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Mr. Jonson: Good evening, Mr. Chairman, and members of the Assembly. I do very sincerely welcome the opportunity to discuss the Department of Education's budget with the Committee of Supply.

This evening I'm going to make some brief introductory comments, and then I certainly welcome the comments and questions of members of the Assembly. I'd also like to indicate at the beginning, lest it be forgotten later on, that if there are detailed questions or questions which due to the length of time available to us cannot be responded to this evening, those answers will certainly be provided in written form to members of the Assembly.

The second thing, Mr. Chairman, by way of introductory remarks that I'd just like to mention is that assisting me this evening and observing the Committee of Supply are members from my department: Dr. Reno Bosetti, deputy minister, Gary Baron and Jeff Olson from our finance and planning division of Alberta Education, and Brian Wik, my executive assistant. I would like to just briefly make this comment about the Alberta Education staff. This is not unique across government, but certainly Alberta Education has had a great deal of change to develop, to provide background information for, and to provide direction to in changing and restructuring education in this province. It's been a time of a great deal of work, tough time lines, and they've certainly shown skill and commitment in meeting the requirements.

Mr. Chairman, this evening I'd like to begin my comments on the estimates by repeating and reinforcing the fact that education is a top priority for this government. In my remarks this evening I'll mention some of the relevant statistics. Given the fact that Education has to contribute to the overall effort of the government in its paramount role of balancing the budget, the reductions, however, accruing to Education are certainly indicative of the priority given in this area.
Mr. Chairman, we recognize that education is the foundation for our continued economic prosperity and social well-being in this province. As such, our government is committed to ensuring a quality education system able to meet the needs of Alberta's students. The past year has seen significant change and enhancement to education in our province, and this is reflected in our budget estimates. Much progress has been made in the implementation of major initiatives in our education plan, and, yes, a great deal still remains to be done. As we proceed, it is important to keep in mind that each and every initiative has one singular purpose, and that is an education that is the best possible education for all Alberta students. The restructuring initiatives now under way emphasize to all education partners that students come first. We will have an education system that better meets the needs of students at a cost that our province can afford.

One year ago, Mr. Chairman, when releasing the three-year plan for Education, I stated that the changes to education would be based on a few key principles. I would like to quickly review those now. They have been the guide to everything that has been accomplished to date, and they are the guide for our future efforts. Those principles are: one, all Alberta students must have equal access to quality education; two, we are to have a fair system of funding all school boards in this province; third, our education resources are focused on students and the classrooms; fourth, we have school-based decision-making on the expenditure of education dollars; fifth, there will be greater opportunity for meaningful involvement of parents and the community in local education decisions, and education costs will be reduced to meet our spending target as part of the province's overall deficit elimination plan. This year's Education budget and our updated three-year Education plan are consistent with those principles.

Mr. Chairman, we have met many of the objectives set last year, have made significant progress on the others, and have paved the way for a higher quality education system for Alberta's students. In the coming fiscal year, 1995-96, we will be spending $2.69 billion on education in Alberta. These resources include $1.2 billion from the Alberta school foundation fund and $1.49 billion from the provincial general revenues. This is a reduction of only 1.67 percent from the current year. I am confident that this budget, this reduction, is reasonable and manageable, given the fiscal situation in Alberta. It will enable Alberta to maintain a quality education system yet play our part in meeting the goals of the province's deficit elimination plan.

Mr. Chairman, as I said earlier, education is a priority for government. As such, Education's spending reduction has been the smallest of any area of government spending, approximately 6 percent of total education spending in the three-year period from 1992-93 to 1995-96. The $ 2.69 billion to be spent next year will maintain our high education standards and provide every student with access to a quality education.

Last year, Mr. Chairman, in projecting future spending levels, I forecasted that grant rates to school boards would be reduced this year by 2 and a half percent. Instead, they are being reduced by only 1.2 percent. This lower reduction for grant funding has been achieved by reducing the amount spent on administration, by reducing the number of school boards, by reducing the number of school trustees, and by reducing our Education capital spending.

In the past 18 months we have reduced the number of school boards from 181 to about 60. We reduced the number of school trustees from well over 1,100 to less than 500. In that process we have freed up at least $ 13 million, and we expect more savings to accrue but $13 million in the short term for reallocation to student instruction, with more savings to come in the future as greater efficiencies are realized. I would like, Mr. Chairman, to once again commend the efforts of the vast majority of school boards across this province. It was not easy to make this major reduction in the number of school boards, and there was a great deal of co-operation and I think unselfishness shown by school boards across this province in meeting that goal.

Mr. Chairman, our provincial spending on education capital construction was reduced by $100 million from the 1991-95 capital plan as we focused more on instruction and less on construction. However, we must ensure that we have safe facilities that adequately accommodate our students and meet the demands in the high-growth areas of the province. To that end, we will be spending $90 million in 1995-96 for the modernization and maintenance of existing schools and for the construction of new facilities.

Mr. Chairman, through the reallocation of savings achieved through reduced school board spending on administration, plant operations and maintenance, and transportation, $57 million will be additional dollars made available for student instruction. This will see the total amount available for instruction in 1995-96 increase by 1.4 percent, even while our total spending on education has decreased. Administration dollars have been redirected to instruction. The classroom has been a priority and, to the greatest extent possible, protected. It is essential that we direct most of our education dollars to instruction of students and not to administration.

Mr. Chairman, we must continue to search for and to find more efficient ways of delivering education. I will encourage school boards to seek the most cost-effective means of administration and support for the instruction of students. As part of this year's Education budget, with its focus on students, there is also an increase in funding for our ECS programs. Per child funding will increase from $595 to $850, and the basic ECS program will increase from 200 hours to 240 hours. Overall, our provincial spending on ECS will increase by 20 percent to over $60 million. Along with the ECS funding increase, we have ensured that any Alberta child accessing the 240-hour program will be able to do so without instructional fees to parents. All Alberta students will have access to a basic ECS program without charge, a program which will help children meet the learning expectations outlined in our new ECS program statement. The new program statement clearly spells out what is to be achieved regarding expectations in the ECS program, and it will help to ensure consistent ECS programs across the province and help to ensure that Alberta children are well prepared to take on the challenges of grade 1.

Mr. Chairman, in total in 1995-96 we'll be spending close to $2.6 billion on public and separate schools, with about $1.88 billion of that amount allocated for the instruction of students. One of our key initiatives related to the allocation of those education resources is the funding framework for school boards that was announced on February 1 of this year. It is this funding framework that will ensure a fair and equitable distribution of available education dollars and will ensure that those dollars are focused on classroom instruction. It puts in place full provincial funding of education by taking all education resources, both from the provincial general revenue fund and local property taxes, and redistributing those resources in a way that is fair to every school board and every student.

Mr. Chairman, this funding framework ensures that all Alberta students have a fair share of education dollars no matter where the student lives, whether in Calgary, High Prairie, or in Coutts. Every school board in the province will receive an equal per student amount for basic instruction, and this basic instruction amount will make up the bulk of a school board's total spending. Also, that instruction allocation will follow the student to whatever public or separate school board is providing the educational services. Students can attend the school of their choice in the public or separate system, and the instructional dollars will follow.
Mr. Chairman, additional funding will be provided to school boards for special instructional programs, such as for students with severe disabilities, English as a Second Language, home education students, and of course early childhood services. The additional funding will be calculated on the basis of an equal amount per student served. This additional funding will ensure that the educational needs of students with special needs continue to be met.

Funding for support services, such as the operation and maintenance of school buildings and student transportation, is provided to school boards on the basis of meeting cost requirements. For example, Mr. Chairman, transportation funding is based on the number of students needing transportation, and operations and maintenance funds are provided to meet the fixed costs of operating schools.

Mr. Chairman, our government has continually stated that there is a need to downsize administration and place more dollars for services at the front line, and we are following through with that objective. Administrative spending by school boards is strictly limited to ensure that most of the resources are directed to the classroom. School board spending on administration is capped on average at 4 percent of total board spending. This is an average of a 25 percent reduction in administrative spending and will free up about $60 million for the instruction of students in '95-96.

All school boards, Mr. Chairman, now receive a fair share of education dollars, and this province has a solid base from which to move forward with longer term changes to our education system. In the coming year we will achieve several more milestones in the overall enhancement of the education system. We will complete an extensive consultation process on redefining roles and responsibilities in education, providing the opportunity for greater parental and community involvement in local education decision-making. We will also complete another broad consultation with Albertans on a new accountability framework for education, with the resulting development of a complementary school board and government performance measurement and reporting system on education.
Mr. Chairman, I would like to emphasize that while many of our initiatives and many of our funding measures are designed to provide more flexibility and more latitude for decision-making at the local level, the accountability framework is the anchor, the measure of performance, the measure of success, yes, and the measure of possible weaknesses and needs for correction in the system. It's important that we have a sound, strong accountability framework for education in this province. The framework will result in Albertans being better informed about how well students, schools, and the education system are performing.

In June of this year we will introduce our expanded provincial achievement testing program in grades 3, 6, and 9. The program will provide educators and all Albertans with a more detailed assessment of student performance measured against provincial standards.

We will also be putting in place the structure for the piloting of Canada's first charter schools. These charter schools will provide parents and students with a greater opportunity for choice in educational programming and delivery methods. They will also give our education system increased opportunity to look at new and innovative ways of improving student learning.

Mr. Chairman, beginning this tax year, we will begin a phase-in to uniform provincial education property tax rates, which will be complete by the 1997 tax year. This uniform rate will ensure that all Alberta property tax payers share fairly in the support of Alberta's education system. As part of the process, government has committed that the 1997 uniform rate will be at or below the 1993 equalized average rate. Indeed, when the government assumed responsibility for education property taxation last year, the average taxation rate dropped to the rate of 7.5 mills from the rate of 7.64 mills. That might not seem like a very major decrease, and it is not, but it is the first decrease of that type, as I understand it, in 10 years.

In summation, Mr. Chairman, the education system in Alberta is moving in new directions. They are directions that will ensure that our students are well prepared for the world of work and for lifelong learning at a cost that the province can afford. The details of this year's estimates indicate many of the important steps of that change, but there will be much more to follow. Our restructuring plan will see an education system where the focus is on students, classrooms, and communities. It will be an education system where administrative costs are dramatically cut. We will have an education system where all school jurisdictions have access to adequate funding, and all students will have the opportunity for a quality education. We will have an education system where there is a more meaningful role for parents and where there is increased autonomy at the local level. We, as well, will have an education system that is focused on results.

Mr. Chairman, I will conclude at that point. As I said, I welcome questions. 
I would just make one final statement and that is that education is certainly important. I take my responsibilities as minister very seriously in this regard and dealing with the budget is a very important matter. I look forward to comments and questions.

