The Ontario Teacher’s Strike and E-Learning
The Fiscal Environment
It was obvious that the teacher’s union position was never going to reconcile with the government’s
position. This is a fight that has been brewing for decades. The teacher’s union, and public sector
unions in general, didn’t accept the long-held notion of modest salary and benefits in exchange for job
security.
Well, now Ontario is in a fiscal mess. We have run budget deficits every year since 2002 and have had
only 3 surplus years since 1990. The Ontario government held $95 billion of debt in 1990. Now we hold
$325 billion. Will we hold $1.1 Trillion in 2050? Interest on debt accounts for 8% of total expense.
Paying the annual interest bill is already the third largest budget expenditure. This is in a low interest
rate environment. If you had a suspicion that you were getting $.92 of ‘government’ for every tax dollar
sent to the Ontario government, you were right. Piling on debt year after year is unsustainable and
something must change.
Spending on education never declines.1
Spending per Fiscal Year in billions
2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20
Spending on K - 12 Education $ 23.6 $ 24.6 $ 24.8 $ 27.6 $ 29.0 $ 30.8 $ 31.6

We hear terms like “Draconian cuts to education” by union leadership. Where are they? Given our debt
situation, cuts from the second largest expenditure item on the budget are necessary.
Can we tax our way out of this? Let’s ask current Toronto Maple Leaf Austin Matthews for help. His
salary is around $16,000,000 per year. He must be able to help. Well, he is already paying $8,500,000 in
income tax and he feels a little taxed out2. I don’t blame him. He pays more income tax than he gets to
keep. Quite frankly, we are all taxed out. We don’t have a government revenue problem. We have a
government spending problem.
The two largest expenditures in the Ontario budget are perennially spending on health and spending on
K – 12 education.3 If we are to address spending, we look at the largest expenditures first.
This is the context necessary to understand negotiations between the government and public sector
unions. This article deals with spending on education.

Compensation Per Teacher & Number of Teachers Compensated
Both the Ford and Wynne government understood the need to address spending on education. The
current government is addressing two areas: compensation per teacher and the number of teachers
compensated.
Compensation per Teacher (We address salary and pension benefit only)
Salary

What are the teachers’ unions asking for? The unions want a 2% salary increase. The government is
mandating a 1% salary increase for all public sector employees, including teachers.
The unions want an increase of every “step” by 2%. The government wants to increase every step by an
amount less than the rate of inflation. If the government prevails, teachers are losing purchasing power.
Implicit in the governments’ argument is that teachers are over-paid and annual compensation increases
less than the rate of inflation will rectify the situation over time. The previous government negotiated
wage increases to less than the rate of inflation in the 2014-2019 collective agreement4
The disagreement on compensation will be resolved only after we agree on a fair salary for teachers.
What are teachers paid and is it fair? Let’s look and we will focus on high school teacher’s
compensation only. We will focus on salary and the pension benefit and not other benefits in this
article.
There are a few things to understand. One is steps on the grid and two is the negotiated increase of
each step5. The most recent grid and three recent grids are shown below. “Step” refers to years of
experience and “group” refers to the level of educational achievement of the teacher. The grid does not
include principals, vice principals, and support staff.
Let’s look at Group 3. A teacher starting their career has a starting salary of $54.375. In year two the
salary increases to $58,029 assuming a 0% negotiated step increase. A Group 3 teacher will achieve
their maximum salary of $94,183 after ten years of work assuming no step increase. A teacher with 11
years of experience or more would not get a raise if there is no negotiated step increase.
How does the grid work with negotiated step increases? A teacher who started on September 1, 2018
earned $53,837 in year one and would earn $58,029 in year two. They climbed a step and all the steps
increased by 1%. That is a 7.8% raise. A teacher with at least 11 years of experience on September 1,
2018 would have pay increased from $93,250 to $94,183. Their salary would increase by the negotiated
step increases thereafter. Note that 1% was the negotiated step increase between September 1, 2018
and February 1, 2019 and all 10 steps grew by 1%.
The government has mandated through legislation that the upper limit of the next increase to the grid is
1%.

Pension Benefit
A teacher who works for 30 years can expect a pension stream equal to 60% of the average best 5 years
salary6. A teacher who works for 25 years can expect a pension stream of 50% of the average best 5
years salary.
Teachers contribute 10% of salary towards their pension. The taxpayer matches these contributions by
at least 100%. In recent years the pension had a deficit and the taxpayer contributed 12%. A teacher
who started at 25 years old can retire at 55 with a full pension stream starting at 60% of the average of
the best 5 years salary. The pension stream is indexed to inflation measured by rate of increase of CPI.
A group 3 teacher with 30 years experience who retires with the best 5 years averaging $94,183 will
receive $56,509 of pension in the first year of retirement.
What is the value of this? Assuming a retirement of 30 years, a 2% annual inflation rate, and a 5%
discount rate, the pension stream has a value of $1.149 million (See the second link in the blog post). In
other words, a non-pension recipient who wants the exact same income stream needs an RRSP balance
of $1.149 million on retirement date. The RRSP holder extracts the same payment stream as the retired
teacher and the balance must grow at 5%. The RRSP account exhausts in 30 years. This provides an
approximate value of the pension stream on retirement date.

Teachers pay a lot from their paycheck into their pension plan, but with 100% matching the more they
pay, the more non-salary, taxpayer money they receive injected into their pension plan. At 100%
matching, teachers fund half their pension from their paycheque and the taxpayer funds the other half.
Some Thoughts:
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•

•
•
•

•

Substantial raises are front loaded, and teachers reach maximum salary quickly. It takes most in
the private sector around 30 years to reach maximum salary. This is underappreciated. We all
hit our maximum salary at some point. We would be better off if we hit it sooner rather than
later.
Salary must be adjusted for time off. All teachers, including a first-year teacher, receive 8 weeks
off in the summer, 2 weeks at Christmas, and one week in March. An 11-week vacation package
is around double what an employee in the private sector receives at year 30.
A group 3 teacher with more than 11 years experience earns $94,183 for a 41-week work year.
Annualizing the salary equates to a $110,263 for a 48-week work year.
Using the local Catholic high school as an example, first class starts at 8:05am and the last class
ends at 2:10pm. The mandatory minimum lunch break is 40 minutes7. If you add an hour of
homework marking, you are up to about a 6.5-hour day.
The trade-off used to be mediocre wages for superior job security.
A high school teacher with 11 years or more experience is well into the top 10% of income
earners in Ontario.
The pension is a defined benefit plan. Retired teachers receive a monthly income stream
regardless of investment performance. Defined contribution or group RRSPs that are common
in the private sector shift the market risk to the employee. If investment performance is bad,
the retiree receives a smaller income stream in retirement.
Taxpayers take the investment risk of the teacher’s pension and have contributed more than
10% when there have been deficits in the pension plan’s funding. In 2018, teachers contributed
10% from salary and taxpayers contributed 12%. The taxpayer has funded more of the teacher’s
pension stream than what was funded from the teacher’s salary. There are some interesting
statistics that indicate pension deficits may occur more frequently8.

Number of Teachers Compensated
Context
In the 2017/18 school year there were 2,020,301 students in Ontario and there were 125,979 full-time
equivalent teachers9. This equates to 16 students per teacher.
Teachers work on average for 30 years. It is reasonable to assume that 1/30 or 4,160 teachers retire
every year. If retiring teachers are not replaced the teacher workforce would be reduced by 33% in ten
years. This is without any teacher being laid off. The point being that any oversupply can be rectified
through attrition.

What is the cynical view of union leadership? They want to get re-elected, grow their membership base,
grow union dues, and grow political power. What is the cynical view of elected public servants? They
want to get re-elected. This leads to a potential unhealthy relationship between public sector unions
and government. Government acquiesces to union demands and gains a significant voting bloc.
Government negotiates with other peoples’ money. The potential conflict for the government is that
they are both stewards of tax dollars and they want to win re-election. The union endorses the party
that succumbs to their demands. It is less painful to succumb to union demands with other peoples’
money.
Public sector unions endorse political candidates. They haven’t endorsed the PC party for years. The
PC party owes them no favours and can be tough negotiators. They don’t expect to win public sector
union members’ vote in upcoming elections.
The Conflict
The government wants to increase average class size in high school from 22 to 25 and they want at least
2 of the 31 courses students take in high school to be delivered electronically. The unions are fighting
this hard. Why? They predict the future and they don’t like what they see. They fear the affect of
increased class size and e-learning on the membership base, union dues, and political power.
E-learning Will Become an Important Educational Delivery Mechanism
Canada has been delivering e-learning to remote communities successfully since the early 200010s. By
all accounts it has been deemed a success by all stakeholders.
An expansion of e-learning delivery can be envisioned. Most high schools deliver more than one version
of the same course each semester. For example, two or more grade 12 biology courses delivered in the
same semester. We will eventually move to deliver one course physically coupled with an electronically
delivered version for all subjects. The decision to attend a physical class or e-learn will eventually be a
voluntary decision between parent and child. We also imagine that students who choose to e-learn
must maintain a certain grade. If they fail to meet the standard, they lose e-learning privileges.
The efficacy of e-learning is hard to ignore. “Google” the efficacy of e-learning. If face to face
interaction is necessary, students can attend the physically delivered lecture.
E-learning will reduce the number of teachers needed and reduce the square feet of classroom needed.
The savings will be enormous. Less of everything will be required. From buses, to cleaning supplies, to
teachers, to schools, to pension administers. Many students will not physically attend school for most of
a typical week.

Where Does This Leave Us
The government is in a good position to negotiation and they know it. They don’t owe public sector
unions any favours from election support. The fiscal situation is troublesome, and everyone knows it.
Taxpayers has been generous to teachers. Given our fiscal environment, we must explore new methods
of delivering quality education at a substantially lower cost. New technology changes the landscape and
allows us to save a massive amount of money without sacrificing the quality of education. Change is
coming, but don’t expect the change to occur without a fight.

Appendix
Pension funding statistics and data are important to the taxpayer because it is the taxpayer who pays
any deficits. Expected years on pension is 28% higher in 2018 than 1990. As we live longer, this number
can be expected to grow. The below is from the Ontario Teachers Pension Plan Annual Report.
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