full according to the Ministry Rated Capacity. This could mean another $33 million cut.

Why Now?


Every year the funding formula generates another shortfall, but why is this year’s particularly bad?


A lot of it has to do with political timing. Governments try to deliver bad news at the beginning of their mandates so that by the time the next election rolls around, people will have forgotten and will be open for some good news stories. This is why Drummond’s report was commissioned last spring with a release date in January 2012, three months after the provincial election. Drummond set the stage for a drastic round of public service cuts. 


We are certainly in a period of austerity. But in order to find the best way out of it, we need to ask why our governments are running such high deficits and why, although our Gross Domestic Product has grown by 25% since 2000 (in spite of the downturn in 2008/9), it seems that we can no longer afford to pay for our schools. Mackenzie (2009) calculates that corporate and personal tax cuts during over the past 15 years have cost the provincial government $15 billion/year and suggests reversing some of those cuts in order to fund education.

Financial Stability?


One of the planks of TDSB Director Chris Spence’s Vision of Hope is “Financial Stability”. Provincial funding, however, is so erratic that it’s impossible to achieve financial stability in our schools. Most boards balance their budgets by planning in advance for the next year’s round of cuts. We need a better funding model that provides adequate funding to maintain staffing levels and services.

The Best School System in the World


It should be noted that in spite of these continual budget challenges, Ontario has one of the best public education systems in the world. I’m not a big fan of the current over-focus on standardized test scores, but as a measure of success, Ontario students consistently perform in the top five jurisdictions in the world on the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests.


So, we have one of the best systems in the world, and one of the lowest levels of funding in North America. In other words, we have achieved incredible efficiency. But if the government continues to squeeze the system, it could break. 

The Risk

The risk also is that all of the funding pressures are driving public schools to look for private money to make up the shortfalls. Schools are more dependent than ever on student fees, parent fundraising and corporate partnerships to make up for public funding shortfalls. This is leading to growing inequity in our system as schools in wealthy neighbourhoods are able to fundraise and charge student fees while those in low income neighbourhoods have little ability to do so.  (For more information on this growing gap, see Patty Winsa’s article “New Math: The Rich Schools Get Richer: School Funding Gap Gets Wider” at http://www.parentcentral.ca/parent/education/article/616938--school-funding-gap-gets-wider ).


Dependence on private funding for public education is a slippery slope that can undermine the system as it is doing in parts of the United States where advertising dominates some students’ days from ads piped into school buses on the way to school, to “Coke Days” and “field trips” to Walmart. In England the government is supporting corporate or religious sponsored academies to replace public schools. In exchange for an investment, the corporate or religious sponsors have a majority of seats on committees that run schools including the hiring of the Principal  (see Consuming Schools https://www.lib.uwo.ca/blogs/education/2011/03/new-book-consuming-schools-com.html ).

Solutions


If we’ve got empty schools, why don’t we just close and sell some of them to raise money? A recent article and editorial in The Star states:

With a staggering 71,000 fewer students than the province says it has room for, the Toronto District School Board faces having to close the rough equivalent of 171 schools now that Queen’s Park no longer will help pay to keep under-used schools open.
The Star April 1st, 2012

The problem with this argument is that the facts aren’t correct. Counted into the “71,000 student spaces” the province says are surplus are:

· Music, art, or computer rooms in elementary schools

· Shop or Home Ec rooms in Middle Schools (funding for these programs was cut in 1998, but some schools are still managing to operate the programs because they have a teacher who happens to be able to teach the course)

· Schools leased to Catholic or private schools

· Space leased in schools to agencies

· Adult student spaces

For example, the Ministry of Education rates the Burnhamthorpe Adult Learning Centre as only 18% full. But every room in that building is used all day and into the evening, primarily by adults returning to school to finish their diploma, but also by special needs students, senior students, a daycare, and community agencies. It’s actually a very well used public resource. To close and sell it would be a real loss to the community.


On the other hand, there are some schools in some parts of the city that are underutilized. The board has been addressing its surplus space through the following actions:

· In Sept. 2007, the Board created the Toronto Lands Corporation (TLC) to deal with our real estate matters 

· Since 2008, the Board has debated and identified 13 schools for closure. 

· Since 2008, the Board has declared 58 properties (in whole or in part) to be surplus to the needs of the Board and referred them to the TLC for sale.

· As of Feb. 2012, TLC has sold 39 properties generating $190M in sales proceeds for the Board.
In these decisions around school closings, it is unfortunate that transforming our schools into community hubs (hosting a wide range of needed community services – such as Burnhamthorpe) never seems to appear on the agenda. 


Although I am writing about the operations side of the budget here, it should be noted that one of the biggest fiscal pressures on the board is the growing maintenance backlog in our schools. Our current maintenance backlog is $3 billion. So the sale of 39 properties generating $190 million is significant, but selling schools will not address the long term maintenance needs of our schools.

Enrolment is Projected to Rise 


The Ontario Ministry of Finance publishes population projections each year (http://www.fin.gov.on.ca/en/economy/demographics/projections/ ). The projection for the city of Toronto is that over the next 25 years, our population will grow by 640,000 people. Most of these will be adults, but the projection is that about 50,000 more school-aged children will be in the city as well. Assuming that 70% of children in the city will continue to attend public schools, the TDSB will have another 35,000 students. 


Full-day kindergarten is also adding 17,500 full-time equivalent students. So the board needs to plan for another 47,000 students over the next 25 years. Massive closure and sale of schools would be shortsighted.  


The graphs below show the elementary and high schools enrolment projections using Ministry of Finance data. 
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Elementary Enrolment Projections Graph: Shows enrolment (actual 2002-2010) projected 2011-2036). The green line at the top of the graph indicates Ministry Rated Capacity. The light blue at the top of the bars represents full-day Kindergarten students.
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Secondary Enrolment Projections: Shows enrolment (actual 2002-2010, projected 2010-2036). The light blue at the top of each bar represents adult students returning to school to complete their diploma.

The provincial funding formula does not allow the TDSB to plan for the long term needs of Toronto students. If the province moves ahead with its plan to further reduce or eliminate the top up grant it will make future planning even more difficult. 

 Recommendations

I am making the following three recommendations to address the current and ongoing issues with education funding:

1) The province needs to allow the TDSB to have at least the 1% deficit flexibility in order to balance its budget this year.
Rationale: With $87 million added to the funding shortfall over the past year, and with $110 million shortfall going into next year’s budget, the TDSB needs some flexibility to balance its books this year.
2) The province needs to undertake an immediate external review of education funding in Ontario.

Rationale: Every 5-10 years since the mid 1960s, the province has undertaken an external review of education funding in Ontario. The last one was the Rozanski Commission in 2002. Premier McGuinty promised another one in 2010, but it has not been done. We need stable, adequate funding for our schools so that we can deliver services today and plan for the long term needs of Toronto students.
3) The province must lay out its plan for paying for Full-Day Kindergarten 
Rationale: We cannot continue to strip staff and resources from the rest of the school  system to pay for full day Kindergarten. If the province is going to continue to implement full-day kindergarten across Ontario, it needs to fund the necessary $1.5 million per year while still providing funding for current school operations and while addressing shortfalls in other areas such as maintenance.

4) The TDSB must be allowed to collect an Education Development Charge.  
Rationale: There are currently 150 cranes in the city for the most part building condominiums, but not one penny from the developers is going to pay for refurbishing and building the school space the students who will live in those buildings will need. The Education Development Charge was essential to building schools in Scarborough, North York and Etobicoke in the 1950s and 60s. In this new wave of construction, we need the Education Development Charge reinstituted to help renovate those schools for the next generation of students.

Other articles on the current budget shortfall:

National Post (April 3, 2012) What the #!%*?: TDSB budget shortfall reaches $110million 
http://news.nationalpost.com/2012/04/03/what-the-tdsb-budget-shortfall-reaches-110-million/  
Toronto Star (April 4, 2012). Toronto District School Board hatches plan to retrain education assistants 

http://www.thestar.com/news/education/article/1156839--toronto-district-school-board-hatches-plan-to-retrain-education-assistants  
Quick Facts:





TDSB is the largest school board in Canada with 235,000 students and 180,000 adults and seniors taking courses in the days and evenings.


The board operates 550 schools.





Operating Budget:


For 2012/13: $2.6 billion 


Cut this year is $18 million (with the decline in funding, the board has to absorb inflation – at 2% equals $50 million, and the cost of opening another full day kindergarten in another 90 schools


With the decline in funding, shortfalls from last year, inflation and the cost of expanding full-day kindergarten, the board is facing a shortfall of $110 million (about 4 ½%)


87% of the operating budget goes toward staff salaries and benefits (This is typical of school boards since education is a very human activity).


To make up the shortfall would require the elimination of 1100 teaching positions or the equivalent amount of salaries from other staff.


4% amount of operating budget spent on administration


Approximate funding per student per year is $10,000





Capital Budget:


Maintenance Backlog: $3 billion








� The 215 elementary teachers are primarily for full-day kindergarten, although some are to address growing numbers of students in our elementary panel as the next wave of students begins to enter our schools. 
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