TDSB Cuts to Teachers for Poor Children: Who is Responsible?
by David Clandfield with notes from Bob Spencer


On March 6 of this year, the Toronto District School Board voted for drastic staff cuts in its 2013-14 School-Based Staffing plan. While the number of elementary teachers did go up to meet the needs of the new all-day kindergarten classes, 248 secondary school teacher positions were axed. Hidden inside these changes are significant cuts in the number of teachers allocated to the education of students in low-income neighbourhoods. Most notable among these cuts is a drop in what are called Learning Opportunities in secondary schools, code for teachers in inner city schools, from the 60 of this year to 30 for next year, a 50% reduction.


Two stories have gone out to the media to explain this: one is that the cuts are the fault of declining enrolment and the other message is that deep down the cuts are all the fault of the Provincial Government. These stories are true in a general sense, and we should acknowledge that first, but as an explanation of cuts to teachers of poor children, they are deeply misleading. We shall get to that a little later.


There is no doubt that education in Ontario is disgracefully underfunded. The per-pupil amount hovered around $11,250 in 2011-12, placing it third in the nine provinces with a K-12 system, about a thousand less per pupil than Manitoba and six thousand less than Newfoundland. And it is also low when we compare it with the northeastern states south of the border: Vermont $17,847, New York $15,863, New Jersey $15,116, New Hampshire $13,519. 


That is the general picture. But the problem is compounded by two new initiatives of the provincial government that it has not properly funded. The first is a shortfall for the TDSB of $9 million in its revenues for mandatory full-day kindergarten. The positions corresponding to this amount have to be found elsewhere in the staffing allocation. The second is a provision in the teaching contract the Province imposed on secondary school teachers. It increased pupil-teacher ratios and effectively took another $8 million out of the TDSB budget. That imposed more staff cuts. And yes, there is a reduction in secondary enrolments that reduces the per-pupil grants in that panel as well. 


So it might be argued, logically though not reasonably, that the education of students from poorer communities can reasonably take part of the cut. Why “not reasonably”? Well, because we think there should be some redistribution of resources into poor schools to make up somewhat for the poverty of the neighbourhoods surrounding them. The Province officially agrees on this point. It annually allocates what it calls a Learning Opportunities Grant to school boards. Inside this grant is a Demographic Allocation intended to support “boards in offering a wide range of programs to improve the educational achievement” of students whose socio-economic background is associated with “a higher risk of academic difficulties.” This is the Ministry’s “Eduspeak” for teaching poor kids. Apart from the language, there shouldn’t be a problem with this grant, but there is. The allocation, of course, is too small, but that’s not the immediate issue. It’s what the Toronto District Board does with the grant that’s the problem. Here is how it works out. The Province sends the TDSB a grant for about $125 million. The amount the Board actually spends on such programs, by the most generous calculation, according to its own staff reports, is in the region of $30-40 million. In other words, it spends less than one third of the grant on what it was for. 

How does the school board defend itself on this front? Well, the Ministry of Education’s Technical Paper (mentioned above) says that it allows boards some latitude in deciding how to allocate the funds it gets for poor kids. Most people would think that means deciding between extra reading teachers and smaller classes, or between free breakfasts and good physical education programs. What the Toronto District School Board says is that at least two-thirds of these grant dollars can go to a whole variety of things that run from covering higher energy costs to providing educational assistants for French immersion; in other words expenditures that do not specifically target poor kids’ needs. The Board says it has no option but to fund regular programs at the expense of poor kids.


As a result, when the Model Schools for the Inner City and other programs for our most vulnerable children are cut, the trustees say that it is the Province’s fault for underfunding them. This is true at the larger level of overall funding. But when we point the finger at the Provincial Government, its defenders can rightfully say: “Not true; we are giving three times as much as you are actually spending on special programs for the children we intended the money to go to.”


There are no angels here. On both provincial and board fronts, these cuts to programs for poor kids are wrong. In the short run, what we need is for the Ministry to insist that the Learning Opportunities Grant (LOG) be actually spent as intended, and hold boards accountable for that. And, right away, we need the TDSB to allocate more not less of the LOG to programs for the most vulnerable children in our society. In the long run, we need a lot better provincial funding. 
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