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Janis Tarchuk

MLA, Banff-Cochrane
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Banff, AB. T1L 1A8
May 31, 2006

Dear Ms. Tarchuk:
We feel lucky to live in a province as prosperous as Alberta. Yet with a provincial government surplus in the billions, we are struggling with funding issues in our school. If education is indeed a priority to the provincial government and your intent is to deliver “the best Kindergarten to Grade 12 education system in the world” (Alberta Education’s vision statement) then we need to address a number of serious funding issues facing the Canadian Rockies Public Schools Division (CRPS) and specifically, Elizabeth Rummel School (a dual track English/French Immersion K – 4 school).  

Here are our facts: 
· CRPS will receive only a 2.5% increase for the 2006/07 operating year (only 0.1% ahead of the projected 2.4 % inflation rate). 
· CRPS will lose 8.5 teaching positions and 1.5 teaching assistant positions in 2006/07. Our projected enrollment loss of 47 students accounts for only two of these positions.  The remaining 6+ positions will be lost due to the current cost of our teacher salary grid.  The government provides the same funding to all districts regardless of the additional costs associated with experienced teachers. Almost 70% of teachers in CRPS are at the top of their salary grid, therefore we are unable to hire as many teachers with the same amount of money as most other districts.  If these higher grid costs were equitably funded, it would result in an additional $500,000 or 6 teaching positions within our division.
· The average classroom size at Elizabeth Rummel School will increase in 2006/07, not decrease as the media suggests, to an approximate average of 22 – 23 students per classroom – well above the ACOL target range of 17 - 18.5 students. This is contrary to Alberta Education’s media release (March 16th) stating
“Average class sizes in Alberta's schools continued to decrease as a result of the province's $110 million investment this year under the class size reduction initiative… There has been a very large increase in the number of new teachers in Alberta's classrooms over the past 18 months," said Education Minister Gene Zwozdesky. "As a result of our increased investment, students are benefiting from Alberta's excellent teachers, and our high quality curriculum, and school boards are enhancing learning environments across all grades."
· Funding provided to CRPS to address classroom sizes is based on provincial salary averages, significantly below teacher salaries within CRPS (we have the 6th highest teacher salaries in the province) – and therefore inadequate to result in lower classroom sizes. As such, the government’s announcement of a “$126.3 million to continue the Class Size Reduction Initiative - a 15.1 per cent increase” as well as the statement that “school boards will receive funding to hire additional teachers beginning this September to help those areas experiencing the greatest difficulty in meeting class size guidelines, particularly the Kindergarten to Grade 3 level” are extremely misleading.  
· For the 2005/06 school year, Elizabeth Rummel School had an average of 65% of the students in the Grade 1 and 2 English program requiring some level of additional learning support (not necessarily “coded”). These mild/moderate needs students (whether coded or uncoded) require additional classroom resources and programming (a requirement of Alberta Education), but there is no additional funding available for these students within the province’s funding framework past Kindergarten. The statement that the government has increased funding for special needs by 120% over the last five years is extremely misleading, as only severely coded students receive additional dollars for direct assistance within the classroom. 
We would like to see Alberta Education consider the following actions:  
· Provide an increase to the operational funding formula for CRPS for the 2006/07 school year.  Given the wealth in this province, ensure that equity exists within the provincial education funding formula so that all school divisions have the funding necessary to meet or exceed government expectations regarding learning environments and learning outcomes.  
· Fund the actual teacher salary costs for CRPS in order for classroom sizes to decrease and for children to receive a quality education. A teacher in CRPS has an average salary of $12,000 higher/year than provincial averages thereby negating government initiatives aimed at targeting classroom sizes.
· Provide additional funding for mild and moderate learning needs in much the same way that Kindergarten currently is funded.  Classroom teachers cannot be expected to absorb the workload created by the high level of needs within their classrooms. ECS students currently receive a Mild/Moderate Grant of $2,241/student. If a similar formula were followed, students in Grades 1-9 would receive a mild and moderate grant of $4,482 which would have a profound impact in supporting the classroom learning environment for all students.  
Our government needs to address the funding realities of our local school division.  Announcing funding increases in isolation of the “bigger picture” is misleading.  If this government is truly interested in creating “the best Kindergarten to Grade 12 education system in the world” then they need to address the gaps and anomalies that exist in the system.
I am confident that as an elected official you will take the concerns of your constituents forward to ensure that “government’s focus continues to be on our students and ensuring they have a successful learning path established as soon as they enter our system.” 
We look forward to your response. 
Sincerely,

Monika Helbig
Chair, Elizabeth Rummel School Council 
cc. 
The Honorable Gene Zwozdesky, Minister of Education

The Honorable Ralph Klein, Premier

Dr.  Kevin Taft, Leader of the Alberta Liberal Official Opposition
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