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CAN COMMUNITY HUBS FILL THE VOIDS
LEFT BY CLOSED PUBLIC SCHOOLS?

FOUR RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ONTARIO

SUMMARY

Public schools across Ontario are being
permanently closed at unprecedented
rates. While the impacts of school
closures on communities have not been
comprehensively studied in Canada, the
loss of a public school undoubtedly leaves a
void in the community left behind.
Co-locating schools with community
hubs is a novel strategy for helping
school boards overcome the costs of
their 'surplus space’, whilst ensuring
that these assets stay in the public
domain. For such a strategy to be viable
however, greater support is needed from
the provincial government. We offer four
recommendations for supporting the
creation of community hubs in Ontario.

RESUME

La fermeture définitive d'écoles publiques
de 'Ontario se produit a un rythme sans
précédent. Méme si les répercussions des
fermetures d'écoles sur les collectivités
n'ont pas fait lobjet d'une étude compléte
au Canada, la perte d'une école publique
laisse sans aucun doute un vide dans la
collectivité touchée. Faire cohabiter les
écoles et les carrefours communautaires
constitue une stratégie inédite pour aider
les conseils scolaires a surmonter les
colts de leur «surplus d'espace», tout en
garantissant que ces biens demeurent dans
le domaine public. Cependant, pour qu'une
telle stratégie soit viable, il est nécessaire
que le gouvernement provincial fournisse
un soutien plus important. Nous proposons
quatre recommandations pour appuyer la
création de carrefours communautaires

en Ontario.

n this paper, we explore the issue of school

closures, an issue that is “high profile,

high impact, contentious and increasingly

common in Ontario’s communities” (Irwin &
Seasons, 2012, p.46). While this paper is
scoped to the Ontario school closure context,
closures are evident throughout Canada.
Between 2009 and 2012, 172 elementary and
secondary schools in Ontario were closed
(P4E, 2009). Between 2012 and 2015, 125
were slated for closure, with a further 142
under review (P4E, 2012). In British Columbia,
249 elementary and secondary schools have
closed since 2002 (BCTF, 2016).

School closures are typically triggered
by under-enrolment, which is caused by
demographic changes as well as migration to
urban and suburban areas (P4E, 2009; P4E,
2008). According to Statistics Canada, the
number of students in Canada’s elementary
and secondary schools will have declined
by as much as 500,000 between 2008 and
2023 (P4E, 2008). In Ontario, the restrictive
per-pupil funding model (Irwin, 2012) as well
as dramatic cuts in provincial funding for
education (P4E, 2012) has left boards with
no options for subsidizing schools that are
smaller, in more remote areas, and/or not
operating at full capacity. Coupled with rising
operating and maintenance costs of aging
school infrastructure, school boards are often
left with no other option but to close a school.

While the short- and long-term impacts
of public school closures on neighbourhoods
have evaded scrutiny in Canada, education
and planning scholars and practitioners have
long argued that schools are key public assets
that build community cohesion (Perry, 1929;
Valencia, 1984; Seaman, 2015). As such, it is
reasonable to expect, and a handful of studies
have demonstrated (Kearns et al., 2009; Witten
etal, 2001; Autti & Hyry-Beihammer, 2014),
that permanent closures of these institutions
can undermine community cohesion,
which could trigger and/or accelerate
neighbourhood decline and disinvestment.
These threats are particularly worrisome,

given that closures are more common in small
towns and rural communities in which the
school was the anchor (Oncescu & Giles, 2012),
and in inner-city communities that have often
endured other forms of state withdrawal and
disinvestment in the preceding years (Basu,
2004; Irwin & Seasons, 2012).

In March 2015, the Province of Ontario
published the Community Hubs Strategic
Framework (Government of Ontario, 2015), which
is intended to adapt existing public properties to
become community hubs. Community hubs are
designed to function as a central access point
for a range of needed health and social services,
and as gathering places to facilitate community
growth. No two hubs are alike, as each
provides a variety of services, programs and
activities reflecting the needs of the immediate
community. The goal of the Framework is to
identify barriers to the implementation of hubs
in Ontario, so that greater coordination can
be achieved across government bodies and
programs. Additionally, the Framework works
towards providing community-focused service
delivery in places such as closed schools
(Government of Ontario, 2015).

In 2016, we explored the potential of Ontario’s
community hub initiative to address the threats
to neighbourhood livability that are posed by the
permanent closure of public schools (Cranston,
2017). To that end, we conducted key informant
interviews with employees at existing community
hubs in Ontario, and with members of the
Premier’s Advisory Group on community hubs.
We also reviewed the Ministry of Education’s
Accommodation Review Guidelines [MoE, 2006)
and Community Planning and Partnerships
Guidelines (MoE, 2015), and Ontario Regulation
444/98 of the Education Act (Government of
Ontario, 2010). Through this research, we
discovered that one viable method to address
the impacts of school closures, while enabling
more coordinated service delivery, is to
co-locate schools and hubs within the same
building. A co-location model would take the
onus of building operation and maintenance
off of school boards, and would allow more
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small schools in Ontario to remain open.
Furthermore, reimagining community

hubs to include operational schools would
make the publically owned infrastructure
inclusive and beneficial for all members of

a community, rather than just for students.
At this time, however, a lack of coordinated
planning and policy makes the creation

of hubs a difficult and timely process, and
prevents closed or threatened schools from
transforming efficiently into hubs. Until other
frameworks or more concrete policy exists
to support the conversion of school buildings
into hubs, saving publically owned assets for
conversion into hubs remains a complex and
challenging issue. Based on our analysis,

we offer four recommendations to guide the
creation of community hubs to address the
threats posed by school closures in Ontario.

RECOMMENDATION 1:

Create a provincial lead for community hubs
The siloed, fragmented nature of the
provincial planning system is a major barrier
to the creation of more community hubs

in Ontario. As stated in the Framework
(Government of Ontario, 2015), there needs
to be a provincial lead for community hubs to
be successful. The lead would sit above and
work across ministries, to make planning for
hubs more cohesive and less complicated.
Structural realignment of resources and
accountabilities would be required across
ministries to ensure effectiveness of the role
(Government of Ontario, 2015). Knowing that
ministries cannot act alone on the issue of
community hubs, a provincial leadership
role, and a full review of ministries’
accountability and fiscal plans, are required
immediately to facilitate the introduction of
more hubs (Government of Ontario, 2015).

RECOMMENDATION 2:

Move towards municipal

ownership of school buildings

Under the current funding model, surplus
space is a liability for school boards. In some
cases, Ontario municipalities could assume
ownership of schools that provide considerable
value to the neighbourhoods in which they
are situated, but are too expensive to be
maintained by the local board. Debt finance
acquisition would allow municipalities to begin
to take ownership of local school buildings.
Lease rates for space inside the hub would
be determined through the municipality’s
asset management plan. In this instance, the
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IT IS REASONABLE TO EXPECT THAT

THE LOSS OF A PUBLIC SCHOOL, HOWEVER
UNDER-ENROLLED, LEAVES AVOID IN THE
COMMUNITY LEFT BEHIND.

municipality would lease the space necessary
for education delivery to the local school board,
and the ‘surplus space’ to other community
partners. With time, the revenue generated
from leasing agreements would allow the
building to become fiscally self-sufficient,
with the municipality incurring general
maintenance and operation costs. This model
makes efficient use of space that was once
surplus and underutilized, and saves important
publically owned infrastructure for community
benefit. Furthermore, this model takes the
onus of building operation off of school boards,
and better connects municipalities to their
infrastructure and community needs.

RECOMMENDATION 3:

Create a framework to measure

the socioeconomic benefit of a school
Currently, there exists no framework to
measure the socioeconomic benefit of
schools for a local community. Such a
framework is necessary to recognize schools
as unique elements of public infrastructure;
a place that facilitates the delivery of
education but also determines the quality of
the local community. To ensure processes
and planning are more reflective of the
value of public properties to communities,
there needs to be greater communication

of existing properties that are underutilized
or no longer needed for their original use
(Government of Ontario, 2015). A framework
that measures socioeconomic benefit could
help decide when sale of a school at fair
market value may not align best with public
interests, and whether the economic and
community benefits warrant an investment
on the part of the government for property
acquisition (Government of Ontario, 2015).

RECOMMENDATION 4:

Retrofit existing schools

to protect student safety

A major barrier for the co-location of
education and community hub services is
student safety. The intermittent nature of

service delivery makes it challenging to

know who is in a building at any given time,
which directly challenges school boards’
responsibility to protect student safety.
Furthermore, the Community Planning and
Partnership Guideline [MoE, 2015) implies that
co-location of education and other services
should take place in newly constructed facilities
that separate the uses. If the Province wants
to maintain and upgrade their existing public
infrastructure, attention and funding must be
prioritized to upgrade existing schools with
greater student safety measures [should the
school and hub be co-locating in the same
building). The Province, local municipalities
and school boards should re-evaluate their
accountability and fiscal plans to provide funding
to assist with retrofits, so existing building
stock can be repurposed and maintained for
community benefit. Student safety is a primary
reason why school boards guard their territory
defensively; if the Province desires the
co-location of hub and education services, it

is important that the provincial government
budget for such retrofits.

In conclusion, public schools across Ontario
are being permanently closed at unprecedented
rates. While the impacts of school closures on
communities have not been comprehensively
studied in Canada, it is reasonable to expect
that the loss of a public school, however under-
enrolled, leaves a void in the community left
behind. Co-locating schools with community
hubs is a novel strategy for helping school
boards overcome the costs of their 'surplus
space’, while ensuring that these assets stay
in the public domain. For such a strategy to
be viable however, greater support is needed
from the provincial government in Ontario, and
we offer four recommendations accordingly.
The time is now for more creative thinking
and greater flexibility in planning, before these

valuable community assets are gone forever.

Sarah Cranston, MPL, graduated from the
Department of Geography and Planning at
Queen’s University in 2017. She currently
works as a Development Planner at Halton
Region, in Oakville Ontario.



Patricia Collins, PhD, is an Associate
Professor in the Department of Geography and
Planning at Queen’s University. She is a healthy
community-planning researcher, and one of
her current areas of interest is on the impacts
of school closures on neighbourhood livability.

References

Autti, 0. and Hyry-Beihammer, E. K. (2014). School
closures in rural Finnish communities. Journal of
Research in Rural Education, 29(1), 1.

Basu R. [2004). The rationalization of neoliberalism
in Ontario’s public education system, 1995-2000.
Geoforum, 35(5), 621-34.

BCTF. (2016). School Closures. Vancouver, BC: British
Columbia Teachers’ Federation. Retrieved from
https://bctf.ca/data.cfm?page=SchoolClosures

Cranston, S. (2017). School Closures & Community
Hubs: Examining Livability in Ontario through School
Closures and the Community Hub Framework.
Kingston, ON: Department of Geography and
Planning, Queen’s University. Retrieved from https://
gspace.library.queensu.ca/handle/1974/15405

Government of Ontario. (2010). Ontario Regulation

444/98: Disposition of Surplus Real Property.
In, Ontario Education Act. (2010, 0.Reg.363/10).
Retrieved from Service Ontario e-Laws website
http://www.elaws.gov.on.ca/html/regs/english/
elaws_regs_980444_e.htm

Government of Ontario. (2015). Community Hubs
in Ontario: A Strategic Framework and Action
Plan. Toronto: The Premier’s Community Hubs
Framework Advisory Group, Queen'’s Printer
for Ontario. Retrieved from https://www.
ontario.ca/page/community-hubs-ontario-
strategic-framework-and-action-plan

Irwin, B. and Seasons, M. (2012). School closure
decision-making processes: Problems
and prospects. Canadian Journal of Urban
Research, 21(2), 45.

Kearns, R., Lewis, N., McCreanor, T., and Witten,
K. (2009). The status quo is not an option:
Community impacts of school closures in
South Taranaki, New Zealand. Journal of Rural
Studies, 25(1), 131-140.

MoE. (2006). Pupil Accommodation Review
Guidelines. Toronto: Ministry of Education,
Government of Ontario. Retrieved from
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/
reviewGuide.pdf

MoE (2015). Community Planning and
Partnership Guideline. Toronto: Ministry
of Education, Government of Ontario.
Retrieved from http://edu.gov.on.ca/eng/
funding/1516/2015B9appenBEN.pdf

Oncescu, J. and A. R. Giles (2012). Changing
relationships: the impacts of a school's
closure on rural families. Leisure/Loisir, 36(2),
107-126.

Are you planning for

accessibility?

With 1 in 5 Canadians expected to have
a disability by 2036, accessibility is more

important than ever.

The new RHF Accessibility Certification,

P4E. (2008). Declining Enrollment in Ontario
Schools. Toronto, ON: People for Education.
Retrieved from http://www.peopleforeducation.
ca/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/Declining-
Enrolment-2008.pdf

P4E. (2009). School Closings and Declining Enrolment
in Ontario. Toronto, ON: People for Education.
Retrieved from http://www.peopleforeducation.
ca/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/Annual-Report-
on-Ontario-Schools-2009.pdf

P4E. (2012). Declining Enrolment/School Closings.
Toronto, ON: People for Education. Retrieved
from http://www.peopleforeducation.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2012/05/declining-enrolment-
early-release-2012.pdf

Perry, C. (1929). The neighborhood unit: A scheme
of arrangement for the family life community. In
Regional Plan Association, A Regional Plan for
New York and Its Environs, vii., New York: 1929.

Seaman, M. (2015). New Life for Old Schools:
Community, health and heritage- and the closing
of histaric schools. Municipal World, 125(2), 19-22.

Valencia, R.R. (1984). The school closure issue and
the Chicano community: a follow-up study of the
Los Angeles case. Urban Review, 16(1), 145-163.

Witten, K., T. McCreanor, R. Kearns and L.
Ramasubramanian. (2001). The impacts of a
school closure on neighbourhood cohesion:
narratives from Invercargill, New Zealand.
Health & Place, 7,307-317."

in partnership with the Canadian
Standards Association, rates and
certifies venues and trains professionals
to create inclusive communities.

Learn more at rickhansen.com

[ 4
Rick Hansen C
Foundation

Accessibility Certification

FALL - AUTOMNE 2017 | PLAN CANADA 43




