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Quick facts

Vital staff beyond teachers
•	 61% of elementary schools and 50% of secondary schools report that they do not have sufficient access to a 

psychologist to adequately support students.
•	 47% of elementary and 36% of secondary schools report that child and youth worker services are not available.

Schools as community hubs
Among schools that indicate community use,
•	 9% of elementary and 21% of secondary schools offer integrated health and/or social services.
•	 85% of elementary and 93% of secondary schools are used for recreational programs.

Fundraising and fees
•	 48% of elementary schools and 10% of secondary schools fundraise for learning resources (e.g. computers,  

classroom supplies, etc.)
•	 The top 5% of fundraising secondary schools raise as much as the bottom 83% combined.

Libraries
•	 52% of elementary schools had at least one teacher–librarian, either full- or part-time, a decline from 60% in 2008, 

and an all-time low in the 20-year history of the People for Education Annual Survey.

Arts education
•	 40% of elementary schools have neither a specialist music teacher, nor an itinerant music instructor.
•	 Elementary schools in the GTA are 2.5 times more likey to have a music teacher than those in  

eastern and northern Ontario.

Health
•	 42% of elementary schools have a Health and Physical Education (H&PE) teacher, either full- or part-time.
•	 The percentage of elementary schools with a H&PE teacher varies by region, from a high of 73% of elementary 

schools in the GTA, to only 15% of elementary schools in eastern Ontario.

Special education
•	 An average of 18% of students in each elementary school, and 27% of students in each secondary school,  

receive assistance from the special education department.
•	 90% of elementary schools in the GTA have a full-time special education teacher, compared to 60% in northern Ontario.

Indigenous education
•	 66% of elementary and 80% of secondary schools offer Indigenous education opportunities,  

up from 49% and 61%, respectively, in 2013.
•	 40% of elementary schools bring in Indigenous guest speakers, up from 23% in 2013.

Language support
•	 63% of English language elementary schools and 58% of secondary schools have English language learners.
•	 76% of French language elementary schools have students who require French language support (ALF/PANA 

students), and on average, one in five students in these schools are receiving language support.

Career and life planning
•	 34% of elementary and 56% of secondary schools report that every student has an education  

and career/life planning portfolio.
•	 The average ratio of students to guidance counsellors per secondary school is 380 to 1.  

In 10% of schools, that ratio is as high as 600 to 1.
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Introduction and  
recommendations
People for Education has been keeping track of the impact of policy and 
funding changes on Ontario schools for 20 years. In that time, govern-
ments have changed, parts of the provincial funding formula for educa-
tion have been revised, knowledge about education itself has evolved, 
and a multitude of education policies have been implemented.

Ontario schools do very well in terms of literacy and numeracy scores, 
and graduation rates. But long-term success in today’s complex world 
requires more than achievement in the 3 R’s. 

This year’s report is based on survey results from 1,101 elementary and 
secondary schools in 71 of Ontario’s 72 school boards, representing 22% 
of the province’s publicly funded schools. The report shows that princi-
pals and education staff are struggling to deal with competing priorities, 
and that they face challenges in ensuring that all students have access 
to an education that will equip them with the academic, creative, citizen-
ship, social-emotional, and health competencies they need—no matter 
what their future path. 

For this reason, we are making four overall recommendations:

1.		 Education in rural and northern Ontario: Areas with smaller schools 
have fewer resources, and are struggling to provide adequate in-
frastructure to support the rich education their students need and 
deserve. The inequities between schools in urban areas and those in 
Ontario’s small towns suggest that the funding formula is not re-
sponding well to the needs of our rural and northern communities.

>> People for Education recommends—with urgency—that the prov-
ince substantially revise the funding formula so that it provides 
equitable support and opportunities for all students, no matter 
where they live.

2.		 Policy overload: Ontario has a vast array of overlapping and, at times, 
redundant initiatives, programs, and frameworks that target every-
thing from career education, to student success, to social-emotional 
learning, well-being, and health. Many principals in this year’s survey 
reported that a combination of competing priorities and a lack of 
resources is creating strain in the system. Ensuring that schools are 
able to provide Ontario’s young people with the supports and educa-
tion they need to develop a broad range of competencies and skills 
requires greater clarity and policy coherence.

>> People for Education recommends that the Ministry of Education 
undertake a review to evaluate and rationalize the plethora of 
programs, and develop a coherent approach so that all initiatives 
share common language and common goals. 

I believe it is important for our 
students to understand the 
history of our country and to 
understand inclusivity…The 
main issue is we have many 
priorities, beyond academics, 
and sometimes it is difficult to 
complete any of them well...If 
everything is important, [then] 
nothing is important.

Elementary school, 
Upper Grand DSB

We’ve had to reduce the time 
allotted to Arts education in 
our timetable to allow for 300 
minutes of Math each week 
and 200 minutes of French. 

Elementary school,  
Toronto DSB
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3.		 Equity in education: When it was first developed 1997, Ontario’s 
Learning Opportunities Grant was intended to provide support—
based on boards’ demographics—for programs and resources for 
students whose socio-economic status meant they may face barri-
ers to success and greater challenges in school.  At that time, the 
government-appointed expert panel recommended that the province 
set the grant at $400 million. In today’s dollars, that funding should 
total $564.2 million. The reality is far lower. The demographic portion 
of the 2017/18 Learning Opportunities Grant is $358.2 million. Over 
the past decade, the province has reduced the proportion of the 
grant based on demographics from 82% to 47%. The funding changes 
have resulted in a shift away from the grant’s foundational purpose of 
‘redistributive equity.’

>> People for Education recommends that the province divide 
the current Learning Opportunities Grant into two grants—one 
focused on student success, and one specifically focused on 
redistributive equity. The new “equity in education grant” should 
support resources, programs, opportunities, and strategies that 
have been shown to mitigate the impact of socio-economic factors 
on students’ chances for success in school.

4.		 Indigenous education: This year’s results show a substantial improve-
ment in Indigenous education programs in Ontario’s schools. More 
than two-thirds of schools now offer Indigenous education opportuni-
ties, where less than half did in 2014. These programs include things 
like professional development for staff, cultural support programs, 
and consultation with Indigenous communities. However, contrary 
to advice from Indigenous stakeholders, the province continues to 
measure success for Indigenous students based solely on literacy 
and numeracy scores, credit accumulation and graduation rates. In 
2014, the Ministry of Education committed to work with First Nation, 
Métis, and Inuit partners and key education stakeholders to “explore 
and identify additional indicators of student achievement…well-being 
and self-esteem.”

>> People for Education recommends that the province establish a 
new set of relevant indicators of student success that are more 
congruent with the interests, needs, and motivation of Indigenous 
communities, and vital for all students’ success in school and life.

Principals, teachers, and 
other education workers are 
bombarded with information 
and expectations. The expec-
tation of the email senders 
and policy makers seems to 
be that when they click the 
send button, their program 
is implemented. There are so 
many of these initiatives and 
projects on the go that most 
people are confused about the 
direction we are going or how 
to go about prioritizing what is 
going on.

Elementary school, 
Hamilton-Wentworth DSB
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Vital staff beyond  
teachers
Teachers do not work alone, and a school community consists of more 
than individual classrooms. The whole school environment supports 
student success by encouraging academic achievement1 and ensuring 
the physical, social, and emotional well-being of students.2

Every day, individuals from a variety of backgrounds and experience 
come together in schools to help students achieve their academic and 
personal goals. They often go beyond their assigned roles, connecting 
with students and providing both formal and informal support  
and guidance.

Alongside teachers, staff such as psychologists, attendance counsellors, 
child and youth workers, computer technicians, educational assistants, 
and administrators work with students on a daily basis.3 Table 1 provides 
an overview of the many people who support student learning. In this 
year’s survey, People for Education collected information about psychol-
ogists, social workers, child and youth workers, and speech-language 
pathologists.

Funding for professionals  
and para-professionals
Funding for non-teaching staff is provided through several Ministry of 
Education grants, including the Pupil Foundation Grant, the School 
Foundation Grant, and several Special Purpose Grants. Professionals 
and paraprofessionals (such as psychologists, social workers, child and 
youth workers, speech–language pathologists, hall monitors and lunch-
room supervisors) are funded in the Pupil Foundation Grant at a rate of 
one for every 578 students in elementary schools, and one for every 
452 students in secondary schools.4 School boards can hire profession-
als and paraprofessionals at their own discretion, according to the needs 
of their school communities. Because funding for these positions is 
pooled, increased spending on one type of position means there is less 
funding for other positions.

In 2017:
•	 61% of elementary schools 

and 50% of secondary 
schools report that they do 
not have sufficient access to 
a psychologist to adequately 
support students.

•	 47% of elementary and 36% 
of secondary schools report 
that child and youth worker 
services are not available.

•	 49% of elementary and 81% 
of secondary schools have 
regularly scheduled access 
to a social worker.
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Applied behavior analysis 
specialists

Support students with 
autism spectrum and other 
developmental disorders. 

Attendance counsellors

Provide counselling and 
support to ensure that 
every child, aged 6 to 
18, is attending school.

Audiologists

Support student hearing 
needs, including the 
interpretation of assessments 
for classroom planning and 
therapy for students. 

Occupational therapists

Support students in over-
coming barriers that might 
prevent their participation in 
the activities of daily life.

Physiotherapists

Work with students, 
school staff, and parents 
to develop plans and 
provide therapy for 
students with  
physical challenges.

Speech–language 
pathologists
Provide oral 
communication 
assessments, in-service 
teacher learning, and 
speech–language therapy.

Early childhood educators

Co-teach with teachers 
in Kindergarten classes, 
providing individualized 
support when needed.

Educational assistants

Provide educational 
support in the classroom 
to groups or individual 
students.

Office staff

Responsible for administrative 
tasks, including maintaining 
the budget and attendance 
records. 

Custodians

Responsible for the 
maintenance of school 
facilities.

Quality learning environments depend on the 
contributions of many individuals in diverse roles 
that support student development.   

Table 1

School staff beyond teachers
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Child and youth workers

Support students 
experiencing personal 
crises or behaviour 
problems.

Community relations officers

Act as liaisons between 
home, school and community 
by coordinating newcomer 
support, family literacy, tutoring, 
translation, etc.

Hall monitors

Protect students 
by enforcing safety 
protocols.

Library technicians

Responsible for maintaining 
and assisting with the use of 
library materials. 

Lunchroom supervisors

Supervise students 
during the lunch hour.

Psychologists

Provide consultation and 
professional development 
to staff, as well as 
assessment, counselling, 
and programs for students.

Social workers
Support students with social, 
emotional, or behavioural difficulties.

Computer technicians

Maintain and repair 
computers and related 
technology.

Tradespeople
Responsible for 
specialized repairs 
and maintenance 
of school facilities. 

Community agencies

Partner with schools to support 
students and families. These 
include agencies such as public 
health, parks and recreation and 
Children and Youth Services.

Principals

Set the strategic 
direction for the 
school, and act as 
instructional and 
administrative leaders.

Vice principals

Support the principal in 
his or her instructional and 
administrative leadership tasks.

YOUR
neighbourhood
SCHOOL
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Psychologists
School psychologists5 are mental health professionals who can assess 
students’ special needs, as well as diagnose mental health problems, 
provide intervention, and assist teaching staff in supporting struggling 
students.

In 2017:

•	38% of elementary and 40% of secondary schools report they have 
regularly scheduled access to a psychologist.

•	49% of elementary and 45% of secondary schools report that they 
have on-call access to a psychologist.

•	13% of elementary and 16% of secondary schools report that psycholo-
gist services are not available.

•	61% of elementary and 50% of secondary principals report they do not 
have sufficient access to psychologists to adequately support students.

“The mental health needs of our students are, at times, 
overwhelming”6

In 2011, the Ontario government introduced Open Minds, Healthy Minds, 
a comprehensive ten-year mental health and addictions strategy.7 
One of its overall goals was to “identify mental health and addictions 
problems early, and intervene.”8 The strategy identifies a need to build 
“school-based capacity,” including enhancing mental health resources 
in schools.9 School boards are provided with funding for a Mental Health 
Leader, to create “a more integrated and responsive child and youth 
mental health and addictions system.”10 This funding is “enveloped” (i.e. 
to be spent only on the specified area).

In their survey comments, principals—particularly in secondary schools—
report significant concerns about providing mental health support.

According to the Ontario Psychological Association’s guidelines, school 
boards should employ one school psychologist for every 1000 stu-
dents.11 However, the Association of Chief Psychologists with Ontario 
School Boards recently reported that the ratio of psychology staff to 
students is, on average, over 1 to 3,500, and has reached 1 to 8,000 in 
some cases.12

In the 2017 survey, 61% of elementary principals and 50% of secondary 
principals report insufficient access to psychologists to meet the needs 
of their students. Almost half of schools report that they have access to a 
psychologist only on an on-call basis.

Our adolescent care worker 
plays a vital role in the lives of 
many of our students. Com-
munity services for drug and 
alcohol and mental health also 
provide critical assistance for 
many students. Unfortunately, 
there is a need for even more 
services in all of these areas. 
The mental health needs of 
our students are at times  
overwhelming.

Secondary school,  
Limestone DSB

Based on the increasing men-
tal health issues students are 
facing, there just isn’t enough 
time for our social worker/
psychologist to meet the 
demands of all the students 
needing support. That being 
said, the time students do 
have with these individuals is 
supportive and encouraging.

Secondary school, Peel DSB
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Special education assessments
Although the Ministry of Education sets criteria for special education 
exceptionalities, school boards determine their own special educa-
tion identification processes. In some cases, students can only access 
certain special education services after a professional assessment.13 
These assessments provide vital information to the Identification, Place-
ment, and Review Committee (IPRC) process. IPRCs determine whether 
a student meets the criteria for formal identification and the appropriate 
support for that student. Assessments provide diagnoses, if applicable, 
as well as information about the child’s learning profile and relevant 
educational recommendations. According to the Association of Chief 
Psychologists with Ontario School Boards, assessments can take as 
long as 20 hours.14

Psychologists and other professionals report they are pulled in multiple 
directions due to the need for assessments, counselling, and consulta-
tion. They say that the pressure to complete assessments affects their 
ability to provide other services.15

Figure 1

Percentage of elementary schools with no psychologist  
services available, by region

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

50%

GTASouthwestern 
Ontario

Central Ontario 
(excluding GTA)

Northern 
Ontario

Eastern 
Ontario

46%

15%

11%

6% 1%

Support is not always avail-
able—psychologist is used 
mainly for assessing, not 
for counselling on a regular 
basis; social worker is able to 
talk with approximately three 
students on her half[-day] 
weekly visit; speech patholo-
gist mainly for assessing and 
observations, also half a day 
once a week; weekly visits 
can be missed due to crisis at 
another school, or meetings.

Elementary school,  
Ottawa-Carleton DSB
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Child and youth workers, social workers, and 
speech-language pathologists
This year’s survey results indicate that many schools have limited access 
to professional and paraprofessional services.

Access to child and youth workers (CYWs):

•	35% of elementary and 45% of secondary schools report having regu-
larly scheduled access to CYWs.

•	47% of elementary and 36% of secondary schools report that CYW 
services are not available.

•	71% of elementary and 54% of secondary principals report that they 
do not have sufficient access to CYWs to adequately support their 
students.

Access to social workers:

•	49% of elementary and 81% of secondary schools report having regu-
larly scheduled access to a social worker.

•	15% of elementary and 6% of secondary schools report that social 
workers are not available.

•	55% of elementary and 47% of secondary principals report they do  
not have sufficient access to a social worker to adequately support 
their students.

Access to speech–language pathologists (SLPs):

•	51% of elementary and 10% of secondary schools report having regu-
larly scheduled access to SLPs.

•	2% of elementary and 10% of secondary schools report that no SLP 
services are available.

•	Only 37% of elementary and 28% of secondary principals report that 
they do not have sufficient access to SLPs to adequately support stu-
dents.

In French language school boards, the issue of access is compounded 
by language barriers. In some communities, schools report that they can 
only access Anglophone professionals and paraprofessionals.

Progress can be seen in stu-
dents who receive services on 
a regular basis. On the other 
hand, sessions in speech ther-
apy, for example, are given in 
blocks. Once the block is over, 
there is no support to con-
tinue, even if the goals are not 
met...The social worker does 
not come to school unless 
we have cases. I think at this 
point, we should give children 
preventative sessions, instead 
of intervening when everyone 
is in shock, or crisis, and they 
do not want to receive ser-
vices, as they are not seeing 
clearly.

Elementary school,  
CSDC Centre-Sud16

Our speech therapist is a four-
hour drive from our commu-
nity, so local services, once we 
are off the waiting list, come 
from an outside, English-
speaking organization.

Elementary school,  
CSDC des Aurores boréales17
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Schools as  
community hubs

In 2017: 
Among schools that indicate 
community use,
•	 9% of elementary and 21% 

of secondary schools offer 
integrated health and/or 
social services.

•	 65% of elementary and 
25% of secondary schools 
are used for childcare and 
family resource centres.

•	 85% of elementary and  
93% of secondary schools 
are used for recreational 
programs.

Our school opens its doors and welcomes the entire community in  
general, not just our school community. 

Elementary school, CS Viamonde20

Ontario’s strategy for community hubs
In 2015, the provincial government released the recommendations from 
the Premier’s Community Hubs Advisory Committee—Community Hubs 
in Ontario: A Strategic Framework and Action Plan.21 The recommenda-
tions provided a framework to support the creation of community hubs 
throughout Ontario, as a means of improving access to services and 
providing more efficient use of government resources.22 While librar-
ies, neighbourhood centres, and other community-based organizations 
can serve as community hubs, the province has identified schools as an 
“ideal location” for them.23

As a community hub, a school can be a focal point for health and social 
services, cultural and recreational events, and other home–school-com-
munity partnerships.24 While 69% of elementary and 64% of secondary 
schools report serving as community hubs, access to the school is, for 
the most part, limited to childcare, sports and recreation activities.

Of schools that report community use of their space:

•	9% of elementary and 21% of secondary schools offer integrated 
health and social services.

•	13% of elementary and 29% of secondary schools are used for cultural 
programs and events.

•	5% of elementary and 19% of secondary schools are used for the arts.

•	65% of elementary and 25% of secondary schools are used for child-
care and family resource centres.

•	85% of elementary and 93% of secondary schools are used for recre-
ational programs.

The school gym is used every 
night to provide extra-cur-
ricular activities for children 
in the community. We host a 
literacy program for parents 
of children 0–6 years old on 
Thursday mornings. We have 
a very successful day care 
and before- and after-school 
programs at the school.

Elementary school, York CDSB

Publicly funded schools can play an important role in strengthening the 
communities they serve.18 In recent years, the province has made mod-
est investments to support Ontario’s schools in acting as community 
hubs, including $28.1 million dollars to help with the costs of keeping 
schools open after hours for community use.19
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Challenges to developing the school as a 
community hub
Schools report a range of challenges to developing the school as a com-
munity hub, but the most frequently cited impediments are janitorial and 
cleaning services, safety and security issues, and managing community 
partners (see Figure 2). A number of schools commented that sched-
uling cleaning and maintenance, and finding ways to ensure security 
after school hours, were challenges that they were unable to resolve.

Many principals also commented that a lack of school space restricted 
partnering capabilities. They report that their schools are already over-
capacity, and that space constraints limit the potential for increasing 
community use of the school.

One of the challenges identified by schools in rural locations was a lack 
of community partners for them to engage with.

The school gets run down 
quickly with so many other 
users, and caretaking services 
[are] not able to keep up with 
[the] demand.

Secondary school, Toronto DSB

Being rural, there doesn’t 
seem to be anyone to really 
partner with. Knowing who to 
reach out to [is a challenge]. 
Nothing is close by.

Elementary school,  
Upper Grand DSB

Figure 2

The primary challenge to developing a school as a community hub
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Libraries
Today’s school libraries are more than a place where students go to bor-
row books. Libraries are often described as “learning commons” for the 
school, where resources are shared in physical and virtual spaces, al-
lowing students to collaborate.25 The idea behind the library-as-learning 
commons model is that students develop a variety of skills and compe-
tencies, including literacy, inquiry, and problem-solving, while engaging 
in collaborative and empowering learning experiences.26

Changes in staffing in Ontario  
school libraries
In 2017, only 52% of elementary schools reported having a full- or part-
time teacher–librarian. This is an all-time low in the 20-year history of 
the People for Education Annual Survey, down from 80% in 1998.

In 2017:

•	11% of elementary schools have a full-time teacher–librarian and 41% 
have a part-time teacher–librarian.

•	68% of secondary schools have a teacher–librarian on staff: 55% full-
time and 13% part-time.

In its report, Achieving Information Literacy: Standards for School 
Libraries, the Canadian School Library Association recommends a ratio 
of approximately one teacher–librarian to 567 students.27 In 2017, in 
schools with teacher–librarians, the average ratio per school is one 
teacher–librarian to 770 students in elementary schools, and one to 905 
in secondary schools. 

Regional inequities
Across Ontario, there are substantial regional variations in access to 
teacher–librarians. While 81% of elementary schools in the GTA have a 
teacher–librarian, only 14% in eastern Ontario and 11% in northern On-
tario (see Figure 3) report having one. 

Funding
Currently, there is no provincial policy or program guideline to ensure 
that all schools have fully functioning libraries. The Ontario curriculum, 
while confirming the importance of school library programs, contains the 
disclaimer “where available” in its references to teacher–librarians.28

Library funding is provided to school boards on a per pupil basis. Boards 
receive funding to cover the costs of one elementary teacher–librarian 
for every 763 elementary students and one secondary teacher–librar-
ian for every 909 secondary students, but there is no requirement that 

In 2017:
•	 52% of elementary schools 

had at least one teacher–
librarian, either full- or 
part-time, a decline from 
60% in 2008, and an all-
time low in the 20-year 
history of the People for 
Education Annual Survey.

•	 68% of secondary schools 
report a teacher–librarian 
and only 55% have a full-
time teacher–librarian.

•	 81% of elementary schools 
in the GTA have a teacher– 
librarian, compared to 14% 
of schools in eastern Ontario 
and 11% in northern Ontario.
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boards use the funding on either teacher–librarians or other library 
staff.29 The Pupil Foundation Grant includes additional funds for library 
services, but boards can use these funds on other initiatives such as 
classroom computers, classroom teachers, textbooks, etc.

In 2016/17, the government allocated funding in the Learning Oppor-
tunities Grant to support elementary school libraries. Under this grant, 
boards receive $50,000 per school board plus $1,665 per elementary 
school to fund teacher–librarians and/or library technicians.30 This fund-
ing is enveloped—it can only be used for additional library staff, not for 
other expenditures such as the purchase of equipment or textbooks.

Library technicians in elementary schools
Forty-six percent of elementary schools have library technicians.  
Over the past ten years, the percentage of elementary schools with 
library technicians has been increasing (see Figure 4). Hiring library 
technicians rather than teacher–librarians may allow a school board to 
increase their library workforce. In the Ottawa CDSB, for example, ele-
mentary school libraries are now staffed with library technicians instead 
of teacher–librarians. Ottawa CDSB still employs teacher–librarians in its 
secondary schools.

Figure 3

Percentage of elementary schools with full- or part-time 
teacher–librarians, by region
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Proven impact of school libraries
The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) found 
that in all countries surveyed, children who enjoyed reading performed 
significantly better on reading assessments than those who did not. On 
average, students who read daily for enjoyment score the equivalent of 
one-and-a-half years of schooling better than those who do not.31

A 2011 study by Queen’s University and People for Education,found that 
in schools with teacher–librarians, students were more likely to report 
that they “liked to read.”32 The study also found a significant relationship 
between students’ scores on reading and writing tests and the presence 
of either a teacher–librarian or a library technician.

These results echo the findings of many international reports. Forty 
years of research from Europe, U.S., and Australia indicates that well-
staffed, well-stocked, and well-used school libraries are correlated with 
increases in student achievement.33 This is especially pertinent as EQAO 
has recorded a decline in self-reported reading enjoyment for elemen-
tary school students from 2012/13 to 2015/16.34

Figure 4

Percentage of elementary schools with library technicians
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Arts education
Education in the arts is a crucial component in the development of 
students’ cognitive, social, and emotional well-being.35 Creative oppor-
tunities in the arts “provide students experience with situations in which 
there is no known answer, where there are multiple solutions, where the 
tension of ambiguity is appreciated as fertile ground, and where imagi-
nation is honoured over rote knowledge.”36

In a commitment to prepare students to solve the complex problems 
of a globally connected world, the Ministry of Education has identified 
creativity as a key competency through which curriculum, pedagogy and 
assessment should be focused. As stated in the Ministry of Education’s 
21st Century Competencies: Discussion Document, there are substantial 
and important connections between creativity, high academic achieve-
ment, economic and social entrepreneurialism, leadership, and  
problem solving.37

Challenging curriculum, fewer specialists
Elementary teacher candidates in Ontario are only required to take 
one course in the arts. However, Ontario’s Arts curriculum is extremely 
detailed, and requires in-depth knowledge, making it a challenge for 
teachers without specialized arts training.

There are four strands in the arts curriculum: dance, drama, music, and 
visual arts. These give students the opportunity to develop creative 
competencies through different forms of expression.

In 2017:

•	41% of elementary schools have a specialist music teacher, either full- 
or part-time, a decline from 48% in 2008 (see Figure 5).

•	40% of elementary schools in Ontario have neither itinerant music 
teachers/instructors nor specialist music teachers, compared to  
31% in 2008.

•	15% of schools with grades 7 and 8 have a visual arts teacher, a con-
sistent finding over the past decade.

•	8% of schools with grades 7 and 8 have a specialist drama teacher.

In 2017:
•	 41% of elementary schools 

have a specialist music 
teacher, full- or part-time, a 
decline from 48% in 2008.

•	 Elementary schools in 
the Greater Toronto Area 
are 2.5 times more likely 
to have a music teacher 
than those in eastern 
and northern Ontario.

•	 40% of elementary schools 
have neither a special-
ist music teacher, nor an 
itinerant music instructor.

•	 Only 8% of elementary 
schools with grades 7  
and 8 have specialist  
drama teachers.
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Principals report challenges
Many principals cited difficulties finding qualified music teachers in rural 
areas. Others pointed to challenges in hiring specialist teachers due to 
new regulations38 that may make it more difficult to hire teachers based 
on their specialty. A lack of space, instruments, and arts supplies were 
also identified as roadblocks. In addition, an underlying perception that 
other curriculum areas take priority over the arts can create scheduling 
challenges in schools.

In order to fill the gaps, schools often look to outside community orga-
nizations or artists for help with regular programming, workshops and 
presentations. Funding for this may come from cuts in other parts of 
the budget, or through fundraising, which can lead to inequities among 
schools. A 2013 People for Education report found that elementary and 
secondary schools with higher fundraising levels—which are more likely 

Figure 5

Percentage of elementary schools with a specialist music teacher, 
full- or part-time
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to be in areas where families have higher than average family incomes—
were more likely to report that students have the opportunity to see 
live performances.39 Schools with higher average family incomes were 
also more likely to offer opportunities to participate in a band, choir, or 
orchestra, perform in a play, or display their art.40

Regional discrepancies
Because funding for specialist teachers in elementary schools is gen-
erated, for the most part, by numbers of students, areas with larger 
schools are more likely to have specialists. The average size of an 
elementary school with at least one full-time music teacher is 532—well 
over the provincial average school size of 341 students. Elementary 
schools in the Greater Toronto Area are 2.5 times as likely to have a mu-
sic teacher, as compared to elementary schools in eastern and northern 
Ontario (see Figure 6).

Figure 6

Percentage of elementary schools with a music teacher, full- or part-time, by region
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Health
Young people do better in school when they are healthy, and they are 
healthier when they do better in school.41

There are nearly two million young people in Ontario’s schools. The 
education system, where they spend much of their time, can have a 
profound effect on their physical, mental, emotional, and social well-
ness. The Ontario Ministry of Education has recognized the vital role of 
schools, not just in the province’s Health and Physical Education (H&PE) 
curriculum, but also by adding a responsibility for student well-being to 
Ontario’s Education Act.42

Teaching Health and Physical Education
While some provinces teach health as a subject separate from physical 
education, Ontario integrates the two.43 The H&PE curriculum takes a 
comprehensive approach, focusing on the skills students need to man-
age their health. Students learn about active living and movement com-
petence in combination with other topics such as healthy eating, mental 
health, personal safety and injury prevention, substance use, addictions, 
and human development and sexual health.44

Ontario has comprehensive, evidence-based curriculum in place, but or-
ganizations such as UNESCO have found that well-qualified teachers are 
the key to unlocking the potential of H&PE curriculum and programs.45 
Studies have found that students often have better health outcomes 
when they are taught by a H&PE specialist, compared to a classroom 
teacher,46 and they are more likely to be engaged in physical activity 
through intramural sports.47

In this year’s survey, only 42% of elementary schools report having a 
specialist H&PE teacher, either full- or part-time, a figure that has re-
mained fairly consistent over the past ten years. But there are regional 
discrepancies in access to these teachers. Only 30% of schools in north-
ern and southwestern Ontario have H&PE teachers, while in eastern 
Ontario this rate drops to 15%. Elementary schools in the GTA are almost 
five times more likely to have a specialist H&PE teacher, compared to 
schools in eastern Ontario (see Figure 7).

In 2017:
•	 42% of elementary schools 

have a Health and Physical 
Education (H&PE) teacher, 
either full- or part-time.

•	 The percentage of elemen-
tary schools with a H&PE 
teacher varies by region, 
from a high of 73% of ele-
mentary schools in the GTA, 
to only 15% of elementary 
schools in eastern Ontario.

An effective school health pro-
gram can be one of the most 
cost effective investments a 
nation can make to simultane-
ously improve education and 
health.

World Health Organization. 
School Health and Youth 
Health Promotion.48
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Student well-being as a goal for education
In 2014, the Ministry of Education included “promoting well-being” as 
one of its primary goals for education in Achieving Excellence: A Re-
newed Vision for Education in Ontario. While many schools, school 
boards, and education unions have been promoting health in schools for 
decades,49 the inclusion of well-being as a key goal for the province ce-
ments education’s role in promoting healthy living for all students.50

The Ministry of Education is in the process of developing a specific strat-
egy to clarify what well-being means, and how to monitor the province’s 
progress in promoting well-being.51

Promoting comprehensive school health
The World Health Organization recognizes school health programs as 
one of the most cost effective approaches to improving both health and 
education outcomes.53 A healthy school is a shared responsibility be-
tween staff, students, families, and community partners. Comprehensive 
school health can ensure that healthy approaches are embedded in all 
aspects of education and become a responsibility that is shared by all.

In this year’s survey, 59% of elementary schools report that they  
offer opportunities for recreational programs, and a further 6% of el-
ementary and 13% of secondary schools offer integrated health and/or 
social services.

Figure 7

Percentage of elementary schools with a Health and 
Physical Education teacher, full- or part-time, by region

Well-being is a positive sense 
of self, spirit and belonging 
that we feel when our cogni-
tive, emotional, social and 
physical needs are being met. 
It is supported through equity 
and respect for our diverse 
identities and strengths.

Ministry of Education,  
Ontario’s Well-Being Strategy 
for Education: Discussion 
Document.52
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Special education
Special education can take many forms. While students who have been 
formally identified with behavioural, communication, intellectual, physi-
cal, or multiple exceptionalities have a legal right to special education 
support,54 students who do not have a formally identified exceptionality 
may also receive help through special education programs and services. 
These supports can involve anything from extra time for writing tests, to 
special equipment to help students with their schoolwork.

Over the past 10 years, there has been an increase in the average 
percentage of students per school receiving special education services 
(see Figure 8).

Changes to the funding formula
The province allocated $2.76 billion in funding for special education 
in the 2016/17 school year.55 Half of this funding is provided through a 
Special Education Per pupil Amount (SEPPA), which is based on the total 
number of students in the school board.56 The SEPPA funds the addition-
al assistance that the majority of special education students require—
including EAs, psychologists, special education teachers, and a range 
of classroom supports. The remainder of special education funding is 
to cover the cost of supports for students with higher needs, including 
special equipment and facilities, separate classrooms, and special  
education teachers.57

In 2017:
•	 An average of 18% of stu-

dents in each elementary 
school, and 27% of students 
in each secondary school, 
receive assistance from the 
special education depart-
ment.

•	 64% of elementary and 55% 
of secondary schools report 
that there are restrictions on 
the number of students who 
can be assessed each year.

•	 90% of elementary schools 
in the GTA have a full-time 
special education teacher, 
compared to 60% in north-
ern Ontario.

Figure 8

The average percentage of students per school receiving  
special education support
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In March 2014, the Ministry of Education announced major changes to 
special education funding, to be rolled out over four years.58 Since then, 
the Ministry has maintained the overall level of funding for special edu-
cation, but has changed how funding is distributed among boards. The 
goal was to make the funding more responsive to boards’ and students’ 
needs. These changes have resulted in some boards getting more fund-
ing, while others receive less. Comments from schools indicate that the 
impact of these changes is being felt on the ground.

We have children in crisis...
wait lists are long, we do not 
have the services the children 
require to be successful at 
school. It is heartbreaking. 
Cutting an additional million 
from our school board will 
have a catastrophic effect 
on the children. The Ministry 
needs to re-evaluate this cur-
rent funding model. 

Elementary school,  
Limestone DSB

Our in-school review com-
mittee works collaboratively 
to prioritize needs and to 
determine the most effective 
courses of action to support 
students. This is a highly col-
laborative team that is able 
to provide amazing advice to 
help support our students’ 
needs. 

Elementary school, Peel DSB

Waiting for support
In 2017, an average of 9 students per elementary and 7 students per 
secondary school were waiting for professional assessment, IPRC, or 
placement.

Each school board is responsible for developing identification proce-
dures and intervention strategies for its special education programs.59 
The following procedures only apply to students who are formally identi-
fied with exceptionalities.60 They do not apply to the many students who 
are receiving special education services without a formal identification.

There are three steps in the formal identification process:

1.		 Professional assessment by a psychologist, speech-language pathol-
ogist, physiotherapist, etc.

2.		 Identification, Placement, and Review Committee (IPRC) meeting and 
decision regarding the appropriate identification, and a recommenda-
tion regarding placement, program or support.

3.		 Placement in program or provision of appropriate support.

Extrapolating this year’s survey results province-wide, there are an esti-
mated 37,000 students in Ontario waiting for professional assessment, 
IPRC, or placement.61
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Restrictions on assessments
Based on available resources, some boards limit the number of students 
that principals can put forward for assessment each year.

In 2017:

•	64% of elementary and 55% of secondary schools report restrictions 
on the number of students who can be assessed each year, an in-
crease from 50% and 47%, respectively, in 2012.62

•	The percentage of elementary schools reporting limits on the number 
of students who can be assessed ranges from 83% in eastern Ontario 
to 49% in the GTA (see Figure 9).

•	24% of elementary and 15% of secondary schools report that not all 
identified students are receiving recommended support.

Regional differences in special  
education support
The survey results show substantial regional discrepancies across 
Ontario in terms of access to special education resources. In 2017, 90% 
of elementary schools in the Greater Toronto Area and 86% in central 
Ontario report a full-time special education teacher, compared to only 
60% in northern Ontario (see Figure 10).

Psychological assessment 
services are rationed essen-
tially to the most needy one or 
two students a year. System 
level placements for our most 
needy students are rationed 
to an extent we are creating 
more problems during the 
wait time. There is a growing 
parent, staff and student belief 
that our schools are not the 
positive and safe places they 
once were.

Elementary school,  
Hamilton-Wentworth DSB

Figure 9

Percentage of elementary schools reporting limits on the number of students 
who can be assessed each year, by region
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Educational assistants
Eighty-eight percent of Ontario’s elementary schools have at least one 
full-time educational assistant (EA) supporting special education. Educa-
tional assistants support students in both regular and special education 
classrooms, and are involved in everything from helping with lessons to 
assisting with personal hygiene, to behaviour management.

Under Ontario’s funding formula, EAs in elementary schools are funded 
at a rate of one for every 5000 students, but supplemental funding 
through special purpose grants can improve that ratio significantly.63 In 
this year’s survey, elementary schools reported an average of one EA for 
every 22 students.

While there is a substantial discrepancy in the percentage of schools 
with special education teachers between GTA and northern Ontario 
elementary schools (see Figure 10), this trend does not hold for EAs. 
Eighty-five percent of elementary schools in northern Ontario have EAs, 
which is similar to the eighty-three percent in the GTA.

Figure 10

Percentage of elementary schools with a full-time special 
education teacher, by region
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Indigenous education

In 2017:
•	 66% of elementary and 80% 

of secondary schools offer 
Indigenous education op-
portunities, up from 49% and 
61%, respectively, in 2013.

•	 23% of elementary and 49% 
of secondary schools have 
a designated staff member 
who coordinates Indigenous 
education.

•	 40% of elementary schools 
bring in Indigenous guest 
speakers, up from 23% in 
2013.

It is critical to raise awareness of these vibrant cultures, in the spirit of 
reconciliation and Canada’s commitment to its Aboriginal communities.

Elementary school, CÉP de l’Est de l’Ontario64

May 30, 2016, marked Ontario’s historic adoption of The Treaties Recog-
nition Week Act65—legislation that designates the first week of Novem-
ber each year as Treaties Recognition Week. This is just one of the many 
initiatives introduced in Ontario to promote awareness, both in schools 
and with the broader public, about the treaties, rights, and responsibili-
ties that we all have as citizens.

The legislation (the first of its kind in Canada) is a concrete example of 
how governments can implement the 2015 “Calls to Action” from  
Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) regarding the inte-
gration of Indigenous history/worldview in schools.66 Ontario’s response 
to the TRC continues to highlight the role of education in reconciliation; 
specifically teacher education, the Ontario curriculum, the preservation 
of Indigenous languages, and targeted supports for educators.67

Majority of Indigenous students attend 
provincially funded schools
Eighty-two percent of Indigenous students attend provincially funded 
schools in Ontario school boards, and virtually every school has Indige-
nous students enrolled.68 This reality, and the TRC’s recognition of public 
education as a key component in the reconciliation process, means that 
Ontario’s 5,000 schools to can play a vital role in long-term change for 
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous students.

Over the last three years, there has been a marked increase in Indig-
enous educational opportunities in the province’s schools. This improve-
ment may reflect both Ontario’s commitment to act on the TRC Calls to 
Action, and the continued implementation of Ontario’s First Nation, Métis 
and Inuit Education Policy Framework.69

Two of the key goals identified in the Framework are increasing all stu-
dents’ and educators knowledge about “the rich cultures and histories 
of First Nation, Métis, and Inuit peoples,”70 and improving educational 
outcomes for Indigenous students.71 This year’s survey results indicate 
some progress toward these goals.
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Increased Indigenous educational 
opportunities in schools
Since 2013, when we first asked about Indigenous education oppor-
tunities, there has been a fairly steady improvement in a number of 
areas. This year, 66% of elementary and 80% of secondary schools offer 
Indigenous education opportunities in some form (cultural support, 
language programs, guest speakers, ceremonies), up from 49% and 
61%, respectively, in 2013. Examples of these opportunities range from 
replacing the mandatory grade 11 English course with an Indigenous 
literature course,72 or—as some boards have done—introducing a policy 
to recognize the land on which the school is built as a part of its daily 
opening exercises.73

Professional development for teachers
The TRC highlighted the importance of Professional Development (PD) 
for teachers, calling for post-secondary institutions to “educate teachers 
on how to integrate Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods into 
classrooms.”74 All of Ontario’s faculties of education are now required to 
provide mandatory Indigenous content in their teacher education pro-
grams.75 However, many teachers report receiving little education in this 
area, and many still report a low level of comfort teaching and speaking 
about Indigenous topics.76

Ongoing PD can support teachers’ confidence in incorporating Indig-
enous perspectives in K to 12 classrooms.77 Since 2013, there has been 
a relatively steady increase in the percentage of schools offering PD 
around Indigenous cultural issues (see Figure 11).

Teachers teaching First Na-
tion, Métis, and Inuit [courses] 
have received PD, but still feel 
very unqualified teaching First 
Nation, Métis, and Inuit from 
a relatively non-Indigenous 
perspective. They want to do 
a really good job and under-
stand the importance, but they 
feel unsure.

Secondary school,  
Upper Grand DSB

Figure 11

Percentage of schools with professional development on 
Indigenous cultures, 2013 to 2017
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Supporting achievement for  
Indigenous students
In the First Nation, Métis, and Inuit Education Policy Framework Imple-
mentation Plan, the Ministry of Education set 2016 as the target date for 
closing the gaps in education outcomes (i.e. literacy, numeracy, reten-
tion, graduation) between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students.78 
According to the 2011 National Household Survey, 24% of Indigenous 
20–24 year olds living off-reserve in Ontario did not graduate from 
secondary school. This is 15 percentage points higher than their non-
Indigenous counterparts (9%).79

The Implementation Plan also stated that the province would collaborate 
with First Nation, Métis, and Inuit partners, and key education stakehold-
ers to explore and identify additional indicators of student achievement, 
well-being and self-esteem.80

The challenges faced by Indigenous students in provincial schools may 
reveal the need for a more comprehensive approach to ensure success. 
Part of the solution may be collaboration with multi-agency supports 
(e.g. health services, friendship centres), and with community-based pro-
grams that address issues of poverty, racism, housing, parental/guardian 
engagement and childcare.81

Figure 12

An approach to infusing Indigenous pedagogy in schools

Global Indigenous 
Worldview

National Indigenous 
Worldview

Regional Indigenous 
Worldview

Local Indigenous 
Worldview

We have a staff member who 
has informally taken the lead 
on these issues. We believe 
that the first steps need to be 
in the area of education and 
awareness for staff and [all] 
students, and creating an en-
vironment where students feel 
comfortable to self identify.

Secondary school,  
Limestone DSB
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Infusing Indigenous pedagogy in education
Some scholars refer to a need to “indigenize” education, a term that 
refers to the local, regional, national, and global perspectives of Indige-
nous peoples being seamlessly woven into a classroom and school (see 
Figure 12). This “indigenization” may mean, for example, that a school 
situated on Anishinabek lands will adopt a holistic approach to educa-
tion that encompasses the physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual 
needs of the learners.82 This re-visioning of education (i.e. curriculum, 
assessment, teaching strategies, etc.) also requires a specific focus on 
local partnerships and resources, before incorporating the knowledge of 
Indigenous peoples outside of that traditional area.83 The local focus, in 
turn, requires staff time.

In 2017:

•	19% of elementary and 29% of secondary schools report that they 
consult with Indigenous community members.

•	23% of elementary and 49% of secondary schools report that they 
have a designated staff member at the school level who coordinates 
Indigenous education.

•	90% of elementary and 93% of secondary schools report that there is 
a designated staff member at the board level who is responsible for 
Indigenous education.

The Ministry encourages secondary schools to embed Indigenous 
themes and perspectives into existing courses via the First Nation, Mé-
tis, and Inuit Studies Allocation.84 In 2016/17, $24.8 million was allocated 
to schools, based on the number of students enrolled in First Nation, 
Métis, and Inuit Studies courses.85 Specifically, for every 12 students en-
rolled in a qualifying course, an extra 0.167 of a teaching position is allo-
cated to the school.86 In one Bluewater DSB secondary school, the staff 
has developed an outdoor education course delivered in an Indigenous 
context.87 The course generates extra funding for the school and allows 
students to engage with Indigenous culture.

Funding for Indigenous education
In 2016/17, $64 million was allocated to support learning as outlined in 
the Ontario First Nation, Métis and Inuit Education Policy Framework.88 
The funding included support for a supervisory officer level position in 
each board to support the work described in the framework. Ontario 
is also beginning to phase in data from the Statistics Canada National 
Household Survey (NHS) to support more effective and targeted  
funding.89

Data from the NHS and from the Office of Ontario’s Auditor General 
show that both Indigenous enrolment and self-identification of Indig-
enous students are increasing steadily in Ontario schools. These in-
creases may result in additional funding to address educational gaps 
and increase cultural opportunities for all students.90

We are a tri-lingual school 
where the languages and 
cultural diversity of all groups 
is celebrated. We are em-
phasizing the need to teach 
[the] positive contributions of 
Indigenous people through-
out history while we discuss 
Indigenous people within the 
context of then and now.

Elementary school,  
Kawartha Pine Ridge DSB

I believe that the educational 
opportunities need to be 
embedded within existing 
courses, as well as continuing 
to offer the [Current Aboriginal 
Issues In Canada course] and 
other stand-alone courses. 
Time release is needed for 
teachers to have time to 
develop this work within their 
own subject/course areas.

Secondary school, Peel DSB
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Language support
The 2011 Statistics Canada National Household Survey found that 3.6 
million Ontarians were foreign-born—representing 29% of the total 
population, the highest proportion among all Canadian provinces.91 
More than 1.8 million Ontarians, including approximately 50,000 third- or 
higher-generation residents,92 speak a primary language at home that is 
neither English nor French.93

Ontario schools provide specialized language programs for children 
whose first language is not the language of instruction at school (see 
Table 2).94 This support can include both recent newcomers and stu-
dents whose families speak neither French nor English at home.

Currently, the funding for English language learners (ELLs) is provided to 
school boards in two categories:

•	Recent Immigrant Component: boards are allotted funding for stu-
dents from non-English-speaking countries who are in their first four 
years in Canada. This funding gradually decreases over the four-year 
period.

•	Pupils in Canada component: funding is provided to school boards 
based on Census data for children whose first language spoken at 
home is neither English nor French.95

In 2017:
•	 63% of English language el-

ementary schools and 58% 
of secondary schools have 
English language learners.

•	 38% of English language 
elementary schools have 
English as a Second Lan-
guage teachers, an increase 
from 34% in 2008.

•	 76% of French language 
elementary schools have 
students who require French 
language support (ALF/
PANA students), and on av-
erage, one in five students 
in these schools are receiv-
ing language support.

Table 2

Language support programs in Ontario

Program Name Description
ESL English as a Second 

Language
The child’s first language is not English, but the child has had 
the opportunity to develop age-appropriate literacy skills in 
his or her first language.

ELD English Language  
Development

The child’s first language is not English and the child has sig-
nificant gaps in his or her education or first-language literacy 
skills, possibly due to disruptions in schooling.

ALF Programme 
d’actualisation de la 
langue française

The child’s first language is not French, but the child is from 
Canada.

PANA Programme d’appui aux 
nouveaux arrivants

The child’s first language is not French and the child is new 
to Canada, meaning that he or she needs more support to 
integrate into his or her new community.
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Success for English language learners
Many families move to Canada with high aspirations for their children. 
This is borne out by data showing that 83% of immigrant children have 
aspirations to complete a university degree—a higher proportion than 
the 60% of children whose families have been in Canada three genera-
tions or longer.96

Overall, immigrant students are achieving their academic goals. New-
comers tend to match or exceed the achievements of non-immigrant 
children on OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) (an international test administered to a sample of 15 years-olds 
every three years).97 In addition, childhood immigrants are more likely to 
graduate from high school and complete university than third- or higher-
generation children.98

Some students arrive in Ontario with needs beyond the scope of English 
or French language learning programs. Ontario’s ELL policy states that 
in situations where students come from backgrounds with limited access 
to schooling, additional supports need to be provided.99 Despite this 
requirement, some principals commented that the needs of their stu-
dents—beyond language acquisition—are not being met.

Greatest challenge is the 
ever-increasing amount of ELL 
students attending the school. 
Numbers are quickly rising 
and students with emotional/
behavior needs is increasing 
as well, impacting the stu-
dent’s readiness to learn.

Secondary school, Peel DSB

With our ESL teacher, these 
students feel connected to 
their school and all the sup-
ports available. And, their 
English improves!

Elementary school,  
Toronto Catholic DSB

Figure 14

Percentage of English language elementary schools 
that have ESL teachers
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Challenges running small ELL programs
In communities where there are a high number of ELLs, or where there 
is a high proportion of ELLs in a particular school, ESL funding can cover 
the costs of a specialist teacher. But, for schools or boards where there 
are a small number of ELLs, it may be more difficult to support students’ 
language needs. Even for the group with the highest need—newly 
arrived students born in non-English speaking countries—funding is allo-
cated at a rate of only $3,920 per student for their first year in Canada.100 
For a school with only four or five ELLs, there may not be enough fund-
ing to hire dedicated staff or run a separate course.

In 2017, 32% of English language elementary schools had fewer than 10 
ELLs enrolled (see Figure 15). Among those schools, 76% have no ESL 
teacher.

Language support in French  
language schools
In the French-language system, 76% of elementary schools have French 
language learners in either the actualisation linguistique en français 
(ALF) program or programme d’appui aux nouveaux arrivants (PANA) 
(see Table 2). Among elementary schools with ALF/PANA students, an 
average of 20% are in these programs.

Figure 15

Percentage of English language elementary schools with 
English language learners

27%

32%

41%

10 or more ELLs

1-9 ELLs

0 ELLs

It is an honour to have many 
students joining...our school 
from our partner communi-
ties in [Ontario’s] far north. 
Many students come with 
varied levels of fluency and 
challenges in academic 
school language. We have 
strong early years supports 
for literacy, but struggle to 
meet the needs of students 
who join us in grades 2–8.

Elementary school,  
Keewatin-Patricia DSB

The ALF program contributes 
enormously to the develop-
ment of the French language. 
It is essential to do this at 
the beginning of [a student’s] 
learning journey.

Elementary school,  
CSC Providence101
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Career and life planning 
in Ontario schools
This is an excerpt from People for Education’s report, Career and life-
planning in schools.102

Across Canada, rapid technological, economic, and social change has 
prompted public education systems to adapt their models for career 
and life planning. Ontario has committed to developing “an integrated 
strategy to help the province’s current and future workforce adapt to the 
demands of a technology-driven knowledge economy…by bridging the 
worlds of skills development, education and training.”103

In 2013, Ontario introduced Creating Pathways to Success: An Educa-
tion and Career/Life Planning Program for Ontario Schools. This policy is 
intended to support students as they transition through school and plan 
for their futures. It includes a number of mandatory components:104

•	portfolios for every student from grade 7 to grade 12;

•	career and life planning committees in every school; and

•	professional development for teachers.

The goals of Creating Pathways to Success are to:

•	allow students to develop the skills and knowledge necessary to be 
able to make education and career/life choices;

•	provide students with opportunities for learning in and out of the 
classroom; and

•	engage parents and the broader community in the development, 
implementation and evaluation of the program.

Student portfolios
Part of the approach of Creating Pathways to Success is to put students 
“at the centre of their own learning.”105 It is intended to support students’ 
capacity for self-discovery and build their self-knowledge.

Student portfolios are an important element of the program. The portfoli-
os track student learning, guide school transitions and course selection, 
and allow students to reflect on their career and life goals.106

From kindergarten to grade 6, students document their learning in an 
“All About Me” portfolio. The portfolio contains evidence of their learning 
in an age-appropriate format (e.g. drawings, self-reflections, handouts).

In 2017:
•	 15% of elementary and 39% 

of secondary schools report 
they have career and life 
planning committees.

•	 34% of elementary and 56% 
of secondary schools report 
that every student has an 
education and career/life 
planning portfolio.

•	 23% of elementary and 40% 
of secondary schools report 
professional development 
on career and life planning 
is available to their teachers.

•	 The average ratio of students 
to guidance counsellors per 
secondary school is 380 
to 1. In 10% of schools, that 
ratio is as high as 600 to 1.

Our guidance counsellor is half-
time and shared between two 
schools. It makes it difficult to 
follow up and support students.

Elementary school, Toronto DSB
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From grades 7 to 12, students keep track of their learning through man-
datory Individual Pathways Plans (IPP). While the “All About Me” portfolio 
focuses more on self-knowledge, the IPP is intended to be the primary 
planning tool for choosing courses and exploring post-secondary desti-
nations.107

There is more consistent use of IPPs in grades 7 and 8 than there is 
in secondary school. One the reasons for this, according to principals’ 
comments, is that the IPPs are seen as useful for supporting transitions 
to secondary school, including course selection. Principals also said that 
professional development is available to support teachers in grades 7 
and 8 in using web-based planning tools to develop IPPs.

Education and Career/Life Planning Program 
Advisory Committees
The policy requires every school to have a committee to support career 
and life planning strategies. The committee must include administrators, 
teachers, students, parents, and members of the community. In second-
ary schools, the committee must also include guidance staff.108

Even though they are mandatory, only 15% of elementary and 39% of 
secondary schools report having Education and Career/Life Planning 
Program Advisory Committees. It has also been difficult for schools to 
meet the membership requirements.

Figure 16

Students with education and career/life planning portfolios

We are just at the very initial 
stages with the All About Me 
and IPPs. There have been 
software glitches and staff 
have been asked to use other 
techniques—not where we 
would like to be either at the 
school nor board level.

Elementary school,  
Algonquin and Lakeshore CDSB
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In the schools with committees:

•	Only 13% of elementary and 8% of secondary schools report having 
community members on the committee.

•	Only 33% of elementary and 12% of secondary schools report that 
their committees include parents.

Professional development for teachers
One of the goals of the Creating Pathways policy is that education 
and career/life planning is integrated into existing curriculum, from 
kindergarten to grade 12. To support this integration, Creating Path-
ways mandates professional development for teachers on all aspects 
of the education and career/life planning program. However, only 23% 
of elementary and 40% of secondary schools report that teachers are 
receiving training.

Schools commented that the lack of access to professional development 
is a major roadblock to the implementation of the “All About Me” and 
Individual Pathways Plan portfolios.

The role of guidance counsellors
Guidance counsellors in elementary schools
One of the purposes of the education and career/life planning strategy 
is to support students as they make transitions—from grade to grade, 
from elementary to secondary school, and from secondary school to 
their post-secondary destinations. There is evidence that the transition 
from elementary to secondary school is particularly challenging for many 
students.109

Only 17% of elementary schools have guidance counsellors, and the 
majority are part-time. In elementary schools that include grades 7 and 
8—where the more complex IPPs are required—only 23% have guidance 
counsellors, the majority part-time.

Guidance counsellors in secondary school
Data from the 2017 survey confirm that in the majority (80%) of second-
ary schools, the guidance counsellor is primarily responsible for helping 
students create and review Individual Pathways Plans. During grades 11 
and 12, semi-annual reviews of IPPs provide an opportunity for students 
to receive direct guidance from school personnel on crucial course se-
lections and post-secondary planning.110 Guidance counsellors are iden-
tified as a key part of this process, but data from the 2017 survey show 
that 16% of secondary schools do not have a full-time guidance counsel-
lor, and the average ratio of students to guidance counsellors per school 
is 380 to 1. In 10% of schools, that ratio is as high as 600 to 1.

More connections [are] required 
from industry to help give stu-
dents experiential learning and 
to see what opportunities wait 
for them.

Secondary school, Toronto DSB

PD on this has been very 
limited. Nobody really knows 
what is expected or what to do 
regarding ‘All About Me.’

Elementary School,  
Thames Valley DSB

Despite having 600 students 
in grades 7 and 8, and 900 
students in total (6, 7, 8) our 
Guidance allocation is only 0.5 
[FTE]. It’s not enough. We need 
to put our money where our 
mouth is and give more sup-
port to planning, guidance, and 
mental health.

Elementary school, Peel DSB
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Fundraising and fees
Fundraising is deeply entrenched within Ontario’s public education sys-
tem. In 2017, 85% of secondary schools and 98% of elementary schools 
report raising money, but there is large variation in the amount raised by 
individual schools. While some schools report raising $0, others raise as 
much as $200,000. A 2013 report by People for Education found a re-
lationship between the amounts schools fundraised and average family 
incomes.111 These findings, combined with this year’s survey results, raise 
concerns about the impact of fundraising on equity in the system.

Existing guidelines for fundraising and fees
Ontario has guidelines for both fundraising and the fees that some 
schools charge.112 The guidelines prohibit the use of private funds to 
cover the cost of items that “replace public education”113 or are already 
funded via provincial grants; they also prohibit charging fees for “materi-
als that are required for completion of the curriculum.”114

Despite the guidelines, data from 2017 show that:

•	48% of elementary and 10% of secondary schools fundraise for learn-
ing resources

•	18% of elementary and 6% of secondary schools request a fee for 
learning resources

While 99% of all schools report they provide subsidies for students who 
cannot pay fees, a survey by the Ontario Student Trustees’ Association 
found that 36% of secondary students have experienced fees as a bar-
rier to participation.115

The relationship between fundraising  
and student success
As the gap between schools raising the highest and lowest amounts of 
money appears to be widening, experts remain uncertain what these 
fundraising disparities may mean for the province’s schools. One recent 
study found a small relationship between funds raised and students’ 
EQAO test scores, concluding that fundraising sums are insignificant 
compared to funds distributed to schools by the province.116 Others have 
asserted a stronger relationship between student learning and fundrais-
ing, with greatest benefits accruing to a small subset of students  
within schools.117

In 2017:
•	 48% of elementary schools 

and 10% of secondary 
schools fundraise for learn-
ing resources (e.g. comput-
ers, classroom supplies, etc.)

•	 Among elementary schools, 
the lowest 10% of fundrais-
ing schools raise one dollar 
for every $49 raised by the 
top 10% of schools.

•	 The top 5% of fundraising 
secondary schools raise as 
much as the bottom 83% 
combined.
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Top fundraising schools: widening gaps
Not only is there a wide range in the amounts schools fundraise, but 
there is also a significant gap between the highest and lowest fundrais-
ing schools. In 2017, the top 5% of fundraising secondary schools raised 
as much as the bottom 83% put together. This gap has persisted for a 
number of years. In People for Education’s three most recent surveys, 
the top 10% of fundraising secondary schools have raised more than the 
bottom 90% of schools.

In elementary schools, the gap between the highest and lowest fund-
raising schools appears to be widening (see Figure 17). The lowest 10% 
of fundraising elementary schools raise $1 for every $49 raised by the 
top 10% of schools, up from $1 to $25 in 2008.

Schools identify inequity
In their survey comments, principals frequently reference fundraising 
when discussing their schools’ overall successes and challenges. For 
those with extensive fundraising, many describe tools and resources 
as a source of pride for their school. One school shared that “fundrais-
ing money to build our technology library (laptops, Chromebooks and 
iPads)”118 was a major success.

On the other side of the spectrum, many schools identify limited fund-
raising as an explicit challenge. Comments from these schools indicate 
that their limited fundraising might be exacerbating the inequities be-
tween schools. Rather than pointing to a lack of “extras,” these schools 
reported that without fundraising, they struggle to provide services 

We have an active school com-
munity, and the parents support 
events and academics in the 
school. We have used fundrais-
ing money to build our technol-
ogy library (laptops, Chrome-
books and iPads).

Elementary school,  
Trillium Lakelands DSB

Figure 17

Fundraising ratio between top and bottom deciles of elementary schools
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that support low-income families. For example, one principal noted that 
their “breakfast/snack program provides nutrition to many children on 
a regular basis,” but that “fundraising for this initiative can be challeng-
ing.”119 Another shared that they “try to provide clothing for families,” but 
struggle as they “do not have the fundraising capacity of schools that 
have parents who are working.”120

Fees for enrichment
While fee guidelines restrict charges for core components of education, 
there are fewer limits on fees for enrichment activities that may have a 
positive impact on whole child development.

In 2017, 63% of elementary schools and 89% of secondary schools 
charged fees for extracurricular activities. Recent research found that 
extracurricular activities are associated with better academic and psy-
chological outcomes, including less substance abuse and delinquency 
among participants in extracurricular activities.121 In addition, studies 
have found a correlation between programs that promote physical activ-
ity and student health and well-being.122 Charging fees for extracurricular 
activities may allow certain students the opportunity to develop compe-
tencies in broad areas of learning, while leaving other students out.

Figure 18

Median amount fundraised in elementary schools, by region
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Servicing a low socio-econom-
ic area makes it challenging to 
meet the needs of students in 
all required areas of program-
ming. Nutrition is costly, and 
fundraising efforts are insignif-
icant. We know that engaging 
the community in events has a 
very high impact on our family 
connection, but these are also 
costly and there is no funding 
for these events (food, danc-
ers, etc.).

Elementary school,  
Lakehead DSB
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The Learning  
Opportunities Grant
Ontario spends approximately $24 billion annually on public education. 
Almost half of this funding is allocated on a per pupil basis in the Pupil 
Foundation Grant, which was $10.55 billion for 2016/17 (see Figure 19). 
The remainder is allocated mainly through a series of Special Purpose 
Grants, which use socio-demographic and geographic data to assess 
and address any funding disparities between boards. These Special 
Purpose Grants are meant to help level the playing field, so that school 
boards that differ in size, socio-demographic make-up, geography, and 
access to resources are all able to support their students.

In 2016/17, the Ministry of Education provided $10.78 billion through thir-
teen Special Purpose Grants—roughly 47% of the total provincial edu-
cational funding.124 In this chapter, we examine one of those grants—the 
Learning Opportunities Grant.

In 1997, when the provincial education funding formula was first devel-
oped, the province included a Learning Opportunities Grant (LOG) to 
provide greater financial assistance to boards with higher proportions of 
students deemed ‘at-risk’ of academic failure or disengagement.

Figure 19

Funding for schools in Ontario
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The funding was intended to support things like early intervention 
programs, guidance programs, withdrawal for individualized support, 
parental and community engagement, and opportunities for multi-sector 
collaboration and partnerships125—all of which were perceived as ways 
to provide students with an equitable chance for success in education.

The original description of the grant pointed to a number of factors that 
could determine students’ vulnerability, including, “low family income; 
an ongoing struggle to meet basic needs for food, shelter and clothing; 
poor quality nutrition; low parental education levels; single parentage; 
chronically stressed parents; lack of social support networks; family 
violence and substance abuse; dilapidated and overcrowded housing; 
limited recreational and sports opportunities; fear of violence at school 
or in the community; proximity to sub-cultures of crime; traumatized refu-
gee backgrounds; a poor outlook for jobs and the future.”126

The LOG not only provided a way to support early intervention and cre-
ate targeted programming for children and youth deemed at-risk, but it 
also positioned redistributive equity as an important educational, social, 
and economic investment.127

Funding local solutions
To ensure that the LOG was effective, the Ministry of Education appoint-
ed an expert panel in 1997 to provide advice on funding and programs 
to support students who may be at risk of struggling in school.

The panel advised the Ministry to provide funding for a “diversity of lo-
cal solutions.”128 These solutions could include things like “lower pupil/
teacher ratios, teacher aides, tutors, counsellors, social workers assess-
ment, augmented literacy and numeracy programming, expanded kin-
dergarten, intensified remedial reading programs, adapted curriculum, 
computer-aided instruction, summer school, before- and after-school 
programs, homework help, recreation and sports activities, orientation 
and life skills, mentoring, private sector partnerships, breakfast/lunch 
programs, excursions, field trips, arts and cultural programs, extra-cur-
ricular activities, parenting classes, home/school linkages, and stay-in-
school and school re-entry programs.”129

The expert panel recommended four demographic variables to be used 
in determining eligibility for funds: “poverty, parental education, refugee 
status, and aboriginal status.”130 They also recommended that the LOG 
be set at $400 million, and used specifically on programs and services 
for students deemed to be at-risk.131

When the LOG was first implemented in 1998, the grant was distributed 
based on demographics, as recommended by the expert panel. Howev-
er, the amount of funding was set at $185 million, instead of the approxi-
mately $400 million recommended by the panel.132
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Funding remains below 1997 
recommendations
Since 1998, the demographic allocation in the LOG has increased fairly 
steadily. However, it is still substantially below the $400 million recom-
mended in 1997. If kept at the rate of inflation, according to the Bank of 
Canada inflation calculator,133 the demographic allocation for the LOG 
should have been approximately $564.2 million for the 2016/17 funding 
year, but it was only $353 million.134

Proportional decrease in  
demographic allocation
Not only is the demographic portion of the LOG well below the funding 
level recommended in 1997, but it has also steadily decreased in propor-
tion to the total LOG funding.

In 2000/01, the Ministry of Education began adding new programs to 
the LOG, targeted more closely to literacy and numeracy. These pro-
grams are for all of Ontario’s 2 million students, not only those whose 
socio-economic status may put them at risk. As the funding for these 
new programs was added, the proportion of funding based on boards’ 
demographics was reduced.135

New programs and initiatives added to the LOG include:

•	Literacy and Math Outside the School Day
•	Student Success, Grades 7 to 12
•	School Effectiveness Framework
•	Ontario Focused Intervention Partnership (OFIP) Tutoring
•	Specialist High Skills Major
•	Mental Health Leaders
•	Outdoor Education
•	Library Staff
•	School Authorities Amalgamation

The allocations focused on literacy and numeracy have not only in-
creased in proportion to the overall LOG funding, but they also appear 
to be deviating from the original intent of the grant (redistributive equity) 
by focusing more on performance-driven initiatives. By continuing to 
reduce the demographic portion of the LOG, it is more difficult for school 
boards to provide resources such as before- and after-school care, sum-
mer school, extra-curricular activities, art and cultural events.

Table 3 includes all the changes to the LOG funding over the past de-
cade. In 2006/07, 82% of the LOG funds were reserved for the Demo-
graphic Allocation.136 However, by 2010/11, the Demographic Allocation 
had dropped to 74% of total LOG funding,137 and is now projected to 
include only 47% of total LOG funding for 2017/18 (see Figure 20).138
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Figure 20

Demographic allocation, as a percentage of LOG
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Table 3

Breakdown of LOG funding

Year Demographic Allo-
cation (millions)139

% of LOG140 Other LOG Alloca-
tions (millions)

% of LOG Total LOG 
(millions)141

2006/07142 $321.8 82% $68.8 18% $390.6

2007/08143 $332.1 82% $72.4 18% $404.5

2008/09144 $340.8 82% $72.8 18% $413.6

2009/10145 $338.6 82% $75.9 18% $414.5

2010/11146 $340.1 74% $120.2 26% $460.3

2011/12147 $351.2 74% $125.1 26% $476.3

2012/13148 $348.7 71% $145.4 29% $494.1

2013/14149 $346.4 71% $144.1 29% $490.5

2014/15150 $350.4 69% $154.8 31% $505.2

2015/16151 $349.9 69% $154.7 31% $504.6

2016/17152 $353.0 66% $179.1 34% $532.1

2017/18153 $358.2 47% $401.1 53% $759.2
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Enveloping funding—micromanagement or 
protection for students at risk?
In 2014, the Ministry of Education released Achieving Excellence: A 
Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario. In its consultations to develop 
the vision, the Ministry requested input on “earmarking or enveloping 
funds for specific purposes.”154 When funds are enveloped—as is the 
case with special education—they can only be spent for the specified 
purpose. Most education funding is not enveloped, and it is ultimately up 
to boards to choose where to spend it.

According to the Ministry, two perspectives emerged from the consulta-
tions. Their report says, “Many participants felt that enveloping encour-
aged silos, stifled innovation and created the risk of spending unneces-
sarily in one area while having to skimp on another. School boards, in 
particular, expressed these concerns.”155 Conversely, others said that, 
“some controls of this nature were needed to ensure key principles of 
the education system, for example, equity and stewardship of resources, 
were supported.”156

In its 1997 report, the expert panel had recommended protecting the 
funding in what was then a demographically based LOG. Instead, in 
2016/17, the Ministry of Education enveloped eight components within 
the LOG into a “Student Achievement Envelope.”157 This funding must be 
spent in the areas it describes. The demographic portion of the LOG has 
no similar requirements; it can be spent in any way a board chooses.

Evaluating impacts
Since 1997, a range of advisors have recommended that the province do 
more to evaluate the impact of the LOG grant. The initial expert panel 
recommended instituting processes for accountability and reporting 
on how funding was being used. The panel also recommended that “all 
programs should ultimately be evaluated in terms of the results they 
have achieved for students.”158 This sentiment was echoed in the 2002 
Education Equality Task Force report, which recommended “collecting 
and analyzing data on programs and services for students at risk from a 
representative sample of school boards… to determine the appropriate 
funding magnitude for the LOG.” The report suggested that greater at-
tention be paid to the correlation between funding, student achievement 
and the reduction of the achievement gap.159
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Methods
Unless cited from other sources, the statistics and 
quoted material in this report originate from People 
for Education’s 20th Annual Survey (2016/17) of On-
tario’s elementary schools, and 17th Annual Survey of 
Ontario’s secondary schools. Surveys were mailed to 
principals in every publicly funded school in Ontario 
in the fall of 2016. Surveys could also be completed 
online in English and French.

This year, we received 1,101 responses from elemen-
tary and secondary schools in 71 of Ontario’s 72 pub-
licly funded school boards, representing 22% of the 
province’s publicly funded schools. Survey responses 
are also disaggregated to examine survey repre-
sentation across provincial regions (see Table 5). 
Although regional representation in this year’s survey 
corresponds relatively well with the regional distribu-
tion of Ontario’s schools, schools located in the North 
region showed the largest discrepancy, being over-
represented in the survey by five percentage points.

For other geographic comparisons, schools were 
classified as either small town/rural or urban/subur-
ban 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 ac-
curate dividing line between small town/rural and ur-
ban/suburban areas in the Ontario provincial context.

Data analysis and reporting
Qualitative data analysis was conducted using induc-
tive analysis. Two researchers independently read 
and looked for emergent themes in each set of data 
(i.e. the responses to each of the surveys open-end-
ed questions). The researchers then compared their 
themes and discussed commonalities. Both research-
ers agreed upon the final emergent themes.

The quantitative analyses in this report are based on 
both descriptive and inferential statistics. The chief 
objective of the descriptive analyses is to present 
numerical information in an illuminating format that is 
accessible to a broad public readership. All data were 
analyzed using SPSS statistical software.

Calculations have been rounded to the nearest whole 
number and may not amount to 100% in displays of 
disaggregated categories. 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. All survey responses 
and data are kept confidential and stored in con-
junction with Tri-Council recommendations for the 
safeguarding of data.

Table 5

Survey representation by region

Region (sorted by 
postal code)

% of schools 
in survey

% of schools 
in Ontario

Eastern (K) 20% 18%
Central (L exclud. GTA) 14% 17%
Southwest (N) 17% 20%
North (P) 16% 11%
GTA 33% 34%

North

Eastern

GTA

Central

Southwest
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Table 4

Survey representation by district school board

Algoma DSB 15
Algonquin and Lakeshore CDSB 6
Avon Maitland DSB 5
Bluewater DSB 4
Brant Haldimand Norfolk CDSB 4
Bruce-Grey CDSB 1
CÉP de l’Est de l’Ontario 14
CS Viamonde 13
CSC Providence 7
CSD du Grand Nord de l’Ontario 13
CSD du Nord-Est de l’Ontario 5
CSDC Centre-Sud 14
CSDC de l’Est ontarien 1
CSDC des Aurores boréales 6
CSDC des Grandes Rivières 13
CSDC du Centre-Est de l’Ontario 6
CSDC du Nouvel-Ontario 15
CSDC Franco-Nord 5
DSB Niagara 13
DSB Ontario North East 8
Dufferin-Peel CDSB 58
Durham CDSB 7
Durham DSB 12
Grand Erie DSB 18
Greater Essex County DSB 6
Halton CDSB 1
Halton DSB 17
Hamilton-Wentworth CDSB 12
Hamilton-Wentworth DSB 18
Hastings and Prince Edward DSB 1
Huron Perth CDSB 3
Huron-Superior CDSB 8
Kawartha Pine Ridge DSB 32
Keewatin-Patricia DSB 4
Kenora CDSB 1
Lakehead DSB 12

Lambton Kent DSB 28
Limestone DSB 22
London DCSB 9
Near North DSB 8
Niagara CDSB 1
Nipissing-Parry Sound CDSB 7
Northeastern CDSB 6
Northwest CDSB 2
Ottawa CDSB 32
Ottawa-Carleton DSB 42
Peel DSB 73
Peterborough Victoria Northumberland CDSB 8
Rainbow DSB 22
Rainy River DSB 4
Renfrew County CDSB 3
Renfrew County DSB 7
Simcoe County DSB 31
Simcoe Muskoka CDSB 22
St Clair CDSB 4
Sudbury CDSB 1
Superior North CDSB 4
Superior-Greenstone DSB 7
Thames Valley DSB 22
Thunder Bay CDSB 7
Toronto CDSB 52
Toronto DSB 107
Trillium Lakelands DSB 18
Upper Canada DSB 41
Upper Grand DSB 36
Waterloo CDSB 10
Waterloo Region DSB 27
Wellington CDSB 3
Windsor-Essex CDSB 7
York CDSB 13
York Region DSB 37
TOTAL 1101
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