
ECONOMIC 
NOTES

Alberta stands at the forefront of educational 
choice in Canada, with a robust and varied land-
scape of publicly funded K-12 options. There are 
public schools, separate (Catholic) schools, 
francophone schools, and charter schools, offer-
ing Alberta families a range of educational 
alternatives.1 Alberta is the only Canadian prov-
ince to allow charter schools, which have 
greater autonomy than traditional public 
schools and an explicit mandate to deliver 
innovative, high-quality education tailored to 
needs not otherwise met within the system.2

Fuelled by surging demand, charter school 
growth has accelerated in both number and 
enrolment in recent years. However, supply 
struggles to keep pace, with long waitlists 
and lottery systems for admission.3 With 
more and more Alberta families seeking 
access to these innovative educational 
opportunities, the province’s education 
policy needs to catch up. 

EDUCATIONAL CHOICE AND CHARTER 
SCHOOLS
Alberta’s education system is grounded in 
principles that emphasize market-driven 
approaches. In the preamble to the Education 
Act, there is an explicit affirmation of choice 
in a pluralistic system and of the importance 
of fostering an entrepreneurial spirit, adapt-
ability, risk-taking, and bold decision-making.4 
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Deliberately included in the system is the 
charter school option.5 

Charter schools are autonomous, operating 
independently of local school boards.6 They 
are required to deliver the Alberta curricu-
lum, but “in an innovative or enhanced way 
to improve student learning and contribute 
to educational choice.”7 As such, these 
schools offer unique educational programs, 
not available in other public schools, that 
respond to specific learning needs or stem 
from alternative pedagogical philosophies.8 

They are increasingly popular in Alberta, with 
enrolment growth in charter schools across 
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the province far outpacing 
that in other publicly funded 
schools over the past five 
years. From 2019-2020 to 
2024-2025, public school 
enrolment grew by 8.8%, sep-
arate school enrolment by 
8.5%, and francophone school 
enrolment by 10.6%. Mean-
while, charter schools saw a 
substantial 55.3% increase in 
enrolment (see Figure 1). This 
is admittedly in part an arti-
fact of the small starting 
point, as the proportion of 
students who attended char-
ter schools in the province 
during this period increased 
from 1.4% to 2.0% overall.9 

Nonetheless, this modest but 
real growth in market share 
does not fully reflect the 
increased demand for charter 
school education. Indeed, 
many schools have adopted 
lottery-based admissions in 
an effort to manage oversub-
scription.10 As demand con-
tinues to exceed available spaces, waitlists 
have grown in most schools, limiting families’ 
ability to access their preferred educational 
options. 

In the 2023-2024 school year, there were over 
20,000 students on waitlists for admission to 
charter schools in just three of the 19 charter 
authorities then operating11 (see Figure 2). 
Data from the remaining 16 charter author-
ities was not publicly available or accessible 
for this period, suggesting that many more 
students are on waitlists in the province.12 

The lack of standardized waitlist data for 
Alberta’s charter schools is itself noteworthy. 
Some schools roll over waitlists year after 

year, for instance, while others do not. Some 
only accept applications once children are 
school-aged, while others take applications 
as soon as a child is born.13 Without accurate, 
province-wide waitlist data, families cannot 
make fully informed decisions, and the scale 
of unmet demand for charter school seats 
remains uncertain. This makes it difficult for 
private entrepreneurs to plan new schools or 
expansions, and for policymakers to allocate 
resources efficiently to best serve students 
and families. 

DIRECT BENEFITS OF CHARTER SCHOOLS
The increasing popularity of charter schools 
in Alberta reflects their solid academic out-
comes and high levels of parental satisfac-
tion, as well as the specialized programming 
that meets the needs of diverse student 
populations.

First of all, charter schools consistently report 
higher proficiency rates in core subjects 
compared with traditional public schools.14 

These schools offer unique 
educational programs not available 
in other public schools.

Figure 1

Growth in enrolment in publicly funded K-12 Alberta 
schools, 2019-2020 to 2024-2025 

 
Note: Preliminary data for the 2024-2025 academic year.  
Source: Government of Alberta, Student enrolment by authority and grade level, Data tables, April 23, 2025. 
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Results from the Provincial 
Achievement Test (PAT), con-
ducted in grades 6 and 9 to 
test student learning across 
the province regardless of 
school type or location, indi-
cate that on average, charter 
schools outperform all other 
types of schools in Alberta.15 
This underscores the effect-
iveness of charter schools’ 
focused educational models 
and their ability to meet 
diverse student needs within 
Alberta’s public education 
framework.

The level of satisfaction of 
families served by charter 
schools is also high. In fact, 
for a charter school to con-
tinue operating, it must have 
its charter renewed by the 
Minister of Education—a 
decision that takes into 
account parental satisfaction, 
specifically requiring survey 
results “better than those of 
the province as a whole.”16 
The continued existence and 
renewal of charter schools, 
therefore, serves as clear evi-
dence of consistently strong 
parental satisfaction and 
support.

Charter schools are also a response to the 
unmet needs of marginalized groups, and 
their pedagogy is designed and delivered to 
support a specific type of student. For ex-
ample, the Boyle Street Education Centre 
serves at-risk and underserved youth, while 
the Almadina Language Charter Academy 
specializes in supporting non-anglophone 
students by helping them learn English.17 By 
tailoring their programs to the unique needs 
of their student populations, these schools 
provide targeted support that often falls out-
side the scope of traditional public schools.

INDIRECT BENEFITS FOR THE BROADER 
PUBLIC SYSTEM 
The impact of charter schools in Alberta 
extends beyond the students enrolled in 

their classrooms. By introducing genuine 
choice into a system where funding follows 
the student, charter schools create a ripple 
effect that drives innovation, responsiveness, 
and improvement in schools across the 
province.  

Charter schools are, by design, required to be 
innovative and to share their successes with 
others in the broader education community. 
As part of their charter agreements, these 
schools must describe and demonstrate how 

As demand continues to exceed 
available spaces, waitlists have 
grown.

Figure 2

Reported waitlists vs. capacity, three charter 
authorities

 
Note: Reported enrolment figures are inconsistent between the provincial government data and data from 
the charter authorities’ reports. The provincial data for enrolment is more recent and we assume collected 
in a standardized way, so for consistency their values are used here rather than those of the charter 
authorities themselves. It is noteworthy that enrolment numbers reported by the ministry were lower for 
two of the three authorities. 
Sources: Authors’ calculations. Government of Alberta, 2023/2024 student enrolment by authority and 
grade level, April 23, 2025; Foundations for the Future Charter Academy, 2023-2024 Annual Education 
Results Report, November 27, 2024, p. 5; Alberta Classical Academy, Annual Education Results Report 2023-
2024, November 2024, p. 3; Aurora Academic Charter School, Annual Education Results Report 2023-2024, 
November 21, 2024, p. 40.
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they have created novel learning environ-
ments and how they communicate effective 
practices to other schools and stakeholders.18 
For example, Connect Charter School in 
Calgary pioneered the integration of iPads 
and other technology into daily classroom 
practice as everyday tools, an innovation 
which has influenced classrooms across the 
province.19 

This culture of innovation spurs healthy com-
petition throughout the system. As charter 
schools provide alternative programs and 
pedagogies, traditional public schools are 
motivated to adapt and pursue similar flex-
ibility to attract and retain students. In many 
cases, alternative and specialty programs 
pioneered by charter schools have served as 
models for similar public programs, broad-
ening educational possibilities across the 
province for all students.  

The Valhalla Community School, for example, 
focused on grouping students based on 
mastery levels rather than age, which helped 
pave the way for the Alberta government’s 
Moving Forward with High School Redesign 
initiative. This replaced the traditional credit-
based system for graduation with a mastery-
based model and was implemented in over 
150 high schools in the first two years.20  

Charter schools also help raise academic 
expectations and accountability for all. Their 
existence sets a higher bar for student out-
comes and inspires public schools to adopt 
best practices. In expanding choices for fam-
ilies, all schools in Alberta, including those in 
the traditional public system, are encour-
aged to evolve, improve, and respond more 
effectively to the needs and preferences of 
families. 

REMOVING BARRIERS TO CHARTER 
EXPANSION
Recent legislative reforms have aimed to 
streamline the charter school approval pro-
cess, support their expansion, and improve 
access to school facilities.21 While these chan-
ges have supported growth and increased 
opportunities for new and existing charter 
schools, new challenges have also been 
introduced, highlighting longstanding issues 
within the sector.  

For example, with the government centraliz-
ation of school facilities in 2024 and 2025, the 
process is now subject to ministerial discre-
tion.22 This introduces not only new hurdles 
to overcome, but also the risk of politicization 
and the potential for bureaucratic ineffi-
ciency. This step away from the free market 
should be reconsidered, with a view to 
increasing charter schools’ access to capital. 
Instead of centralized ownership, charter 
schools should be allowed to make major 
financial decisions, such as taking on debt or 
independently acquiring facilities, which 
they are currently unable to do. 

Transparent waitlist reporting should also be 
embraced by all charter authorities as a way 
to foster greater competition and informed 
decision-making within Alberta’s public edu-
cation landscape. The lack of standardized 
waitlist data keeps families, policymakers, 
and schools from appropriately responding 
to actual demand. Transparency would 
empower parents with clear information 
about available options, drive schools to 
innovate and expand as needed, and pro-
mote accountability without imposing 
undue regulatory burdens. The Ministry of 
Education should collaborate with charter 
authorities to develop flexible, streamlined, 
non-bureaucratic reporting practices that 
enhance market responsiveness, support 
growth, and maintain the operational auton-
omy that is central to the charter school 
model. 

Alberta’s publicly funded education system 
leads Canada in educational choice, with 
charter schools playing a pivotal role in deliv-
ering innovative, specialized programs that 
meet various student needs. Their substan-
tial enrolment growth demonstrates strong 
demand, and their positive academic results 
show their effectiveness. 

However, charter schools have been unable to 
keep up with the demand for their programs, 

Alberta must let capacity meet 
demand, ensuring all families enjoy 
meaningful educational options.
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resulting in persistent waitlists. To optimize 
this pluralistic system, Alberta must let cap-
acity meet demand, ensuring all families 
enjoy meaningful educational options. 
Supporting charter schools not only enriches 
opportunities for specific students, but also 
drives quality and innovation across the 
entire provincial education system.

REFERENCES
1.	 Not considered here are partially funded independent schools and 	
	 home schooling, and federal schools on reserves.  
2.	 Salar Asadolahi et al., “Charting the Rise of School Choice across 		
	 Canadian Provinces: A Policy Index,” Canadian Journal of Political 	
	 Science, Vol. 55, No. 1, 2021, pp. 12-13; Merlin B. Thompson, Eugene G. 	
	 Kowch, and Dianne Gereluk, “The Alberta Public Charter School 		
	 System,” EdCan Network, July 12, 2016; Government of Alberta, All 	
	 services, Education and training, K to 12 education, Alberta’s K to 12 	
	 education system, Education options, Public charter schools, 		
	 consulted on August 13,  2025. 
3.	 Catharine Kavanagh, “Charter school waitlists are a kilometre long. 	
	 Its time Alberta’s regulators caught up to the demand,” The Hub, 	
	 April 7, 2023; Eva Ferguson, “As wait lists grow, charter schools await 	
	 UCP funding for expansion,” Calgary Herald, March 19, 2023. 
4.	 Province of Alberta, Education Act, Statutes of Alberta, 2012, 		
	 Chapter E-03, June 11, 2025, pp. 13-15.  
5.	 Government of Alberta, All services, Education and training, K to 12 	
	 education, Alberta’s K to 12 education system, Education options, 	
	 consulted July 24, 2025.  
6.	 Government of Alberta, “Public charter schools handbook,” June 1, 	
	 2022, pp. 10-12; Province of Alberta, op. cit., endnote 4, S 25 (1), 25 (3), 	
	 26 (1-2), 28 (1 & 2), 27 (2). 
7.	 Government of Alberta, Ibid, p. 4.  
8.	 Lynn Bosetti and Phil Butterfield, “The Politics of Education Reform: 	
	 The Alberta Charter School Experiment 20 Years Later,” Global 		
	 Education Review, Vol. 3, No. 2, April 2016, p. 116.  
9.	 This is the proportion of students in charter, francophone, public, 	
	 and separate schools combined. During the same period, the 		
	 proportion of students that attended francophone schools stayed 	
	 stable at 1.3% while public and separate schools saw decreases 		
	 from 71.7% to 71.3% and from 25.6% to 25.4%, respectively. Authors’ 	
	 calculations. Government of Alberta, Student enrolment by 		
	 authority and grade level, Data tables, April 23, 2025. 
10.	 Catharine Kavanagh, op. cit., endnote 3; Eva Ferguson, op. cit., 		
	 endnote 3; Alberta Classical Academy, 2025/2026 Applications, 		
	 consulted July 24, 2025; Foundations for the Future Charter 		
	 Academy, Waitlist/Lottery, consulted July 24, 2025. 

11.	 Authors’ calculations. There were 33 schools in these 19 charter 		
	 authorities. Foundations for the Future Charter Academy, 2023-		
	 2024 Annual Education Results Report, November 27, 2024, p. 5; 		
	 Alberta Classical Academy, Annual Education Results Report 2023-	
	 2024, November 2024, p. 3; Aurora Academic Charter School, Annual 	
	 Education Results Report 2023-2024, November 21, 2024, p. 40.  
12.	 Government of Alberta, 2023/2024 student enrolment by authority 	
	 and grade level, April 23, 2025.  
13.	 Personal communication with charter school authority, July 2025.
14.	Paige T. MacPherson, Charter Schools and Educational Diversity in 	
	 Alberta: Assessing the success of Alberta charter schools and the 	
	 potential for expansion in Alberta and other Canadian provinces, 	
	 University of Calgary, June 2018, pp. 24-33; David Johnson, “Identifying 	
	 Alberta’s best schools,” C.D. Howe Institute, August 2013, p. 9.  
15.	 Idem; Paige T. MacPherson, An Untapped Potential for Educational 	
	 Diversity, Atlantic Institute for Market Studies, August 2018, pp. 13-17.
16.	 Lynn Bosetti and Phil Butterfield, op. cit., endnote 8, p. 106.  
17.	 Boyle Street Education Centre, About, consulted on August 13, 2025; 	
	 Almadina Language Charter Academy, About Us, consulted on 		
	 August 13, 2025. 
18.	 Province of Alberta, Education Act, “Charter Schools Regulation,” 	
	 Alberta Regulation 85/2019, March 1, 2025, S 4, 13; Government of 		
	 Alberta, op. cit., endnote 6, pp. 11-12.  
19.	 Lisa Nelson, Dan McWilliam, and Jody Pereverzoff, “Where do iPads 	
	 fit? A reflection,” Connect Charter School, May 28, 2012; Karina 		
	 Zapata, “This Calgary school is embracing artificial intelligence for 	
	 report cards, lesson planning,” CBC News, March 10, 2025. 
20.	Valhalla Community School, Leading into the Future: Annual 		
	 Education Results Report 2022-2023, January 20, 2023, pp. 7-8; 		
	 Government of Alberta, “Foundational Principles for High School 	
	 Redesign,” consulted July 25, 2025; Government of Alberta and 		
	 Northern Alberta Development Council, Rural and Remote 		
	 Education Report, 2010, p. 13; Government of Alberta, Telling our 		
	 School Stories: Moving Forward with High School Redesign, Fall 2015, 	
	 pp. 1-3.  
21.	 Bill 8, Education Amendment Act, 2019, lifted the cap on the 		
	 number of charter schools in the province, and Bill 15, Choice in 		
	 Education Act, 2020, streamlined the approval process to facilitate 	
	 new charter schools. Together Bill 13, Real Property Governance 		
	 Act (2024) and Bill 51, Education Amendment Act, 2025 (2025) 		
	 shifted ownership of all newly built schools to the province, which 	
	 then leases them to operators. Previously, public and separate 		
	 school boards owned the facilities and withheld surplus facilities. 	
	 This was meant to level the playing field when it comes to facilities. 	
	 The Legislative Assembly of Alberta, Bill 8, Education Amendment 	
	 Act, 2019; The Legislative Assembly of Alberta, Bill 15, Choice in 		
	 Education Act, 2020, S 24(2); The Legislative Assembly of Alberta, 	
	 Bill 13, Real Property Governance Act, 2024; The Legislative Assembly 	
	 of Alberta, Bill 51, Education Amendment Act, 2025. 
22.	Under Bill 13 and Bill 51, idem. 

The MEI is an independent public policy think tank with offices in Montreal, Calgary, and Ottawa. Through its publications, media appearances, and 
advisory services to policymakers, the MEI stimulates public policy debate and reforms based on sound economics and entrepreneurship. The 
opinions expressed in this study do not necessarily represent those of the MEI or of the members of its board of directors. The publication of this 
study in no way implies that the MEI or the members of its board of directors are in favour of or oppose the passage of any bill. Reproduction is 
authorized for non-commercial educational purposes provided the source is mentioned. MEI © 2025

910 Peel Street, Suite 600, Montreal (Quebec) H3C 2H8 T 514.273.0969 
150 9th Avenue SW, Suite 2010, Calgary (Alberta) T2P 3H9 
170 Laurier Avenue W, Suite 716, Ottawa (Ontario) K1P 5V5


