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When it comes to education, successive
Quebec governments have rarely been shy
to brag about their “investments.” Especially
in recent years, education has often been
one of the favourite themes of the various
political parties. Knowing that this file repre-
sents the second largest item in the prov-
ince’s budget, and that education spending
is expected to keep growing, two questions
arise: Is this growth sustainable, and is there
a way to do things differently?

SUSTAINABLE GROWTH?

From 2006 to 2016, while the number of stu-
dents in Quebec public schools fell by 3.6%,
total spending on education increased 14.1%,
accounting for inflation.” In other words, real
spending per student increased by 18.4% in ten
years.?

If the Department of Education was already
struggling to control costs while the number of
students was falling, it's easy to anticipate what
will happen when this number increases substan-
tially. Indeed, the arrival of new students implies
increased spending on infrastructure, staff, and
adapted resources, among other things.

The number of students has in fact started grow-
ing again since 2016, and the government’s
demographers estimate that it will increase
about another 7% over the next five years.3
Education spending will thus grow considerably.
And as shown in Figure 1, the government is ex-
pecting to have to add $1.7 billion to the in-
creases already budgeted for preschool, primary,
and secondary education over the next five
years, mainly in direct student services.* That's
not counting additional infrastructure spending,
which must be added to the total.

Figure 1
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Sources: Quebec Department of Education and Higher Education, Prévisions de I'effectif
étudiant au préscolaire, au primaire et au secondaire — Prévisions pour I'ensemble du
Québec, "Prévisions provinciales — version 2015,” November 12, 2015 (latest available data);
Finance Department, 2019-2020 Budget, Your Priorities, Your Budget — Budget Plan,
Government of Quebec, March 21, 2019; Institut de coopération pour I'éducation des
adultes, "Budget du Québec 2019 : De nouvelles perspectives pour I'éducation des adultes?”
April 4,2019.

Since we know that spending will increase and we are
constantly looking for ways to improve the quality of
education, it makes sense to ask ourselves if we can
come up with solutions that are more effective and less
expensive.

Thankfully, there are some good examples from else-
where in the world to guide us in designing our educa-
tion policies. Other countries have indeed addressed the
problems that concern us by implementing audacious
reforms to control spending all while improving student
outcomes. Quebec should learn from these experiences.
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IMPROVING QUALITY ALL WHILE

CONTROLLING SPENDING

A number of European countries allow a large
amount of freedom in the choice of schools by
funding different kinds of establishments, public
and private.® During the 1980s and 1990s, Chile
and Sweden also went down this path, adopt-
ing pragmatic reforms favouring competition
between schools,® to the benefit of students, as
well as a more efficient allocation of resources.

For example, in Sweden, there has existed since
1992 a “school voucher” system: Schools re-
ceive a certain amount for each student they
succeed in attracting.” This freedom of choice
means that public schools are in direct competi-
tion with one another. Administrators therefore
have an interest in improving, and in finding
new ways to satisfy the needs of students and
their parents, since these are free to choose an-
other school.

The creation of independent schools (managed
by the private sector) was also encouraged in
Sweden as another way of stimulating competi-
tion. Between 1993 and 2009, the number of in-
dependent schools exploded, going from 38 to
398.8 Education is still funded by government,
and independent schools must generally follow
the national curriculum. As with certain hospitals
in Sweden which are entirely funded by the gov-
ernment but managed by private companies,’
the incentives of private sector administrators
have encouraged a better allocation of resources.

The reform of the education sector in Sweden
led to a general improvement in the academic
performance of students, in addition to increas-
ing the number of university registrations and
the average number of years of study. Further-
more, over the decade following the reform,
students who attended an independent school
generally performed better than their public
school colleagues. Finally, the government also
succeeded in better controlling education
spending.'©

In many regions of Quebec, public schools (which
are exclusively managed by the government) are

quasi-monopolies and become parents’ default option.
Even when there are several public schools close together,
students are assigned to their neighbourhood school, un-
less an exemption is requested. There is no guarantee that
such an exemption will be granted, or renewed.

This very limited freedom of choice prevents competi-
tion from fully playing its role as the engine of innova-
tion. Given that parents cannot freely choose which
school their children attend, and that the money only
partly follows the student, school administrators and
school boards have less incentive to find ways to reduce
costs while also improving the quality of services offered,
even though some do succeed in managing their resour-
ces relatively well.

CONCLUSION

Encouraging competition between schools by adopting
a voucher system and by entrusting the administration of
certain public schools to the private sector would help
improve the quality of education and also promote bet-
ter cost control. If the Quebec government really wants
to make education a priority, this kind of reform would
improve the future prospects of our youths, all while pro-
viding greater freedom of choice.
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