DEEPENING INEQUALITY AT THE TDSB

David Clandfield


A year ago, Education Action expressed cautious satisfaction that the budget for Model Schools for the Inner City at the Toronto District School Board (TDSB) had survived a threat to have it chopped or seriously pruned during the 2011 round of budget cuts. Remarkably, it survived again in 2012 as the cuts gradually became deeper. But now as the plans get under way to cut even further, inner city education is back on the chopping block for the 2013 budget. The neo-liberal argument will be that schooling for the poor and racialized communities will now have to shoulder its share of the deficit just like the programs in schools for all the wealthier neighbourhoods. Pressure to keep taxes down provincially and to balance budgets locally means, we are told, that no school communities can be spared the pain. It is, after all, only fair.  


But the evidence, once we have assembled it from public sources, shows that this is not fair at all. The gap between the wealthiest and the poorest is not going to stand still as provincially-led austerity is imposed on school boards. It is going to grow. This becomes spectacularly clear when we revisit the issues of public grants for schools that serve poorer, racialized neighbourhoods and private fundraising that supports public schools largely in more affluent neighbourhoods.


First let us take a look at the grants that the Province of Ontario transfer to school boards specifically to fund the education of students from these poor and racialized neighbourhoods. It is called the Learning Opportunities Grant (LOG) and goes back to the recommendations of a 1997 expert panel reporting to the Conservative Government of Mike Harris. The panel’s recommendation had been to earmark such funds for school boards in an amount roughly similar to what it was calculated they were already spending on needy students’ schooling, i.e. about 3% of the total budget on education. In actual fact, the Harris allocated only half of this amount and, while it calculated the amounts to be allocated to Boards according to the demographic data available about school populations in need of extra assistance, it did not hold Boards accountable for how they spent the money once they got it. The Liberal Government did raise the amount of these funds when it come into power, but it still did not make the Boards report the expenditures on such programs. And so the TDSB, for instance, used most of the LOG to plug the gaps in the budget as the Province maintained its chronic under-funding and continued to mandate new programs without providing their full cost.


Here are charts with the most recent information available. We begin by showing the amount of the LOG transferred to the TDSB by the Province from 2002-03 to the present. 
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The chart shows the ramping up of the grants when the Liberal government was elected in 2003. A decline occurred in 2006, but then it has returned to an almost steady state for the last four years.


The next chart shows the total TDSB enrolments reported over the same period. They show a steady decline during this time.
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So these two charts allow us to see the per-pupil grants over the same period. It is a gross calculation, to be sure, since we have lumped elementary and secondary pupils together. 
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The last three years show the results of a phase-in of calculations based on the 2006 census rather than the earlier data that had been used until then. So in overall terms we can say that TDSB has been getting the equivalent of about $600 for every student enrolled in its schools. But, of course, that amount is not meant to be distributed evenly to all students. It is intended to cover the cost of providing programs for the students considered to have extra needs associated with certain demographic factors (low-income, recent immigration, low parental education, sole-parent families).


Let us remind ourselves of this intent, as it is spelt out in the Ministry’s own Technical Paper, which supports the Grant Regulation:

The largest portion of LOG funding … is flowed through the Demographic Allocation, which provides funding based on social and economic indicators that have been associated with a higher risk of academic difficulties. The Demographic Allocation supports boards in offering a wide range of programs to improve the educational achievement of these students. Examples of programs include breakfast programs, homework clubs, reading recovery, and resource withdrawal. Boards have considerable latitude in determining the kinds of programs and supports that they provide with this funding.
(MoE - Technical Paper, 2012-2013)

This is a clear statement of intent. It is a reminder that the Board gets the money by virtue of the presence among its school population of these students for whom additional expenditures are expected to help them succeed. The last sentence, however, is used by Board officials to justify spending the lion’s share of this money on programs NOT specifically directed to meet the needs of these students. And when the TDSB paraphrases this Ministry directive on its own website, we can see how they spin this.

This component (Demographic Allocation) permits boards to offer a wide range of programs to improve the educational achievement of students at risk of poor performance. Boards have the flexibility to select programs that respond to local needs. 

To establish funding levels, the demographic component uses social and economic indicators that research shows are associated with students at risk of academic difficulty. These indicators are low income, recent immigration, low parental education, and lone parent status.
(TDSB - Grants for Special Needs, 2012-2013)

Gone is the reference to examples of such programs, and understandably so, since programs like these will only account for a small portion of the money spent. 

And the Ministry’s words “Boards have considerable latitude in determining the kinds of programs and supports that they provide with this funding” have been replaced by the TDSB’s words “Boards have the flexibility to select programs that respond to local needs.” And notice that the Ministry version follows the reference to the students in need, making it clear that the programs are for students who meet the demographic criteria. The TDSB, on the other hand, refers to “local needs” in general, to improving educational achievement for anyone who might not do well, effectively disconnecting the target for its expenditures from those same students. The demographic criteria have now been pushed into the following paragraph, where we are told that these criteria are used only as a basis for establishing funding levels, not for targeting the programs the money is spent on.


For anyone wanting to study how the TDSB misleads the public and weasels its way out of a moral obligation, this provides a pretty good example, I’d say. The scene has been set for what actually happens to the money.


To understand this, it is important to know that the 470 or so elementary schools and 100 or so secondary schools of the Toronto District School Board are ranked on a Learning Opportunities Index (LOI) that is based on the proportion of their students who fit the kinds of demographic criteria used for the LOG. The highest 150 elementary schools have now been designated as Model Schools and receive additional staffing, curriculum assistance, and professional development to meet their needs. These are the schools that most closely fit the intent of the LOG as we have outlined it above. 


This is last year’s spending of LOG funding on the intended programs as reported to the TDSB’s Budget Committee on June 6, 2012 with respect to Model Schools.
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This is a confusing document to be sure. It groups together a series of expenditures on Model Schools for the Inner City (MSIC) in twelve lines. The first Total going down the right hand side is about $18.7 million. This is not all taken from the LOG as the rubric over the last three columns before the total column makes clear. These last three columns represent mandated expenditures from grants called Educational Programs Other (EPOs) and are not included in the LOG. So the LOG amount explicitly for the Model Schools is closer to $18 million.


The remaining lines in the statement are related to overhead costs and program costs that are not specifically designated as Model Schools expenditures but may be distributed across the schools system in ways that are sensitive to the Learning Opportunities Index (LOI). In other words, the highest ranked schools on the needs list (LOI) would notionally receive a higher share than the lowest. It is almost impossible to verify whether this actually happens where administrative overhead costs are concerned, for example, and the bottom such line (the one marked “Other” above the “Grand Total” line) excludes Model Schools explicitly. But let us take the Grand Total at face value, fuzzy though it is. The amount is about $42.5 million from which we should subtract the $2.5 million in the three EPO grant column totals taken together.


So there it is. By the most generous calculation, $40 million were spent last year on schools in ways that reflect the portion of students within them who meet the demographic criteria for the LOG. Let’s remember the LOG amount for 2011-2012: $143 million. So less than a third of the amount generated for students from low-income, racialized and marginalised neighbourhoods is actually being spent on programs for them. And this part of the TDSB budget is now being seriously targeted in the current round of budget cuts. Is your blood boiling yet?

The Added Issue of School-based Fundraising


But wait. It gets worse. Schools in more affluent neighbourhoods have figured out their own way to make up for any disadvantage they may feel they suffer from getting less than an equal share of the LOG not intended for them. It is something that has been around since the year dot, to be sure, but never on the scale that it has reached in the last decade or so. It is School-based Fundraising.


Hugh Mackenzie in his 2009 study of Education Funding in Ontario called No Time for Complacency makes it clear just how staggering are the amounts that are now being raised in this province’s schools from donations, fees, and other private sources. He calculates that for about half the school boards in the province, the privately raised funds easily wipe out any redistributive function that might be performed by the full amount of the LOG in that Board. Particularly, that is because the amounts raised depend on the level of affluence of the school community raising them.


What we now have are the figures for the Toronto District School Board, school by school. A Freedom of Information request by the Toronto Star in 2010 revealed, from records kept by the Ministry of Education, that TDSB School-Based Fundraising brought in $44 million in the previous year. That is less than the full amount of the LOG, but is more than the $40 million actually spent on programs for the students whose presence generated the funding. And given that the $40 million is inflated by the amounts of funding distributed across the system and not only to those most in need, fundraising actually produces many millions more than that actually allocated to poor schools. 


Now it is often argued that the fundraising totals include some moneys raised for external charities or some moneys raised and then handed over to schools in need as a charitable gesture. So the amounts raised for schools to spend on program enrichment is, we are told, exaggerated. It is an easy argument to make when the accounting for amounts raised is so vague. We are promised a more detailed accounting in the future that would avoid such disputes in the future, but I am not holding my breath. 


Three points need to be made now, however. Firstly, I doubt whether the contents of every UNICEF box in a school bake sale that collects spare change or even substantial donations goes through the school reporting procedure. So the presence of some visible external charity fundraising does not necessarily add that much to the sums reported. 


Secondly, the charitable donation of money to a poor kids’ school on the other side of the railway tracks may feel good and philanthropic but it reinforces a sense of dependency and inferiority that is felt by the recipient community as little short of insulting. For this not to be experienced as charity, redistribution for program improvement must come from public taxation sources, progressively levied, and must be experienced as a political choice and entitlement. It will then achieve a measure of dependability not available when the funding source is voluntary and philanthropic.


Thirdly, and most importantly, it is sufficient to consult public records to find out just what the money raised by school councils and private foundations that support specific schools is spent on. Here are three that were readily to hand:


School 1 is an elementary school in one of the wealthiest neighbourhoods in Toronto. It expects parents of children in the school to contribute at least $300 a year and has set an annual fundraising budget of $40,000. In one year it planned to spend the money raised to:

· subsidize buses for extracurricular activities such as cross country,

· provide three Scientist in the Classroom sessions for each class,

· support technology initiatives in the school with hardware enhancements,

· give teachers additional classroom dollars to enrich their programs to suit their individual students’ needs,

· subsidize visits from professional authors and performing artists,

· provide Steel Pan Band for JK to Grade 4,

· support athletics by providing extra equipment and team uniforms, and

· host and contribute to school events such as the skating party, play day, staff appreciation night, family dinners, and math and literacy nights.”



School 2, in the same affluent neighbourhood, is the school that raised the most money in 2009 according to the FOI request referred to above. The School Council (or “parent council” to use the Ministry’s term) reported over $300,000 on top of the $50,000 raised from fees and other charges collected by the school itself. And in June 2011, you could read on the School Council website, the following:

“ Thanks to the School Council's fundraising support we are able to enrich classroom programs and fund initiatives such as Scientists in the School, visiting artists, the grade 6 mural project. As well, the School Council has funded technology initiatives such as the purchasing of new Interactive WhiteBoards and MAC laptops as well as printers, ELMOS and Projectors for every classroom!”


School 3 is a secondary school catering to an equally affluent community. It has a private foundation, which, according to their Canada Revenue Agency reports posted online, raised over a million dollars in the last nine years for which reports are accessible. It accounts for its spending in the last three years thus:

2008-2009

Student need for Italy/Greece 

HEROES assembly

Pottery Wheels 

Robotics Club 

Peer Education activities

2010-2011

Drama Studies 

MIT Mathematics Tournament 

Co-op Breakfast

Student to Attend Global Youth Conference

Student to attend Shad Valley

(The school’s own) Art Club 

2011-2012

Student participant in Scientific research aboard CCGS Amundsen 

WellNSS

Art Department Guest Artists

Peer Aids Training

Support of the annual Co-op Breakfast

Support of students participating in DECA competition  


I could go on. But despite what reports there may be of some schools making charitable donations elsewhere (and I have no reason to doubt them), the evidence overwhelmingly supports the contention that schools raise funds primarily for their own programs. We often hear that charity begins at home. In most of the cases I have researched so far it looks as though it ends there, too.

It just remains to give graphic evidence of the effect this has on Toronto schools. The value of the Toronto Star’s FOI request is that it revealed every school’s fundraising amount. The TDSB publishes annual budgets for each school that show how the amounts of a Learning Opportunities Supplement (LOS) are apportioned. This comes to about $1.5 million in all, and it is filtered through the Learning Opportunities Index. The schools catering to the neediest communities get most per pupil and the wealthiest get least per pupil. None of this includes staffing or physical plant costs.


We can now compare the LOS and School-Based Fundraising (which is directed to school program support likewise) for the impact they have on school budgets on a per-pupil basis. There are three tables below, one for Junior Public Schools (K-5 and K-6), one for composite K-8 schools, and one for Secondary Schools. I have left out the small special schools, alternative schools and middle schools, whose combined populations are far less significant in the grand scheme of things.


Each table shows the per-pupil amount available in a school’s program budget before the Learning Opportunities Supplement (LOS) is added. The second group of columns shows the per-pupil amounts after the LOS is added. And a third shows these amounts when the school’s own privately raised funds are added. For the two elementary school populations, I have added a fourth group in which are added only the private funds explicitly raised by parent or school councils. But it should not be forgotten that the larger figures are what come into the schools in total. For each funding category, the red column represents the Model Schools (for the neediest pupils), the white column represents all schools in this grouping regardless of need, and the blue column represents the non-Model Schools (least needy). For the secondary schools, where there are no Model Schools, I have used the LOI to calculate a similar portion of needy and less needy populations. The figures, not surprisingly, speak for themselves.
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Despite all the above, it would seem the TDSB’s trustees and staff are seriously planning to cut funding to the Model Schools in the name of fairness. If this happens then we can no longer blame such decisions on the provincial government and its austerity budgets alone. We have to conclude that the gap-widening effects of the neo-liberal ascendancy have taken over the thinking of the Toronto District School Board entirely. Remember that while the Board may move to cut the LOG-derived public funds to the Model Schools and other equity-related initiatives, the school-based private fundraising will not be cut. That comes from the communities who can afford it and benefits their own school programs. So fairness will mean that the rich keep their gravy and the poor lose theirs. Except that this is not gravy. It is the educational future of children. 
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