Poverty & Inequality
A Report from People for Education
The work to create the conditions that support greater educational opportunities for children
affected by poverty falls not only to schools but also to policymakers who, along with families
and communities, have significant responsibilities in this comprehensive, shared endeavour. 1

Every year, People for Education conducts an Annual School
Survey. Distributed to all of Ontario’s 4,900 publicly funded
elementary and secondary schools, the survey asks principals
for information on resources and programs in the school and
about the school’s connection with its community.
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In 2012, 1018 schools responded to the survey. This report
is an excerpt from the 2012 Annual Report on Ontario’s
Publicly Funded Schools.
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Providing every child—rich or poor—with an equitable
chance for success is one of the central missions of any publicly funded education system.
While Ontario is justifiably proud that the achievement gap
between high- and low-income students is smaller than the
gap in many OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development) countries,2 family income continues to
have a powerful influence on children’s chances for success
in school.
In 2011, over 400,000 Ontario children and youth were
living below the low-income cut-off (LICO), Statistics Canada’s widely accepted measure of poverty.3 That translates to
one in six children.4
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But the risk of poverty is not equal. The highest rates of
poverty are seen amongst people with disabilities, Aboriginal
populations, lone parents and new Canadians. Almost half
of Ontario children whose families recently immigrated to
Canada experience poverty.5
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The gap between highest- and lowest-income
schools
Using provincial data to compare the 10% of schools with
the lowest average family income to the 10% with the highest
average incomes, the differences are stark. Among the
lowest-income schools:

• average family incomes are half that of the high-income

percentage of parents with university degrees, a finding that
reflects the “high-education/low-income paradox,” which
refers to the fact that, in Ontario, unlike most OECD jurisdictions, a relatively large proportion of university graduates
are in lower-income categories.10 This finding runs counter
to stereotypes about who lives in poverty, and suggests the
importance of developing Ontario-specific approaches to
overcoming the impact of poverty in schools.

schools;

• one-third of the students live with a single parent,
compared to one-tenth of the children from the richest
schools; and,

• parents are nearly three times as likely to not have a high
school diploma.
People for Education’s survey data show that schools’ capacity to fundraise is also affected by average family incomes.
Schools in the top 10% fundraise five times the amount of
those in the bottom 10%. As a result, some children have a
double disadvantage: Their families are unable to afford educational resources at home,8 and they attend schools where
far less money is raised to cover the costs of enrichment and
enhanced resources. If inequalities in wealth and income continue to increase in Canada,9 it is likely that many of these
trends in schools will only intensify.

Poverty pervades all we do. Our playground equipment
is going to be declared unusable and then we won’t have
anything for our JK–grade 2 classes to play on.
We cannot raise the funds locally to support buying new
equipment and the cost of replacement is well over
$40,000.

newcomers in high-poverty schools
One of the key distinguishing features of low-income Ontario
schools is the overrepresentation of newcomer students.
While the percentage of children who have immigrated in
the past five years is virtually zero in high-income schools,
there are some low-income schools where more than 50% of
students are recent immigrants. On average, 46% of students
in low-income schools speak a first language other than
English, compared to only 5% in high-income schools, and
the proportion of students in low-income schools who need
support because they are English Language Learners is twice
the provincial average.

EXTRA SUPPORTS IN LOW-INCOME SCHOOLS
People for Education’s analysis shows that lower-income
schools have greater access to certain key resources: They
are more likely to have full-day kindergarten for 4- and
5-year-olds, for example, and family-support programs. This
suggests that an increasing number of children living in
poorer households have been provided with priority access
to early years support, which can save families as much as
$6,500 a year.11 This was one of the goals of Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy.

Elementary school principal, Thames Valley DSB
There are also similarities between the lowest- and highestincome schools: Overall, the proportions of Aboriginal
students and students with special educational needs are
roughly the same. There is also little difference between the

Furthermore, the survey results indicate that lower-income
schools, on average, have lower student–teacher ratios for
English as a Second Language, English Language Development and special education.
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DISAPPEARING LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES GRANT

Recommendations

Provincial policy and funding through the Learning Opportunities Grant (LOG) provides some extra support to school
boards based on characteristics such as family income, loneparent status and parental education. Since 2005, however,
the total amount in the LOG has been cut by 6%.12 Not only
has the funding been cut, but the focus of the grant itself has
also been diluted.

Students’ socio-economic status has an impact on their
chances for success, and every effort should be made to mitigate that. Currently, in Ontario, average family income has an
impact on the resources and programs available in schools,
and the Learning Opportunities Grant is neither protected
nor targeted at programs for disadvantaged students.
People for Education recommends that:

The LOG was originally intended to be used for programs
and resources such as increased numbers of counsellors and
social workers, more educational assistants, smaller class
sizes, mentoring programs, breakfast and lunch programs,
free access to extracurricular activities and recreation, and
before- and after-school programs. Now, over one-third of
the funding is targeted to cover a wide array of literacy and
numeracy programs, specialist high skills majors, and the
K-12 School Effectiveness Framework.
These changes are contrary to the recommendations in a
2002 government review, which urged the government to
increase the amount of the grant and provide better analysis
of the effectiveness of the programs and services it funds, to
ensure that they are actually helping students at risk.13 There
is also no requirement that the funds be spent on programs
for students whose socio-economic status may put them at
risk of struggling in school. Many boards spend at least some
of this funding on basic necessities such as heat and light.

• the province develop a new Equity in Education
Grant, designated solely for providing programs to
mitigate socio-economic and ethno-racial factors
affecting students.

• the province collect data on students’ ethnicity,
race and socio-economic status, in order to assess
and report on both the impact of programs funded
through the Equity in Education Grant, and the
impact of students’ backgrounds on their pathways
through school.

• the province protect the funding in the Equity in Education Grant and mandate that school boards report
annually on the programs and services funded by the
grant, and on their effectiveness.
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People for Education is a registered charity that works to support
public education in Ontario’s English, French and Catholic schools.
For more information, contact us:
phone: 416-534-0100 email: info@peopleforeducation.ca
web: http://www.peopleforeducation.ca
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