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Since 1990, the participation rate in school 
board elections has fallen dramatically. 
Despite a warning from then-Education 
Minister Yves Bolduc that the participation 
rate would determine the future of school 
boards,1 only 5.54% of Quebecers voted 
during the 2014 elections (see Figure 1). 
The participation rate was higher in 
English school boards (16.88%) than in 
French ones, where the 5% threshold was 
not even reached (4.87%). In addition, 
over 40% of “elected” school board repre-
sentatives are appointed unopposed and 
without an election.2 Such participation 
levels show a lack of legitimacy for an in-
stitution that was designed to promote 
proximity between schools and their 
communities.

These most recent election results repre-
sented a golden opportunity to do away 
with this superfl uous institution in order to 
allow the emergence of more autonomous 
schools. In December 2015, the Quebec 
government introduced a bill that went in 
this direction.3 However, the new Education 
Minister, Sébastien Proulx, decided to 
drop the structural modifi cations and focus 
instead on academic success.4 Yet abolish-
ing school boards and entrusting schools 
with more autonomy would in fact pro-
mote the success of students.

ARE SCHOOL BOARDS NECESSARY?
School boards take care of many aspects of 
managing both teaching and non-teaching 
school staff (hiring, fi ring, evaluation, promo-
tion, etc.), ensure the maintenance of facilities, 

provide pedagogical support to staff, and organize 
school transportation operations. However, these activ-
ities could all be undertaken by autonomous schools 
themselves. In fact, there are cases in Quebec of schools 
doing without the support provided by school boards: 
the 342 schools within the private school network.5 
These schools each individually manage their own staff, 
pedagogical services, and facilities. In many of them, 
boards of administrators composed of staff members 
and members of the community supervise the school 
principals and their teams.6

The experience of private schools suggests that school 
boards are superfl uous. Defenders of school boards 
often retort that there are economies of scale in numer-
ous expenditures related to management or to bulk ex-
penses for necessary goods. Although these might exist, 
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Figure 1

Anemic participation rate in school board 
elections, 1987-2014

Sources: Chief Electoral Offi cer of Quebec, Les modifi cations proposées à la loi sur les 
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the evidence for economies of scale in educa-
tion is very thin.7 To be realized, economies of 
scale generally tend to require a one-size-fi ts-all 
approach to the production of services. Since 
many schools have unique clienteles, or specifi c 
orientations, they have unique needs that re-
quire fl exibility in terms of which services are 
rendered and how, including decisions about 
hiring teachers and evaluating them.8

Economies of scale are therefore not a strong 
argument for school boards, because they are 
not automatic. Moreover, the realization of the 
relevant economies of scale does not require 
school boards. When it is more effi cient for 
them to do so, independent schools can associ-
ate in order to make bulk acquisitions or hire 
specialized human resources without the need 
for a school board. Private schools do so al-
ready on a voluntary basis.

ARE SCHOOL BOARDS BENEFICIAL?
In the absence of school boards, schools would 
be free to use the teaching materials they con-
sider most appropriate, and to manage the re-
sources available to them in the manner best 
suited to meeting their pupils’ particular needs. 
Ideally, they would also face the possibility of 
parents transferring their children, and the cor-
responding public funding, to another school.9 
This combination of autonomy and accountabil-
ity yields the best results.

There is an extensive literature documenting 
the benefi ts of such an approach in terms of 
student performance and continuation on to 
post-secondary education.10 There are also im-
portant benefi ts in terms of soft skills that are 
harder to measure. Soft skills are social attrib-
utes learned in order to interact effi ciently with 
other individuals. They are highly correlated 
with later life outcomes like a lower risk of un-
employment and a higher income.11
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An approach based on autonomy and accountability 
thus leads to long-run benefi ts that have an impact on 
other socio-economic outcomes.12 In addition, when 
such an approach is pursued, it elicits greater involve-
ment on the part of parents and local communities.13 
School boards may well prevent the full materialization 
of these benefi ts.

It is important to realize that school autonomy is an im-
portant step toward the goal of greater academic suc-
cess. The results of the 2014 elections confi rmed that 
school boards lack legitimacy, which should have provid-
ed a suffi cient impetus for reform. Unfortunately, the 
government has missed this opportunity to improve 
school autonomy and accountability. There are, however, 
still two years before the next school elections.


