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A Tale of Two School Boards 
Edmonton Public School Board and Winnipeg School Division #1 

 
Executive Summary 

• Although Winnipeg School Division #1 (WSD) and Edmonton Public School Board (EPSB) are 
similar in important respects, these common characteristics are outweighed by substantial 
differences. 

• WSD spends more money per student than EPSB, and has a substantially larger bureaucracy.  A 
smaller WSD has five superintendents compared to EPSB’s one, a symptom of generally higher 
administrative costs. 

• Through school-based management, EPSB allows its principals a significant amount of 
administrative freedom, while WSD follows a traditional, top-down model. 

• EPSB has embraced diversity by allowing schools to specialize and embracing a rigorous policy of 
school choice.  WSD requires most schools to follow a neighbourhood school model, with much 
less specialization and limited choice. 

• EPSB holds principals accountable by administering annual math and English standards tests.  
Principals are expected to ensure that student achievement in their schools steadily improves. 

• WSD has divided its schools up into districts and each district comes up with its own set of goals, 
which are vague and unable to be measured. Its Com-prehensive Assessment Program is 
subjective, time-consuming, and the cause of significant labour strife. 

• Although the lack of standards tests in WSD make direct comparisons of student achievement 
between the two divisions impossible, PISA tests indicate much better overall results in Alberta 
than in Manitoba. 

• EPSB’s strategies have been more successful, and WSD should emulate them.  
 
Introduction 

On the face of it, the Edmonton Public School Board and Winnipeg School Division #1 share 
significant similarities.  Both are large school divisions located in urban centres of similar size.  
Because each covers large geographical areas in their respective cities, they both have schools 
located in widely disparate neighbourhoods.  Both have a very diverse student population and offer a 
variety of programs in order to meet their needs.  In addition, both have faced significant adversity 
and challenge as a result of changing demographics and government policies. 

Despite these commonalities, the two divisions have dealt with these challenges with completely 
different approaches.  Edmonton (EPSB) has become more decentralized and less bureaucratic 
through an emphasis on school-based management.  It has enthusiastically embraced the idea of 
school choice and diversity in programming.    Rigorous, regular standards tests have been adopted 
and school principals held accountable for student achievement.  In contrast, Winnipeg #1 (WSD) 
has moved toward greater centralization and expansion of its bureaucracy.  With the exception of a 
few bilingual and aboriginal schools, WSD has refused to allow its schools to specialize in specific 
fields.  WSD has also rejected standards tests in favour of subjective teacher-administered 
assessments of individual students. 
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The differences between these educational philosophies creates an opportunity for discovering which 
of them has been more successful in achieving educational effectiveness. 

An Administrative Overview  

Winnipeg School Division #1 is one of six divisions in Winnipeg and the largest in Manitoba.  It 
operates 77 schools with a total student population of approximately 33,000 and about 4,500 
employees.  Its annual budget of $271 million accounts for just under one-fifth of all public school 
expenditures in the province of Manitoba.  Underneath WSD’s chief superintendent work four 
associate superintendents responsible for overseeing a particular geographical section of the district.1  

Edmonton Public School Board is the only one in Edmonton and oversees the second largest division 
in Alberta.  It operates just over 200 schools with a total student population of 81,000 and about 
7,000 employees. Its annual operating budget is $611 million, just over one-fifth of all public school 
expenditures in Alberta.2   EPSB’s superintendent has no associate superintendents working 
underneath him.3   

Even at a preliminary glance, significant differences between the two divisions are apparent.  While 
EPSB has about two-and-a-half times as many students as WSD, its per-pupil expenditures are 
noticeably smaller.  WSD spends approximately $8,200 per pupil4 while EPSB’s per pupil 
expenditures are less, about $7,500.5  

Despite its smaller geographical size and student population, WSD has more superintendents than 
EPSB.  In addition, WSD’s superintendent receives an annual salary of $161,000,6 compared to 
$148,000 for Edmonton’s.7  Those base amounts may be misleading, because they do not include 
unused vacation payouts.  In 2002, WSD’s chief superintendent received $295,174 when that benefit 
is included.8  When salary and benefits for four associate superintendents, which exceed $500,000 a 
year, are factored in, the cost of top administrators in WSD comes to far more than EPSB’s, despite 
the fact that the latter’s total budget is more than double in size. 

This dichotomy is replicated throughout bureaucratic structures in the two divisions.  In Winnipeg, a 
significantly larger portion of its budget is allocated towards administrative costs than in the EPSB.  
That phenomenon may explain much of the difference between the two divisions’ spending per pupil.  
Since there is no evidence of a positive correlation between high administrative costs and student 
achievement, these priorities deserve examination. 

In 1976, the EPSB pioneered the implementation of a concept known as school-based management.9  
It limited the funds that could be absorbed by its central bureaucracy and redirected resources to 
individual schools.  Edmonton schools now receive 92 cents out of every dollar spent by the system, 
and principals have the discretion to spend a large portion of their budgets for services provided by 
the EPSB or to purchase them elsewhere.  As a consequence, employees of the EPSB must offer 
services that frontline educators really need or lose their positions. 

As a result, the activities of employees of the EPSB changed significantly in the direction of producing 
services that schools found useful to their educational mission.  According to Superintendent Angus 
MacBeath, overall that meant less direct job loss than job shifting.  In fact, ESPB employees designed 
services that have subsequently been marketed to other divisions in Alberta, other provinces in 
Canada and jurisdictions around the world.10  

Winnipeg #1, on the other hand, languishes in the traditional, top-down school division model of 
monopoly services. 

Diversity and School Choice  

While both WSD and ESPB have diverse student populations, EPSB has allowed and encouraged the 
creation of diverse schools to a much wider degree.  When Emery Dosdall became superintendent in 
1995, he was determined to stop the hemorrhage of public school students to charter and private 
schools. He eliminated 359 bureaucratic rules—identified by a “dumb rules” committee—and instead 
gave each principal almost complete control over his or her school.  While Dosdall insisted that 
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principals be held responsible for ensuring gains in student achievement, he also told them that he 
didn’t care how they went about doing it.  As a result, principals found that they had the freedom to 
change their schools to make them more responsive to their students’ needs.11  

In addition, Dosdall encouraged the proliferation of a large number of specialized schools.  His 
philosophy was that the best way to stop the movement of students to private schools was to ensure 
that the public system had options that could accommodate the wishes of parents.  As a result, the 
number of students enrolled in private schools has declined while the student population in Edmonton 
public schools continues to increase.  Fully 40% of elementary school students and 50% of those in 
high school attend them outside their local neighbourhoods.12  

Currently, the EPSB offers approximately 30 different programs of choice that serve 30% of 
elementary students and 52% of secondary students.13  These options include: aboriginal 
programming, sports schools, special education, all-girls’ schools, traditional schools, French 
immersion, heritage languages, Christian schools, arts programs and science programs.14  The wide 
array of options available, all based on perceived demand for these special mandates, brought 
parents and students back into the public school system from alternatives like private and charter 
schools.15  

In contrast, choices available to parents in WSD are much more limited.  Although Manitoba’s 
Schools of Choice Act allows parents to send their children to any public school of their choice 
(provided space is available), WSD’s centralized approach to governance and curricula has allowed 
for little difference from one school to another. With the exception of a few schools with bilingual 
heritage language programs and a couple that specialize in aboriginal education, schools in WSD are 
expected to follow the neighbourhood school model.16 

Accountability and Achievement 
EPSB’s school principals have a significant amount of freedom to make decisions that they feel are in the best 
interests of their schools.  As mentioned above, principals control 92 cents out of every school dollar and have 
discretion with regard to hiring staff17 and purchasing services.  Instead of the central office making decisions 
regarding school services such as psychologists and counsellors, individual schools decide what services they want 
to purchase. This has had the effect of eliminating unnecessary, unwanted services and programs that EPSB 
previously offered.18  

Because their decisions do make a difference, principals can therefore be held to high standards and are expected 
to be accountable for student achievement.  In addition to the province-wide standards tests in the core subject 
areas at the grades 3, 6, 9, and 12 levels, EPSB administers its own annual standards tests in English and Math at 
each school.  Regardless of the school’s specialty, principals are expected to ensure that their students show 
improvement on these tests.  If improvement does not occur, they must explain why and come up with a plan for 
improvement.19  Principals are required to monitor and coach in classrooms, a teacher support crucial to the 
academic mission.20  

In contrast, WSD allows its individual principals considerably less freedom and places greater emphasis on division-
wide initiatives.  WSD is divided into four regions (inner city, central, south, and north) and principals report to the 
associate superintendent for their region.21  Each of these districts is responsible for determining its own priorities 
which may or may not correlate with those of other districts. 

The goals are invariably vague pledges to improve literacy, strengthen aboriginal programming, and encourage 
sharing of ideas among schools through the establishment of clusters.22  Since there are no provincial or divisional 
standards tests, no means exist to measure the level of success or failure of any of these initiatives objectively.  
Principals spend much less time in classrooms, and coaching is not emphasized.  WSD did have one achievement 
that can be objectively verified as successful. A new logo for the division that was designed by a professional 
marketing and advertising company was officially adopted.23  

WSD’s attempts to hold schools accountable for student achievement have been nothing short of an 
unmitigated disaster.  Instead of administering annual standards tests in core subject areas, WSD 
has chosen to require teachers to administer a subjective assessment known as the Comprehensive 
Assessment Program (CAP) on each K-6 student.  Teachers are expected to spend a significant 
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amount of time at the beginning of the school year individually assessing each student in a variety of 
areas such as: English Language Arts, Mathematics, Basic Movement Skills and Social/Emotional 
Behaviour.24  

The Winnipeg Teachers Association (WTA) has long expressed concerns about how CAP has led to the 
loss of valuable class time.  In 2003, the WTA had planned to publish a four-page insert in the 
Winnipeg Free Press critiquing CAP and its negative effect on teaching time.  Shortly prior to 
publication, the Winnipeg School Division threatened the union executive members with severe 
disciplinary action and the brochure was withdrawn prior to publication.  As a result, the WTA 
appealed to the Manitoba Labour Board and accused the school division of muzzling their freedom of 
speech.25  The Board has recently ruled in the WTA’s favour.26  

The differences between EPSB and WSD on the matter of accountability are substantial. EPSB allows 
principals a great deal of freedom to run their schools as they see fit. However, students are 
expected to achieve solid results on the annual English and math standards tests administered by the 
division as well as the provincial standards tests at the grades 3, 6, 9, and 12 levels.  In contrast, 
WSD schools are divided into four districts that make up their own set of goals—which are generally 
ambiguous and impossible to measure objectively.  CAP assessments are highly subjective, time-
consuming, and have plunged the division into serious labour strife with its teachers. 

The bottom line—how well students are learning—is difficult to compare between the two divisions.  
Although Alberta tests extensively and publishes the results, Manitoba does neither.  It is clear, 
though, that overall the combination of school choice, standards tests and accountability for results is 
turning out students in Alberta with significantly higher achievement levels than their counterparts in 
Manitoba. 

The PISA system of international assessment, last conducted in 2003 on students aged 15 years, will 
have to serve as the only objective comparative indicator available:27  

 In both categories, 
and for both genders, 
Manitoba’s students 
scored below the 
Canadian average, 
while Alberta’s scored 
above it. 

 

Conclusion 

Despite the many similarities between WSD and EPSB, the differences between these two school 
divisions are much greater.  WSD spends more money per pupil than EPSB and has a larger 
bureaucracy.  Despite being only slightly more than one-third the size of EPSB, WSD has four 
associate superintendents in addition to the chief superintendent while EPSB has only one 
superintendent.  The superintendent of WSD also receives a significantly larger salary than EPSB’s 
superintendent.  School principals working under the EPSB enjoy a much higher degree of managerial 
autonomy. 

EPSB has embraced school choice and encouraged the proliferation of a large number of specialty 
schools.  As a result, EPSB has continued to grow and many parents who were poised to send their 
children to private schools or charter schools have chosen to remain with the public system.  While 
WSD claims to be proud of the diversity of its student population, its schools have remained 
remarkably homogenous.  With the exception of a few heritage language programs and a couple 
schools with an aboriginal focus, virtually no specialization at the school level has been permitted. 

Finally, WSD and EPSB have dramatically different approaches to holding school principals 
accountable.  EPSB allows principals a great deal of freedom and holds them accountable for student 
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performance on annual standards tests.  WSD has a more centralized approach that focuses on 
establishing fuzzy division-wide goals that are impossible to measure objectively. Its attempt to force 
all teachers across the division to administer time-consuming CAP assessments has resulted in 
substantial labour strife. 

The strategies implemented by EPSB have clearly been more successful than those employed in 
WSD.  Winnipeg #1 should consider re-examining its educational philosophy in light of the success of 
the Edmonton model.  If Winnipeg #1 wants students to learn as well as they do in Edmonton, it 
should copy that model. 
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