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To:			    	Members of the Alternative Schools Advisory Committee (ASAC)


Date:    		     	Monday, November 20, 2017


Time/Location:  	      	7:00 pm (6:30 pm dinner), 5050 Yonge Street, Committee Room A


Committee Co-Chairs:   	Boriana Karan, Prafulla Prabhu, Liam Rodrigues, Trustee Ausma Malik, Trustee Jennifer Story, Trustee Tiffany Ford





 Teleconference Details:   	Dial:  416-849-1983 Participant Code:  8818338#





AGENDA:





�
ITEM�
ATTACHMENT�
TIMELINE�
�
�
 Welcome & Introductions�
�
5 min�
�
2.�
 Confirmation of Quorum


�
�
2 min�
�
3.�
 Approval of Agenda�
�
5 min�
�
4.�
 Approval of Minutes – September 18, 2017�
 � EMBED Word.Document.12 \s ����
5 min�
�
5.�
 Responding to the Enhanced Equity Task Force�
�
30 min�
�
6.�
 Review of Alternative Schools Report�
 � EMBED Acrobat.Document.11  ����
30 min�
�
7.�
 Communication Strategy (update)�
�
10 min�
�
8.�
 Creative Ties: Alternatives and Faculties of Education�
�
15 min�
�
9.�
 Conference event�
�
10 min�
�
10.�
 Discussion on ASAC Mandate and Terms of Reference�
�
15 min�
�
11.�
 Other Business: Gender Neutrality in the Admissions Process�
�
10 min�
�
12.�
 Adjournment


 Upcoming Meeting Dates – Monday, January 15, 2018


                                                       


�
�
1 min�
�
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COMMUNITY ADVISORY COMMITTEE SUMMARY MEETING NOTES 

							Committee Name: Alternative Schools Advisory Committee (ASAC)

							Date: September 18, 2017

							Time: 7:00 pm

Attendance: Boriana Karan (Equinox – via teleconference), Rebecca Holzman (HPAS), Giselle Gordon (The Grove), Kowthar Omar, Nicole Fritz (Mountview), Anne Keary, Olivia Baker (student)

TDSB Staff: Jennifer Story (Trustee, Ward 15), Ausma Malik (Trustee, Ward 10), Liam Rodrigues (SEED), Manon Gardner (Executive Superintendent), Grant Fawthrop (Principal, Sec. Alternative Schools West), Denis Lopes (Principal, Sec. Alternative Schools East), Kathy Keroglidis (Vice-Principal, Sec.  Alternative Schools East), Manny Moura (Vice-Principal, Sec, Alternative Schools East), Paul Johnson (Parkview), Rachel Rosen (SOLE), Ravi Negi (Inglenook), Sally Sinclair (West end Alternative)

Regrets:  Adam Shalaby (The Student School), Monica Rosas (Alpha II)

Recorder: Gillian Venning

		ITEM

		DISCUSSION

		ACTION ITEMS



		Welcome & Introductions



		

		



		Call to Order/ Confirmation of Quorum 

		Meeting was called to order at 7:05 pm by Liam Rodrigues.

Quorum was achieved

		



		Approval of Agenda



		Motion to remove item #8 from the agenda (Governance). Reason for request to remove is that there is no representative present from any of the three schools that brought up issues related to Governance.

Motion seconded and passed, item #8 removed

Motion to approve revised agenda by Liam Rodrigues, seconded by Rebecca Holzman.

		



		Approval of Summary Notes – May 15, 2017

		Motion to approve summary notes. Seconded. Notes approved

		



		Declarations of Possible Conflicts

		NIL



		



		Developing Improved Communication

· Website, posting of items, contact lists

		Communication of current committee membership changes and vacancies:

· Boriana Karan will be parent co-chair for 2017-18

· Kowthar Omar no longer elementary teacher co-chair

· Liam Rodrigues no longer secondary teacher co-chair

· Caillie Feldman no longer student co-chair

· Concern brought forward that information about alternative programs is not making its way to the communities, parents/guardians are asking for information and finding they have nowhere to look

· Request from Liam: Can we strike a subcommittee within the group to discuss this in more detail - ideally the subcommittee would be be able to meet in between formal ASAC meetings

· Rebecca: at last meeting we discussed using a FB book and creating a space where various types of communication could happen, has any of that materialized yet?

· Trustee Story: various ways to approach the communications piece – reminder that any motions of ASAC must go to PSSC to be moved forward, suggestion of requesting support from Communications to assist in the work of an ASAC subcommittee

· Discussion about developing and maintaining a simple way to get information about Alternative Schools shared with as wide an audience as possible

· Trustee Malik: historically, what have been the barriers to getting an ASAC/Alternative Schools communication platform off the ground? 

· Discussion and response to Trustee Malik’s question: issue is that administrators of pages/groups leave the committee and the updates are no longer happening. Another challenge is getting enough volunteers to manage these outlets

· Rob, Rebecca, Olivia, Liam volunteer to be part of the Communication Directive subcommittee, Liam to suggest follow up meeting date with this group

		



























		Directives/Dialogues Following Alternative Schools Review

		Manon Gardner

· Alternative Schools Review verbal update report is tracking to PSSC on October 5 (not final because census data has not yet been included)

· Final report will come in November

· Alternative Programs enrolment (see embedded document for full details)

· Elementary Alternatives 2016-17: 1974 students

· Elementary Alternatives 2017-18: 2028 students (at September 15, 2017)

· Secondary Alternatives 2016-17: 1871 students

· Secondary Alternatives 2017-18: 1808 students (as of September 15, 2017)

· Feedback from consultation with parents: overall very positive, pleased to have been asked their opinions and suggestions for next steps

· Final report will be posted once it has been passed through PSSC  then by the Board of Trustees 



Verbal overview of Alternative School Review shared by Manon Gardner at the Program and School Services Committee meeting on October 5, 2017:

1. Challenges as well as considerable strengths were discussed in the consultation sessions in early 2017.  The unique structure of the TDSB alternative school system is more akin to academic literature on “small schools” as opposed to charter schools/magnet schools. 



1. Discussion at the consultation sessions seemed to indicate that many participants thought that there were challenges with the communication about alternative schools, with the public and internal stakeholders.  Perhaps the multifaceted nature of the TDSB system—as noted, quite different from alternative schools described in the academic literature-- may have made this communication more difficult.



1. While the number of students in TDSB alternative schools, at around 4,000, is less than 2% of the TDSB population, our secondary cohort studies have found that generally 5% or one in twenty secondary cohort students-- attended an elementary or secondary alternative school at some point over their time in the TDSB.  This example shows that the TDSB alternative schools have a broader impact on the system than might be seen by looking only at the enrolment over any given year.



1. Analysis from our long-term cohort studies has found that the outcomes of students who attended elementary versus secondary alternative schools was so different, that any discussion of future directions should look at the panels separately.  (Few students attended both elementary and secondary alternative schools). The secondary alternative school was generally the second or third secondary school attended by the student.



1. Questions were raised about the admission process. A scan of the literature has shown that little to no study has been put into the school admissions process (alternative or otherwise) within Canada. In terms of the United States, they have 13 different types of schools with various methods of admission (Flavin, 2016). Charter schools (requiring an application) and magnet schools (specializing in a certain area) would be most similar to alternative schools in the Toronto District School Board (TDSB). Most of the literature refers to admissions processes for underachieving students to alternative schools. According to the literature, lotteries are the most prevalent form of admissions process other than standardized testing. In terms of equality, according to literature, randomized lottery ensures that there is no bias and every student has an equal chance of being selected. 



1. While the geographical concentration of most alternative schools in the general centre of Toronto might suggest a broader geographical distribution, it is unclear from the consultation that this could take place until some of the issues around communications, staffing, and access have been fully discussed and resolved.



1. A further analysis of the 2016-17 Student Census data will endeavor to follow up on the strengths of the TDSB alternative school system in terms of belonging, as raised by Parekh (2013). 

		

Alt. Program Enrolment 































		Elementary Lotteries

		· Each year, many parents/guardians whose children are not accepted  share  that the lottery process is very unfair

· Already concerns from six different schools related to the lottery process for 2017-18

· Concern from parent member: lottery process takes place so late in the year that many parents who decide on alternative pathway have already missed the opportunity

· Trustee Malik: lottery brings up broader question of equity; we need to apply the integrated equity framework to this process. If growth is not part of a bigger plan for alternative programs in the TDSB, then we need to do more to make sure the lottery becomes completely equitable – it would be better if we could offer more spaces. Question: how can we engage the expertise on equity to help us find an approach that can work in alternative programs?

· Manon: the Alternative Schools Review focused on benefits, expansion, pathways and professional development. 

· Liam: it would be ideal to introduce some checks and balances related to the elementary lotteries (perhaps an initial lottery and a late lottery)?

· Liam: As a group, we should look at models and policies related to equity admissions in other academic institutions that have worked well and apply some of these successful strategies to Alternative Schools in the TDSB

		



















		Governance (struck from this agenda after receiving consensus from group members)

		





		



		Promotional Events for 2017-2018











		· Ideal plan for 2017-18 is to have one or two promotional events that are fully inclusive of all Alternative Schools

· Rebecca: impression is that parents would like it better if there were multiple events due to geographic considerations 

· Event audience at the elementary level is each community in general

· Event audience at the secondary level is students/parents/staff and community members

· Trustee Malik: we need more opportunities for word of mouth sharing about alternative schools. Can we turn these promotional events into outreach sessions and walk people through what an alternative school is actually like?

· Trustee Malik: propose a motion to address the apparent lack of TDSB guidance staff knowledge about alternative programs; we need to be more intentional in making sure they are trained. Be it resolved that guidance staff are trained and aware of all alternative options available in the system. We need to identify and close this gap.

· Manon: At present we have met with new Guidance Program Coordinator to discuss training all elementary itinerant counsellors (EICs) and other staff who support transitions for students

· Sally: once a month secondary guidance meetings are used as a platform to advertise available programs (issue here is staff turnover). Can we implement something similar at the elementary level to make sure all staff have this important information?

· Rachel: seconds Trustee Malik’s in making sure information about alternative programs goes to as wide an audience as possible every year

· Trustee Malik: at the secondary level, much of the choice about programs is from the students themselves, not parents – we need to do more to inform the students. Our promotional events should be more student based – engage students in the planning process of these events and make this more of a word of mouth process. Manon to follow up on that request.

· Rob: there has been a great effort to make information known to guidance staff in schools. In many cases, these are the people who will accompany students to the alternative programs when making the transition. Word is getting out and it would be valuable to use students to make it go further

· Grant: secondary enrolment in Alt 9 programs has been growing over last few years. This can perhaps be attributed to the Secondary Alternative Caravan, Alt 9 pamphlets sent to every secondary school in the system, all schools receive emails about programs as well. Challenge right now is that schools are trying their best to re-engage students as opposed to referring 

· Liam and Rachel to look at creating an event(s) to invite schools to in order to build awareness of alternative programs – will also consider developing a series of events annually (fall/spring)

		



		Alternative Schools Policy







		· P062: up for review in 2017-18

· Trustees vote on policy but not procedure

· Trustee Story: we have policies on a schedule for review but there is nothing stopping amendments to a policy ahead of schedule if we bring it to the Governance committee

		









		Other Business



		Question to Manon for next meeting: Is there any research on how many elementary alternative students actually follow the alternative pathway through to secondary schools?

		



		Next Meeting Date

		October 16, 2017 @ 7:00 pm, 5050 Yonge Boardroom

Next informal meeting: week before next formal ASAC 

		



		Adjournment 

		Adjourned at 8:52 pm  
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2017-18 TDSB Alternative Programs Enrolment 



Elementary and Secondary - as of September 15, 2017 



Elementary Alternative Programs Total 



Africentric Alternative School 110 



ALPHA Alternative Junior School 80 



ALPHA II Alternative School 7 



Avondale Elementary Alternative School 135 



Beaches Alternative Junior School 73 



City View Alternative Senior School 54 



da Vinci School 79 



Delta Alternative Senior School 63 



Downtown Alternative School 123 



Downtown Vocal Music Academy of Toronto 34 



East Alternative School of Toronto 67 



Equinox Holistic Alternative School 199 



Hawthorne II Bilingual Alternative Junior School 202 



High Park Alternative Junior School 154 



Horizon Alternative Senior School 70 



Mountview Alternative Junior School 105 



Quest Alternative Senior School 69 



Scarborough Village Public School 214 



Spectrum Alternative Senior School 59 



The Grove Community School 131 



TOTAL 2028 



 



Secondary Alternative Programs  Total 



ALPHA II Alternative School 20 



Alternative Scarborough Education 1 126 



Avondale Secondary Alternative School 38 



City School 112 



Contact Alternative School 92 



Delphi Secondary Alternative School 122 



East York Alternative Secondary School 89 



Etobicoke Year Round Alternative Centre 34 



Inglenook Community School 76 



North East Year Round Alternative Centre 26 



North West Year Round Alternative Centre 59 



Oasis Alternative Secondary School 107 



Parkview Alternative School 69 



School of Experiential Education 55 



School of Life Experience 124 



SEED Alternative School 73 



South East Year Round Alternative Centre 100 



Subway Academy I 86 



Subway Academy II 78 



THESTUDENTSCHOOL 126 



West End Alternative School 63 



TOTAL 1808 



 



Total Elementary and Secondary 3836 



 










image2.emf

PR584.pdf




PR584.pdf




Toronto District School Board 



Operational Procedure PR.584 CUR 



Title: ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS



Adopted: June 27, 2007 
Revised:  
Authorization: Executive Planning and Priorities 



1.0 OBJECTIVE 



To provide guidelines for the administration and establishment of alternative schools. 



2.0 DEFINITIONS 



Alternative school   Sites that are unique in pedagogy, forms of governance and staff in-
volvement, and have strong parental and/or student involvement; environments vary and 
provide an educational experience suited to individual learning styles/preferences and/or 
needs



Alternative Schools Advisory Council (ASAC)   A group consisting of parents, students and 
staff from each alternative school within the Board 



New school A stand-alone school with a Ministry-issued Board School Identification 
Number 



3.0 RESPONSIBILITY



Associate Director 



4.0 PROCEDURES



4.1 Central Board Support 



(a) The Board will foster, support and promote student/parental involvement in 
Alternative School education by designating the System Superintendent of 
Education with central responsibility for Alternative Schools (SSOE), or a des-
ignate, to provide support for the Alternative Schools Advisory Council 
(ASAC).



(b) The SSOE, or designate, will designate a staff liaison to support stu-
dent/parental involvement in alternative schools.











(c) The SSOE, or designate, will solicit input from local alternative school com-
munities to ensure broad based consultation on matters pertaining to alternative 
schools.



4.2 Governance1 Models



Students, parents, teachers and principals will collaboratively develop mission 
and values statements that clearly outline each alternative school’s unique phi-
losophical underpinnings.  The process will ensure the importance of student 
and parent voices. 



(d) Students, parents, teachers and principals will collaboratively develop school 
governance models.



(e) The SSOE or designate will provide support as requested. 



(f) Copies of all alternative schools’ governance models will reside in the office of 
the SSOE or designate.



4.3 Enrolment



(a) Alternative schools will accept students from across the City of Toronto, in ac-
cordance with Optional Attendance Policy P.013. 



Alternative schools will, as part of their registration packages, include copies 
of their mission and values statement(s), educational philosophy and commu-
nity expectations.  This information will be available on school websites, 
school profiles and other appropriate venues. 



Alternative schools will hold information sessions prior to student enrolment. 



Parents/students will be encouraged to make an undertaking to support the phi-
losophy, mission and values of their chosen alternative school. 



4.4 Affirmation – Mission and Values



(a) No less than once every five years each alternative school will invite their 
school community to a meeting where they will review, revise and/or reaffirm 
their school’s philosophy and mission and values statement. 



An up-to-date copy of each alternative school’s philosophy and mission and 
values statement will reside in the office of the SSOE or designate.   



The SSOE, or designate, will provide support if requested. 



4.5 Process for Starting New Alternative Schools 



(a) Individuals or groups interested in exploring the possibility of starting a new 
alternative school will contact the SSOE, or designate, for preliminary discus-
sions.  Interested trustees may also be approached. 



1 An alternative school governance models must be developed in recognition of the roles and responsi-
bilities of the Board and its employees as ordered by legislation such as the Education Act and its 
regulations, and by the Board’s collective agreements with its employee groups.











(b) Following initial discussions, should the proposal group wish to proceed, they 
will submit a formal “Letter of Intent” to the SSOE, or designate.  The Letter 
of Intent will include: 



a primary contact name, address and phone number 
a list of the individuals intending to submit a proposal 
a brief overview of the philosophy, mission and values of the proposed 
school
benefits to students 



(c) With the assistance of the SSOE, or designate, as well as any interested trus-
tees, the proposal group will develop a comprehensive proposal.  This proposal 
will include the:  



school objectives 
educational philosophy, mission and values 
proposed curriculum and program 
governance model 
rationale for the generation of students
admission procedures 



The SSOE, or designate, will provide a template to guide completion of the 
formal proposal. 



The completed proposal will be delivered to the SSOE, or designate, by Sep-
tember 30th of the year preceding the proposed start-up year for the school. 



(d) Upon receipt of the completed proposal the SSOE, or designate, will convene a 
Local Feasibility Team (LFT) meeting including: 



Program staff 
Facilities staff 
Proposal group representatives 
Other appropriate stakeholders, including interested trustees 



This group will discuss issues pertinent to the viability of the proposal and 
identify any additional information required.  Equitable distribution of alterna-
tive schools across the Toronto District School Board will be one factor con-
sidered in determining the location of any new alternative school. 



(e) The SSOE, or designate, will take a report forward to the Board’s Central Fea-
sibility Team (CFT) summarizing the results of the feasibility team meeting.  
These results may include: 



a request to have additional issues addressed; 
a recommendation to proceed with a request to Board for a Program Area 
Review Team process (PART); 
a reason(s) why the proposal is not deemed feasible. 











The SSOE, or designate, will communicate the results of both the LFT meeting 
and the CFT meeting to the proposal group. 



(f) Following CFT’s recommendation to request that the Board approve a  PART 
process,  the SSOE, or designate, will draft a report for inclusion in the Board’s 
committee process: 



Executive Priorities and Planning (EPP) 
Programs and School Services Committee (PSSC) 
Board



At each stage of the process the request may be: 



approved;
referred back for further information; 
formally rejected. 



(g) Following Board approval, the SSOE, or designate, will arrange for a PART 
process to take place as soon as possible. 



(h) The SSOE, or designate, will take forward the results of the PART process via 
the Board’s committee process. 



(i) Thirty days following Board approval, the proposal group will submit to the 
SSOE, or designate, a list of students who wish to formally register for the new 
school including names, addresses, telephone numbers/email addresses and 
current schools, if any. 



(j) An updated list will be submitted monthly until the end of June of the school 
year preceding the start-up school year for the new school. 



(k) Following Board approval the new school becomes the responsibility of the 
appropriate Superintendent of Education. 



4.6 Promoting Student Choice



(a) The Board will actively engage in initiatives that will increase the awareness of 
alternative schools as viable pathways for all students.  These initiatives will 
include: 



an up-to-date presence on the Board website 
preparation of brochures, flyers and other promotional materials as well as 
seminars 
information evenings and local school orientation events. 



(b) The SSOE, or designate, will ensure that up-to-date information is available 
centrally.



5.0 REFERENCE DOCUMENTS 



Board Policy P.062: Alternative Schools 
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Toronto District School Board 



Policy P062 



Title: ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS 



Adopted: June 27, 2007 
Revised:
Reviewed: 2009, March 2012 



1.0 OBJECTIVE 



To identify the Board’s commitment to alternative schools that provide unique pedagogy, 
forms of governance (see 4.4 below) and staff involvement, and strong parental and/or stu-
dent involvement. 



2.0 RESPONSIBILITY



Director Strategy and Planning 



3.0 DEFINITIONS 



Alternative school   Sites that are unique in pedagogy, forms of governance (see 4.4 below), and 
staff involvement, and have strong parental and/or student involvement; environments vary and 
provide an educational experience suited to individual learning styles/preferences and/or needs 



New alternative school A stand-alone school with a Ministry-issued Board School Identifica-
tion Number 



4.0 POLICY



4.1. The Board is committed to developing and promoting alternative schools as viable 
pathway and program choices.     



4.2. The Board recognizes and values the unique contributions of students, parents and 
staff in the success of alternative schools both at the local school level and at a sys-
tem level and is committed to fostering this involvement.  



4.3. Alternative schools, while retaining their unique nature, shall operate in a way that is 
reasonably consistent with the operational practice of schools within the Board and 
in compliance with the Education Act, regulations, and Ministry of Education guide-
lines.



Board Policy P062: Alternative Schools Page 1 of 2
G02(R:\Secretariat\Staff\G02\03\Pol\P062.doc)sec.1530











Policy P062 
Alternative Schools 



Board Policy P062: Alternative Schools Page 2 of 2
G02(R:\Secretariat\Staff\G02\03\Pol\P062.doc)sec.1530



4.4. Alternative schools shall develop clear mission statements and governance1 models 
that support and define the role of student and parental involvement in each school 
and that define the fundamental philosophical underpinning of the school. Related 
support for students, parents and staff shall be provided. 



4.5. Before enrolling, parents and students, shall make a commitment, in writing, to ac-
knowledge and support their chosen alternative school’s philosophy, mission, man-
date, and unique pedagogy. 



4.6. A process for philosophical reaffirmation, including a review of the unique needs of 
students, parents and the community, shall be undertaken by each alternative school 
no less than once every five years.  



4.7. A procedure for the evaluation of requests for new alternative schools will be clearly 
articulated as a Board procedure. 



5.0 SPECIFIC DIRECTIVES 



The Director of Education is authorized to issue operational procedures to implement this 
policy.



6.0 REFERENCE DOCUMENTS 



Operational Procedure PR584, Alternative Schools 



1   An alternative school’s governance model must be developed in recognition of the roles and 
responsibilities of the Board and its employees as ordered by legislation such as the Education
Act and its regulations, and by the Board’s collective agreements with its employee groups. 
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Title Review of Alternative Schools: Research Analysis 2016-17 
To Program and School Services Committee 
Date 7 November 2017 
Report No. 11-17-3263 


Strategic Directions 
 


• Make every school an effective school 
• Form strong and effective relationships and partnerships 
• Build environmentally sustainable schools that inspire teaching and learning 
• Identify disadvantage and intervene effectively 


Recommendation 
It is recommended that the report be approved. 


Context 
In June 2016, the Board of Trustees approved the review of elementary and secondary 
alternative schools in the board. The majority of TDSB Alternative Schools predate 
amalgamation (1998) although a number have been founded in the past decade (e.g. da 
Vinci, The Grove). There are 20 elementary and 20 secondary alternative schools in our 
system. As of October 31, 2017 we have just fewer than 4,000 students attending 
alternative schools (50% elementary and 50% secondary).  


 
The report examines the 2016-17 alternative school system in the TDSB from existing 
information available from Research and Information Services, and with an examination of 
the consultation sessions held in Spring 2017. The report has five sections:  


• Overview of the Alternative School System 2016-17;  
• Alternative Schools in the JK to Post-secondary Cohort Study (2002-03 to 2016-17);  
• Consultation Sessions Spring 2017;  
• Selected literature connected to issues raised in the consultation sessions, and 
• Suggested areas for discussion and recommendations/next steps. 


 


Action Plan and Associated Timeline 
Staff recommends that the report be considered as part of the Integrated Equity 
Framework and not in isolation from the work of the Enhancing Equity Task Force. With 
greater access to programs, well-being and student achievement in mind, staff 
recommends the following action plan:  


• Examine student-school relationship of alternative schools through information 
obtained in the 2016-17 Student Census; 


• Examine and strengthen existing professional development in Alternative schools, 
i.e., mental health, special education;  







• Examine how/the conditions where students could progress through the alternative 
system for longer periods of time, i.e., campus model; 


• Examine locations and distribution of alternative schools; 


• Examine the mission and vision statements of alternative schools to find 
commonalities through the 2016-17 Student Census. 


Staff’s suggested reporting timeline to Committee: Fall 2018. 
 
Board Policy and Procedure Reference(s) 
P062, PR584 
 
Appendices 


• Appendix A: Review of Alternative Schools: Research Analysis 2016-17  
 
From 
Manon Gardner, manon.gardner@tdsb.on.ca  
Executive Superintendent: Teaching and Learning, Alternative Schools, International 
Education 


Rob Brown, rob.brown@tdsb.on.ca 
Research Coordinator, Research & Information Services 
 
Routing   
  
Program and School Services 
Committee  


07/11/2017 


Board of Trustees 22/11/2017 
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Introduction 
 
 
There are 39 alternative schools in the Toronto District School Board (TDSB): 20 secondary 
schools, 18 elementary schools, and one elementary/secondary school. 


 
According to the TDSB web site, “Alternative schools offer students and parents something 
different from mainstream schooling. Each alternative school, whether elementary or 
secondary is unique, with a distinct identity and approach to curriculum delivery. They usually 
feature a small student population, a commitment to innovative and experimental programs, 
and volunteer commitment from parents/guardians and other community members.” 
(see http://www.tdsb.on.ca/Community/How-to-Get-Involved/Community-Advisory-
 Committees/Alternative-Schools-Advisory-Committee). 


 
Alternative schools predated the amalgamation of the TDSB approximately twenty years ago. 
For example, most of the current Scarborough alternative schools started as individual schools 
within the Centre for Alternative Studies. That being said, around two thirds of current 
alternative schools are located within the area of the former Toronto legacy board.  School 
locations can be seen in the following map (see Figure 1). 


 
This report briefly examines the 2016-17 alternative school system in the TDSB, from existing 
information available from Research and Information Services, and with an examination of 
consultation sessions held in Spring 2017. 


 
The report has five sections: I) Overview of the Alternative School System 2016-17; II) 
Alternative Schools in the JK to Post-secondary Cohort Study (2002-03 to 2016-17); III) 
Consultation Sessions Spring 2017; IV) Selected literature connected to issues raised in the 
consultation sessions, and V) Suggested areas for discussion and recommendations/next steps. 


 



http://www.tdsb.on.ca/Community/How-to-Get-Involved/Community-Advisory-Committees/Alternative-Schools-Advisory-Committee

http://www.tdsb.on.ca/Community/How-to-Get-Involved/Community-Advisory-Committees/Alternative-Schools-Advisory-Committee

http://www.tdsb.on.ca/Community/How-to-Get-Involved/Community-Advisory-Committees/Alternative-Schools-Advisory-Committee
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Figure 1: Alternative Schools, 2014-15 
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Part I: Overview of the Alternative School System 2016-17 
 
 
Location of Schools within the Learning Opportunity Index 
The TDSB Learning Opportunities Index, last calculated in 2016-17, provides a school-level 
indicator of social challenge (for more information, 
see http://www.tdsb.on.ca/research/Research/Learning-Opportunities-Index). 


 


A) In the elementary panel, there were 471 elementary schools, of which 19 were 
alternative schools (for the purposes of the LOI, Alpha Alternative II is classified as an 
elementary school). In terms of ranking, 1 is the most socio-economically challenged 
school, 471 the least-challenged school. Two of the 19 elementary alternative schools 
were below the mid-point rank of 236, while 17 schools were above. The average rank 
of the 19 schools was 332. In other words, generally, elementary alternative schools 
tend to be less socio-economically disadvantaged, compared to other TDSB elementary 
schools. 


 
B) In the secondary school panel, there were 108 schools, of which 20 were secondary 


alternative schools. In terms of ranking, 1 is the most socio-economically challenged 
school while 108 is the least-challenged school. Eleven of the 20 alternative schools  
were below the mid-point of 54 schools, while 9 were above. The average rank of the 20 
secondary schools was 53. In other words, generally, secondary alternative schools tend 
to be slightly more socio-economically disadvantaged, compared to other TDSB 
secondary schools; and they are noticeably more challenged than TDSB elementary 
alternative schools. 


 
Demographic Overview 2016-17 
There are 3,955 students attending TDSB elementary and secondary alternative schools, out of 
245,421 students in the Regular Day School, or 1.6% of all students. Table 1 describes these 
students compared to the full TDSB regular day school population.  Alternative school students 
are over-represented in Grades 11 and 12 but under-represented in Grades 4 to 6 (see Figure 
2). The students are s more likely to be female (slightly more in the elementary school panel). 
They are more likely to be born in Canada (89% compared to 78%) and much more likely to 
speak English only at home (74% compared to 44%). 


 



https://webmail.tdsb.on.ca/owa/redir.aspx?C=XpanntiCAdg__9dXOVKvU2V4YcjbBdLfAil-_SN2M17oYYcu2R_VCA..&amp;URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.tdsb.on.ca%2fresearch%2fResearch%2fLearning-Opportunities-Index
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Table 1: Demographic and School Characteristics: All TDSB Students and Students 
in Alternative Schools, 2016-17 


Part A. Student Grade 
 All Alternative 


JK 7% 5% 


SK 7% 5% 


1 7% 5% 
2 7% 5% 
3 7% 5% 
4 7% 4% 
5 7% 4% 
6 7% 4% 
7 7% 7% 
8 7% 7% 
9 7% 2% 
10 7% 6% 
11 7% 11% 
12 10% 32% 


Total 100% 100% 
 


B. Gender 
 All Alternative 


Female 48% 51% 
Male 52% 49% 


Total 100% 100% 
 


C. Neighbourhood Income 
 All Alternative 


Lowest Decile of Average Income 10% 8% 
2 10% 9% 
3 10% 7% 
4 10% 9% 
5 10% 10% 
6 10% 11% 
7 10% 12% 
8 10% 13% 
9 10% 14% 
Highest Decline of Income 10% 7% 


Total 100% 100% 
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D. Origin 
 All Alternative 


Proportion Born in Canada 78% 89% 
 


E. Language 
 All Alternative 


English Only 44% 74% 
Other Language 56% 26% 


Total 100% 100% 
 
 
 
 
 


35% 


Figure 2: Student Grade by School Type 
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Figure 3 shows the difference between Alternative and all TDSB students according to deciles 
(equal divisions of 10), using student postal code matched to income information from 
Environics Analytics. All deciles of income have noticeable alternative school representation. 
However, students are less likely to come from the lowest 4 deciles of income; equally likely to 
come from the median or fifth decile; and more likely to be in the higher deciles of income - 
except the very highest income category, where they are under-represented. 
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Figure 3: Average Neighbourhood Income by School Type 
 
 
 
 


10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 10% 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


8% 9% 7% 9% 10% 11% 12% 13% 14% 7% 


Lowest 
decile of 
income 


2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Highest 
decile of 


income 
 


All Alternative 


 







REVIEW OF ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS: RESEARCH ANALYSIS 2016-17 9 


School and Student Neighbourhood by Forward Sortation Area and Grade 
Figure 4 shows the proportion of students who live in the same Forward Sortation Area (FSA) as 
the secondary school they were attending (as of the 2016-17 school year). This is a crude but 
convenient way to see whether students live in the more immediate neighbourhood of the 
school, since there are around 100 Forward Sortation Areas in the City of Toronto. The bar 
graphs in Figure 4 shows the proportion of students in the TDSB, by grade, who live in a 
different FSA than where the school is located. It starts very low- at 16%- but by Grade 8 has 
more than doubled, to 38%, and by Grade 9 had almost quadrupled to 62%, meaning that most 
students in Grade 9 live outside the immediate neighbourhood of where they attend. 


 
However, the line graph in Figure 4 (line above the bar graphs) represents the pattern of 
Alternative School students. Even at Junior Kindergarten (JK), nearly two thirds (60%) of 
Alternative school students live outside the immediate neighbourhood of the school.  After a 
slight decline in Grades 2 to 5, the proportion increases starting in Grade 6, until in the 
secondary school panel where over 90% of Alternative school students live outside the 
immediate neighbourhood of the school. 
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Figure 4: Percentage of Students who Attend School Outside their Home FSA by Grade 
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Student Residence by Forward Sortation Area 
Figure 5 looks at where students attending Alternative Schools in 2016-17 live, according to 
Forward Sortation Area (FSA). Generally, the most concentrated areas can be found in central 
North York; in the east and west sections of old Toronto/York/East York (but less so in the 
central and norther parts); and in east Scarborough. These also generally correspond to the 
locations of TDSB alternative schools seen in Figure 1. 
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Year-to-year Mobility: Alternative School Students and the TDSB 
Figure 6 examines year-to-year mobility. That is, here we look at which school a student 
attended in the 2016-17 school year, and whether the student attended the same school in the 
previous (2015-2016) school year. Junior Kindergarten is not included since the public system 
begins in JK and so 100% of students were in a different school. Likewise the proportion is 98% 
for all Grade 9 students (most of the 2% are from the remaining TDSB Junior High Schools). 


 
Generally, students attending TDSB alternative schools were more likely to be in the same 
school in elementary school, and much more likely to have attended a different school in 
secondary school. One interesting exception is Grade 7: over three quarters (78%) were more 
likely to have moved schools between Grades 6 and7, compared to 43% of all TDSB students 
who moved schools between Grades 6 and 7. 


 
Figure 6: Percentage of Students who Attended a Different School between the 2015- 16 


and 2016-17 School Years by Grade 
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Part II: Alternative Schools in the JK to Post-secondary Cohort Study 
(2002-03 to 2016-17) 


 
We have been following the first full Trillium TDSB cohort from when they started in JK in the 
2002-03 school year, adding students as they have entered the TDSB over time. Excluding those 
who transferred to other boards, there were 15,184 students who were in Grade 9 in the TDSB 
over the 2012-13 school year, and who had completed four years of high school as of Fall 
2016. Of those students, 264 or 2% attended TDSB elementary alternative schools, while 518 
or 3% attended TDSB secondary alternative schools. 


 
The characteristics of these two groups appear to have been quite different.  For example, of 
the students who attended elementary alternative schools, 87% took Academic courses in 
Grade 9, compared to 51% of students who attended secondary alternative schools. Likewise, 
students attending elementary schools were much more likely to come from two-parent 
families and have parents who attended university; slightly under three quarters self-identified 
as White (for more details, see Table 2). 


 
By the end of Year 4 of high school (Fall 2016), 77% of students attending elementary 


alternative schools had graduated from high school,  and two thirds (68%) had applied to post- 
secondary over the 2016 post-secondary application cycle. In comparison, of students who had 
attended secondary alternative schools, only 16% had graduated, with 58% still present in the 
TDSB over the 2016-17 school year and hence had not had the opportunity to apply to post- 
secondary. 


 
This may in part be because most of the students attending alternative secondary schools 
transferred from another school, and mobile students generally take longer to complete their 
secondary school careers. We will need to wait until the end of the 2017 post-secondary 
application cycle to get a more complete picture of the post-secondary pathways of secondary 
school students attending alternative schools. 
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Table 2: Grade 9 Cohort 2012-2016 (Four Year Outcomes): Students Who Were in Elementary and Secondary 
Alternative Schools in the TDSB 


 
Variable Elementary Alternative Secondary Alternative All TDSB 
Female 53% 56% 49% 
Male 47% 44% 51% 


    
Academic 89% 51% 76% 
Applied 7% 45% 20% 


    
No suspensions JK to 12 92% 64% 87% 
Suspended JK to 12 8% 36% 13% 


    
Four-year Graduation (Fall 2016) 77% 16% 79% 
Four-year Applications to University 
(OUAC 2015-2016) 


 
58% 


 
8% 


 
55% 


Four-year Applications to College 
(OCAS 2015-2016) 


 
5% 


 
3% 


 
11% 


    
Parent-Attended University 68% 34% 45% 


    


Proportion Black 5% 19% 14% 
Proportion East Asian 5% 3% 15% 
Proportion South Asian 4% 12% 23% 
Proportion White 71% 42% 30% 


    


Proportion- Two-Parent Families 86% 66% 81% 
 


Note: Parental university education, self-identified race, and family structure are from the TDSB Grade 8 Student 
Census, 2011-12 
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Part III: Consultation Sessions 
 
 
Introduction 
Four consultation sessions were held at three sites in February/March 2017 (Eastern Commerce 
site, 5050 Yonge, Western Technical/CI). The sessions were attended by members of the 
general public, parents of students attending alternative schools, and TDSB teachers, among 
others. The sessions started with a presentation of a short analysis on Alternative Schools by 
Research and Information Services, and a short overview of the current Alternative School 
system. 


 
Following the presentation, discussion centred on four questions. Three examined 
challenges/benefits of: 


 
• alternative schools (elementary/secondary) 
• increasing the number of alternative schools 
• increasing the number of pathways 


 
The fourth question asked for suggestions for professional development to staff that would be 
beneficial to students. This will be examined in Section V. 


 
Methodology 
Notes were taken from the four consultation sessions; and letters/emails sent following the 
consultation session were added. The final version of the information was taken at the end of 
the first week of July 2017. A content analysis was undertaken using the NVivo 11 qualitative 
software. A great deal of thematic overlap was found in the three questions, and therefore the 
analysis examined results of all three at once. 
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A: Results: Overall Challenges to Alternative Schools 
Six themes (nodes) were most frequently raised at the sessions: see Figure 7. Many of the 
nodes would overlap in the same or adjacent comment: for example a comment that would 
discuss both access and diversity. 


 
Figure 7: Proportion of Themes by Mention During Sessions 
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Themes 
1. Issues Related to Resources (47 citations). This included lack of resources and support, 


including: smaller budgets, limited courses; limited administrative support; limited special 
education needs and technological support (although many students in Alternative Schools 
have special education needs). 


 


“lack of resources at the secondary makes for large classes.” 
 


“The myth of sapping resources of mainstream schools, when in truth, alternative 
schools are filling in spaces and increasing the opportunity for resources”. 


 


“Lack of resources for children with learning challenges like my son. We have only a half 
time Resource Teacher despite a growing demand. Lack of resources for music and 
technology.” 


 


“Lack of special education resources; people sometimes have to pull kids out because of 
lack of support.” 


 


“Access to appropriate resources to meet pathways/needs of different learners e.g., labs 
for science, technology shops for hands-on learners.” 


 


“Shared resources of larger schools” (benefit). 
 
 
2. Issues around Access to Alternative Schools (37 citations). This includes: questions about 


who gets access and what neighbourhoods get access; uncertainty about the 
appropriateness of waitlists and the challenges of applications. The majority of alternative 
schools (although not all) were in the area of the former City of Toronto and this was also 
an access issue. 


 


“Who gets access to certain neighbourhoods”? 
 


“[There is an] imbalance in gender in some schools. Open to all?” 


“Wait lists for painful enrolment processes.” 


“Elitist mentality (ensuring equity in admission accessibility)”. 
 


“Location of schools/areas of need”. 
 


“Ensure all students can access alternative schools”. 
 


“Need equity admissions in lotteries. No brainer.  Only way to improve access to public 
alternative education for families who face discriminations and who have been 
historically under-represented in alternative schools, leading to alternative school 
communities who are predominately white, straight upper or middle class.” 
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3. Issues Around Staffing (28 citations). There was a range of comments including the 
challenge of ‘buy in’ of new staff to the schools, and finding teachers who are committed to 
alternative schools; Human Resource (HR) issues such as bumping and staffing 
turnover/stability. 


 


"Alternative schools staffing - teachers can be placed at a location and not have the 
background in teaching at alternative schools. Some of these teachers that are placed 
around not following with the vision of the school. 


 


"There needs to be recognition that alternative schools need to be staffed differently." 


"Difference between long-time staff vs principals (admin) that come and go."  


"Staffing of alternative schools requiring teachers to have AQ in Alternative schools." 


"Getting new staff members to buy-in to alternative school focus (especially if sent 
there)." 


 


"Lack of special education department." 


"Staffing frequent turnover is concerning." 
 
4. Communications around Alternative Schools (22 citations). This included the difficulty of 


communicating the school philosophy with parents, staff, and students; need for more 
information on wait lists, sizes, and abilities of schools to grow; better promotion with the 
public; better communication and outreach to diverse communities; easier access to 
information on making applications to alternative schools. 


 


“Getting information out to the community as a whole - not just people who seek 
options out.” 


 


“Why doesn’t every parent get info in school packages about alternatives rather than 
only feeder school info.” 


 


“List of alternative schools should also include information on wait list, sizes and ability 
of schools to grow.” 


 


“Challenge finding out about alternative schools. Lack of promotion. Only word of 
mouth.” 


 


“Guidance Counsellors do not have the correct information or perception of these 
schools.” 


 


“Not enough communication about the different alternative schools in the mainstream 
school.” 
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5. Diversity and Alternative Schools (15 citations). Here, participants pointed out that “many 
of our alternative schools do not reflect the racial and cultural diversity [of Toronto], 
becoming small bubbles that do not reflect the city”. 


 


“I am uncertain if alternative education offers any real advantage to Toronto’s education 
system. I am concern it enhances the natural inequities inherent in our society.” 


 


“Lack of diversity. Barriers to applying for lower income, 2nd language families 
...Families of colour pulling their kids out because they are not comfortable.” 


 


“There is a lack of diversity at many alt schools, particularly in the elementary division.” 


“No ESL/Special Ed.” 


“Parents are at higher socioeconomic, very homogeneous group.” 
 
 
6. The Flexibility of Alternative Schools (10 citations). Participants recognized that the 


flexibility of programming and teaching in an alternative school setting as a great advantage 
for many students, both in the elementary and secondary school panel. 


 


“Flexibility. More cooperative and understanding teachers ([who] understand that 
students are having a rough time in life and need compromise.)” 


[Student benefited from] “a climate in which there was flexibility in the curriculum”. 


“Alternative schools tend to produce self-directed, confident learners since they are likely 
to have greater than usual flexibility in responding to a variety of specific needs and 
learning styles”. 


 


 
Based on the analysis, Research and Information Services worked with the Professional Library 
in examining representative academic articles looking at alternative schools (see Part IV). 


 


 
B: Results: Challenges to Increasing the Number of Alternative Schools 
While there were a range of responses, four themes (nodes) were raised. 


 
1. Staffing-resources (15 citations). There was a recognition that new alternative schools 


could impact enrolment at regular schools. There was also a challenge with available 
choices by grades. 


 


“School facilities/locations may impose a cap that limits potential enrollment figures.” 
 


“Recently several new alt elementary schools have opened their doors, but almost no 
new 7/8.” 


 


“Move them to places where they don't negatively impact space resources of the regular 
schools.” 
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“The larger the number of small schools with defined program offerings/philosophies, 
the greater the drain on community/neighbourhood collegiates.” 


 


 
2. Space-Physical Challenges (8 citations). 


 


“Geography - where is the demand? Where should they be placed based on equity Does 
that match up?” 


 


“Space: buildings, rooms, yards. These are being found, often by co-sharing a site with 
another institution.” 


 


“Distance from home.” 
 


“Where to place schools- high needs area- NE/NW areas of the city.” 
 
 
3. Vision (7 citations). Sustaining vision of each alternative school has its own challenges. 


 


“Staffing - finding teachers who are committed to alternative.” 


“Sustaining Vision.” 


“Purpose of the schools have to be explored.” 
 


“There would be a need for more teachers and admin who understand the model.” 
 
 
4. Need for Clearer Website/More Promotion (3 citations). Suggestions of clearer 


communication. 
 


“Website - more info re: Criteria for admissions, school philosophy, vision/mission.” 
 
 
C: Results: Challenges to Increasing the Number of Pathways 
Here there were four key themes. 


 


1. Continuity (or Lack of Continuity) of Grades (20 citations). Participants pointed out the lack 
of clear and consistent pathways, from JK to 12. 


 


“No logical correlation between Primary/Junior to Elementary to Secondary.” 


“Many go to specialty schools - then go to Alternatives.” 


“Issues are different for P/J/I/S.” 
 


“Need to have feeder school system.” 
 


“It’s important - parents and students struggle when not able to continue in alternative 
school model (move to Gr 7 as well move to Gr 9).” 


 


“Philosophies of elementary and secondary alternative school schools don’t necessarily 
match.” 
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“Kids who have gone through alternative elementary may be forced (because they did 
not get into middle or SS) to go to a large regular SS - culture shock, problems adjusting.” 


 


 
2. Grade 9 and 10 Program of Study (10 citations). The challenge of having the right Grade 9 


and 10 courses (often due to small numbers of students) was outlined in several ways. 
 


“Grade 9 – a challenge since the number of compulsory courses that need to be offered 
and with limited staff.” 


 


“Meeting different levels e.g. applied/academic (college/university).” 
 


“Not able to meet all secondary programs (open, applied, academic, college, university, 
locally developed mixed.” 


 


 
3. Equity (6 citations). The issues of socio-economic and demographic diversity, outlined 


earlier, were raised here as well. 
 


“Diversity issues mentioned above so that a wider population is coming and contributing 
to Alternative schools. It seems that there needs to be more middle alternative schools 
in our area as the waiting lists are long.” 


 


“Alternative schools do not reflect diversity of community.” 
 
 
4. Staffing was raised as a possible challenge to pathways with 5 citations. 


 


“Limited staff and resources means limited offerings.” 


“Staffing is an issue especially hiring.” 
 


Part IV: Examination of Academic Literature 
 


 
The first direction of examining academic literature looked at the relationship of alternative 
schools to student achievement. However, it became clear that this was a mismatch with TDSB 
Alternative Schools. Specifically, in the US, alternative schools are generally for very high risk 
students; students who have been suspended or dropped out; or students with special 
education needs. For example Schwab et al. (2016), quoting the US Department of Education, 
describes the goal of American alternative schools as education students “whose needs have 
not been met in traditional schools”. More specifically, the “typical” population is comprised of 
a disproportionate number of students who living poverty, have a disability, experience 
language barriers, have poor grades or poor attendance, and frequently engage in disruptive 
behaviors (Schwab et al., 2016, p. 194). 


 


Instead, the literature search was modified to examine two specific themes: access to schools; 
and issues connected to small schools. 
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A. Access to Schools/the Admission Process 
A scan of the literature has shown that little study has been put into the school admissions 
process (alternative or otherwise) within Canada. In terms of the United States, they have 13 
different types of schools with various methods of admission (Flavin, 2016). Charter schools 
(requiring an application) and magnet schools (specializing in a certain area) would be most 
similar to alternative schools in the TDSB. Most of the literature refers to admissions processes 
for underachieving students to alternative schools. These processes include applying by choice 
(for educational purposes), mandatory assignment (for disciplinary purposes), and referrals (for 
therapeutic purposes). The following articles focus on the first admissions process where the 
students and their parents are choosing to apply by choice for educational programming. 


 
According to the literature, lotteries are the most prevalent form of admissions process other 
than standardized testing. In terms of equality, a randomized lottery ensures that there is no 
bias and every student has an equal chance of being selected. Many schools do variations of the 
randomized lottery, such as where children of staff or existing sibling enrolment will take 
precedent. Most studies found that a majority of students who do get admitted are White, but 
applications by White students are significantly higher than students of other racial 
backgrounds. Taking this into account, Hispanic and Black students were still grossly 
underrepresented in the enrolment at charter and magnet schools, with the exception of those 
schools that had desegregation or equity policies (Cullen et al, 2002; Kohn, 2012). 


 
Carpenter and Clayton (2016) examined a common enrolment system, which has a centralized 
process for school admissions. The centralized process allowed for parents to be more informed 
of the enrolment process and provided more information about available schools in one 
location. As with other selection processes, Black and Hispanic students had lower   
participation rates, compared to White students. 


 
B. Literature on Small Schools 
Examination of the “small school” literature came across a wide range of articles and directions. 
There were two key themes: that small size led (or did not lead) to higher achievement; and  
that smaller schools often had more positive relationships of students between themselves and 
with staff. 


 
Relationship to Achievement: Leithwood and Jantzi (2009) were most strongly supportive of 
the positive relationship to achievement. Looking at 57 post-2000 studies on the relationship  
to school size and student/organizational outcomes, they concluded that the weight of  
evidence “clearly favors smaller schools”.  Students who struggled at school or who were from 
more challenged social and economic backgrounds were the major beneficiaries of smaller 
schools. Darling-Hammond et al. (2006-07) is more circumspect about this relationship, noting 
that the evidence is “more mixed” and that influences on achievement appear to be connected 
with other elements of school design. Ravitz, 2010 also found that school design, as well as size 
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was important: teachers in ‘reform’ model schools reported the greatest number of cultural 
and institutional reforms, followed by teachers in other small schools. 


 
Part of the difficulty in making sense of this discussion has to do with a wide variety of 
definitions of “small”. For example, Leithwood and Jantzi (2009) caution that school sizes of 
heterogeneous student populations should be limited to 600 or fewer, while the size of more 
homogeneous populations could be at around 1,000 students. That describes the vast majority 
of TDSB regular schools; while most TDSB alternative schools have a population of below 200, 
and perhaps should be more accurately described as “very small” rather than “small” schools. 


 
More Positive Attitudes: Darling-Hammond et al. (2006-07) claim that more recent 
organizational studies “have illustrated that, to the extent size matters, it is because it can 
create conditions conducive to other relationships and opportunities more directly relevant to 
student attachment and learning” (p. 192). They advised that there is ‘no magic number’ that 
describes a perfectly sized school. Instead, there are conditions of learning that are more likely 
to be present in small schools, including: 


 
• mechanisms that personalize student-teacher relationships, so students are better 


known and supported; 
 


• a shared mission with emphasis on academic success, “that creates cohesiveness in the 
norms that this behaviour and in the context of the curriculum across grades and 
classes.” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2006-07, p. 193; see Dehuff 2013 for an example of 
this in a small K to 12 school). 


 
These appear to be conditions that are at the heart of the philosophy of alternative schools in 
the TDSB. 


 
C. TDSB Structured Pathways Report (Parekh, 2013) 
"Structured Pathways" (Parekh, 2013) has been widely circulated due to its discussion of 
streaming and special education, but it also had a section looking at alternative secondary 
schools and other school structures. There were two key findings of the report relevant here: 


 
• Secondary school students attending alternative schools were much more likely to be 


at-risk: they were twice as likely to be taking non-Academic courses in Grades 9 and 10, 
had much lower graduation rates, and much lower post-secondary access, compared to 
other TDSB students. This finding is similar to the outcomes of the most recent cohort 
study outlined in Part II of this report. 


 


• At the same time, students attending TDSB alternative schools had a sense of 
belonging that was much higher than other school structures - indeed 72% of students 
in alternative schools had a sense of belonging, a rate approximately the same as 
students attending Arts programs (see Parekh, 2013). 
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This sense of belonging seems to be at the core of personalizing the relationship of the student 
to the school emphasized by Darling-Hammond et al. (2006-07). A logical next step would be to 
examine student-school relationships of alternative schools in more detail; also to see if this 
finding is also seen in elementary schools. This will be done in Research Evaluation, examining 
information from the 2016-17 TDSB Student Census when it becomes available. 


 
Part V: Suggested Areas for Discussion/Recommendations and Next 


Steps 
 
A. Professional Development for TDSB Staff 
Participants in the Spring consultation were supportive of professional support for TDSB 
students, parents, and staff focusing on alternative schools. The Alternative Schools Review 
Committee might wish to examine these topics, with the intent of strengthening existing 
professional development existing in Alternative schools. These include (in no particular order): 


 
• issues around Mental Health; 


 


• Special Education - students with IEPs (issues and support) 
 


• meetings for alternative school staff to meet teachers/staff of other alternative schools 
 


• discussions of the vision/philosophy of the individual alternative school (including 
supply teachers) 


 


• raw information about alternative schools (demographics, post-secondary pathways, 
etc.) 


 


• helping parents understand options available 
 


• platforms are needed for advocates of alternative schools to discuss advantages with 
those who may not be familiar. 


 
B. Composition of Alternative and Mainstream Schools 
Analysis of the population of the elementary and secondary alternative schools has found that 
the two are almost entirely different in their composition: the elementary schools tend to have 
students who are from more socially advantaged backgrounds, while the secondary schools 
have students who are somewhat more socio-economically challenged, and much more at- 
risk. (There were some exceptions to this amongst both the elementary and secondary school 
panel). 


 
Given that the elementary and secondary alternative school populations are so different (and 
there is great variation even within panels), the Alternative Schools Advisory Committee should 
be cautious in undertaking any ‘one size fits all’ changes. 
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C. Progression 
Discussion in the consultation sessions looked at the possibility of a more integrated  
elementary and secondary alternative school system. This would be challenging in the current 
TDSB alternative school system. There is almost no continuity in terms of students progressing 
through alternative schools. Generally, most students in elementary alternative schools change 
schools between Grade 6 and Grade 7. For most of the students in secondary alternative 
schools, the alternative school is the second or third school attended.  At the present time, the 
TDSB alternative school system is an experience of relatively short duration for most students - 
often 1-3 years, out of the total public school timeframe of 14-15 years. 


 
That being said, the Committee might wish to explore options to see if it is possible for students 
to progress through the alternative school system for longer lengths of time. A physical campus 
of multiple alternative schools was one suggestion; other options could also be explored. 


 
D. Grade 9 Entry into Alternative Schools 
The challenge of ‘program of study’/pathways in secondary alternative schools was raised 
during the consultation sessions.  The Ontario system of having Grade 9-10 classes in either 
Academic, Applied, or Locally-developed, is a hurdle to providing open access to all students 
wishing to enter a secondary alternative school in their first year of secondary (Grade 9).  There 
is something of a chicken-and-egg tautology at present. Without the availability of a wide 
range of Grade 9 Academic and Applied courses, it is difficult for all students to directly enter a 
secondary alternative school directly from elementary. Yet, a) the very small size of secondary 
alternative schools, coupled with b) the reality that most secondary alternative schools cater to 
students in their second to fourth secondary year, restricts the ability to offer such a range of 
Grade 9 courses. 


 
Short of a change in the current Ontario program of study structure, or a change in the 
composition of secondary alternative schools, a way out of this contradiction is not easily 
apparent. 


 
E. Alternative School Demographics 
Consultation group discussions raised the general socio-economic advantage of alternative 
school students compared to other students. (Although it was difficult to clearly differentiate 
from the transcripts, it is probable that participants were referring more to the elementary, 
rather than secondary, alternative schools). However, since most students attending 
elementary alternative schools already live outside the immediate neighbourhood of the 
school, it is not clear that the physical location of the alternative school is, in itself, the deciding 
factor in attending an alternative school. Changing the socio-economic makeup of elementary 
alternative schools would require changes outside of the location of the school. 
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F. Locations of Alternative Schools 
There is however, the larger picture of where alternative schools are located. Generally the 
locations of alternative schools are closely related to practices of pre-amalgamation. The 
majority of alternative schools are located in the boundaries of the former Toronto Board, in 
East Scarborough, and northern North York (the Avondale schools). Once some of the issues 
previously mentioned are resolved, locating programs outside the current locations might be a 
useful step. 


 
G. Potential for Improvement 
Available research shows that schools that emphasize student-teacher relationships/support, 
and a shared mission/vision, are conditions that allow school improvement. Likewise, earlier 
TDSB research (Parekh 2013) has shown that TDSB secondary alternative schools tend to have a 
high sense of ‘belonging’. That being said, these are conditions for school improvement; they 
are not in themselves the cause of improvement. The varied nature of the TDSB alternative 
school system makes a clear link to improved achievement difficult, but the evidence of the 
potential for improvement exists. 


 
Next Steps 


 
 
1. Most of the students in TDSB elementary and secondary alternative schools completed the 


2016-17 TDSB Student Census (i.e., Grades 4 to 12).  This provides an opportunity to 
examine student attitudes and responses associated with belonging and student 
engagement, which we can link to our current information on TDSB alternative schools. 


 
2. Respondents repeatedly referred to the visions of individual alternative schools. It may be 


useful to put the visions/mission statements of all elementary and secondary schools into a 
matrix, to examine similarities, differences, and how the visions/missions may connect with 
other information. 
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