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Uncertainty creates opportunity and the challenges this school district faces will 
hopefully be met with creative and encouraging solutions. The fact that we are a small 
district (and getting smaller) has, in part, made it difficult for us to respond to the 
financial challenges – past and present. However, the size of this district could also be 
seen as an asset; enabling us to be responsive and nimble as we meet the needs of 
students and of our communities.  
 
Indeed, most believe there is a direct connection between a healthy school system and a 
vibrant and sustainable community. This is evident by the passionate actions to protect 
schools when communities across our school district have seen them as threatened. It is 
important to be sure then that the needs of communities are also met and that the needs of 
one community do not supercede the needs of another. There are solutions that lie 
elsewhere. 
 
Certainly one reaction to declining enrollment is to downsize and there may be 
efficiencies to be gained from doing so. What should be foremost in our minds is that this 
contraction should not be at the expense of student learning or the needs of our respective 
communities. We need to keep in mind that it is the education of our children that should 
be first and foremost the task of our school district. While it is noble to try and protect 
jobs, whether they be CUPE, KCTU, or administrative, this is not the mandate of our 
education system. 
 
With this in mind, there are efficiencies that could be gained. Four day weeks, split 
classes and site based management are all worthy of consideration.  
 
A shortened week should be considered. Superintendent Jean Borsa indicated that other 
school districts that have chosen this route did not see a significant change in student 
achievement. However, if student achievement is maintained within each community 
whilst saving money, then this needs to be seen as a possible solution.  
 
To achieve equitable and manageable class sizes, elementary schools have been 
practicing split classes for years and students in this district have continued to achieve at 
a high level. This practice could also be implemented in the high schools. Already this is 
happening at RSS where multiple electives are taught in the same block of time and often 
off the timetable. The flexibility of this latter aspect often allows students to take 
additional classes which, in turn, increases the funding received per student. Online and 
self-paced learning opportunities within existing high schools should also be supported – 
again allowing for a more efficient use of a school’s teaching allocation. These practices 
should be allowed to expand throughout the district. 
 
Site based management should also be considered. This practice, when combined with 
reductions in the overall number of board office staff and trustees can lead to greater 



efficiencies by eliminating the multiple levels of administration that decisions need to go 
through. 
 
All of the solutions above have additional financial and educational benefits as well. Four 
day weeks can reduce the number of sick days by staff and TOC costs for sport teams on 
tournaments. Secondary split classes would increase the number of course choices for 
students. Site based management can engage and empower schools and communities. 
 
One area in common that the above solutions have is a need for our school district to 
think beyond traditional structures and ways of doing things. The world is changing and 
we need to consider how our education system will change with it. The underlying 
question should always be, “What does the best learning look like?” This is particularly 
important today. Solutions like those presented above also require a great deal of 
education of parents and communities so they are informed of the challenges, risks and 
rewards. 
 
If forecasted reductions are coordinated with other similarly affected stakeholders in our 
communities, then it makes sense to look at combining services. This is, in part, what the 
Neighbourhoods of Learning is trying to achieve. The school district needs to identify 
potential partner organizations that would mutually benefit from shared resources and 
services. Part of this partnership might involve coordination to pursue special funding 
that is available to communities on a variety of initiatives. Funding agencies are more 
likely to invest in communities that can show a wider impact from their investment.  
 
The school district also needs to realize that though it is a public education system it 
should not always act like one. There is competition for our students and the funding that 
goes with them. To ignore competition, or worse, to facilitate it, reduces the resources we 
have to deliver programs to students. We should make sure that students and families 
looking for alternatives, like French immersion and online courses, look first to their 
community school and second to their district. Sharing services and resources with 
competitive organizations is at a detriment to the overall health of our schools and 
communities and if we are to do so, it should only be at market value or the value 
reciprocated. Importantly, this is not to fault our community families for making these 
choices in the best interest of their children. That is the job of parents. We simply need to 
position the school district to provide the choices they are looking for. 
 
While many solutions deal with how to do more with less or at least maintain 
achievement, the school district should also look at ways that will increase enrolment. To 
say that declining enrolment is a demographic trend that is beyond our control is to admit 
dependency, and that is not a good thing. More and more jobs and careers are becoming 
mobile. Families are looking for healthy communities. We need to try to have them stop 
their searching here. The school district should partner with municipalities and businesses 
to make sure our district’s successes are widely known and facilitate our partners’ 
initiatives to attract investment, businesses, and workers. We should also look at 
programs that might be more attractive to families. Certainly some of the above 
suggestions will do that. Exploring special programs like the International Baccalaureate 



may also be in order. Specialized programs like the Academies at RSS or Hockey 
Academies may also attract families and students. 
 
An expanded International program would also gain by promoting these types of 
programs. The International Program has not nearly been allowed to reach it’s true 
potential. By promoting specialized niche programs in partnership with our communities 
could help ensure the sustainability of these programs for all students in the district. 
International students also bring a richness of culture and perspective to our schools. Of 
course, this initiative requires the school district to commit to a long term and realistic 
plan in order for it to be sustainable. This plan will have a cost and it may be wise to 
make a case with our community partners that this cost be shared. Noteworthy is the fact 
that school districts of a similar size and time in International programs have been 
significantly more successful with their programs because of a long term strategic plan 
and support.  
 
Naturally the district will need to look to a variety of areas to address these challenges. 
Facilities across the district will need equal scrutiny. We need to be sure that the engaged 
participation of  Rossland not be interpreted to mean a willingness to shoulder a 
disproportionate share of the burden. Rather, it could signal a community willing to 
embrace innovative solutions and pioneer a direction for the district well into the future. 
 
Again, I appreciate the opportunity to share my thoughts on this important initiative. 
 
Sincereley, 
 
Bernie Hofmann 


