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INTRODUCTION
Ontario is widely recognized as having one of the world’s best elementary and 
secondary school systems, and is continuously working to improve it. This guide 
is intended to support the important conversations among partners in the 
education sector by providing a clear explanation of how education is funded 
in Ontario through the Grants for Student Needs, or GSN. It also sets out the 
accountabilities of school boards and the Ministry of Education for the use of 
education dollars and discusses efforts to continuously improve the formulas 
used to fund education in Ontario.

The GSN supports funding for the classroom, school leadership and operations, 
specific student-related priorities and local management by school boards. 
The GSN’s purpose is to help the system achieve key goals, especially those  
of Achieving Excellence, Ontario’s renewed vision for education.

Achieving Excellence consolidates the many gains made by the education 
system to date and sets out a commitment to take it to the next level. It was 
developed by the ministry through extensive consultations with its partners  
in the education system. 

The renewed vision emphasizes the focus on classroom education, which is  
the foundation of the system. At the same time, it broadens the system’s aims 
to look at more than academic achievement, particularly by supporting student 
well-being in a range of areas. It also recognizes the system’s need to close  
the gaps, so that all students benefit from a strong educational system attuned 
to individual needs.

The Ministry of Education, school boards and other stakeholders in publicly 
funded education are working together to align funding for school boards with 
the aims of Achieving Excellence. 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/excellent.html
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/excellent.html
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/excellent.html


http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_90e02_e.htm
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/excellent.html
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School boards also receive funding from the ministry for special, often  
time-limited programs, and from other ministries for specific purposes related  
to their mandates.

School boards may also raise funds on their own. Examples include renting out 
excess school space or charging fees for enhanced programming. These funds, 
however, should not be used to replace public funding for education or to sup-
port items funded through provincial grants. A Guideline for School Fundraising 
and a Guideline for Fees for Learning Materials and Activities may be found on  
the Ministry of Education website (www.edu.gov.on.ca). 

Accountability for education funding 
A central aim of Achieving Excellence – and one that extends beyond the  
classroom or even the school – is enhancing public confidence in our  
education system. 

The province invests about $23 billion a year in education. A major part of  
enhancing confidence is ensuring accountability for the use of these resources. 

The province, through the Ministry of Education, is accountable for the public 
education system as a whole and the policy decisions that determine funding 
for school boards. Given their key role in providing services at the local level, 
school boards have important accountabilities to students, parents and others 
with a stake in outcomes, as well as to the ministry.

A cornerstone of Ontario’s education system is the principle that school boards 
have a responsibility to ensure the effective stewardship of resources. Thoughtful, 
transparent budgeting, aligned with a focused strategy, is vital and integral to 
this goal.

With respect to the GSN, a robust financial accountability framework has been 
developed between school boards and the Province. This framework recognizes 
that accountability to the ministry must be balanced against the need for school 
board flexibility to address local conditions. It includes:

•• Legislative requirements, such as the provision that school boards balance 
their budgets;

•• Requirements around budgeting and financial reporting, as well as  
monitoring, audit, review and, in some cases, supervisory activities by  
the Province; 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/parents/Fund2012Guideline.pdf
http://faab.edu.gov.on.ca/Memos/B2011/B_2%20Attach%201.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca
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•• Enveloping, which means requiring that certain grants be used only for the 
purpose intended; and

•• Program/grant specific reporting requirements overseen by various branches 
of the ministry.

Another important activity that supports accountability is collaboration. Ontario 
has a proud tradition of open and frank conversations about education funding.  
Through these conversations, the funding formula benefits from a stronger 
understanding of the perspectives of others in the system. 

The ministry engages with many partners, including:  

•• School board representatives, 

•• Trustee associations, 

•• Principals and vice-principals, 

•• Teachers’ federations and education worker unions, 

•• Parent groups and 

•• Student groups. 

The annual engagement and other collaborations are invaluable in holding  
all parties, including the government, accountable for the ways education is 
funded. 

This guide describes how several grants are in transition, with some changes 
being phased in over more than one year. These changes have been informed 
by the ministry’s ongoing contact with the sector, including the annual GSN 
funding discussions and collaborative working groups that make technical  
recommendations on how to improve the GSN.





http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/funding.html
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/funding.html
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pupils, and Grade 9 to 12 pupils. The per-pupil amounts in the earlier grades 
are higher to direct more funding towards early intervention.

•• Based on discussions with stakeholders, in 2014 the Ministry announced a 
new model for allocating the High Needs Amount. Recognizing the variation 
across boards in the share of students with special education needs, the  
nature of the needs, and boards’ ability to meet them, the new model aims 
to better align the allocation with boards’ needs and resources. In line with 
this, its name has been changed to the Differentiated Special Education 
Needs Amount to better reflect its purpose. The new model is being phased 
in over four years, with full phase-in by 2017-18. In 2016-17 it will represent 
about 75% of the Differentiated Special Education Needs Amount allocation. 
The new model is based on three components: a statistical model that uti-
lizes demographic data at the postal code level to predict special education 
need; a calculation that considers several indicators for a board, including 
special education data on programs and services, students’ participation in 
EQAO testing and academic achievement, and distance from urban centres; 
and a fixed amount for each board aimed at developing collaborative and 
integrated approaches.

•• Under the Special Equipment Amount, each board receives a base amount 
plus a per-pupil amount, which together may be used to buy computers, 
software and other equipment for students with special education needs  
in line with funding guidelines. In addition, boards may submit claims to 
recover the costs, less a deductible, of other equipment recommended by  
a qualified professional for a student with specific special education needs.

•• The other allocations of the grant are the Special Incidence Portion for  
students who require more than two full-time staff to address their health 
and safety needs and those of others at their school, the Facilities Amount 
for providing instruction in a care, treatment, custody or correctional facility,  
and an amount to support board-level expertise in applied behavioural  
analysis. Additional details can be found in the Technical paper available  
on the ministry’s website.

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/funding.html




https://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/aboriginal/fnmiFramework.pdf 
https://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/aboriginal/fnmiFramework.pdf
https://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/aboriginal/fnmiFramework.pdf
https://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/aboriginal/OFNImplementationPlan.pdf




http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/excellent.html
http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/source/regs/english/2014/elaws_src_regs_r14076_e.htm
http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/source/regs/english/2014/elaws_src_regs_r14076_e.htm
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/funding
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