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Quick Facts 2016

Health
•	 48% of elementary schools have a health and physical education teacher.
•	 61% of urban/suburban elementary schools have a health and physical education teacher, compared to 30% of small town/rural 

schools.
•	 50% of elementary and 76% of secondary schools report having a regularly scheduled social worker.

Arts
•	 43% of elementary schools have a music teacher, either full- or part-time.
•	 33% of urban/suburban elementary schools have a full-time music teacher, compared to 11% in small town/rural schools

Indigenous Education
•	 29% of elementary schools and 49% of secondary schools had Indigenous guest speakers.
•	 31% of elementary schools and 53% of secondary schools offer professional development opportunities on Indigenous cultural issues 

to staff.

Special Education
•	 An average of 17% of students in each elementary school, and 27% of students in each secondary school receive any assistance from 

the special education department.
•	 59% of elementary and 52% of secondary schools report that there are restrictions on the number of students they can place on 

waiting lists for assessments.
•	 91% of urban/suburban elementary schools report having a full-time special education teacher, compared to 66% in small town/rural 

schools.

Guidance
•	 99% of all secondary schools report having a guidance counsellor.
•	 Only 25% of elementary schools with grades 7 and 8 have a guidance counsellor, either full- or part-time.
•	 94% of urban/suburban secondary schools have a full-time guidance counsellor, compared to 74% of small town/rural schools.

Libraries
•	 Only 54% of elementary schools have teacher–librarians, and only 10% have a full-time teacher–librarian.
•	 Only 55% of secondary schools report a full-time teacher–librarian.
•	 60% of elementary schools in urban/suburban communities report having a teacher–librarian, compared to 44% of  

small town/rural schools. 
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Introduction

Ontario’s public education system is one of the most 
successful and high-performing systems in the world. 
Internationally recognized for its commitment to equity, 
achievement, and inclusivity, Ontario has inspired and 
informed education policies around the globe. But the 
considerable disparity between Ontario’s schools in 
staffing, resources, and learning opportunities remains 
an ongoing concern.

This year, the province will spend $22.8 billion1 to educate 
nearly two million students in schools across a wide range 
of settings: from small schools in remote, rural locations to 
large schools in urban areas. Providing an enriched learning 
experience for all students, including arts, health, music, and 
Indigenous education, and serving the needs of a diverse 
school system and its students is an enormous undertaking. 

This year’s Annual Report on Ontario’s Publicly Funded 
Schools looks at the resources, staff, and learning opportu-
nities in schools. The report is based on survey responses 
from 1,154 schools with nearly 500,000 students. Each of 
Ontario’s 72 publicly funded school boards is represented in 
the sample.  

There are some areas of improvement this year. The per-
centage of elementary schools reporting a vice principal has 
risen from 42% in 2011 to 45% this year, and more schools 
report having health and physical education teachers, social 
workers, and child and youth workers. 

There are also improvements in Indigenous education. Since 
2012, the percentage of schools reporting they have profes-
sional development for staff on Indigenous cultural issues has 
increased from 34% to 53% in secondary schools, and from 
25% to 31% in elementary schools. However, in order to ensure 
that all students have access to a rich Indigenous education, it 
is important that the province act on all of the Calls to Action 
from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 
that pertain to the changes needed in public education. 

While there are some areas of improvement, we are also 
seeing cuts to important specialist positions, such as elemen-
tary teacher-librarians. In addition, elementary schools in 
rural areas and small towns are less likely to have access to 
health and physical education, music, and arts teachers when 
compared to schools in urban/suburban locations. 

There have also been significant changes to funding in areas 
such as special education and Indigenous education over the 
past few years. While the changes may result in improved 
access and more effective programs, it will be important for 
the province to evaluate the impact of the changes on an 
ongoing basis.

There is extensive evidence2 that a broadly based education, 
with diverse opportunities for learning, provides students 
with an equitable chance for success—one of the key goals 
of public education. In this year’s report, the decline and 
disparities in access to programs and specialists in arts, 
health and physical education, and libraries challenge the 
ideal of a broadly based public education system. In order to 
provide all students with access to a wide range of learning 
opportunities—regardless of the size of their schools or their 
location—the province must work with school boards and 
communities to ensure that appropriate funding and policy 
is in place.  

	 Quick Facts

•	 95% of Ontario’s students attend public school.

•	 97% of elementary schools and 98% of secondary 
schools have a full-time principal.

•	 45% of elementary schools and 93% of secondary 
schools report having a vice principal.
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Health

Ontario’s revised Health and Physical Education curric-
ulum is centred on the principle that “health and physi-
cal education programs are most effective when deliv-
ered in healthy schools and when students’ learning is 
supported by school staff, families, and communities.”3

The concept of a “healthy school” includes the social and 
physical environment, curriculum teaching and learning, 
healthy school policy, and student engagement; as well as 
home, school and community partnerships and services.4 
Internationally and nationally, this concept is referred to 
as Comprehensive School Health.5 In addition to its impact 
on children’s health, the implementation of comprehen-
sive models—such as Ontario’s Foundations for a Healthy 
School—has been connected to positive academic outcomes 
and ensuring that all students have the skills to excel aca-
demically and to lead happy, healthy lives.6

HEALTHY SCHOOLS IN ONTARIO

Ontario’s Ministry of Education has introduced a number of 
policies since 2005 to combat childhood obesity and improve 
students’ overall health. These strategies outline such things 
as the types of food and drinks that can be sold in schools, 
and the implementation of 20 minutes of mandatory daily 
physical activity.7 According to a report from the Auditor 
General, Ontario spent approximately $7.8 million on its 
Healthy Schools Strategy between 2009 and 2014.8 

To achieve the changes in students’ health and well-being 
outlined in the new curriculum and the Healthy Schools 
Strategy, school health programs should be long-term, con-
centrated, and include both effective teaching strategies and 
supported connections between the school and community.9 
The Ministry has acknowledged that these changes will not 
occur overnight, but in 2015, the Auditor General found little 
progress on the Healthy Schools Strategy initiatives.10 Most 
notably, the Auditor’s report found that the Ministry had 
failed to set up a monitoring system to ensure that school 
boards are complying with the recommendations in its policy: 
“…we found that the Ministry and school boards needed 
to put more effort into ensuring compliance with these 
requirements, and they needed to work more effectively with 
other organizations and stakeholders, including parents, to 
share effective practices for encouraging healthy living and 
increased physical activity throughout the system.”11 

HEALTH BY NUMBERS

Ontario’s goal is to ensure that each student works towards 
physical and emotional health, and that they do so in healthy 
school communities.12 To achieve this goal, teachers, prin-
cipals, and parents are expected to work in partnership to 
create healthy school cummunities.13 

	 Quick Facts

•	 48% of elementary schools have a health and physical 
education teacher, compared to 40% in 2009.

•	 61% of urban/suburban elementary schools have a 
health and physical education teacher, compared to 
30% of small town/rural schools.

•	 50% of elementary and 76% of secondary schools 
report having a regularly scheduled social worker.

Figure 1 
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The focus on health is evident in the upward trend in the 
percentage of Ontario elementary schools with a health 
and physical education teacher. This year, 48% of elemen-
tary schools report having a health and physical education 
teacher, either full- or part-time, compared to 40% in 2009 
(see Figure 1). While the majority of health and physical edu-
cation teachers have taken additional qualifications courses, 
not all are specialists.14

Unfortunately, because funding for specialist teachers is 
dependent on student numbers, schools and school boards 
are often forced to decide between different types of special-
ists. The increase in health and physical education teachers 
in elementary schools appears to be mirrored by a drop in 
specialists in the arts and libraries.15 

SUPPORTING STUDENTS’ MENTAL HeALTH

Along with physical health, mental health is a critical element 
of any comprehensive school health model. Figure 2 illus-
trates an example of a “whole school model” that is focused 
on mental health. The foundation lies in shaping the school’s 
environment into one that is “health promoting.”16 

Given the ever-increasing mental health needs of our 
students, we need more access to services and more 
services available to schools.

Elementary school, Avon Maitland DSB

As Figure 2 shows, all schools have students who require addi-
tional support that may be difficult for regular teachers to pro-
vide. Boards often employ specialist staff, such as psycholo-
gists, social workers, or child and youth workers, to help these 
students overcome challenges relating to their mental health.17 

In 2016:

•	 50% of elementary and 76% of secondary schools report 
having a regularly scheduled social worker, compared to 
43% of elementary and 63% of secondary schools in 2012.

Figure 2 

18

•	 37% of elementary and 53% of secondary schools report 
having a regularly scheduled child and youth worker, 
compared to 33% of elementary and 51% of secondary 
schools in 2012.

•	 34% of elementary and 33% of secondary schools report 
having a regularly scheduled psychologist, compared to 
35% of elementary and 36% of secondary schools in 2012.

Despite rising numbers in some areas, many principals still 
feel they are underserved, and that more mental health pro-
fessionals are needed. 

Psychologists, Social Workers and Speech Language 
Pathologists are shared amongst a number of schools. 
Although they have a scheduled half-day at the school, 
this isn’t enough to service the many students we have 
that end up on the growing wait list. 

Elementary school, York Region DSB
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Il y a de plus en plus d’enfant en besoin, mais les ser-
vices ne grandissent pas. 

Elementary school, CÉP de l’Est de l’Ontario19

URBAN/SUBURBAN VERSUS SMALL TOWN/RURAL

Although there are more health and physical education 
teachers and support staff available overall, boards in more 
remote areas are less likely to have access to them (see 
Figure 3): 

•	 61% of urban/suburban elementary schools have a health 
and physical education teacher, compared to 30% of small 
town/rural schools. 

•	 62% of urban/suburban elementary schools report regu-
larly scheduled social workers, compared to 30% of small 
town/rural schools. 

•	 46% of urban/suburban elementary schools have a regu-
larly scheduled psychologist, compared to 15% of small 
town/rural schools. 

Only in child and youth workers do the proportions favour 
small town/rural schools. Thirty-five percent of urban/sub-
urban schools report a regularly scheduled child and youth 
worker, compared to 39% in small town/rural schools. 

Small town/rural boards, which typically have lower enrol-
ment, may be at a disadvantage when it comes to hiring 
professionals and para-professionals such as psychologists, 
social workers and child and youth workers. As is the case 
with most education funding, boards receive funds for these 
staff based on enrolment. The province provides funding at 
a rate of one staff member with a salary of approximately 
$58,000 (not including benefits) for every 578 students.20 It is 
up to individual boards to decide which staff to hire. Average 
salaries in these professions range from approximately 
$39,000 per year for child and youth workers, to $61,000 
for social workers, and approximately $70,000 for psycholo-
gists.21 Boards with lower enrolments may be making deci-
sions about which types of support staff to employ based on 
finances rather than need.

In the past, we have formulated the timetable to allow 
for a specialist health and physical education teacher 
to deliver programming to the majority of the classes. 
Unfortunately, the only way to accomplish this is by 
assigning the prep coverage to the health and physical 
education teacher. This would result in a reduction in 
teacher–librarian time in the library, as part of their 
allocation is prep coverage. 

Elementary school, Kawartha Pine Ridge DSB

Figure 3 
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Arts education plays a vital role in student engagement, 
achievement, and well-being.22 Learning about and 
participating in the arts helps students to develop a 
range of competencies and skills—not just in creativity, 
but also in citizenship, social-emotional learning, and 
health.23 These broad skills are key to fostering success 
in today’s society. Given that 95% of Ontario’s children 
attend public schools,24 the publicly funded school sys-
tem is the ideal environment for them to receive formal 
education in the arts.

SPECIALIZED CURRICULUM MAY REQUIRE  
SPECIALIZED TEACHERS

Ontario’s arts curriculum promotes the development of 
knowledge and skills in dance, drama, music, and visual arts 
through four core learning objectives: developing creativity, 
communicating, understanding culture, and making connec-
tions.25 Each area of the arts curriculum requires specialized 
knowledge. For example, in the elementary music curriculum, 
students are expected to learn to read and understand music 
by creating, interpreting, and performing it.26 Dance, fine 
arts, and drama also have extensive technical expectations 
over the eight years of elementary curriculum.27 In order to 
fulfill these expectations, teachers need a fairly high degree 
of technical understanding, which may be a challenge for a 
classroom teacher without a background in the arts.28

SPECIALIST ARTS TEACHERS

The province’s renewed vision for education includes a 
commitment to, “promote the value of the arts, including 
the visual and performing arts, in developing critical and 
creative thinking skills that support success in school and 
in life.”29 Despite this commitment, there continues to be a 
lack of specialist teachers in music, visual arts, and drama in 
elementary schools. 

In 2016:

•	 43% of elementary schools have a music teacher, either 
full- or part-time, compared to 45% last year. This is 
the lowest percentage in 10 years (see Figure 4) and is 
dramatically lower than in 1998, when 58% of elementary 
schools had specialist music teachers. 

•	 38% of elementary schools report having an itinerant 
music teacher, compared to 39% last year.

•	 15% of elementary schools with grades 7 and 8 have 
specialist visual arts teachers, remaining consistent with 
last year. 

•	 9% of elementary schools with grades 7 and 8 have a spe-
cialist drama teacher, unchanged in the last two years. 

The Arts

	 Quick Facts

•	 43% of elementary schools have a music teacher, 
either full- or part-time.

•	 33% of urban/suburban elementary schools have a 
full-time music teacher, compared to 11% in small 
town/rural schools.

Figure 4
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Figure 5

arts enrichment in elementary schools

Schools with a 
music teacher 
(full- or part-time)

Schools with 
NO music 
teacher

Work with an artist or other profes-
sional from outside of the school 

78% 73%

Learn an instrument within school 
hours

92% 72%

Participate in a performance/exhibi-
tion (e.g., play, dance, art exhibition) 

95% 89%

Table 1 

In their comments, a number of principals identify staffing 
and resource constraints as reasons for the decline in  
arts specialists. 

We have an excellent music programme that provides 
specialist instruction in grades 4 through 6, and instru-
mental music classes to students in grades 7 and 8. 
Extending the specialist instruction to all grades is a 
goal, but a significant challenge based upon the way in 
which FTE is allocated. 

Elementary school, Kawartha Pine Ridge DSB

EQUITY AND ACCESS TO ARTS-ENRICHED LEARNING 

Data from this year’s survey show that in elementary schools, 
geography has an impact on access to specialist arts teachers 
(see Figure 5). Elementary schools that report having a 
specialist music teacher also report greater opportunities to 
participate in other arts activities. 

More than 80% of elementary and secondary schools report 
opportunities for students to participate in a performance/
exhibition, learn an instrument within school hours, or 
work with an artist or other professional from outside of 
the school. These opportunities have been shown to enrich 
students’ experience of the arts and promote student engage-
ment;30 but for elementary schools in particular, it appears 
that whether students have these opportunities is influenced 
by whether they have a specialist music teacher (see Table 1).

We have a huge instrumental music program because of 
a staff member who has a degree in music. 

Elementary school, Upper Canada DSB
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School libraries play an essential role in ensuring that 
Ontario’s students are prepared for today’s informa-
tion- and knowledge-based society. School library 
programs can provide opportunities for students to 
develop a love of reading, an understanding of diverse 
texts, problem solving, digital literacy, and citizenship 
skills.31 School libraries also help students access 
curriculum-support resources, and they teach students 
to value the role of libraries in school and society.32 

In Ontario, many school libraries have recently transitioned 
to a Learning Commons model, where the library provides 
both a physical and virtual space for student learning.33 This 
model requires collaboration between teacher–librarians, 
classroom teachers, students, principals, and technical staff. 
It also integrates technology into a space that is dynamic and 
adaptable based on students’ learning needs.34 

DECLINE IN TEACHER-LIBRARIANS 

Teacher–librarians, in collaboration with classroom teachers, 
can help to foster important skills for student success, 
including information literacy, problem solving, communi-
cation, and critical thinking.35 Over the past 15 years, there 
has been a decline in teacher–librarians in Ontario’s publicly 
funded schools (see Figure 6). 

In 2016:

•	 In elementary schools, only 54% of schools have teacher–
librarians, a decline from 60% last year and 80% in 1998. 

•	 The majority of elementary teacher–librarians are part-
time, with only 10% of schools having at least one full-
time teacher–librarian. 

•	 The percentage of secondary schools with a full- or part-
time teacher–librarian has increased marginally from 
last year—from 72% to 74%—however, there has been a 
slight decline in secondary schools reporting full-time 
teacher–librarians. 

Funding constraints have forced a number of boards to 
cut teacher–librarian positions. For example, in 2015, the 
Toronto Catholic DSB cut teacher–librarian positions in all of 
its elementary schools to manage the board’s $42.6 million 
budget shortfall.36 Since 2011, the Windsor-Essex Catholic 
DSB has also made significant cuts to school library services 
and resources, including the elimination of school library 
staff.37 Cuts of this magnitude may undermine students’ 
opportunities to develop the broad skills that are supported 
through an effective school library program.38 

Libraries

	 Quick Facts

•	 Only 54% of elementary schools have teacher– 
librarians, and only 10% have a full-time 
teacher–librarian.

•	 Only 55% of secondary schools report a full-time 
teacher–librarian.

•	 60% of elementary schools in urban/suburban 
communities report having a teacher–librarian, 
compared to 44% of small town/rural schools.  

Figure 6
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THE RISE OF LIBRARY TECHNICIANS 

While the percentage of elementary schools with teacher–
librarians has declined, there has been an increase in schools 
with library technicians. This could be a direct result of 
a difference in pay scales. School boards receive funding 
from the province for one elementary library staff for every 
763 students at a rate of $74,000 (before benefits).39 The 
average wage for a library technician is between $32,000 
and $61,000.40 Boards can save considerable funding by 
staffing their libraries with library technicians instead of 
teacher–librarians. 

While library technicians have an important role in school 
libraries, it differs from that of teacher–librarians. In Canada, 
library technicians play a supportive role, operating between 
a “clerk and a librarian,”41 unlike teacher–librarians, who are 
Ontario certified teachers with specialist qualifications in 
librarianship.42 

In 2016:

•	 49% of elementary schools have a library technician, com-
pared to 43% last year. 

•	 49% of secondary schools have a library technician, com-
pared to 44% last year. 

According to the Ontario Library Association, the decline in 
the percentage of schools with teacher–librarians and the 
increased reliance on library technicians is having an impact 
on the quality of school library programs, and on their 
capacity to achieve goals of reading engagement, information 
literacy, and co-teaching and co-planning.43 

URBAN/SUBURBAN VersuS SMALL TOWN/RURAL 

There are wide discrepancies between school library staff 
in urban/suburban and small town/rural schools. The lack 
of staff in small town/rural elementary school libraries may 
limit students’ opportunities to develop the broad skill set 
that school libraries may foster. 

In 2016 (see Figure 7):

•	 44% of elementary schools in small town/rural areas 
report having a teacher–librarian, compared to 60% of 
urban/suburban schools. 

•	 53% of elementary schools in small town/rural areas 
report having a library technician, compared to 46% of 
urban/suburban schools.

In the past, we have formulated the timetable to allow 
for a specialist health and physical education teacher 
to deliver programming to the majority of the classes. 
Unfortunately, the only way to accomplish this is by 
assigning the prep coverage to the health and physical 
education teacher. This would result in a reduction in 
teacher–librarian time in the library, as part of their 
allocation is prep coverage. 

Elementary school, Kawartha Pine Ridge DSB

Figure 7
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Expectations for guidance counsellors have been  
rising in recent years.44 In new provincial policies that 
outline comprehensive school supports for social- 
emotional development, health and well-being, and 
career and life planning, the Ministry of Education has 
routinely envisioned guidance counsellors performing 
a wider range of tasks. Funding for guidance counsel-
lors, however, has remained relatively unchanged since 
Ontario’s education funding formula was introduced  
in 1998.45

In this year’s survey, schools report two major challenges 
related to rising expectations for guidance counsellors: 

•	 Guidance counsellors are pulled in many directions, and 
the role of a guidance counsellor has become unclear. 

•	 Guidance counsellors are few in number. 

◦◦ Secondary schools report an average of 381 students 
for every guidance counsellor. In some secondary 
schools, this ratio climbs as high as 595 students. 

◦◦ Only 25% of elementary schools with grades 7 and 8 
have a guidance counsellor, either full- or part-time.

RISING EXPECTATIONS FOR GUIDANCE COUNSELLORS

Since 2012, the Ministry has introduced many policies that 
place guidance counsellors in key supporting roles. Creating 
Pathways to Success calls for well-coordinated career and 
life planning from kindergarten to grade 12, and identifies 
guidance counsellors as having a “strategic role” in helping 
students make effective transitions throughout school.46 
In describing mental health strategies, Supporting Minds 
instructs teachers to connect students struggling with mental 
health issues to guidance counsellors.47 Other provincial 
initiatives call on guidance counsellors to provide individual 
counselling services, serve on collaborative school teams, and 
support social-emotional development programming.48 

THE UNCLEAR ROLE OF A GUIDANCE COUNSELOR 

The province currently has no specific job description for 
guidance counsellors in schools, using only a broad descrip-
tion from Canada’s National Occupation Classification that 
does not distinguish between the roles of elementary and 
secondary school counsellors.49 

The diverse range of expectations for guidance counsellors 
is reflected in this year’s survey. More than 80% of schools 
report that guidance counsellors play a primary role in each 
of the following activities:

•	 supporting student transition planning;

•	 collaborating with school teams or departments;

•	 supporting academic achievement;

•	 supporting student mental health; and

•	 supporting the development and refinement of students’ 
Individual Pathway Plans.

Guidance

	 Quick Facts

•	 99% of all secondary schools report having a guid-
ance counsellor.

•	 Only 25% of elementary schools with grades 7 and 8 
have a guidance counsellor, either full- or part-time.

•	 94% of urban/suburban secondary schools have a 
full-time guidance counsellor, compared to 74% of 
small town/rural schools.
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The role of the guidance teacher is not well-defined in 
the policy document Creating Pathways to Success. 
With the emergence of non-teacher support services in 
the school, the role of the guidance teacher could use 
clarification.

Secondary school, Lambton Kent DSB

Guidance counsellors are expected to deliver supports in 
numerous areas that require both complex skills and sub-
stantial time with individual students.50 Although there may 
be perceived advantages to having guidance counsellors work 
in so many different areas, schools indicate a disconnect 
between policy expectations and the reality on the ground, 
reporting that guidance counsellors are “spread thinly” and 
“pulled in too many directions.” 

Given rising demands, schools report a lack of clarity on 
the guidance counsellor’s role. In this year’s survey, schools 
ranked seven activities based on the amount of time a guid-
ance counsellor spends on them (see Figure 8). Secondary 
schools rank supporting academic achievement (38%) and 
supporting mental health (25%) as activities consuming the 
most time. However, there is little consensus among schools: 
nearly 40% of schools rank one of the other five activities as 
consuming the most time.

The guidance activity consuming the most time also varied 
among elementary schools. In the limited number of elemen-
tary schools with guidance counsellors, 40% rank transition 
planning as taking up the highest proportion of counsellors’ 
time, while 22% report mental health as number one.

DISPARATE ACCESS TO GUIDANCE COUNSELLORS 

Although 99% of secondary schools report having a guidance 
counsellor, access differs widely across schools. The average 
ratio is 381 students per guidance counsellor. However, this 
ratio jumps to 595 students per guidance counsellor in 10% 
of secondary schools. 

In elementary schools with grades 7 and 8, students must 
choose courses for secondary school that can greatly influ-
ence their post-secondary options and future careers.53 
Students also undergo many emotional, social, and physical 
changes during this time. Research indicates that Ontario’s 
school counsellors may have an especially vital support role 
for students in grades 7 and 8.54 Despite this, only 25% of 
schools with grades 7 and 8 have a guidance counsellor, full- 
or part-time.  

The challenge is that the guidance teacher has been 
assigned to 14 schools. Therefore, she is here only one 
afternoon every two weeks—not enough to see the stu-
dents who can benefit from her service.

Elementary school with grades 7 and 8, Toronto DSB

Note: An IPP (Individual Pathway Plan) is a planning tool that students use to 

record both what they have learned and their future goals. Provincial policy man-

dates that all students must have an IPP by Grade 7 (Creating Pathways).51

All students with Individual Education Plans are required to have Transition Plans 

to support transitions, including into school, between grades, programs and 

schools, from elementary to secondary and from secondary school to the “next 

appropriate pathway.”52

Figure 8
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Geography and school size affect access to guidance coun-
sellors. Seventy-four percent of small town/rural secondary 
schools have full-time guidance counsellors, compared to 
94% of urban/suburban schools. Only 10% of small town/
rural elementary schools with grades 7 and 8 have either a 
full- or part-time guidance counsellor. By contrast, 38% of 
urban/suburban elementary schools with grades 7 and 8 
have either full- or part-time counsellors. These differences 
are largely a result of Ontario’s per-pupil funding formula, 
which supports more staff in school boards with higher stu-
dent populations. 

Counsellors offer depth and breadth of expertise in order 
to support diverse student learners. Guidance 
staff work in collaboration with administration, student 
success, student services (special education), alternative 
education, cooperative education and [English language 
learners]... Time constraints pull guidance staff in too 
many directions.

Secondary school, York Region DSB

Figure 9

Figure 10
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All students, regardless of ability or specialized instruc-
tional needs, have equal rights to public education in 
Ontario. This principle is embedded in our current edu-
cation system, and, for students identified with special 
education needs, enshrined in law.55 Virtually every 
school in Ontario has students who receive special 
education assistance.56 

ACCESS TO RESOURCES AND SUPPORT

In 2016, an average of 17% of students in each elementary 
school and 27% of students in each secondary school receive 
any assistance from the special education department. Sup-
ports for students cover a wide range—from specialized 
classes and equipment for students with very high needs, to 
a little extra help during the day in a regular classroom. Not 
all students with special education needs require or receive 
support from qualified special education teachers. In cases 
where students are receiving support in a regular classroom, 
for example, the classroom teacher may be supported by a 
special education teacher who works with all of the teachers 

Special Education

	 Quick Facts

•	 An average of 17% of students in each elementary 
school, and 27% of students in each secondary school 
receive any assistance from the special education 
department.

•	 59% of elementary and 52% of secondary schools 
report that there are restrictions on the number 
of students they can place on waiting lists for 
assessments.

•	 91% of urban/suburban elementary schools 
report having a full-time special education teacher, 
compared to only 66% of small town/rural schools.

Figure 11

*This is an average per school.

in the school. In other cases—where students may have 
higher, or particular needs—the students may be withdrawn 
for all or part of the day to a special education class. While 
the ratio of students receiving special education support 
to special education teachers has remained fairly steady in 
elementary schools over the last four years, there has been 
a substantial increase in the ratio in secondary schools (see 
Figure 11). 

Lots of successes due to our GREAT team of teachers, 
[resource teachers] and [educational assistants]. We 
work together with parents and students to serve needs. 
We make excellent use of the support we receive and we 
know how very valuable it is!

Elementary school, Huron Perth CDSB

PROVIDING SUPPORT FOR STUDENTS—WAITING LISTS AND 
RESTRICTIONS

While 44% of students receiving special education support 
have Individual Education Plans only (and no formal iden-
tification), 56% go through an Identification Placement and 
Review (IPRC) process.57 This process is required in order to 
be identified under one of the province’s categories of excep-
tionality.58 Once a student is identified, the IPRC makes a 
recommendation on the type of supports and/or placements 
to be provided. 
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[Services are] hard to access since we are 2.5 hours 
away from our Board Office and support staff.

Elementary school, Rainbow DSB 

Prior to the IPRC process, the student may be required to 
undergo a psycho-educational assessment conducted by a 
psychologist or other trained professional. The assessment 
provides more information about the nature of the student’s 
learning challenges and the types of support that may help. 
If the school cannot provide an assessment in a timely 
manner, parents may choose to pay for one privately. Private 
assessments can cost more than $2,500.59 When parents 
pay privately, they avoid waiting lists, which can range from 
months to years. Children on waiting lists may be going 
without the early support that can have an impact on their 
chances for long-term success.60

In 2016:

•	 The percentage of elementary schools reporting that not 
all students are receiving recommended support has 
increased to 26% from 22% last year.

•	 Elementary and secondary schools have an average of 6 
students per school waiting for an assessment. 

•	 59% of elementary and 52% of secondary schools report 
that there are restrictions on the number of students they 
can place on waiting lists for assessments. 

•	 Restrictions on assessments are highest in elementary 
schools in small town/rural areas, where 72% of schools 
report them, as compared with 50% in urban/suburban 
areas. 

Nous avons plusieurs élèves avec des défis au niveau du 
comportement. Toutes notre énergie est souvent mise 
là. Ça va de même pour les évaluations psycho éduca-
tionnelles. On pourrait passer une dizaines d’élèves en 
évaluation et je crois que nous aurions des diagnos-
tiques au niveau d’apprentissage ou de comportement 
qui mèneraient à des placement. 

Elementary school, CSDC Centre-Sud61 

EDUCATIONAL ASSISTANTS

Ninety-five percent of secondary and 91 percent of elemen-
tary schools have educational assistants in special education. 
These assistants provide support in both regular classrooms 
and special education classes. They work with students 
individually or in groups, under the guidance of the teacher. 
Their responsibilities include everything from helping 
students with lessons to assisting with personal hygiene or 
behavioural modification. 

The qualifications required for educational assistants vary 
from board to board, however only 36% of elementary and 
59% of secondary schools report that the majority of their 
educational assistants have an additional post-secondary 
qualification in special education. 

CHALLENGES IN SPECIAL EDUCATION

In their comments, principals identify many challenges in 
meeting students’ needs, including a lack of staff or funding; 
the amount of paperwork associated with special educa-
tion; problems with accessing assessments due to backlogs, 
restrictions, or long wait times; and behaviour and mental 
health concerns that take substantial time away from pro-
viding academic support. In recent consultations on educa-
tion funding conducted by the Ministry of Education, school 
boards and a range of stakeholders, including principals, 
teachers, parents, and board staff, raised similar concerns.62

[The challenge is that] teachers are unable to consistently 
meet the needs of all of their students (due to lack of 
experience, training and knowledge, and the sheer diver-
sity of student needs) and special education teachers are 
restricted in the amount of support that they can provide 
due to time constraints (only 1 teacher and 1 EA).

Elementary school, Bluewater DSB 
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CHANGES TO ONTARIO’S SPECIAL EDUCATION  
FUNDING FORMULA

The province estimates it will spend $2.76 billion on special 
education next year. Half of this is provided through a Spe-
cial Education Per-Pupil Amount (SEPPA) that is based on the 
total number of students in the school board.63 The SEPPA 
funds the additional assistance that the majority of special 
education students require—including everything from edu-
cational assistants to psycho-educational consultants, special 
education teachers and a range of classroom supports. 

The remainder of special education funding is intended to 
cover the cost of things like special equipment and facilities, 
separate classrooms, special education teachers, and other 
supports for students with higher needs.64 In an effort to 
make the funding more responsive to boards’ and students’ 
needs, the Ministry has been implementing a new funding 
model focused on students with higher needs. The new 
funding model is calculated, for the most part, based on two 
factors: 

•	 a Special Education Statistical Prediction Model that uses 
demographic data to estimate the total number of stu-
dents likely to receive special education supports; and 

•	 a formula for ‘Measures of Variability’ which takes 
into account other local factors, such as percentage of 

students exempted from EQAO tests, remoteness, per-
centage of students currently receiving special education 
supports, estimated percentage of students who are First 
Nations, Métis or Inuit, and numbers of locally developed 
courses or alternative credits offered by the board. 

TEACHER EDUCATION TO SUPPORT ALL STUDENTS WITH 
SPECIAL NEEDS 

Comments from the survey identify the need for better 
educational supports so that teachers can meet the broad 
diversity of learning needs in today’s classrooms. One prin-
cipal suggests, “all teachers should have [a special education] 
background.”65 A report on special education prepared for 
Ontario’s Ministry of Education states that as more students 
with special education needs are accommodated within reg-
ular classrooms, providing all teachers with special education 
training is essential for inclusive education to be effective.66 

URBAN/SUBURBAN VS. SMALL TOWN/RURAL 

Special Education support is not evenly divided throughout 
school boards in Ontario.  

In 2016:

•	 91% of urban/suburban elementary schools report having 
a full-time special education teacher, compared to only 
66% in small town/rural schools.

•	 50% of urban/suburban elementary schools report a 
restriction on the number of students who can receive 
special education assessments. That number jumps to 
72% in small town/rural schools. 

[We] need MORE psycho-educational assessments. In 
more affluent schools, where parents are working and 
have coverage, they make up for the lack of assess-
ments by having parents pay privately, which frees up 
assessments for the children who are left. When you 
work in a less affluent school there are often more stu-
dents who need the assessment, fewer parents who can 
afford to go privately, and there are not nearly enough 
assessments to go around. 

Elementary school, Upper Grand DSB

Figure 12
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While public attention is most often focused on the 
challenges faced by on-reserve schools, it is less well-
known that in Ontario, 82% of First Nations, Métis, and 
Inuit students attend provincially funded schools.67

For a number of years, Ontario’s Ministry of Education 
and Ontario school boards have focused on two priori-
ties: improving Indigenous students’ chances for success, 
and increasing all students’ access to a strong Indigenous 
education.68 In 2015, in its “Calls to Action,” Canada’s Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) provided a number of 
concrete ways to achieve these goals.69 The Calls to Action 
outlined the changes that provinces need to make in order 
to support the integration of Indigenous knowledge and 
teaching methods into the classroom. 

While there has been marked progress toward embedding 
Indigenous education into Ontario’s schools, there are still 
challenges to be addressed.

EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES AND COMMUNITY 
CONNECTIONS

In an extensive consultation conducted by the Provincial 
Advocate for Children and Youth, Indigenous young people 
said they wanted traditions and teachings from elders to be 
part of their educational experience.70 According to Indig-
enous education researcher Susan Dion, this access increases 
“opportunities for teachers and students to learn from 
Aboriginal people” and increases “First Nations, Métis, and 
Inuit students’ experiences of belonging and well-being in 
schools.”71 Parent engagement also increases when stronger 
ties between schools and communities exist.72 

Responses to this year’s survey show that more Indig-
enous guest speakers are being invited into schools at both 
elementary and secondary levels, and that there has been 
an increase in the percentage of secondary schools con-
sulting with Indigenous community members (see Table 2). 

While these positive changes are worth celebrating, concerns 
persist. The majority of schools do not offer any Indigenous 
education activities, and urban regions lag behind rural areas 
in providing Indigenous education and supports. Further-
more, some principals commented that their schools had 
too few First Nations, Métis, or Inuit students to warrant a 
specific focus on Indigenous education.

Indigenous Education

	 Quick Facts

•	 29% of elementary schools and 49% of secondary 
schools report Indigenous guest speakers.

•	 31% of elementary schools and 53% of secondary 
schools offer professional development opportunities 
on Indigenous cultural issues to staff.

Schools offering Indigenous  
education opportunities

2014 2015 2016

Indigenous guest speakers

Elementary 23% 20% 29%

Secondary 39% 45% 49%

Consultation with Indigenous 
community members

Elementary 12% 10% 13%

Secondary 27% 27% 38%

Table 2 
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In 2016:

•	 Only 10% of elementary schools offer Indigenous cultural 
ceremonies, and only 6% offer Native Studies programs.

•	 30% of secondary schools report Indigenous cultural cer-
emonies, but only 11% report language programs, which 
has remained consistent for the past two years. 

•	 23% of secondary schools provide post-secondary out-
reach with a focus on Indigenous students. 

SUPPORTING TEACHERS’ PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

For teachers who are not familiar with Indigenous literature 
or First Nations, Métis, and Inuit cultures and histories, inte-
grating Indigenous content into their courses can be over-
whelming. Professional development can play a vital role in 
transforming their classrooms and their teaching practices.73 

In 2016:

•	 31% of elementary schools now offer professional devel-
opment opportunities on Indigenous cultural issues to 
staff, compared to 25% in 2014 (see Figure 13). 

•	 53% of secondary schools offer professional development, 
compared to 34% in 2014. 

•	 Only 15% of elementary and 35% of secondary schools 
report that they have a designated staff member (other 
than the principal or vice principal) who coordinates 
Indigenous education in their school.

Figure 13

•	 Of the elementary and secondary schools reporting no 
designated staff, more than 85% report having access to 
staff support from their school board. 

ADDRESSING IDENTIFIED GOALS

In 2007, Ontario’s Ministry of Education introduced its First 
Nation, Métis and Inuit Education Policy Framework, which 
identifies specific goals aimed at closing both the achievement 
gap for Indigenous students and the knowledge gap expe-
rienced by all students.74 The Ministry set 2016 as its target 
date for closing the gap between Aboriginal and non-Aborig-
inal students in literacy, numeracy, student retention, gradu-
ation rates and pursuit of post-secondary education, and pro-
viding Aboriginal education opportunities for all students.75

In spite of programming and monetary investments, these 
goals appear to be unachievable by the Ministry’s target date. 
Achievement levels for most Indigenous students remain 
below that of their non-Indigenous peers,76 with the most 
recent available data from the Education Quality and Account-
ability Office (2011/12) showing a gap of more than 20 
percentage points on reading, writing and math test scores 
between First Nations students and all students in English 
language school boards.77 The fact that the majority of 
schools do not offer other Indigenous education supports and 
programs also limits their capacity to reach the Ministry goals. 

INDIGENIZING EDUCATION 

While there are signs of progress in Indigenous education, 
the biggest challenge may be the true Indigenization of 
education. Indigenizing education is not merely a matter of 
ensuring that Indigenous students have specialized pro-
grams and services; it requires learning environments that 
go beyond brief cultural experiences to include far broader 
expressions of Indigenous identity. In a truly Indigenized 
system, Indigenous concepts and ways of viewing the world 
are woven into the entire curriculum, rather than delivered as 
stand-alone curriculum expectations.78 This requires recon-
ceiving learning environments so that physical, emotional, 
intellectual, and spiritual elements are valued in addition to 
literacy and numeracy.79 
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Nous aimerions bien avoir des personnes ressources 
qui viennent faire des cérémonies et servir de mentors 
auprès de nos jeunes Autochtones, Métis et pour la 
population en général. 

Elementary school, CSD du Grand Nord de l’Ontario80

Some principals expressed concern that their schools con-
tained too few Indigenous students to warrant a specific 
focus on Indigenous education. As one principal stated, 
“Small numbers mean limited interest or perceived need.”81 
Yet, as Dion, Johnston, and Rice have shown, all students 
benefit from a better understanding of Canada’s history 
of colonization and its influence upon current relation-
ships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.82 
One promising option at the secondary level is the granting 
of a compulsory English credit to students who take the 
grade 11 Contemporary Aboriginal Voices English course.83 

Through collaborating with our Board’s First Nations 
Resource teacher, our grade 5 students and teachers 
were able to engage in authentic learning experiences.

Elementary school, Peel DSB

THE IMPACT OF FUNDING AND STUDENT NUMBERS ON 
INDIGENOUS EDUCATION PROGRAMS

In the 2016 surveys, some principals commented that they 
did not receive as much funding for Indigenous cultural 
opportunities as schools with higher Indigenous popula-
tions. This may be a result of targeted funding in the First 
Nation, Métis and Inuit Education Supplement84 that provides 
a base amount to all school boards to support implementa-
tion of the FNMI Education Policy Framework, plus additional 
support for boards with higher proportions of First Nations, 
Métis and Inuit students. 

Since the person who carries the Aboriginal portfolio 
also has numerous other responsibilities, and our school 
would not be a priority school, I feel as though we are 
missing out on many wonderful learning opportunities 
for the Aboriginal students within our building.

Elementary school, Superior North CDSB

In the 2016/17 school year, school boards will receive 
$64 million to support First Nation, Métis and Inuit educa-
tion.85 For the first time this year, the Ministry has included 
a requirement that a portion of the funding in the basic 
per-pupil allocation must be used to establish a supervisory 
officer-level position focused on the implementation of the 
Ontario First Nation, Métis, and Inuit Education Policy Frame-
work. Responsibilities will include “working with First Nation, 
Métis, and Inuit communities, organizations, students and 
families…supporting programs to build the knowledge and 
awareness of all students about Indigenous histories, cul-
tures, perspectives and contributions; and supporting imple-
mentation of Indigenous self-identification policies in each 
board.”86 Boards are not only required to spend at least half 
of the targeted amount on this dedicated position, but they 
must also confirm that any remaining amount has been used 
to support the First Nation, Métis and Inuit Education Policy 
Framework.

This year the Ministry will also begin to phase in data from 
the 2011 National Household Survey, which will be used to 
allocate the per-pupil funding amount. In addition, 45% of the 
funding for the Board Action Plans required by the Ministry 
will be allocated based on voluntary Indigenous student self-
identification. By the end of the phase-in period, it is expected 
that the 2016 census data will be available for use in imple-
menting further updates. More accurate demographic data will 
help to ensure that funding is allocated where it is needed.

We work in grade teams to provide educational oppor-
tunities for all students on Aboriginal perspectives and 
culture. We have a community member who will be 
working with the staff on the Medicine Wheel teachings 
and the Seven Sacred Teachings.

Elementary school, Toronto DSB
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Research Methods

Unless cited from other sources, the statistics and 
quoted material in this report originate from People for 
Education’s 19th Annual Survey (2015/16) of Ontario’s 
elementary schools, and 16th Annual Survey of Ontar-
io’s secondary schools. The surveys were mailed to 
principals in every publicly funded school in Ontario 
during the fall of 2015. Schools in French language 
school boards received translated surveys. Surveys 
were also available for completion online in English 
and French.

This year we received 1,154 responses from elementary and 
secondary schools, covering each of Ontario’s 72 publicly 
funded school boards, and 24% of the province’s publicly 
funded schools. The responses also offer a largely repre-
sentative sample of publicly funded schools across pro-
vincial regions (see Figure 14). All survey responses and 
data are confidential and stored in conjunction with Tri-
Council recommendations for the safeguarding of data.

Data Analysis 

The analyses in this report are based on both descriptive 
and inferential statistics. The chief objective of descriptive 
analyses is to present numerical information in an illu-
minating format that is accessible to multiple audiences. 
All data were analyzed using SPSS statistical software.

For geographic comparisons, schools were classified as either 
small town/rural or urban/suburban using postal codes. 
Small town/rural schools are located in jurisdictions with 
under 75,000 people and not contiguous to an urban centre 
greater than 75,000 people. All other schools were classified 
as urban/suburban schools. Based on scholarly literature and 
governmental sources, it was determined that a population 
of 75,000 persons provided the most accurate dividing line 
between small town/rural and urban/suburban areas in the 
Ontario provincial context.

Reporting

Calculations have been rounded to the nearest whole number 
and may not amount to 100%. The average student to staff 
ratio was calculated for schools that reported both the total 
number of students and the full-time equivalents for  
staff positions.

REGIONAL DATA

Region 
(sorted by postal code) 

% of schools 
in survey

% of schools 
in Ontario

Eastern Ontario (K) 19% 18%

Central Ontario without GTA 16% 17%

GTA 33% 34%

Southwestern Ontario (N) 20% 20%

Northern Ontario (P) 13% 11%

Figure 14
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District School Board Number 
of Schools

Algoma DSB 11

Algonquin and Lakeshore CDSB 7

Avon Maitland DSB 13

Bluewater DSB 12

Brant Haldimand Norfolk CDSB 7

Bruce-Grey CDSB 8

CDSB of Eastern Ontario 1

CÉP de l'Est de l'Ontario 13

CS Viamonde 5

CSC Providence 9

CSD du Grand Nord de l'Ontario 10

CSD du Nord-Est de l'Ontario 5

CSDC des Aurores boréales 5

CSDC Centre-Sud 14

CSDC de l'Est ontarien 8

CSDC des Grandes Rivières 7

CSDC du Centre-Est de l'Ontario 9

CSDC du Nouvel-Ontario 11

CSDC Franco-Nord 5

DSB Niagara 15

DSB Ontario North East 6

Dufferin-Peel CDSB 2

Durham CDSB 5

Durham DSB 11

Grand Erie DSB 28

Greater Essex County DSB 26

Halton CDSB 3

Halton DSB 28

Hamilton-Wentworth CDSB 4

Hamilton-Wentworth DSB 25

Hastings and Prince Edward DSB 2

Huron Perth CDSB 3

Huron-Superior CDSB 8

Kawartha Pine Ridge DSB 49

Keewatin-Patricia DSB 5

Kenora CDSB 1

District School Board Number 
of Schools

Lakehead DSB 15

Lambton Kent DSB 21

Limestone DSB 17

London DCSB 5

Near North DSB 14

Niagara CDSB 3

Nipissing-Parry Sound CDSB 3

Northeastern CDSB 3

Northwest CDSB 1

Ottawa CDSB 16

Ottawa-Carleton DSB 56

Peel DSB 52

Peterborough Victoria Northumberland CDSB 14

Rainbow DSB 12

Rainy River DSB 4

Renfrew County CDSB 5

Renfrew County DSB 16

Simcoe County DSB 51

Simcoe Muskoka CDSB 19

St Clair CDSB 5

Sudbury CDSB 5

Superior-Greenstone DSB 4

Superior North CDSB 2

Thames Valley DSB 28

Thunder Bay CDSB 3

Toronto CDSB 94

Toronto DSB 151

Trillium Lakelands DSB 13

Upper Canada DSB 19

Upper Grand DSB 26

Waterloo CDSB 9

Waterloo Region DSB 19

Wellington CDSB 6

Windsor-Essex CDSB 10

York CDSB 17

York Region DSB 32

Other School Authority 3

Total 1,154

 

Number of Participating Schools, per District School Board



22   People for Education     Annual Report on Ontario’s Publicly Funded Schools 2016

In Ontario, funding for education and child care is  
overseen by the provincial government.

The Ministry of Education makes decisions about how much 
money will be spent on education overall, and allocates 
funding to school boards based on a provincial funding for-
mula. Specific decisions about how to spend the provincial 
funding are made by school boards and by school principals. 

The funding formula

Since the provincial funding formula was first developed in 
1997, many adjustments have been made, including changes 
to recognize the unique needs of boards with a high number 
of small schools, adjustments to funding for special educa-
tion, and funding to cushion the blow of declining enrolment. 
But much of education funding continues to be tied 
to enrolment.

Funding for classroom teachers, education assistants, 
textbooks and learning materials, classroom supplies, 
classroom computers, library and guidance services, prepa-
ration time (which funds specialist and student success 
teachers), professional and para-professional supports, and 
textbooks is allocated on a per-pupil basis. (E.g. for every 
763 elementary students, the province provides funding for 
one teacher–librarian; for every 385 secondary students, the 
province provides funding for one guidance counsellor).

Principals, vice principals, school secretaries, and school 
office supplies are funded according to a formula based 
both on numbers of students and numbers of schools.

Funding to heat, light, maintain and repair schools also 
depends on student numbers. There is funding to maintain 
104 square feet per elementary student, 130 square feet per 
secondary student and 100 square feet per adult education 
student. There is also some “top up” funding for schools that 
are just below the provincially-designated capacity.

Per-pupil funding is not meant to be equal, as different 
boards have different needs. But it is meant to provide 
equal educational opportunity for all students. To accom-
plish this, other specific grants are added to the per-pupil 
base that boards receive, including grants for special edu-
cation, English or French language support, transporta-
tion, declining enrolment, learning opportunities, etc.

WHERE ARE THE DECISIONS MADE?

The province

The Ministry of Education provides funding to school boards 
based on a number of factors, including the number of 
students in a board, the number of schools, the percentage 
of high needs special education students, the number of 
students who have either English or French as their second 
language, and unique geographical needs (a high number of 
small schools, very far apart, for example).

But only special education, capital funding, componenents 
of the Learning Opportunities Grant, and the First Nations, 
Métis and Inuit Grant are “sweatered,” meaning funds pro-
vided cannot be spent on anything else. Most other funding 
can be moved from one category to another, which means 
that many funding decisions are made at the board level.

The school board

School boards make decisions about individual schools’ 
budgets and on criteria for things like the number of stu-
dents a school must have in order to get staff such as 
teacher–librarians or vice-principals. Boards distribute 
funding for teachers to schools depending on the number 
of students and, in some cases, depending on the number 
of students who might struggle to succeed—either because 
of socio-economic or ethno-racial factors, or because of 
special needs. Boards also decide which schools should stay 
open and which should close, and how many custodians, 
secretaries and educational assistants each school will get.

The school

Principals receive a budget for the school from the school 
board. They make decisions about school maintenance and 
repairs within that budget, and about the distribution of 
teachers and class sizes. They decide how to allocate edu-
cational assistants and whether their school can have staff 
such as a teacher–librarian, a music teacher, or department 
heads. Depending on the size of the school, principals may 
also allocate funding to different departments.

How Funding Works
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Surveys
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