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Disadvantaged kids are being short-changed in Toronto Schools

Toronto Star, May 7, 2013
Money for disadvantaged kids is being raided by Toronto public schools to balance their books — but that isn’t the worst scandal. Even more outrageous is that this is considered business as usual in Ontario’s education sector.
It’s been going on for years. There’s nothing illegal about it. Indeed, Ministry of Education officials help make it happen through the loose way they structure assistance for students facing “demographic” barriers, especially poverty.
A new report by Social Planning Toronto shows about two-thirds of a $128-million fund meant to help students overcome demographic hurdles is instead being channeled into general expenditures by the Toronto District School Board. By this measure, about $40 million is actually used to help kids in need. School board officials challenged that Monday, arguing that poor kids directly get most of the money, with only (only!) $40 million shifted to general expenditures.
Either way, this arrangement is a win-win situation for both the school board and Queen’s Park. Ontario’s Liberal government gets an opportunity to highlight how much it’s spending to combat poverty. Meanwhile the school board receives millions more for what it really needs — help with keeping the lights on and the doors open.
The only losers are poor kids. But they’re easy targets. When deprived of millions in publicly promised funding they don’t complain with a very loud voice.
Of course, it could be argued that underprivileged kids aren’t really losing anything at all. Keeping school doors open helps them, too. And maybe their partial share of this particular allocation is all they deserve. Perhaps these millions were always meant by the province — with a nudge and a wink — to be available for other uses.
Balancing Toronto school board books was never easy, but it’s harder than ever now with pressure from all-day kindergarten, declining student enrollment and chronic underfunding. To cope with these demands the system needs some built-in flexibility. And the provincial allocation helping poor kids could supply a handy pool of funds for that purpose.
Officials at the education ministry don’t speak so bluntly. Instead they insist this money has been intentionally structured to give school boards “a certain level of independence.” After all, priorities vary across the province. “We want boards to be creative in the way they meet their local needs.”
The essential point here is that school boards are allowed to be “creative” with money for underprivileged students and not with funding for other, presumably more essential, services. (With unintended irony, provincial bureaucrats describe program funds that can’t be diverted as “sweatered.” So even official jargon implies that poor kids are left out in the cold.)
If Queen’s Park, in its wisdom, actually allocated $128 million to Toronto’s disadvantaged students it’s a travesty that poor kids were denied the full benefit of this funding. If they were, in fact, supposed to receive only a portion of that money then the government has misrepresented its priorities and broken faith with anti-poverty activists and taxpayers who ultimately foot the bill.
Clarity is needed. If all funding for poor kids is truly a provincial priority, then “sweater” it so local boards can’t make off with the money. On the other hand, if some of this cash is really to bail out boards, then the government should say so and quit pretending otherwise.
