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Introduction 
 
Each year, Vancouver School District staff work to obtain input and feedback on the 
preparation of the next fiscal year’s budget. This year, an online engagement tool was selected 
to obtain community input to help ensure a wide variety of perspectives are shared with the 
Vancouver School Board. The tool, Ethelo, provides a dynamic engagement experience where 
participants are able to frequently visit, record their level of support for resource allocation and 
sources as well as have an interactive exchange with others via open comments. With an eye to 
removing barriers to participation, no component was mandatory, enabling individuals to 
provide information as they wished. This practice is intended to be open, welcoming and low 
demand for participants.  
 
In addition to a survey to obtain demographic information of participants, the online 
engagement gauged support for additional areas the Board may wish to consider funding along 
with possible funding sources. Participants were able to provide open-ended comments to each 
spending area as well as each funding source area provided. Participants were also asked to 
share their comments about what equity means to them, and, with that in mind, how they 
would like to see the District prioritize spending. 
 
The online engagement was open from April 9 to April 30, 2019 and was heavily promoted via 
the District website, social media channels and two messages sent via email to families of 
students (approximately 75,000 email addresses).  
 
Feedback and Analysis Summary 
 
Throughout the online engagement period, there were nearly 2,600 unique visits to the tool 
with approximately 500 people electing to take part. Participants were free to complete any/all 
portions of the engagement (i.e. no mandatory fields).Participants, should they wish, were able 
to provide comments which were publicly visible for all visitors and participants. The intention 
of such a set up was to provide all those wishing to share input the ability to do so and have 
that input recognized and shared as the Board as it considers the 2019-2020 school year 
budget. Results from the engagement indicate this was indeed achieved with nearly 1,000 
comments provided in total.  
 
Survey Results: 
More than 500 participants completed the survey section which provided demographic 
information. The majority of respondents indicated their child/children are enrolled in the 
English K-12 stream.    
 
 



 

 

 
 
(NOTE The left axis reads from top to bottom as: Parent/guardian or relative, staff member of the VSB, 
student and member of the broader community). 
 
Of those participants who indicated they are a parent/guardian or relative of a child or children 
who attend VSB school, the majority have one child or more attending an elementary school, as 
illustrated in the “School Level” chart below.  
 

 
(NOTE The left axis reads from top to bottom: a student of an elementary school, a student of a secondary 
school, students attending both an elementary and secondary school, not applicable) 
 
In addition, participants were asked about their child/children’s enrolment in programs. The 
“Student Enrolment” chart below illustrates 46 per cent of respondents did not have their 
child/children in any of the specified categories of enrolment. 
 



 

 

 
(NOTE The left axis reads top to bottom: None of the above, a student enrolled in a choice program, not 
applicable, a student who receives special education supports, a student enrolled in the Vancouver Learning 
Network, a student is home-schooled). 
 
Based on the demographic information provided by participants, although there is not an equal 
representation compared to actual student enrolment throughout the District, each of the 
categories indicate there is a good cross-section of the Vancouver School Board’s various school 
and learning communities. Elementary enrolment is the largest within the District and the 
largest identified participant group were parents/guardians and relatives of elementary 
families. Participants who identified as parents/guardians and relatives of student enrolled in 
District programs was significantly larger than the percentage of students enrolled in those 
programs. Therefore, this group can be viewed as highly engaged. There was a lower 
representation of participants who identified as parents/guardians and relatives of children 
receiving special needs support compared to the District’s student information records. 
Interestingly, the percentage of people who identified as parents/guardians and relatives of 
students who are home-schooled is equal to the District’s enrolment information for that group 
of students. Therefore, the input received from the online engagement participants represents 
a wide variety of perspectives that align with the District’s school and learning communities. 
 
Participants’ Preferences to funding areas and funding sources 
 
Participants were provided with information outlining the annual budget development process, 
and the allocation of percentages of the annual budget spent (student instruction/direct 
support, operations/maintenance & transportation and District administration), noting that a 
small portion is discretionary. Participants were then asked to provide their level of support, 
should funding be available, for several potential budget proposals to help inform the Board’s 
consideration. Of those people who participated, there is clear support for allocating funds to 
items that directly impact students in the classroom and their learning. Consistent with that 
expressed desire, is the preference that funding sources not be drawn from areas that would 
impact students.  
 



 

 

 
 
Funding Options 
Respondents indicated their preference to dedicate funding, should it be available, to areas 
that impact students directly. Based on participants’ responses, there are three levels of 
support with decreasing preference as follows (most to least supported):  

1) Funds for direct student learning/support and classrooms (mental health & wellness, 
school supplies and equipment) were most preferred. 

2) Funds for staffing (teacher mentors, diversity/anti-racism position) and replacement 
of aging furniture were secondary preferences. 

3) Funding for staff to increase additional enrolment of international students was 
least preferred.  
 

 
 
Funding Sources 
Participants were then presented with information noting that the draft preliminary budget is 
an initial early version and there may be changes before it is adopted by the Board. Because a 
balanced budget must be passed by law, if costs are added to the 2019-2020 school year 
budget, funding must be found from other areas to offset those additional costs. Participants 
were then asked to indicate their level of support to find funds from specific areas, should 
items be added to the draft budget.   
 



 

 

For the most part, participants supported using surplus funds from prior year(s). Although there 
was not great disapproval for any of the options presented, the option of generating additional 
funds through grants, donations and partnerships was the least supported option. 
 
 

   
 
 
 
Equity in Education and Prioritization of Spending 
 
The concept of equity in education is often discussed at the Board of Education public 
meetings, during committee meetings, amongst the District’s stakeholder groups as well as by 
staff. In an effort to broaden the public discourse and provide the Board with support in 
applying an equity lens for budgetary decisions, the online engagement sought participants’ 
thoughts about equity in education, and, based on that how they would like to see spending 
prioritized.  
 
Equity in Education 
This portion of the online engagement was presented within the context of the VSB 2021 
Strategic Plan as well as two definitions of equity in education.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Nearly 170 comments were provided to the question asking participants what “equity in 
education” means to them. Although there were many varying phrases within respondents’ 
responses, many common concepts, expectations and hopes where shared. These include that:  



 

 

• All students are supported; 
• All students have access to services addressing barriers (i.e. socio-economic, 

race, gender, neighbourhood); and 
• Students’ learning styles and interests be more fully met. 

 
Many participants provided comments specifically mentioning students with special needs. 
However, while most of those comments urge additional supports for those students, others 
noted a need to not forget that other students’ needs must also be accounted for in the 
publicly-funded education system. 
 
The following wordle illustrates the most common words provided by participants in their 
response to the open ended question. The size of words and colour indicated the frequency of 
use in comments (Size key: larger to smaller = frequency; colour key: greatest to least = green, 
orange, purple.) 
 

 
An equity lens on spending prioritization 
More than 120 comments were shared by participants indicating how they wished spending to 
be prioritized with an equity lens. Special education supports by way of staff additions 
(including School and Student Support Assistants, teachers and counsellors) and staff training 
were common preferences. There were also many comments about direct support for 
classroom teachers, hiring more staff as well as ensuring fine arts programming, including 
music, be given priority. Another theme evident in the comments was a desire for increased 
support for students from underprivileged/socio-economically challenging circumstances 
(including nutrition programs, access to enriched learning experiences, extra-curricular 



 

 

activities, etc.). There was also a related theme indicating participants perceive a funding divide 
between east and west-side schools in Vancouver (including Parent Advisory Committee 
fundraising ability) and that should this divide be addressed. There were several comments that 
urged an “equal” distribution of the budget to all schools.   
 
The following wordle illustrates the most common words provided by participants in their 
responses to the open ended question. The size of words and colour indicated the frequency of 
use in comments (Size key: larger to smaller = frequency; colour key: greatest to least = dark 
blue to light blue.) 
  

 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
As nearly 2,600 people visited the online engagement tool, there was clear awareness of this 
year’s online budget consultation. Last year, 1,800 respondents access the budget survey (a flat 
survey tool which does not track the number of unique visits to the tool). Because these tools 
are vastly different in their form and functionally, a direct year-to-year comparison is not 
available. However, based on input from the previous year, effort was made to provide a more 
engaging and interactive format for participants as well as provide greater ability to share open-
ended comments. Although a higher participation rate was envisioned, the fact that slightly 
more than 500 people participated may be indicative of another status quo budget without 



 

 

large cuts (negative budgeting scenarios typically receive greater engagement participation in 
all sectors).   
 
The input received from the online engagement participants represents a wide variety of 
perspectives. Based on participants’ indication of support for areas to allocate and source funds 
as well as their comments about equity and considering how the District should prioritize 
spending, the results should provide the Board of Education with ample context of the public’s 
will when considering the 2019-2020 budget. Together with the input from delegations and 
stakeholder groups, the online engagement exercise provides another avenue to gauge the 
public’s wishes, expectations and hopes with respect to the District’s budget.   




