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Mr. Jonson: Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and good evening everybody here at the table at this committee meeting. I'd like to make some comments about the overall direction for education in Alberta and then answer as many questions as possible. The remarks that I will make this evening are, I think, going to be somewhat shorter than the allotted number of minutes, but I've endeavoured to provide to members of the Assembly information on our budget at least as it applies to their area of the province. Therefore I think that I'd certainly like to make points on some really essential items of our estimates.

Before proceeding with that, I'd like to introduce members of my staff that are here today. Seated on my left is Gary Zatko, assistant deputy minister in charge of money. I think it's financial planning, but that's what we're dealing with tonight. Also we've got Jeff Olson and Gary Baron seated right here on my right. These people have laboured long and hard in terms of our overall funding framework and the budget that is before you.

Mr. Chairman, two years ago, when I released our first three-year business plan for Education, I said that education in Alberta faced many challenges, challenges driven by changing societal structures and expectations, by rapidly changing technology, and by our province's fiscal realities. Over the past two years we have developed an education system with the task that they provide our students with the skills, knowledge, and attitudes that they will require to succeed in the 21st century.
Today we have an education system that provides the opportunity for more meaningful involvement in education decision-making through school councils and school-based decision-making. In our budget estimates for this year we have provided some support for that, but through our school- based decision-making and school councils, trustees, parents, and the local community are working together to make decisions that impact education. The result is and I believe it will be in the future that these are better decisions and decisions that will better reflect local priorities and will better meet local student needs.

Our education system today, Mr. Chairman, also offers greater choice in education programs, education learning environments, and education delivery methods. Charter schools and alternative school programs are examples of how public school boards are addressing the needs of their students. With the implementation of the funding framework all students, no matter where they reside in Alberta, have access to a quality education and a fair share of education resources. No longer do the opportunities for an Alberta student depend on the wealth of the local tax base.
Today's education system is becoming more open and accountable to Albertans. Alberta's school boards and schools are providing more and better information to students, parents, and local communities. What we are trying to achieve: how schools are performing against other achievement standards. They're also receiving I think better information about how well our students are meeting standards set for any expectations.
We've focused, Mr. Chairman, our education dollars on the classroom, with a much greater proportion of education spending going directly to improve the quality of education and less spent on the administration of the system. Throughout our education restructuring we have had to adapt some very fundamental changes to the traditional ways of governing, funding, and delivering education. All stakeholders throughout the education system, including Alberta Education, have had to look at better and more efficient ways of meeting their obligations. Our goal is and continues to be improving student learning by developing a stronger, more focused, and more efficient education system.

Mr. Chairman, as you and members here are all aware, part of the change in our education system was a reduction in overall education spending. That reduction amounts to about 4.3 percent of total education spending between 1992-93 and 1996-97. Those reductions were difficult for the education system because of course we do have a client base where we cannot reduce the numbers. We serve all students in this province. In Education we made a deliberate decision to carry out our spending reductions in the first two years of our business plan. These reductions are now essentially behind us. They are behind us; we won't use that adjective. They are behind us, and there will be no further cuts to classroom funding.

In the coming fiscal year, 1996-97, we will be building on our achievements and progress of the past two years and continuing our efforts to provide the best possible education for all Alberta students at a cost this province can afford. In 1996-97 we'll be spending $2.699 billion on education, including about $1.15 billion from the Alberta school foundation fund and $1.55 billion from provincial general revenues. When we add in the $1.64 million that will be spent from education property taxes through opted-out, separate school boards, the total spending on education in 1996-97 will be $2.863 billion, an increase of $18 million over 1995-96.

I think that overall, Mr. Speaker - sorry I've got trouble. I used to be Chairman of Committees. 
[…]

I won't respond. Pardon me, Mr. Chairman.

Also I think it's important to note, Mr. Chairman, that in addition to the overall additional increase in terms of our estimates of $18 million, we will also in terms of our best estimates - and I think we are quite confident of those - within the overall expenditure targets be directing an additional $63 million to student instruction because of the direction that we've taken to reduce administrative expenditures and reduce in other areas.

Mr. Chairman, we did - and I think it is known to members of the committee - make some cautious areas of reinvestment as a government. One was the restoration from $850 per child to $1,182 per child for ECS to restore funding of the 400-hour basic ECS program, and we also of course restored the transportation funding. Also contained - not in this particular budget, but I think it should be noted - is some $45 million from the provincial government to be directed over a three-year period to information technology integration and enhancement across the province.
Another feature of this particular budget, Mr. Chairman, is that we have I think quite effectively, although I know there are issues and concerns in some parts of the province, over our original budget projections increased capital funding some $50 million over our previous three-year plan. We intend to follow through with that in the following two years. That I think and I'm quite confident is meeting the essential new construction and modernization needs across the province. As well we have in a considerable way enhanced what's called the building quality restoration program, which deals with support to school boards in terms of maintenance and operations and so forth.

I'd like to just make a couple of other specific comments and then conclude. We certainly, Mr. Chairman, are continuing with our policy of funding enrollment, which we announced right at the beginning of our restructuring process. We are also certainly continuing with our cap and controls on administrative spending, and that is factored in and included in the budget that is before you.

I'd like to make two other points. One is that certainly Alberta Education, the department that I work with every day, has not been at all immune from the demands of budget reductions. In fact the department will be reduced by $17 million, or 32 percent of its budget, and by 214 positions, or 31 percent of its staff allocation, over the period of time we're talking about here.

Also I'd just like to briefly comment on the effect of education spending relative to the property tax in the province. Yes, we have pooled property tax revenue, except for the opted-out school boards, into the Alberta school foundation fund, and in so doing, we have been able to, modestly mind you - when you start adding it up across the province, it gets into many millions of dollars. The 1996 rate of 7.12 mills on equalized assessment will be down from the 1995 rate of 7.29 mills, so we're on target in keeping with our commitment as far as property tax rate reduction is concerned. Mr. Chairman, just by way of another comment, I have a line of statistics here which indicates that 295 of the 375 municipalities in the province will in fact drop in terms of their overall mill rate requirement.

I'd just like to complete my remarks by indicating that we've made some fundamental and I think very positive changes in terms of restructuring the education system. In the year ahead we are going to be focusing on those items which I think have more to do with the maintaining of standards, maintaining of quality programs and improving them. We're looking at our teaching quality paper. We'll be looking at our strategic plan for information technology, our PD consortium, and a number of other modest but I think very important initiatives towards improving education quality in the province.

I'll stop at that point, Mr. Chairman, and invite questions. This evening, since the question was raised by an hon. member a few minutes ago - I hope this doesn't influence the questioning; I'm not trying to inhibit anybody - if there are specific items that we don't get to in the responses, we'll certainly provide a follow-up and answer those specific financial questions as we did last year.

