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Introduction 

The Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association (OCSTA) was founded in 1930. It 

represents 237 elected Catholic trustees who collectively represent 29 English-language 

Catholic district school boards. Together, these school boards educate approximately 

545,000 students from junior kindergarten to grade 12 and adults in continuing education 

programs province-wide. 

 

Inspired by the Gospel, the Mission of the Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association is 

to provide leadership, service and a provincial voice for Catholic school boards in promoting 

and protecting Catholic education. 

 

Annually, OCSTA submits a brief to the government with recommendations to improve the 

structure of funding through the GSN. Recommendations are made on the basis that the 

education funding system in Ontario must respond to four essential principles: 

 

Equity: A funding formula must distribute education dollars equitably among all 

Ontario school boards and their students; 

 

Adequacy: The level of funding for education must be adequate to ensure quality 

education for today’s students; 

 

Autonomy/Flexibility: The model must allow school boards the autonomy and 

flexibility in the spending they require to achieve the distinctive goals of their system, 

and to meet local needs; and 

 

Accountability: The educational funding model must include mechanisms that 

ensure the appropriate degree of accountability for all parties and transparent 

processes and reporting mechanisms to support efficient and effective use of 

educational resources for students. 

 

The recommendations contained in this year’s GSN brief are important issues to the 29 

Catholic District School Boards in our province. In some cases, they represent on-going 

concerns and in others describe recent priorities. We trust that the Minister of Education will 

strongly consider our recommendations as part of the government’s commitment to 

consultation. As always, we would be pleased to meet with you and/or representatives of the 

Ministry to discuss any of the following items in more detail. 
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Catholic School Boards As Partners in Service Delivery 
 

The OCSTA, on behalf of Catholic school boards, works closely with the Ministry of Education 

to develop education programs, budgets and curriculum that supports the legislative and 

regulatory requirements spelled out in the Education Act. We have enjoyed a positive working 

relationship for many years with all stakeholders in the education sector, including all Ontario 

political parties. Our school board trustees are the democratically elected representatives of the 

Catholic school system with responsibilities for: 

 

 Establishing the education mission of the board; 

 Developing school board policies that promote and protect Catholic education; 

 Establishing the Annual Budget; 

 Hire Director of Education and other staff consistent with preferential hiring rights; 

 Promoting the constitutional right of Catholic school ratepayers to govern, manage and 

control publicly funded Catholic schools. 

 

Our member school boards design and deliver Christ centered education programs to students. 

These boards are directly supported by 2.4 million Catholic ratepayers and have been an integral 

part of the history and fabric of our province for over 175 years. 

 

 

Financial Impacts on Boards Related to COVID-19 

 

The OCSTA acknowledges and appreciates the funding provided to date by the Provincial 

Government with regard to COVID-19 and the extremely difficult challenges managing the 

pandemic present to students, families, communities and Catholic school boards. 

 

Saying that, the financial impacts on Catholic boards in the current context of reopening and 

keeping schools open have been significant and will remain an ongoing challenge. In response to 

the guidance from the Ministry of Education and public health authorities, boards have 

established numerous and complex protocols and practices to ensure a safe return to school for 

students and staff. Boards have also established virtual schools for those students that choose to 

learn remotely. With enhanced health and safety protocols including reducing class size where 

possible, enhanced cleaning, cohorting of students, providing digital devices and expanding 

broadband access and the requirements for virtual schools, boards have used significant financial 

resources. Even with the additional investments from the federal government and the province, 

and the Ministry approved use of reserve funds (up to 2% of operating grant), boards will face 

enormous challenges in the near term in meeting the ongoing program and service requirements 

for students, while maintaining balanced budgets. Draw down on board reserves to fund ongoing 

extraordinary expenditure is not sustainable, in the case of a number of Catholic boards this will 

not be a funding source available as reserves are or will be exhausted in the near term. 

Throughout the planning of and re-opening of their schools, the health and safety and well-being 

of students and staff has been and will remain the number one priority of Catholic School 

Boards. 
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OCSTA Recommendations 
 

 That the Ministry provide stable, flexible and any additional funding required to 

assist school boards in managing the extraordinary costs associated with the 

pandemic response. For example: 

 

1. DIFFERENTIATED FUNDING FOR HIGH INCIDENT REGIONS: To allow 

boards to respond to differing pressures while providing incremental funding to those 

boards in regions of the province with higher incidences of COVID-19.  

 

2. CONTINUATION OF VIRTUAL SCHOOL FUNDING SUPPORTS: For a further 

year.  Students will be at varying levels of ability to return to school in person, those 

experiencing anxieties will be better served by maintaining connection with school 

structures which can best be supported through Virtual learning and not risk losing that 

important adolescent connection. 

 

3. INCREASED INVESTMENTS IN MENTAL HEALTH & SPECIAL SERVICES:  
Many boards need differentiated funding to address the growing influx of special needs 

students and students with mental health challenges. 

4. INVESTMENTS IN ADULT EDUCATION & RETRAINING:  Given the change in 

the employment workforce in a post-pandemic economy, there will be a need to offer 

education and skills training for the workforce to shift and people to become re-employed 

in a shifted employment landscape.  Boards will be the key structures in the province to 

quickly put these critical supports into action given the infrastructure is already 

established. 

5. INVESTMENTS IN PPE AND CAPITAL IMPROVEMENTS: Continue to centralize 

the procurement function of critical personal protective equipment (PPE) at the provincial 

level. Additionally, funding associated with capital improvements for schools will ensure 

students learn in a safe environment. Consideration should also be given to allocating 

capital dollars for maintaining and improving board office facilities throughout the 

province, such as improvements in HVAC and ventilation systems. 

6. PUBLIC HEALTH NURSES: Continue and expand embedded public health nurses in 

our schools. In addition to the predicted increase and demand for mental health and 

related support post pandemic, these health care professionals are equipped to provide 

invaluable education on vaccinations as well as healthy living instruction. 

 That the Ministry conduct a review of the education funding formula to ensure 

adequacy and equity in managing any and all costs associated with emergency 

pandemic response.  We would request such review include consideration for the 

restoration of reserve funds used by school boards for emergency pandemic 

purposes. 
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On Line Learning Adjustment 
 
The Ministry has indicated that future adjustments to the funding methodology for online 

learning courses are to be confirmed through the 2021-2022 GSN, suggesting that changes 

and/or adjustments may be required to the Online Learning Adjustment model to be more 

responsive to needs of boards. 

As online learning becomes more prevalent, the disparity in average class sizes between online 

and in-person learning has the potential to impact future funding. If the average class size is 30 

for secondary online courses while the maximum average class size requirement is 23 for in- 

person learning, this will eventually result in a decrease of funding for school boards. We would 

request that the Ministry fund this additional cost for school boards. 

 

In addition, the number of online learners in Catholic school boards has increased significantly, 

some by as much as 30% annually.  In 2020-2021, boards have seen the number of students 

opting for synchronous e-learning courses increase over 2019-2020.  This is most likely due to 

the establishment by boards of virtual schools in response to the pandemic.  However, given the 

evolving pandemic response and the two-compulsory e-learning courses that high school 

students must take, significant uncertainty exists with respect to how many students will choose 

to opt out of taking them.  For these reasons, consideration should be given to delaying the 

implementation of this requirement along with continuing to collect data over the next year 

before determining any changes to the Online Learning Adjustment.   

 

OCSTA Recommendations 

 

 That the Ministry consider delaying the implementation of two compulsory e-

learning courses. 

 

 That The Ministry collaborate with boards to collect the necessary data over the 

next year (at a minimum) before determining any changes to the Online Learning 

Adjustment. 

 

 That the Ministry continue to review the funding impacts on boards as on-line 

learning becomes more prevalent. 

 

 That the Ministry provide funding to ensure devices and access are made available 

to every secondary student to allow for full equal access to e-learning program 

delivery. 
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Priorities and Partnership Fund Administration 

 

OCSTA appreciates the additional funding for various projects our Catholic boards have 

received through the Priorities and Partnership Fund (PPF). However, boards have indicated a 

significant administrative burden associated with applying for the funding. In addition, many 

boards indicate that too many programs are being funded through the administratively 

cumbersome Transfer Payment Agreement structure that currently exists. The amount of time 

spent on submitting applications, plans and budgets, mid-term qualitative and financial reports 

and finally submitting final qualitative and financial reports, is administratively taxing for many 

boards. 

 

In addition, it would be beneficial to boards to ensure as much funding as possible be allocated to 

the GSN so boards can plan, budget and report accordingly. In some instances, the timing of PPF 

announcements occurs after the board budget process is completed, which can result in the delay 

of hiring of staff and hinders timely, planned program implementation.  We would add that a 

transfer of PPFs into the GSN would as well increase local flexibility and autonomy and as well 

assist in realizing/maintaining equity in funding. 

 

At a minimum GSN should include funding for Specialist High Skills Major (SHSM), all 

funding for mental health, equity and Human Rights, supports for students with autism spectrum 

disorder and transportation funding for children in care. 

 

OCSTA Recommendations 
 

 Programs funded through PPF’s should be transferred into the GSN’s within one 

year to reduce the administrative burden on board staff and so as to increased 

flexibility and equitable funding. 
 

 That the Ministry should establish a coordinator for PPF administration and have 

all Ministry departments flow their requirements through that coordinator to 

reduce the workload on boards.  

 

 That the Ministry should ensure PPF announcements are aligned with board budget 

cycles to minimize any hiring disruptions. 
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School Board Administration and Governance Grant 
 
The Ministry has asked for input on the structure of the School Board Administration and 

Governance Grant (SBAG) specifically areas where there may be overlap and duplication. In 

addition, the Ministry is seeking input on how compliance with enveloping provisions can be 

measured across boards. 

OCSTA supports the objective of increasing efficiencies within the GSN and reducing overlap 

and duplication within the funding structure of boards.   

It should be noted, however, that the pandemic has significantly increased demands placed on 

board administration staff with regards to accountability and reporting but funding for 

administrative tasks has not been taken into account. All provincial and federal funding 

allocations to school boards related to COVID-19 neglected to include a component for the 

administrative work to be completed for implementation and reporting related to that funding.  

We recognize the important leadership and tireless work of Catholic school boards 

administrative staff throughout these challenging and complex times. 

During an unprecedented year, all boards were required to transition essential service 

components to remote only. This necessitated a significant investment in systems and remote 

work capabilities including electronic process flow management, yet the School Board 

Administration and Governance Grant does not include funding specific to financial or human 

resource and payroll systems. 

 

Boards are experiencing increased mental health and medical leaves among administrative staff, 

as well as instructional staff and support staff for which there is no mechanism within the grant 

to support short term replacement staff. Replacing administrative staff on any type of approved 

leave with salary or short-term disability leave is a double salary cost for school boards. 

To enhance compliance with the enveloping provisions, the Ministry of Education should 

consider removing the legal expenditures from the Board Administration category. The Uniform 

Code of Accounts requires all legal expenses to be mapped to Board Administration and 

Governance, despite no identifiable source of funding within the grant model. This concern is 

especially acute with our large urban boards as there are significant legal issues, with outcomes 

that can be precedent setting on a provincial basis. Human Rights and special education legal 

challenges are increasing exponentially. 

 

The Board Administration and Governance Grant is also lagging in terms of keeping up with 

average salaries for highly skilled workforce positions at boards. Average salaries for certified 

professionals in finance, human resources, employee relations, planning and communications 

exceed the benchmark funding determined by the Ministry. 

Specifically related to information technology needs, there is a lack of funding to upgrade 

technology such as firewalls and cybersecurity software to ensure all data is appropriately 

safeguarded. External audit reviews continue to recommend upgrades and staff training but 

resources are already stretched to capacity within the grant structure. 
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OCSTA Recommendations 

Improving the Adequacy of the Grant: 

 That the Ministry build a cost-of-living increase/market value adjustment into the 

grant to assist with the inflationary pressures coming through technology and 

software costs, audit services and salaries for professionals. 

 That the Ministry include in the grant technology needs for corporate functions, 

including financial, plant and maintenance work order systems, payroll systems, 

student information systems, human resource and employee relations reporting.  

 

 

Managing Information for Student Achievement (MISA)  

 

Funding for MISA Local Capacity Building is intended for activities to help school boards build 

capacity and better manage information and evidence to inform school board decisions around 

school administration and classroom practice. Funding is based on a fixed amount of $35,000 for 

each school board and $0.35 per Average Daily Enrolment (ADE). The MISA Local Capacity 

Building Allocation is $3.2 million in 2020–2021. 

In terms of the overall structure of the MISA and meeting its’ administrative requirements, it is 

generally supported by our Catholic boards. The continued availability of Ministry personnel to 

answer questions is valued by our boards and the templates for information are well designed. 

The flexibility provided by the Ministry in allowing school boards to determine how MISA 

funding is used, empowers school boards to actualize the priorities within their multiyear 

strategic plans. Opportunities may exist to enhance this system with technology to facilitate 

collaboration across boards throughout the Province. 

OCSTA Recommendations 

 That the Ministry examine leveraging technology to make the MISA work more 

collaboratively across the province.  

 

 That the Ministry consider expanding the criteria for the use of the funds to support 

a broader range of board initiatives, beyond the current research focus.  
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Census Data 

 

GSN allocations that provide funding for various education priorities rely on quantitative data to 

indicate what level of need exists for education programs and services offered by boards. 

Currently, census data is a significant input in the measurement of need. Approximately 14% of 

total funding for the supplemental grants within the GSN are dependent (all or in part) on census 

data.  

 

For example, census data is used within the Special Education Grant to estimate the proportion 

of students predicted to receive special education programs and services. It is therefore important 

to ensure the information is relevant and as up-to-date as possible. In addition, the largest portion 

of the Learning Opportunities Grant (LOG) is flowed through the Demographic Allocation, 

which provides funding based on social and economic indicators that are associated with 

students having a higher risk of academic difficulty. The socio-economic indicators are derived 

from the 2006 Statistics Canada Census data. The Safe and Accepting Schools allocations are 

also calculated using information from the Statistics Canada census data. The use of updated 

census data ensures school boards are funded according to the needs of their students and 

families. 

 

OCSTA believes that GSN allocations should be adjusted to reflect updated census data. Boards 

should have the latitude within these GSN funding allocations to adjust to meet local needs and 

priorities. 

 

OCSTA Recommendations 
 

 That the Ministry ensure any redistributive impacts on boards from the use of 

updated census data are phased in over a four-year period of time to minimize 

negative impacts on affected boards. 

 

 That the Ministry continue to ensure boards have the flexibility and autonomy to 

manage their GSN allocations to meet their local requirements. 
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Secondary Class Size Compliance 

 

The Class Size Regulation (O. Reg. 132/12) sets out class size requirements for all grades. In 

2015–2016, the Ministry announced a framework to ensure compliance with the kindergarten 

and primary (generally grades 1 to 3) provisions of the class size regulation. In 2017–2018, this 

compliance framework was expanded to apply to the junior-intermediate (grades 4 to 8) 

provisions of the regulation. 

The current compliance framework requires boards to submit a class size compliance 

management plan in the first year of non-compliance. Where a board is non-compliant for two or 

more years, the Ministry will implement reductions in the funding envelope for school board 

administration and governance. This is effectively a requirement to re-direct funds to the 

classroom to assist with compliance with the class size regulation. When a school board 

demonstrates compliance with the limits set out in the relevant sections of the class size 

regulation, the compliance measures may be lifted. 

Catholic boards have indicated that secondary class size calculations required for compliance 

have become more complicated with the addition of new cap sizes for e-learning classes.  Other 

challenges include variations when students are in a special education class but integrated into 

classes where they do not “count” as part of the class average. 

Elementary Class Size Compliance 

Elementary class size hard caps challenge boards both with school organization and financially.  

Requiring 90% of primary classes to be at or below 20 and no more than 10% to be between 20-

23 students causes turmoil every year for hundreds of classes and students as boards are required 

to reorganize class structures to comply with the cap restrictions. This results in concerns/upset 

among parents, since children are forced to switch classes to ensure compliance with class size 

and concerns among staff that result in multiple split/combined classes and new assignments for 

teachers throughout schools.   

 

OCSTA Recommendations 
 

 That the Ministry revise the compliance requirements on hard caps to give boards 

the autonomy and flexibility to determine class size that meets their local conditions 

and needs. 

 

 That the Ministry revise and simplify the methodology for calculating secondary 

class size for e-learning classes. 
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School Board Flexibility and Autonomy 

 

Catholic district school boards in Ontario face increased budget pressures in the delivery of 

educational programs and services. Over the past number of years, successive governments 

have introduced regulations/legislation that have significantly reduced school board flexibility.  

This loss in local autonomy and flexibility is of particular concern to Catholic school boards.  

We could cite numerous examples where Ministry of Education actions have reduced the 

flexibility Catholic school boards require to realize their distinct mission.  Proposed revisions to 

the Pupil Accommodation Review Guideline is but one such example. 

 

The Ministry has as well-placed increased restrictions on how school boards spend their capital 

and operating funds. For example, the increased number of areas in the GSN that are 

“enveloped” reduces school boards’ budget flexibility along with more targeted Program 

Priorities Funding (PPF). These restrictions on school boards have reduced their capacity to 

plan for, fund and operate specific education programs that serve the unique needs of their local 

constituents. 

 

We cannot stress enough that Ontario’s publicly funded Catholic school boards require 

sufficient flexibility and autonomy to realize their distinct mission. 

 

OCSTA Recommendations 
 

 That the Ministry of Education review regulations/policies with a goal of increasing 

school board autonomy and flexibility: 

 

1. In overall school board planning/program design and the implementation of 

Ministry policy directives; 

 

2. Reduce restrictions (enveloping) on operating funds that decrease school board 

flexibility.  
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Summary of Recommendations 
 

 

Financial Impacts on Boards Related to COVID-19 

 

OCSTA Recommendations 
 

 That the Ministry provide stable, flexible, and any additional funding required to 

assist school boards in managing the extraordinary costs associated with the 

pandemic response. For example: 

 

1. DIFFERENTIATED FUNDING FOR HIGH INCIDENT REGIONS: To allow 

boards to respond to differing pressures while providing incremental funding to those 

boards in regions of the province with higher incidences of COVID-19.  

 

2. CONTINUATION OF VIRTUAL SCHOOL FUNDING SUPPORTS: For a further 

year.  Students will be at varying levels of ability to return to school in person, those 

experiencing anxieties will be better served by maintaining connection with school 

structures which can best be supported through Virtual learning and not risk losing that 

important adolescent connection. 

 

3. INCREASED INVESTMENTS IN MENTAL HEALTH & SPECIAL SERVICES:  
Many boards need differentiated funding to address the growing influx of special needs 

students and students with mental health challenges. 

4. INVESTMENTS IN ADULT EDUCATION & RETRAINING:  Given the change in 

the employment workforce in a post-pandemic economy, there will be a need to offer 

education and skills training for the workforce to shift and people to become re-employed 

in a shifted employment landscape.  Boards will be the key structures in the province to 

quickly put these critical supports into action given the infrastructure is already 

established. 

5. INVESTMENTS IN PPE AND CAPITAL IMPROVEMENTS: Continue to centralize 

the procurement function of critical personal protective equipment (PPE) at the provincial 

level. Additionally, funding associated with capital improvements for schools will ensure 

students learn in a safe environment. Consideration should also be given to allocating 

capital dollars for maintaining and improving board office facilities throughout the 

province, such as improvements in HVAC and ventilation systems. 

6. PUBLIC HEALTH NURSES: Continue and expand embedded public health nurses in 

our schools. In addition to the predicted increase and demand for mental health and 

related support post pandemic, these health care professionals are equipped to provide 

invaluable education on vaccinations as well as healthy living instruction. 

 That the Ministry conduct a review of the education funding formula to ensure 

adequacy and equity in managing any and all costs associated with emergency 

pandemic response. We would request such review include consideration for the 

restoration of reserve funds used by school boards for emergency pandemic 

purposes. 



 

 

A Submission to the Minister of Education – Grants for Student Needs 2021-2022 

January 20, 2021  Page 12 

On Line Learning Adjustment 
 

OCSTA Recommendations 

 

 That the Ministry consider delaying the implementation of two compulsory e-

learning courses. 

 

 That The Ministry collaborate with boards to collect the necessary data over the 

next year (at a minimum) before determining any changes to the Online Learning 

Adjustment. 

 

 That the Ministry continue to review the funding impacts on boards as on-line 

learning becomes more prevalent. 

 

 That the Ministry provide funding to ensure devices and access are made available 

to every secondary student to allow for full equal access to e-learning program 

delivery. 

 

 

Priorities and Partnership Fund Administration 

 

OCSTA Recommendations 
 

 Programs funded through PPF’s should be transferred into the GSN’s within one 

year to reduce the administrative burden on board staff and so as to increased 

flexibility and equitable funding. 
 

 That the Ministry should establish a coordinator for PPF administration and have 

all Ministry departments flow their requirements through that coordinator to 

reduce the workload on boards.  

 

 That the Ministry should ensure PPF announcements are aligned with board budget 

cycles to minimize any hiring disruptions. 
 

 

School Board Administration and Governance Grant 

 

OCSTA Recommendations 

Improving the Adequacy of the Grant: 

 That the Ministry build a cost-of-living increase/market value adjustment into the 

grant to assist with the inflationary pressures coming through technology and 

software costs, audit services and salaries for professionals. 

 That the Ministry include in the grant technology needs for corporate functions, 

including financial, plant and maintenance work order systems, payroll systems, 

student information systems, human resource and employee relations reporting.  
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Managing Information for Student Achievement (MISA) 

 

OCSTA Recommendations 

 That the Ministry examine leveraging technology to make the MISA work more 

collaboratively across the province.  

 

 That the Ministry consider expanding the criteria for the use of the funds to support 

a broader range of board initiatives, beyond the current research focus. 

  
 

Census Data 

 

OCSTA Recommendations 
 

 That the Ministry ensure any redistributive impacts on boards from the use of 

updated census data are phased in over a four-year period of time to minimize 

negative impacts on affected boards. 

 

 That the Ministry continue to ensure boards have the flexibility and autonomy to 

manage their GSN allocations to meet their local requirements. 

 

 

Secondary and Elementary Class Size Compliance 

 

OCSTA Recommendations 
 

 That the Ministry revise the compliance requirements on hard caps to give boards 

the autonomy and flexibility to determine class size that meets their local conditions 

and needs. 

 

 That the Ministry revise and simplify the methodology for calculating secondary 

class size for e-learning classes. 

 

 

School Board Flexibility and Autonomy 

 

OCSTA Recommendations 
 

 That the Ministry of Education review regulations/policies with a goal of increasing 

school board autonomy and flexibility: 

 

1. In overall school board planning/program design and the implementation of 

Ministry policy directives; 

 

2. Reduce restrictions (enveloping) on operating funds that decrease school board 

flexibility.  
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