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Learning opportunities in schools that extend beyond the curriculum and include a broad range 
of activities such as sports, music, field trips, plays, and clubs are an essential part of a quality 
education. Participation in these kinds of activities is associated with improved mental health and 
well-being, academic success, and the development of vital skills and competencies that can 
benefit students well into their adult lives.1 However, do all students have equal access to these 
learning opportunities?

In People for Education’s 2022-2023 Annual Ontario School Survey (AOSS), 1,044 principals 
across all 72 publicly funded school boards in the province responded to questions on learning 
opportunities available at their schools. Principals were asked about each school’s availability 
of activities such as breakfast programs or learning an instrument during school hours, 
extracurricular clubs such as student leadership groups or 2SLGBTQ+ alliances, and opportunities 
such as participation in educational field trips and organized sports.

Findings show that while most extracurricular activities and learning opportunities have resumed 
since being paused due to the pandemic, students’ access varies substantially depending on 
geography as well as the median family income of the school neighbourhood. An analysis of 
these results also revealed that while fundraising supports many of these activities, it has not 
returned to pre-pandemic levels and varies widely depending on socioeconomic characteristics 
like household income.

Introduction

Quick facts

65% of schools in urban 
areas reported offering 
eco clubs (e.g., activities 
focused on helping 
or learning about the 
environment) compared 
to 45% of schools in rural 
areas.

47% of schools in high-
income areas offered 
academic competitions 
compared to 16% of 
schools in low-income 
areas.

The average amount 
fundraised in high-income 
schools was almost three 
times higher than that 
raised in low-income 
schools ($10,423 compared 
to $3,757 per school).

88% of elementary schools 
and 70% of secondary 
schools reported 
fundraising, compared to 
99% and 88% in 2019-20, 
respectively. 

80% of schools in  
high-income areas offered 
arts clubs (e.g., school 
plays, bands, visual arts 
clubs) compared to 66% 
of schools in low-income 
areas.

55% of elementary schools 
and 74% of secondary 
schools offered students 
the opportunity to learn an 
instrument within school 
hours, compared to 68% 
and 87% in 2019-20.





People for Education                        Inequities persist 3

Survey responses revealed that the availability of extracurricular activities and learning 
opportunities depends on the median family income of the school neighbourhood and whether 
the school is located in an urban or rural area.i Schools in high-income areas are more likely 
to offer all extracurricular clubs (e.g., activities related to student leadership, social justice, 
environment, etc.) and all other school activities compared to schools in low-income areas, with 
the exception of breakfast/nutrition programs.

Some of the biggest differences are found in the proportion of schools offering “eco clubs”ii  
(71% in high-income areas compared to 43% in low-income areas) and academic competitions 
(47% in high-income areas compared to 16% in low-income areas). These findings support a 
recent research study in Quebec that found that schools with a socioeconomically advantaged 
student population (i.e., two employed parents and mothers who had completed high school) 
were more likely to offer extracurricular activities and special interest clubs than schools with a 
socioeconomically disadvantaged student population.2

i Please see the Methodology section for more details on the classification of urban and rural areas. 
ii Student groups and/or activities related to the environment, climate change/action, etc. 

Location, location, location: access to extracurricular and 
school activities depends on where students live

Proportion of Ontario schools offering clubs, by neighbourhood income

0%

High-income

Cultural, religious,
or language clubs

Eco clubs

change related activities)

Gay-Straight Alliance,
Gender-Sexuality Alliance,

or 2SLGBTQ+ clubs

Robotics, technology,
or STEM clubs

Student leadership group
(e.g., student council)

Low-income

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

80%
66%

60%

71%
43%

90% 100%

74%
69%

44%

48%

29%

38%
31%

50%
31%

Figure 1: Proportion of Ontario schools offering clubs, by median income of school neighbourhood 
Source: People for Education’s 2022-23 Annual Ontario School Survey 
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The only school activity reported by greater proportions of schools in low-income areas was 
breakfast or nutrition programs, which includes the provision of meal gift cards (96%, compared 
to 53% for schools in high-income areas).

Geography also played a significant role in students’ access to clubs. Schools located in urban 
areas were more likely to report that they offer all school clubs compared to schools located in 
rural areas. Principals of rural schools reported lack of transportation as a barrier limiting their 
students’ access to extracurricular activities.

The combination of rising fuel costs, irregular schedules, sparse benefits, and low pay has 
resulted in school bus driver shortages not only in rural areas, but in many regions across Ontario 
as well as the rest of Canada.3

Proportion of Ontario schools offering activities, by neighbourhood income

Figure 2: Types of activities offered in Ontario schools, by median neighbourhood income
Source: People for Education’s 2022-23 Annual Ontario School Survey

     Challenge: we are located in one small community but serve six small communities plus 
points in between. After-school transportation is not available and limits after school  
activities. 

Secondary school principal, Northern Ontario
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Proportion of Ontario Schools offerring clubs, by population size

Figure 3: Proportion of Ontario schools offering various clubs, by population size
Source: People for Education’s 2022-23 Annual Ontario School Survey

Steep decline in fundraising may increase inequities in 
access to extracurricular and school activities

Over the last decade, fundraising has come to play an essential role in covering the costs of 
things like arts enrichment, charitable causes, sports equipment, school nutrition programs, and 
field trips. Because the costs for these activities must come from school budgets, rather than any 
provincial funding, many schools now rely on fundraising to augment their budgets.

Fundraising in schools was notably lower in 2022-23 compared to the last school year before the 
pandemic. For elementary schools, 88% reported fundraising in 2022-23, compared to 99% in 
2019-20. For secondary schools, 70% reported fundraising in 2022-23, down from 88% in 2019-
20. 

     An increasing number of families are asking for support. Some students still have no 
access to computers in the evening and the school does not have the budget to purchase 
computers for all students. An increasing number of students are requesting financial support 
to participate in extracurricular activities as well.

Secondary school principal, Southwestern Ontario
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2022

Change in proportion of schools reporting fundraising, pre- and post-pandemic

Figure 4: Proportion of Ontario elementary and secondary schools reporting fundraising, 2019 and 2022
Source: People for Education’s 2019-20 and 2022-23 Annual Ontario School Survey

Many principals attributed this decrease in fundraising activities to the challenges of pandemic 
recovery, as well as the increasing unemployment and financial hardship of many families and 
school communities. 

Over the past 10 years, the average amount fundraised per school in both elementary and 
secondary schools was lowest in 2022-23. Elementary schools raised an average of $7,245 while 
secondary schools raised an average of $7,666, compared to $11,099 and $18,677 in 2012-13, 
respectively. The average amount raised in high-income schools was almost three times higher 
than that raised in low-income schools in 2022-23 ($10,423 compared to $3,757 per school).

While schools have historically relied on fundraising to support extracurricular and school 
activities, many principals expressed sensitivity to the financial hardships being experienced by 
numerous families and communities. 

     We have a small school with a lower socio-economic make-up. We know many of our families 
struggled to make ends meet during COVID—many lost their income. We tried not to pressure 
parents for fundraising this year.       

Elementary school principal, Greater Toronto Area

      We did not fundraise the last two years due to COVID-19. Most of my families are financially 
challenged and I feel that fundraising poses undue stress on these families because they feel 
obligated to participate by purchasing items, even though they are not required to do so.

Elementary school principal, Northern Ontario

  0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

2019

99%

70%
88% 88%

Elementary Secondary

With post-pandemic inflation and rising food insecurity among the general population, many 
schools reported a rise in immediate need for the school to help students and families with 
necessities such as food and classroom materials. 

“
”

”
“
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An analysis of what schools fundraise for, organized by whether a school is in a high-income 
or low-income neighbourhood, revealed key differences. While schools in high-income 
neighbourhoods were more likely to use fundraising money for technology, library resources, and 
classroom/lab materials, schools in low-income neighbourhoods were more likely to use those 
funds for nutrition programs and field trips. 

Average amount fundraised in Ontario elementary and secondary schools, change over time

Differences in fundraising initiatives in high- vs low-income schools

Figure 5: Average amount fundraised in Ontario elementary and secondary schools, 2012-2022
Source: People for Education’s 2012-13, 2014-15, 2015-16, 2016-17, 2017-18, 2018-19, 2019-20, fall 2020, 2022-23 Annual 
Ontario School Survey

Figure 6: What Ontario schools fundraise for, by median neighbourhood income
Source: People for Education’s 2022-23 Annual Ontario School Survey
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Differences were also found between how schools in urban areas use fundraising money 
compared to schools in rural areas. Rural schools were more likely to report fundraising for field 
trips, sports, and nutrition programs. Numerous principals attributed this finding to the associated 
costs of being in remote areas where more travel is necessary to access activities such as 
participating in sports competitions, visiting exhibits, and seeing performances.

      Our geographical area is very rural, and many families cannot afford to travel and experience 
sports and arts venues, etc., so we do our best to provide activities free of charge, as well as offer 
food and clothing for our families in need.

Elementary school principal, Northern Ontario

     Many more families are experiencing financial hardship. It is becoming more and more difficult 
to fundraise. Costs for co-curricular activities have skyrocketed, but the per pupil allocation from 
the board/ministry has not changed to reflect inflation. We are doing more with less money.

Secondary school principal, Central Ontario

Differences in fundraising initiatives in urban vs rural schools

Figure 7: What Ontario schools fundraise for, by population size
Source: People for Education’s 2022-23 Annual Ontario School Survey
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The return of extracurricular and school activities places an 
increased strain on school staff 

In 2021, during the height of the pandemic, People for Education reported on the huge decrease 
in extracurricular and school activities offered in Ontario elementary and secondary schools.4  
Two years later, findings from the 2022-23 school year showed significant recovery as students 
returned to in-person learning, but not without challenges for the school staff.

Principals said that they noticed an increased student interest in participating in extracurricular 
clubs and school activities during the 2022-2023 school year after many of the opportunities 
were paused during the pandemic. However, for many schools, transitioning back to offering a 
full range of these opportunities for students has been a challenge because it is adding pressure 
on an already overworked school staff. 

     It is very difficult to run clubs and other extracurricular activities. Staff are overloaded and 
burnt out. They do not have the drive to run extra clubs.

Elementary school principal, Eastern Ontario 

Proportion of Ontario elementary and secondary schools offering 
extracurricular and activities, pre- and post-pandemic

Figure 8: Proportion of elementary and secondary schools in Ontario offering extracurricular and school activities, 2015-
16, 2019-20, 2020, 2022-23
Source: People for Education’s 2015-16, 2019-20, fall 2020, and 2022-23 Annual Ontario School Survey
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Arts-based opportunities, which were greatly reduced during the pandemic, have also shown 
recovery in the 2022-23 school year but to a lesser extent than other opportunities, like sports, 
clubs, and field trips.

In 2019-20, 84% of elementary schools reported offering opportunities for students to participate 
in a performance/exhibition compared to 34% in fall 2020 and 66% in 2022-23. For secondary 
schools, 90% of schools reported offering opportunities to participate in a performance/exhibition 
in 2019-20 compared to 43% in fall 2020 and 83% in 2022-23. The proportion of schools 
reporting that their students had the opportunity to learn an instrument within school hours fell 
from 68% in 2019-20 to 55% in 2022-23 for elementary schools and from 87% in 2019-20 to 74% 
in 2022-23 for secondary schools.

     Teachers are having difficulty meeting the socio-emotional needs of students and are 
exhausted; therefore, they are not volunteering for as many things outside of their classroom 
programs.

Elementary school principal, Greater Toronto Area

Proportion of Ontario schools offering opportunities to participate in a performance or 
exhibition, change over time

Figure 9: Proportion of elementary and secondary schools in Ontario facilitating opportunities to participate in a 
performance/exhibition (e.g., play, dance, art exhibition), 2012-2022
Source: People for Education’s 2012-13, 2013-14, 2015-16, 2017-18, 2019-20, fall 2020, and 2022-23 Annual Ontario 
School Survey

Organizing school activities and extracurriculars is voluntary for teachers and staff, and principals 
said that they noticed fewer staff had the time and energy to dedicate to the activities, in part 
because of ongoing staff shortages and increased student needs in the classroom.

Elementary Secondary
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“

Participating in extracurricular activities has an impact on 
learning, health, and screen-time 

A quality public education includes access to extracurricular 
activities

Participation in school activities and extracurriculars benefits students in several ways, across 
various stages of education and life. A breadth of research indicates that extracurricular activities 
such as sports, arts, clubs, and community programs can positively affect students’ mental and 
emotional well-being, including decreased symptoms of anxiety and depression, improved self-
concept and confidence, stronger feelings of connectedness and belonging, and higher levels 
of life satisfaction.5 A study of 28,000 middle school students in British Columbia also found 
that students who engaged in extracurricular activities were significantly less likely to engage in 
the excessive use of screen-based activities, a factor associated with poor mental and physical 
health.6

Students who participate in extracurricular activities also gain skills and competencies beyond 
the basics such as thinking creatively and critically, collaborating, communicating effectively, and 
developing a sense of self and society – which are essential to navigating the rapidly changing 
world we live in.7 There is also evidence to indicate that students’ participation in extracurricular 
activities is associated with greater educational engagement, higher rates of high school 
completion, increased academic success, and employability.8

Schools are so much more than a place 
where students are taught to meet curriculum 
expectations. Extracurricular and school 
activities provide students with the chance 
to develop soft skills such as teamwork and 
leadership, as well as explore interests outside 
of their course subjects. While many of these 
activities are returning to pre-pandemic levels, 
it is important to consider what resources are 
necessary to sustain them (e.g., education staff, 
budget, etc.) as well as to ensure that students’ 
access is not dictated by whether they live in an 
urban, rural, high-, or low-income area. The role 
of government is critical to the development of 
policies and initiatives that support all aspects of 
a quality education.

     Student participation in all clubs and sports is high this year as it has been missing for the 
last two years. It has increased confidence in many students.

Elementary school principal, Central Ontario 

The New 
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Source: People for Education 2019
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The latest Ontario provincial budget was announced in March 2023 and the Better Schools 
and Student Outcomes Act was released in April 2023, but neither includes a plan for 
addressing equity overall, or accessibility to extracurricular activities and other broader learning 
opportunities.9 While these are opportunities that should be accessible to all students, the 
findings from our annual survey illustrate inequities depending on whether students live in a rural 
or urban region, or their school is in a high- or low-income neighbourhood. There is evidence 
to suggest that when governments mandate supports and opportunities that are beneficial to 
students, it leads to more equitable access to those opportunities across schools.10

Recommendations
1 People for Education recommends that the province develop policy and funding that 

recognizes the far-reaching benefits that extracurricular and school activities provide for 
students and ensures that all students have equitable access to these vital components of a 
quality education.

2 People for Education continues to recommend that the province convene a Health and 
Education Task Force including experts, practitioners, and students to provide input on 
government policy before it is implemented, and to help design new policy and funding 
models to support things like extracurricular activities, arts and sports, and clubs.



People for Education                        Extracurriculars, clubs, activities, and fundraising in Ontario 13



People for Education                        Inequities persist 14

This report is based on data from the 1,044 schools from all 72 publicly funded Ontario school 
boards that participated in the 2022-23 Annual Ontario School Survey (AOSS). Longitudinal 
data comparisons are based on the data collected from the elementary and secondary schools 
that participated in People for Education’s 2012-13, 2013-14, 2014-15, 2015-16, 2016-17, 2017-
18, 2018-19, 2019-20, and fall 2020 AOSS. Unless cited from other sources, the statistics and 
quoted material in this report originate from People for Education’s 2022-23 AOSS, the 26th 
annual survey of elementary schools, and the 23rd annual survey of secondary schools in 
Ontario. Surveys from the 2022-23 AOSS were completed online via SurveyMonkey in both 
English and French in the fall of 2022. Survey responses were disaggregated to examine survey 
representation across provincial regions (see table below). Schools were sorted into geographical 
regions based on the first letter of their postal code. The GTA region includes schools with M 
postal codes as well as those with L postal codes located in GTA municipalities.11 

In order to analyze a school’s geographical circumstances, each school’s postal code was used 
to identify the population of the town or city in which the school is located, based on 2021 
Census data. Statistics Canada uses population size to classify a population centre as small, 
medium, or large urban. The population breakdown is as follows: small population centres have 
a population between 1,000 and 29,999, medium population centres have a population between 
30,000 and 99,999, and large urban population centres have a population of 100,000 or more.12 
While Statistics Canada has various definitions of a rural area, for the purposes of this analysis, 
a rural area has a population under 1,000. In order to conduct data analysis with an adequate 
sample size, schools in rural, small, and medium areas (n = 496) were compared against schools 
in large urban areas (n = 548), unless otherwise specified. Therefore, in this report, “rural” refers 
to schools that are located in population centres of fewer than 100,000 people, whereas “urban” 
refers to schools located in population centres of 100,000 people or more.

During analysis, data collected from the survey were matched with the Median Census Family 
Income of Schools based on School Enrolment by Student Residential Postal Code, Preliminary 
2021-2022, which was provided to PFE through a Request for Information from the Ontario 
Ministry of Education’s Education Statistics and Analysis Branch. The Median Census Family 
Income information was derived from the 2021 Census for all the dissemination areas associated 
to a school based on the weighted enrolment by residential postal code of its students. Schools 
were then sorted from highest to lowest income based on this measure. In this report, the top 
25% of schools based on Weighted Census Family Income are considered “high-income” (n = 
257, average income = $130,035) and the bottom 25% are considered “low-income” (n = 257, 
average income = $71,074), unless otherwise specified. 

Region (by postal code) Percentage of schools in 
sample

Percentage of schools in 
province

Northern (P) 18% 11%

Central (L exclud. GTA) 9% 11%

Eastern (K) 18% 18%

Southwestern (N) 23% 20%
GTA 33% 40%

Methodology
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Qualitative data analysis was conducted using inductive analysis. Researchers read responses and 
coded emergent themes in each set of data (i.e., the responses to each of the survey’s open-ended 
questions). The quantitative analyses in this report are based on descriptive statistics. The primary 
objective of the descriptive analyses is to present numerical information in a format that is accessible 
to a broad public readership. All data were analyzed using SPSS statistical software. All calculations 
have been rounded to the nearest whole number and may not total 100% in displays of disaggregated 
categories. All survey responses and data are kept confidential and stored in conjunction with 
TriCouncil recommendations for the safeguarding of data.

For questions about the methodology used in this report, please contact the research team at People 
for Education: research@peopleforeducation.ca.

mailto:research%40peopleforeducation.ca?subject=
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