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Introduction

Like elsewhere in Canada, public schools in Manitoba have endured 

an unprecedented year of turmoil and turbulence with the onset of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, this is far from the first year of challenge 

and change for Manitoba education.

In 2016, after 17 years of continuity with consistent but modest funding 

increases under the former NDP government, Manitoba embarked on a 

markedly different path with Brian Pallister’s Conservative government. As a 

minister in the austerity-minded Filmon government and an MP in the cost-

cutting Harper government, Premier Pallister took inspiration from the past 

for his administration, and charted a course of cost-reduction in education.

In every budget since the PCs were elected in 2016, the Manitoba gov-

ernment has increased education spending by no more than 0.5 per cent 

despite seeing 2 per cent inflation and 1 per cent enrollment cost growth in 

2019–20. The provincial share of operating funding has consistently declined, 

representing cuts to education spending in real terms and cost-downloading.

This is an ominous backdrop for the government’s education reform 

agenda. In 2019 the province launched its “Manitoba Commission on K-12 

Education”, and during the 2019 provincial election campaign the Conserva-

tives committed to phasing out all education property tax over ten years 

once the budget was balanced.

These two commitments signal defining decisions for Manitoba educa-

tion funding on the horizon. The Manitoba government may eliminate 

school division control of property tax, force division amalgamations and 
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other reforms as to centralize control of education funding in the hands of 

cabinet. This doesn’t align with the priorities of major stakeholders and 

comes with worrisome precedents from neighbouring provinces; precedents 

if replicated in Manitoba would bode ill for mitigating the short-term equity 

crisis of COVID-19, and precedents that need to be inverted to achieve equity 

in student outcomes long-term.
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Context is Key: Manitoba 
Education Funding, The 
K-12 Review and 2019 
Campaign Commitments

Manitoba’s $2.5 billion education system is funded through a roughly 

60 per cent-40 per cent split between the province and school divisions 

who set the tax rates for local education property taxes. Provincial funding 

is allocated through the “Funding for Schools Program” (FSP), with two 

types of grants: Base Support and Categorical Support. Base Support covers 

foundational needs for all boards using 11 different allocations — like provid-

ing basic per-pupil funding via Instructional Support, and socio-economic 

supplements via Student Services Grants. Categorical Supports provide 

more targeted resources for board, school or student-specific needs, like 

special education resources and Indigenous and international languages 

allowances. Additionally, some school boards received Equalization Sup-

port funding from the province, which aims to ensure school boards have 

comparable revenue streams if they don’t have a large enough property tax 

base to raise needed revenue.

Education property tax is a key part of the equation. It is an annual levy 

placed on assessed, taxable property and is raised through two distinct 

mechanisms. The provincial Education Support Levy (ESL) is collected 
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solely from commercial properties. The ESL raised nearly $200 million in 

2019–20. It is combined with general revenues from the 60 per cent provincial 

contribution from the FSP. The school divisions provide a 40 per cent share 

of education revenue is entirely from the Special Levy. The levy is applied 

to all assessed and taxable property within a school division’s boundaries 

including farmland and residential property. The Special Levy brought in 

$877 million in 2019–20.

However, the Manitoba government’s K-12 review combined with the 

Throne Speech announcement to begin eliminating the education property 

tax could upend this education funding model. The Manitoba Commission 

on K-12 was announced in January 2019 and billed as the first full review of 

education in four decades. While ostensibly guided by principles like long-

term vision, student learning, and funding, there are worrisome signs of its 

true intention, with co-chairs from ex-Saskatchewan and Manitoba cabinet 

ministers known for brutal spending cuts, and government characterization of 

the review prioritizing “long-term sustainability” and “labour-market needs”.

The 2020 Throne Speech announced Manitoba would begin phasing out 

both the Education Support Levy and the Special Levy within 10 years starting 

a year earlier than previously announced, now in 2022–2023. This means 

school boards would lose their ability to raise and spend revenue totally 

independent of the government, and using 2018–19 numbers it was estimated 

that this would leave a $830 million hole in the education budget — which 

the Manitoba government vaguely committed to fill with general revenues.

The austerity-tinted focus of the K-12 review and education election 

promises are not aligned with key stakeholders. The Manitoba School 

Board Association’s K-12 review submission explicitly stated “MSBA does 

not believe that a move towards centralized funding … will serve the best 

interests of students or of our communities.” The association argues that 

the wholly discretionary nature of revenue from the Special Levy is what 

supports unique district-level programs vital to meeting the unique needs of 

a division’s particular students and not fundable under the confines of the 

FSP. MSBA also holds this discretionary additional revenue is what bridges 

growing gaps between FSP allocations and student need.

Rather, key stakeholder submissions highlight addressing poverty as the 

key to education reform. The MSBA said “poverty as a factor remains one of 

Manitoba’s most significant obstacles in terms of progress and improvement 

in educational attainment and achievement”, and highlighted poverty’s role 

in graduation rates, attendance rates and provincial assessment results. 

The Manitoba Teachers Society wrote that with Manitoba child poverty 
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being 12–22 per cent higher than the national average, “getting a child into 

a classroom is simply not enough. To best serve the students of this province, 

we must first acknowledge the far-reaching effects of poverty … in our school 

systems”. Thus the Society recommended free student transit passes, universal 

school meals, and other poverty-focused measures.

With then-Education Minister Kelvin Goertzen declaring “nothing is off 

the table” when launching the commission, and the Manitoba government 

committing to begin eliminating education property tax, the mechanisms 

responsible for 40 per cent of education spending, starting this year. The 

conditions are ripe for a radical restructuring of education in Manitoba 

through wholesale centralization of funding. Restructuring comes with 

significant precedent in Canada.
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Property Tax in 
Perspective

Across Canada centralization of education funding has become 

the norm, with Manitoba and Quebec boards the last to wield control over 

the mill rate. However 7 out of 10 provinces still retain education property 

tax revenue overall, with the exceptions of PEI, Newfoundland, and New 

Brunswick. As of 2016, the average education funding approach was 68 per 

cent being funded out of general revenue and 27 per cent from property taxes.

To understand what the Manitoba government’s promised property tax 

reforms would mean for Manitoba education, there’s a cautionary case-

study of what happens with centralization of education funding under an 

austerity-minded Conservative government: late 1990s Ontario.

Like Manitoba in 2016, in 1995 Ontario had soured on an unpopular NDP 

government and elected a landslide Conservative majority. Mike Harris’ 

government quickly made education reform the hallmark of its first-term, 

introducing cuts which added up to nearly $1 billion by 1997. Then, the 

government went dramatically further and introduced Bill 160: the Education 

Quality Improvement Act.

In an effort to carve out more dollars for tax cuts, Bill 160 would transfer 

control of education spending from local boards and trustees to cabinet 

by eliminating school board property tax powers and allocating all funds 

through the one-size-fits-all Grants for Student Needs (GSN) funding for-

mula. This centralization of funding was accompanied by a centralization 
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of control — as the Minister of Education gained vast regulatory power over 

class sizes, school board governance, support staff levels. This authority 

was used to dramatic effect — evidenced by the present-day 250,000 student 

Toronto District School Board being the product of forced amalgamation of 

six different school boards pre-1998.

In response to the draconian legislation, Ontario teachers launched in 

fall 1997 what was the largest work stoppage in North American history as 

127,000 education workers went on strike for over two weeks. However, the 

government still managed to ram Bill 160 through the legislature and upend 

Ontario education to this day.

The reverberations of Bill 160 and the wholesale centralization of edu-

cation funding are chronicled through a 2017 analysis by economist Hugh 

Mackenzie for the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario;

By 2002–03, education spending had fallen $1.7 billion below its pre-

centralization level, and the province amassed a school repair backlog of 

$5.7 billion. This has since tripled to $16.3 billion — a reality brought into 

sharp relief by COVID as deteriorating schools (especially with ventilation/

HVAC) may enable virus transmission.

When resources are limited, equity suffers. Equity in education is not 

about making sure everyone has the exact same resources. It is about mak-

ing differentiated approaches to resourcing to acknowledge students and 

schools have differentiated and distinct needs. Equity in education has been 

uniquely hit by the centralized Harris funding formula — without property tax 

revenue boards no longer had the discretionary dollars to fund the unique 

equity programs (aimed at supporting those distinct needs) not funded 

by the province. Thus the new GSN funding formula had a central equity 

allocation of the Learning Opportunities Grant, recommended by experts to 

be funded at $400 million but was allocated only $185 million — a structural 

underfunding that remains today. Additionally, because of cost pressures 

of this deeply inadequate and antiquated funding formula many boards 

raid this equity grant to backfill other areas — as seen through the TDSB in 

2015 diverting 48 per cent ($61 million) of this grant away from low-income 

student supports and further underfunding equity programs.

All in all, the impacts of centralization of education funding is best 

distilled this way: 20 years post-Bill 160, Ontario ranked 18th out of 18 in 

the Great Lakes North Eastern states and provinces and 45th out of all 61 

Canadian and U.S. jurisdictions in per-student funding.
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Looking Ahead: 
Achieving Equity 
in Education Short 
and Long-Term

Ontario’s experience with over two decades of a centralized one-size-

fits-all approach has clearly resulted in chronic significant underfunding, 

which been devastating to everything from education infrastructure to class 

size/composition, but particularly to achieving the full promise and power 

of public education: opening the door of opportunity wide to everyone 

in society regardless of their colour or creed, ethnicity, ability, gender or 

economic standing.

If such a centralized formula were to come to Manitoba through the 

Manitoba government’s reforms, it could similarly devastate equity efforts 

in Manitoba public schools. However, if government moves towards progres-

sive alternative funding approaches in the long-term, it could remake the 

boundaries for educational equity.

In the short run, this pandemic continues to be the biggest hurdle to 

advancing equity in Manitoba schools by virtue of the virus magnifying and 

exacerbating the inequities of our pre-COVID world. With the requirement of 

home learning, access to computers at home has also become essential — but 

during emergency distance remote learning in the spring the Winnipeg School 
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Division roughly estimated a staggering 40 per cent of its students didn’t 

have computer devices at home, and in turn 40 per cent families making the 

2500 initial device requests also didn’t have internet connection. While this 

was during the initial outbreak of COVID pandemonium in the spring and 

some gaps may have been bridged since, it’s a stark display of the inequities 

inherent in online learning.

In addition, safe and supportive schools during a pandemic require a 

multitude of mitigation measures — from smaller class sizes to increased 

sanitation and HVAC/infrastructure repairs to increased mental supports. 

All of these pandemic learning requirements will not be fulfilled on the 

cheap — it will take substantial investments like technology procurement, 

hiring more teachers and support staff and emergency school repairs.

Ideally, provincial governments would recognize the immense social 

and economic value of supporting a safe return to school and fund these 

investments — but ideal realities don’t materialize often these days. With a 

funding model like Manitoba’s which provides for local fiscal autonomy, school 

divisions can raise the revenue and manage their own safe return to schools.

This type of flexibility is essential during a crisis like this, as evidenced 

by the Toronto District School Board’s school-reopening difficulties. Lacking 

the ability to independently raise revenue, the board has been wholly at the 

whims of a provincial government that appears to want to spend as little as 

possible on education. Thus the board has had plans rejected, forced to raid 

reserves set aside for important initiatives, and implement a back-to-school 

plan less comprehensive than originally envisioned by trustees and staff — a 

decision that could have been avoided with revenue tools.

This underfunded back-to-school plan may have contributed to the 

inequities already starkly apparent. An analysis from an academic at the 

Ontario Institute for Studies on Education (OISE/UofT) found that as few 

as 27–62 per cent of students in Toronto’s lower-income schools are opting 

for in-person learning, while upwards of 74 per cent students are returning 

in-person in more affluent areas.

But for the long-term as we move past this crisis and look to reform the 

inequities it shined a bright and unyielding light on, the path to equity in 

Manitoba schools runs through the opposite of centralized funding: needs-

based funding. While socio-economic demographic metrics are used in 

aspects of the FSP formula, like socio-economic component of the Base 

Support’s Student Services Grant for professional support services, these 

components are submerged by an overriding emphasis on enrollment as 

the driver of funding.
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Enrollment-driven funding quantifies students as black-and-white, 

dispassionate numbers on a spreadsheet that merely exist to be multiplied 

against cost benchmarks to generate budget lines, as opposed to unique 

people with distinct needs from one person to the next.

Education funding must be rooted not just in how many students you 

have, but what supports those students have to get to meet their academic, 

social, well-being, and material needs so that they can find a path to enduring 

student success. This means looking at a much broader array of indicators 

beyond enrollment and integrating them into the allocation structures across 

all grants. Such metrics could be:

•	Housing stability/frequent homelessness rates

•	Social assistance program utilization rates

•	Regional unemployment rates

•	Student physical and mental well-being rates

•	Disaggregated student achievement results

•	Immigration/refugee settlement rates

•	Non-English home language use rates

•	Parental education attainment rates

•	Low-Income Measure rates

These are just a few options, but incorporation of such metrics will go a very 

long way to ensuring education spending correlates with the lived-realities and 

accompanying needs of the students schools serve. And when student needs 

are supported, every single student will be able to achieve their full potential.

 

All in all, between the Manitoba government’s education reform agenda, the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the pivotal role of poverty in student achievement 

in this province’s schools, Manitoba education is at a crossroads. The course 

that will be charted as a result of the K-12 review and 2019 campaign com-

mitments could completely redefine how Manitoba funds its schools, and 

the entrenched socio-economic challenges that exist in Manitoba schools 

and COVID-19’s reverberating impacts will define how the changes play out.
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But with reforms rooted in local autonomy as opposed to centralization, 

student-need versus enrollment, and ensuring COVID’s inequities don’t create 

a generational education equity crisis — a path towards a broad, bold and 

ambitious future for Manitoba education will be set.
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