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Key findings

Public school enrolment decreased by 11.3 percent since its 
peak in 1997-98, but in that time, independent school enrolment 
increased by 22.4 percent, which indicates that parents are 
clearly demanding education outside of the public system.

In a survey of independent schools in the Lower Mainland,  
57.3 percent of respondents indicated they had a waiting list  
in 2011-12.

Almost four-fifths (78.2 percent) of the schools responding with 
wait lists indicated that the current wait list was “normal” for the 
previous three years.

2,172 students were identified as being on a wait list in the 
Lower Mainland, which represents, on average, 14.3 percent  
of the total number of students attending a school reporting  
a wait list.

Schools reporting wait lists indicated that, on average, 57.9 
percent of grades in their school had a wait list and 27.3 percent 
indicated a wait list covering every grade in their school.
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Executive summary

Pri mary and sec ond ary (K-12) ed u ca tion in Brit ish Co lum bia is de liv ered by a mix of
pub lic and in de pend ent schools. In 2011-12, the most re cent ac a demic year for which
data are avail able, there were 365 in de pend ent schools with al most 72,000 stu dents,
rep re sent ing 11.6 per cent of to tal stu dent en rol ment in the prov ince. Since its peak in
1997-98, the over all num ber of stu dents en rolled in Brit ish Co lum bia has de clined 8.4
per cent and pub lic school en rol ment has de creased by 11.3 per cent. How ever, dur ing
that time in de pend ent school en rol ment in creased by 22.4 per cent, in di cat ing a clear
de mand from par ents for ed u ca tion pro vided out side of the pub lic sys tem.

Inde pend ent schools in Brit ish Colum bia are a vibrant, crit i cally impor tant com -
po nent of both the K-12 edu ca tion sys tem and the com mu ni ties within which they
oper ate. How ever, there is insuf fi cient infor ma tion and under stand ing about the
demand for such schools, the bar ri ers that ham per exist ing inde pend ent schools from
expand ing and new ones from being cre ated, and how exist ing rules could be revised
to encour age such ends. This study was designed to begin answer ing some of those
ques tions. It is based on sur veys of inde pend ent school prin ci pals and admin is tra tors
as well as direct, one-on-one inter views with var i ous school asso ci a tion lead ers.

Inde pend ent school sur vey results

A to tal of 96 sur veys were re ceived from in de pend ent schools through out the Lower
Main land—a re sponse rate of 67.1 per cent. Par tic i pat ing in de pend ent schools were
com pared against the to tal in the Lower Main land across five broad char ac ter is tics
(grades cov ered, re li gious af fil i a tion (if ap pli ca ble), na ture of non-re li gious schools,
school size by num ber of stu dents, and geo graphic lo ca tion) and found to be gen er ally
rep re sen ta tive.

Wait list results

A to tal of 55 schools rep re sent ing 57.3 per cent of re spon dents in di cated they main -
tained a wait list. 

There were 2,172 stu dents on wait lists for inde pend ent schools in 2011 in the
Lower Main land. On aver age, the wait list rep re sented 14.3 per cent of the total num -
ber of stu dents attend ing a school report ing a wait list.

Schools report ing wait lists indi cated that, on aver age, 57.9 per cent of grades in
their school had a wait list. A lit tle over one-quar ter of report ing schools (27.3 per cent) 
indi cated that there was a wait list for every grade in their school.
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Almost four-fifths (78.2 per cent) of the schools with wait lists respond ing to the
sur vey indi cated that the cur rent wait list was “nor mal” for the pre vi ous three years. 

A more spe cific sta tis ti cal anal y sis of the data regard ing school char ac ter is tics
and their influ ence on wait lists deter mined that there was a higher prob a bil ity that
Cath o lic schools had a wait list and a lower prob a bil ity that inde pend ent schools in the 
Fra ser Val ley had a wait list. 

Wait lists and reli gious schools

The re li giously-ori ented schools (the ma jor ity of in de pend ent schools) pro vided ad di -
tional in sights into the depth of wait lists. Re li gious schools pri or i tize their po ten tial
stu dents ac cord ing to a va ri ety of cri te ria in clud ing whether they have a sib ling at the
school, whether they are ac tive in the af fil i ated re li gious in sti tu tion (mosque, par ish,
syn a gogue, etc.), whether they’re ac tive in the as so ci ated faith of the school, etc. It is
tell ing of the de mand for re li giously-ori ented schools that 51.6 per cent of in de pend ent 
schools re spond ing to the sur vey in di cated a wait list for chil dren whose par ents are
ac tive in the school’s af fil i ated faith in sti tu tion. Fur ther more, nearly one-third of re li -
giously-ori ented schools in di cated that they have a wait list for sib lings of chil dren al -
ready at tend ing the school and whose par ents are ac tive in the af fil i ated faith
in sti tu tion. Fi nally, al most two-thirds of the re spond ing re li gious schools in di cated
they had a wait list for stu dents whose par ents were ac tive in their faith. 

The per cent age of non-reli gious stu dents attend ing reli gious schools pro vides
addi tional insight into the depth of paren tal demand for inde pend ent schools. A total
of 52 of the 74 report ing schools with a reli gious affil i a tion answered the sur vey ques -
tion on this topic. Of the reli gious schools respond ing, 38 schools (73.1 per cent) indi -
cated they had stu dents attend ing their school who were of a dif fer ent reli gious
back ground or who were non-reli gious. 

Accom mo dat ing wait lists

Only 27 per cent of the re port ing schools in di cated they were able to ac com mo date be -
tween 90 and 100 per cent of the stu dents on their wait lists. Sixty-one per cent of re -
spond ing schools in di cated they could only ac com mo date up to half of the stu dents on 
wait lists. In fact, al most 40 per cent of the re spond ing schools in di cated they could
only ac com mo date be tween 1 and 20 per cent of the stu dents on wait lists.

School responses to paren tal demand

Twenty-eight schools (50.9 per cent of re spond ing schools with wait lists) in di cated
they had ex panded their op er a tions or ren o vated their fa cil i ties to make better use of
them dur ing the last five years.
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The sur vey asked respon dents to iden tify and list bar ri ers to expan sion.
Forty-two of the 55 schools report ing wait times (76.4 per cent) responded. They listed
three prin ci pal bar ri ers: the cost of acquir ing land and build ing (61.9 per cent), fund -
rais ing (38.1 per cent), and zon ing laws (35.7 per cent). Regard ing the lat ter bar rier,
respon dents included both local and pro vin cial zon ing laws, although they gave the
for mer much more prom i nence.

Rec om men da tions

The de mand for in de pend ent school ed u ca tion in Brit ish Co lum bia is clear and grow -
ing. While the pri mary fo cus of this study has been to doc u ment and un der stand the
pres ence of wait lists for in de pend ent schools and to iden tify the bar ri ers in de pend ent
schools face in re spond ing to this de mand, a num ber of prac ti cal rec om men da tions
have emerged from the study that are worth con sid er ing.

1) Facil i tate the use of idle pub lic school facil i ties by inde pend ent schools

Re spon dents to the in de pend ent schools sur vey iden ti fied three prin ci pal bar ri ers that 
ham per them from better re sponding to pa ren tal de mand. In ter views with school as -
so ci a tion lead ers cor rob o rated their views. To vary ing de grees, the ob sta cles all per -
tained to the costs as so ci ated with pur chas ing and de vel op ing land for school fa cil i ties. 
Any pol icy that re duces these costs, even mar gin ally, would help in de pend ent schools
re spond to pa ren tal de mand. One ob vi ous op tion is to en cour age in de pend ent schools 
wish ing to ex pand their fa cil i ties to use idle and va cant pub lic school fa cil i ties.

2) Review pol i cies on oper at ing and cap i tal fund ing and on access to low-inter est 
loans for inde pend ent schools

In de pend ent schools in Brit ish Co lum bia do not re ceive any di rect or in di rect fi nan -
cial sup port for cap i tal ex pen di tures. Nei ther do they have ac cess to pref er en tial in ter -
est loans as pub lic schools do. The com bi na tion of these two pol i cies means that
cap i tal costs pose a par tic u lar bar rier for in de pend ent schools. That said, in creas ing
the op er at ing fund ing lev els or pro vid ing in de pend ent schools with ac cess to cap i tal
fund ing or low-in ter est rate loans is not a pan a cea and must be con sid ered very care -
fully. First, and per haps most im por tantly, it is par a mount that the schools re tain and
pre serve their in de pend ent sta tus. Ad di tional re li ance on gov ern ment fund ing, in -
clud ing for cap i tal ex pen di tures, could jeop ar dize or erode their cur rent lev els of in de -
pend ence. Sec ond, there is a ma te rial dif fer ence be tween the as sets de vel oped by
pub lic schools and those de vel oped by in de pend ent schools, even though they serve
the same pur pose: those paid for and de vel oped by the pub lic school sys tem re main
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pub licly-owned as sets; those de vel oped by the in de pend ent school sys tem are ul ti -
mately pri vately-held assets.

This paper rec om mends a thor ough review of both pol i cies—fund ing (oper at ing
and cap i tal) and access to low-inter est rate loans—by the pro vin cial gov ern ment,
school asso ci a tions, and other inter ested par ties. In terms of the rec om mended
review, the study sug gests pay ing par tic u lar atten tion to other juris dic tions with inde -
pend ent school sec tors such as Alberta, Aus tra lia, Swe den, and parts of the United
States.

3) Under take a broad review of leg is la tion and guide lines for inde pend ent
schools

The data col lected on wait lists for in de pend ent schools in the Lower Main land in di -
cates sig nif i cant pa ren tal de mand for al ter na tives to the pub lic ed u ca tion sys tem.
With over half the in de pend ent schools in the Lower Main land main tain ing wait lists
(rep re sent ing, on av er age, 14 per cent of ex ist ing stu dents) and with many schools
strug gling to ac com mo date par ents, it is im per a tive that the pro vin cial gov ern ment
re view and pos si bly re vise pro vin cial leg is la tion and reg u la tions gov ern ing in de pend -
ent schools to help schools re spond flex i bly to pa ren tal demand.
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Intro duc tion

Pri mary and sec ond ary (K-12) ed u ca tion in Brit ish Co lum bia is de liv ered by a mix of
pub lic and pri vate (in de pend ent) schools.1 In 2011-12, the most re cent ac a demic year
for which data are avail able, there were a to tal of 365 in de pend ent schools ed u cat ing
al most 72,000 stu dents. In de pend ent schools in Brit ish Co lum bia are a vi brant, crit i -
cally im por tant com po nent of both the K-12 ed u ca tion sys tem and the com mu ni ties
within which they op er ate.2 Yet there is lit tle in for ma tion or un der stand ing about pa -
ren tal de mand for such schools, or about the bar ri ers that pre vent ex ist ing schools
from ex pand ing or new in de pend ent schools from be ing cre ated to re spond to pa ren -
tal de mand (as sum ing it ex ists), or how ex ist ing rules could be re vised to encour age
such ends.

This research pro ject was designed to begin the pro cess of answer ing such ques -
tions. In the spring of 2012, for mal sur veys were sent to inde pend ent schools in the
Lower Main land to col lect infor ma tion about the schools, their wait lists, the bar ri ers
they expe ri ence, and other infor ma tion ger mane to under stand ing paren tal demand
for inde pend ent schools and the obsta cles that inhibit them from respond ing to that
demand. In addi tion, inter views were con ducted with lead ers in the inde pend ent
school com mu nity to learn what they felt were the obsta cles imped ing inde pend ent
schools from respond ing to per ceived demand. Asur vey of exist ing research was also
completed, which revealed that very lit tle empir i cal work has been com pleted on this
impor tant topic.

This study is orga nized into sev eral dis tinct sec tions. The first pro vides some
basic back ground infor ma tion on the K-12 edu ca tion sys tem in Brit ish Colum bia3 as
well as an over view of the study’s meth od ol ogy. The sec ond sec tion sum ma rizes the
results of the inde pend ent school sur vey of the Lower Main land. The report’s third
sec tion sum ma rizes the indi vid ual inter views of inde pend ent school com mu nity lead -
ers. The final sec tion pro vides con clu sions and offers a set of recommendations.
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1 For a gen eral over view and sta tis tics regard ing Brit ish Colum bia’s K-12 edu ca tion sys tem, please see Brit -
ish Colum bia, Min is try of Edu ca tion, 2011. Down load able data for both pub lic and inde pend ent school
enrol ment from the BC Min is try of Edu ca tion is avail able at http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/
reports/pdfs/student_stats/prov.xlsx.

2 There has been some research, for exam ple, on the rela tion ship between reli gious edu ca tion and civic par -
tic i pa tion and engage ment (see, for instance, Dee, 2003). 

3 Inde pend ent schools exist right across Brit ish Colum bia, but due to bud get ary con straints, this study
focuses exclu sively on the Lower Main land. Please use cau tion when draw ing gen er al iza tions about the
broader inde pend ent school sec tor in the prov ince from any of this study’s results.

http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/reports/pdfs/student_stats/prov.xlsx
http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/reports/pdfs/student_stats/prov.xlsx


1 Back ground on K-12 education
and inde pend ent schools in 
Brit ish Colum bia

In Brit ish Co lum bia, a mix of pub lic and in de pend ent schools de liv ers pri mary and
sec ond ary ed u ca tion (K-12). Prior to 1977, in de pend ent schools4 in BC were un reg u -
lated and re ceived no gov ern ment fi nan cial sup port. Be gin ning in 1977, the gov ern -
ment be gan pro vid ing par tial fund ing to qual i fy ing in de pend ent schools. In 1989,
fol low ing the Re port of the Sullivan Royal Com mis sion on Ed u ca tion,5 an up dated In -
de pend ent School Act (ISA)6 was im ple mented that reg u lated all in de pend ent schools, 
both those re ceiv ing fund ing and those fore go ing fund ing.7 

Brit ish Colum bia’s pub lic edu ca tion sys tem looks like its Cana dian pro vin cial
coun ter parts in many ways. It is man aged by both the Min is try of Edu ca tion and
locally-elected boards of edu ca tion. Brit ish Colum bia’s pub lic schools are non-reli -
gious and employ a tra di tional approach to basic edu ca tional instruc tion. Unlike
Alberta, Brit ish Colum bia does not have char ter schools, which are a sort of hybrid of
pub lic and inde pend ent schools.8
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4 For infor ma tion about inde pend ent schools in Brit ish Colum bia, please go to the website of the Fed er a -
tion of Inde pend ent School Asso ci a tions—Brit ish Colum bia (http://www.fisabc.ca). FISA-BC is an
umbrella orga ni za tion that assists and coor di nates both inde pend ent schools and rep re sen ta tive asso ci a -
tions for inde pend ent schools in Brit ish Colum bia.

5 For a dis cus sion of the Sullivan Royal Com mis sion on Edu ca tion and its appli ca bil ity to inde pend ent
schools, see http://www.fisabc.ca/stats-resources/royal-commission.

6 For infor ma tion on the Inde pend ent School Act (ISA) see http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/legislation/
schoollaw/independent_school_act_contents.pdf.

7 The pro vin cial gov ern ment saves money when stu dents attend inde pend ent schools, even though it may
pro vide those schools with grants of up to 50 per cent of oper at ing costs. The bud get esti mates for 2012 for
Brit ish Colum bia indi cate that fund ing for inde pend ent schools will rep re sent roughly 5 per cent of the
min is te rial bud get, even though inde pend ent schools cover almost 12 per cent of enrolled K-12 stu dents in 
the prov ince (see Froese, 2012: 3).

8 For a broad dis cus sion and anal y sis of char ter schools in Alberta, see Ritchie, 2010 and Thomson, 2008.
Unlike the United States, where many teach ers’ unions have accepted char ter schools, there is still much
oppo si tion by teach ers’ unions in Can ada to char ter schools (see Kuehn, 1995, for an exam ple). See Kenny, 
2012 for a dis cus sion of char ter schools in the United States.

http://www.fisabc.ca
http://www.fisabc.ca/stats-resources/royal-commission
http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/legislation/schoollaw/independent_school_act_contents.pdf
http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/legislation/schoollaw/independent_school_act_contents.pdf


Inde pend ent schools in Brit ish Colum bia pro vide diverse alter na tives to the
pub lic edu ca tion sys tem.9 Based on self-report ing to the Fed er a tion of Inde pend ent
School Asso ci a tions (FISA-BC), inde pend ent schools in Brit ish Colum bia reported
diverse reli gious back grounds (Cath o lic, Chris tian, Jew ish, Islamic, Men no nite, and
Sev enth-Day Adven tist), edu ca tional phi los o phies (Wal dorf and Mon tes sori), and
edu ca tional offer ings (Inter na tional Bac ca lau re ate and uni ver sity prep a ra tion). Some
also oper ated spe cial needs schools, and a few offered spe cific pro grams such as eco -
log i cal and envi ron men tal pro grams.

Like neigh bour ing Alberta, Brit ish Colum bia’s inde pend ent schools are sup -
ported by a tiered sys tem of grants, the value of which depends on the school’s adher -
ence to sev eral fund ing guide lines. The grant pay ments are made directly to the
schools to sup port the edu ca tion of the stu dents attend ing them. The grants sup port
the schools’ oper at ing costs. They do not fund any cap i tal costs, includ ing those asso -
ci ated with start ing or expand ing a school facil ity.

Brit ish Colum bia has four groups of inde pend ent schools (Brit ish Colum bia,
Min is try of Edu ca tion, 2011).

Group 1 schools receive 50 percent of the oper at ing grant offered by their local board
of edu ca tion per full-time equiv a lent (FTE) stu dent. These schools employ Brit ish
Colum bia-cer ti fied teach ers,10 have edu ca tional pro grams con sis tent with min is te rial
orders, pro vide a pro gram that meets the learn ing out comes of BC’s cur ric u lum, meet
var i ous admin is tra tive require ments, par tic i pate in pro vin cial assess ments, main tain
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9 There is increas ing research about the effects of school choice on edu ca tion out comes. For exam ple, a
recent NBER work ing paper by Hastings, Neilson, and Zimmerman (2012) exam ined how school choice
influ enced stu dent out comes by increas ing their moti va tion and effort. School choice also led to improve -
ments in the school and peer groups. The study relied on stu dent out come data from school choice lot ter -
ies in low-income urban dis tricts in the United States. Among other find ings, the paper con cluded that
stu dents who are selected by lot tery to attend inde pend ent schools have “sig nif i cantly lower tru an cies
after they learn about lot tery out comes but before they enroll in their new schools. The effects are larg est
for male stu dents enter ing high school, whose tru ancy rates decline by 21 per cent in the months after win -
ning the lot tery.” Because the study also found “sub stan tial test score gains,” its results con trib ute to cur -
rent evi dence that school choice pro grams can effec tively raise par tic i pants’ test scores (Hastings,
Neilson, and Zimmerman, 2012). In addi tion, the Brookings Insti tu tion recently released a paper exam in -
ing the effect of school vouch ers (i.e., more school choice) on col lege enrol ment in New York City. One of
the key find ings was that Afri can-Amer i can stu dents were 24 per cent more likely to attend col lege if they
won a schol ar ship to attend an inde pend ent (i.e., pri vate) school in the city (see Chingos and Peter son,
2012a and 2012b).

10 BC Min is try of Edu ca tion guide lines regard ing teach ers spe cif i cally state that “Inde pend ent schools may
employ teach ers who reflect their schools’ var i ous per spec tives, but all teach ers in Group 1, 2, and 4 inde -
pend ent schools must be BC cer ti fied (ISA Sched ule, sec tions 3(1)(d) & 4; and ISA, sec tion 11(2)), and
employ ment prac tices must be in com pli ance with the Employ ment Stan dards Act. In hir ing staff or
admit ting stu dents, inde pend ent schools may grant pref er ences to teach ers and stu dents whose reli gious
affil i a tion matches those of the school (Human Rights Code, sec tion 41)” (Brit ish Colum bia, Min is try of
Edu ca tion, 2011).



ade quate edu ca tional facil i ties, and com ply with munic i pal and regional dis trict
codes.11 Group 1 schools con sti tute by far the larg est group of inde pend ent schools in
the prov ince. Accord ing to BC’s Min is try of Edu ca tion, there were 56,062 stu dents
enrolled in 249 Group 1 schools in 2010-11 (reported as of June 2011).12

Group 2 schools meet the same require ments as Group 1 schools, but receive per-stu -
dent oper at ing grants of 35 per cent of those offered by their local board of edu ca tion
because the school’s per-stu dent costs exceed the aver age oper at ing costs of the local
school dis trict. Group 2 schools rep re sent the sec ond-larg est group of inde pend ent
schools in the prov ince. In 2010-11, there were 14,352 stu dents enrolled in 67 Group 2
schools.

Group 3 schools receive no fund ing and are not required to employ Brit ish Colum -
bia-cer ti fied teach ers or have edu ca tional pro grams con sis tent with min is te rial
orders. They must main tain facil i ties that meet all munic i pal and regional dis trict
codes. There were 539 stu dents enrolled in 20 Group 3 schools in 2010-11.

Group 4 schools receive no fund ing and cater mainly to non-pro vin cial stu dents.
These schools meet the same edu ca tional pro gram require ments as Group 1 schools,
their grad u ates are eli gi ble to receive the BC Cer tif i cate of Grad u a tion if all teach ers
are Brit ish Colum bia cer ti fied, and they must be bonded. For-profit (as opposed to
non-profit) schools are auto mat i cally cat e go rized as Group 4 schools. There were
1,061 stu dents enrolled in 11 Group 4 schools in 2010-11.
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11 The guide lines from the Min is try of Edu ca tion spec ify that “Inde pend ent schools have free dom to
approach the cur ric u lum from their own per spec tives but the pro grams of Group 1, 2, and 4 cer ti fied
schools must meet the spec i fied learn ing out comes of the Brit ish Colum bia cur ric u lum for Eng lish Lan -
guage Arts, Math e mat ics, Sci ence, Social Stud ies, and French (or another choice of man da tory sec ond
lan guage) from Kin der gar ten–Grade 9. In Grades 10–12, sub jects that con trib ute to the BC Cer tif i cate of
Grad u a tion (Dog wood) must meet the learn ing out comes of the BC cur ric u lum (see Min is te rial Order
302/04 Grad u a tion Pro gram Order and the Edu ca tional Stan dards Order)” (Brit ish Colum bia, Min is try of 
Edu ca tion, 2011).

12 These sta tis tics include 6,815 stu dents (FTEs) enrolled in 12 dis trib uted learn ing schools (DL). DLs rep re -
sent a spe cific group of schools that can be included in either Group 1 or 2, and are required to meet the
cri te ria listed in both groups.



Key sta tis tics on inde pend ent schools in Brit ish Colum bia

In 2011-12, the most re cent year for which data are avail able, there were a to tal of 365
in de pend ent schools in Brit ish Co lum bia,13 an in crease of roughly 5.5 per cent since
2000-01.

In 2011-12, there was a total of 617,837 K-12 stu dents in Brit ish Colum bia, of
which 546,219 (88.4 per cent) attended pub lic schools. The remain ing 71,615 stu dents
(11.6 per cent of the total) attended inde pend ent schools (FISA-BC, 2012).

Under stand ing the trends in pub lic and inde pend ent school enrol ment is impor -
tant, par tic u larly with respect to the aim of this study. Fig ure 1 illus trates the total
K-12 stu dent enrol ment in Brit ish Columba begin ning in 1980-81. From 1980-81 to
1986-87, total stu dent enrol ment declined. How ever, that trend reversed in 1987-88.
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Fig ure 1: Total stu dent enrol ment in Brit ish Colum bia

                        Source: FISA-BC, 2012.

13 The Fed er a tion of Inde pend ent School Asso ci a tions—Brit ish Colum bia (FISA-BC) annu ally com piles
sta tis tics about inde pend ent schools by com bin ing data from the BC Min is try of Edu ca tion with infor ma -
tion from their mem ber schools and asso ci a tions. The most recent fact sheet includes infor ma tion up to
2011-12 (FISA-BC, 2011). In addi tion, the BC Min is try of Edu ca tion pro vides down load able data for both
pub lic and inde pend ent school enrol ment at http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/reports/pdfs/student_stats/
prov.xlsx.
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Total school enrol ment began to increase and con tin ued to do so until 1997-98 when
total enrol ment peaked at 674,477 stu dents. It has since declined by 56,640
full-time-equiv a lent stu dents, or 8.4 per cent (FISA-BC, 2012).

Fig ure 2 dif fer en ti ates between pub lic and inde pend ent school enrol ment. Pub -
lic school enrol ment gen er ally mir rors total school enrol ment (see the top two lines in
fig ure 2). Pub lic school enrol ment declined from 1980-81 until 1987-88 when it began
to increase, which it did until 1997-98 when it peaked at 615,980 stu dents. Enrol ment
has since declined by 69,761 FTEs or 11.3 per cent (FISA-BC, 2012).

Enrol ment in inde pend ent schools, on the other hand, increased from 26,314 in
1980-81 to 71,615 in 2011-12, an increase of 172.2 per cent. Unlike the vary ing enrol -
ment gains and declines in pub lic schools, enrol ment in inde pend ent schools has con -
sis tently increased each year since 1980-81 (fig ure 2) at an aver age annual rate of 3.3
per cent (FISA-BC, 2012).

Fig ure 3 focuses spe cif i cally on stu dent enrol ment in inde pend ent schools begin -
ning in 1980-81. As illus trated, there has been an unin ter rupted increase in the num -
ber of stu dents attend ing inde pend ent schools (left axis in fig ure 3). The share of total
K-12 stu dents at inde pend ent schools also steadily increased over this period, from 4.9 
per cent in 1980-81 to 11.6 per cent in 2011-12 (right axis in fig ure 3) (FISA-BC, 2012).
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Fig ure 2: Num ber of enrolled stu dents, 1980-81 to 2010-11

                        Source: FISA-BC, 2012.
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Stu dent enrol ment data clearly show that stu dents attend ing inde pend ent
schools in Brit ish Colum bia con tinue to increase in both abso lute terms and as a share
of total enrol ment; inde pend ent schools con tinue to edu cate an increas ing share of
stu dents in the prov ince.

Meth od ol ogy

This study is com posed of sev eral dis tinct stages of re search, in clud ing a for mal sur vey
of in de pend ent school ad min is tra tors and in ter views with lead ers in the in de pend ent
school com mu nity. The study also re views ex ist ing re search,14 though there was a sur -
pris ing lack of schol arly anal y sis on wait lists15 for in de pend ent schools in Can ada and
the United States. Much of the ex ist ing re search fo cuses on char ter schools, which are
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Fig ure 3: Inde pend ent school enrol ment—num ber and share of total

                     Source: FISA-BC, 2012.

14 For a good over view of research on inde pend ent schools please see http://www.fisabc.ca/stats-
resources/further-readings.

15 There was some lim ited research on wait times and lot ter ies in the United States, but it was exclu sively
focused on pub lic char ter schools. For exam ple, see Hastings, Kane, and Staiger, 2006.
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dis tinct from in de pend ent schools since they re main part of the pub lic ed u ca tion sys -
tem.16

Sur vey of inde pend ent schools in the Lower Main land

The key com po nent of the re search pro ject in volved di rectly sur vey ing in de pend ent
school prin ci pals and ad min is tra tors. A num ber of schol ars and ed u ca tion lead ers
were con sulted as the sur vey was crafted and re vised be tween Sep tem ber 2011 and
Jan u ary 2012. They in cluded Lance Izumi, J.D. (Pa cific Re search In sti tute), Vicki
Murray, Ph.D. (In de pend ent Women’s Fo rum), Pro fes sor Ste phen Easton (Si mon Fra -
ser Uni ver sity), Pro fes sor Deani Van Pelt (Uni ver sity Re deemer Col lege), Pro fes sor
Mark Holmes (Uni ver sity of To ronto, re tired), and Malkin Dare (So ci ety for Qual ity
Ed u ca tion). In ad di tion, Pe ter Froese, Ed.D., of the Fed er a tion of In de pend ent School
As so ci a tions in Brit ish Co lum bia (FISA-BC) gen er ously re viewed the sur vey sev eral
times, pro vid ing valu able sug ges tions.

From Novem ber 2011 to Jan u ary 2012, exten sive out reach to inde pend ent
school asso ci a tions in advance of the sur vey includ ing phone con ver sa tions, email cor -
re spon dence, and offi cial com mu ni ca tions to lead ers of the var i ous inde pend ent
school asso ci a tions in Brit ish Colum bia17 was com pleted.

Advance let ters explain ing the research pro ject, pro vid ing a sam ple sur vey, and
back ground infor ma tion were sent to all 160 inde pend ent schools in Brit ish Colum -
bia’s Lower Main land in mid-Feb ru ary prior to the sur vey period (March-April). 

After dis cus sions with the prin ci pals and other school admin is tra tors, seven
schools were removed from the sur vey. One of the insti tu tions, for exam ple, pro vides
edu ca tion for psy chi at ric patients and does not receive appli ca tions for atten dance.
Another is part of a daycare facil ity and only offers kin der gar ten. Yet another is a sem i -
nary facil ity. Once these 7 schools were removed from the list, 153 Lower Main land
inde pend ent schools remained as poten tial respon dents.

An addi tional 10 schools were removed to avoid what were deemed dupli ca tions. 
Two types of schools were included in this cat e gory. One type was schools with two
entries: one for their reg u lar oper a tions and a sec ond for their dis trib uted learn ing
(DL) pro gram. These were com bined into a sin gle school. The sec ond type included
schools that were sep a rately des ig nated by the level of grades cov ered (ele men tary,
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16 Some of the key stud ies focus ing on char ter schools include Vanourek, 2005; Bulkley and Fisler, 2002;
Ander son et al., 2002; and Schwartz, 1997.

17 Infor ma tion for these var i ous school asso ci a tions can be found at the Soci ety of Chris tian Schools of BC
(www.scsbc.ca); the Fed er a tion of Inde pend ent School Asso ci a tions of BC (www.fisabc.ca); the Cath o lic
Inde pend ent Schools Van cou ver Arch di o cese (www.cisva.bc.ca); the Inde pend ent Schools Asso ci a tion
of BC (www.isabc.ca); and the Asso ci a tion of Chris tian Schools Inter na tional—West ern Can ada
(www.acsiwc.org/).
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mid dle, and sec ond ary). Sev eral of these schools share the same build ing and, in some
cases, the same prin ci pal or admin is tra tor. In fact, in three of these cases, the prin ci pal
responded to the sur vey for all of the loca tions as a sin gle entity. All of the schools in
this sit u a tion were reduced to a sin gle entity. This resulted in a net reduc tion of 10
schools, bring ing the over all total to 143 inde pend ent schools.

Four sur veys were only par tially com pleted. Fol low-up calls yielded lim ited or no 
response.

In addi tion, in con ver sa tions or email exchanges with three schools, respon dents 
indi cated that they do not main tain wait ing lists because they have lit tle pos si bil ity of
accom mo dat ing those on wait lists and feel it is unfair to par ents to cre ate a false
expec ta tion that their chil dren will be accepted to the school. These three schools are
in an unusual sit u a tion: there is clearly paren tal demand for them that can not cur -
rently be met. How ever, they did not com plete the sur vey and we had insuf fi cient
infor ma tion from other sources to fully include them in the results.

Finally, two schools with a reli gious affil i a tion that indi cated they are not per mit -
ted to main tain wait lists by their found ing char ter for any child whose par ents are
active in the reli gious orga ni za tion linked with the school. Through dis cus sions with
the prin ci pals at both schools, it was clear that wait lists exist in a tech ni cal sense, but
that the prin ci pals were required to accom mo date the stu dents on the list.

In order to retain the por tions of the sur vey com pleted and the infor ma tion gath -
ered from phone con ver sa tions and email exchanges, we adjusted the num ber of
respon dents in the wait times sec tion to reflect the total num ber of schools par tic i pat -
ing. In other words, we included the infor ma tion avail able and ver i fied in appli ca ble
sec tions, but adjusted the response count to reflect the increase in respon dents.

It is worth not ing that the sur vey results are gen er ally inter preted as being con -
ser va tive. For exam ple, a sub stan tial num ber of schools counted only those stu dents
on offi cial wait lists. Many of these schools had other stu dents who were also on wait
lists but who were accom mo dated expe di tiously. These stu dents were not included on
their wait list. In addi tion, other schools reported very short wait lists, but dis cus sions
with them revealed that such lists only included stu dents who had a chance of being
accom mo dated. The schools them selves lim ited the lists so as not to cre ate unre al is tic
expec ta tions for par ents. Indeed, as already dis cussed, three schools in the sur vey
reported that they did not main tain wait lists because there was sim ply no real is tic way 
for them to accom mo date the large num bers of stu dents express ing inter est in attend -
ing the school. 

All that said, there are poten tial weak nesses with the wait list data, which may
indi cate some over es ti ma tion of wait lists.18 First, it is likely that some par ents apply to
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mul ti ple schools and thus have their chil dren on more than one wait list. This raises
the pos si bil ity of dou ble-count ing stu dents on wait lists, par tic u larly in areas with
inde pend ent schools in close prox im ity. In addi tion, the seri ous ness or leng thi ness of
the wait lists may be ques tion able given that at least some par ents likely respond to the
wait lists by imme di ately find ing suit able alter na tives.

One-on-one inter views

The third com po nent of the re search pro ject en tailed di rect in ter views and dis cus -
sions with in de pend ent school com mu nity lead ers.19 The fol low ing four ques tions, as
well as an op por tu nity for gen eral com ments, were asked of school as so ci a tion lead ers:

1) What is your gen eral response to the ini tial draft of the study?

2) What is your spe cific reac tion to, and sug ges tions for, solu tions to the bar ri ers
iden ti fied by inde pend ent school admin is tra tors in their efforts to expand their
school’s oper a tions?

3) Fol low ing on ques tion 2, what are the bar ri ers that new schools face? Are there
bar ri ers or obsta cles to new schools being built and estab lished that are unique to
new schools ver sus exist ing schools?

4) What sug ges tions and com ments do you have on pro vin cial or local pol i cies that
could improve and help inde pend ent schools?

School com mu nity lead ers were given time to re flect on and dis cuss any re lated is sues
that were not spe cif i cally cov ered in the ques tions. These in ter views were con ducted
be tween June 28 and July 16, 2012.
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19 The orig i nal design of the pro ject included inter views with inde pend ent school prin ci pals. The aim was to
com plete between 15 and 20 inter views, but due to time con straints only seven inter views were com pleted 
with prin ci pals from inde pend ent schools that par tic i pated in the sur vey. While the inter views were infor -
ma tive and enlight en ing, the num ber of com pleted inter views was insuf fi cient to war rant their inclu sion
in the study.



2 Inde pend ent school survey results

This sec tion of the re port sum ma rizes the sur vey re sults. 

Responses

As dis cussed pre vi ously, 160 in de pend ent schools in the Lower Main land were ini -
tially iden ti fied for this sur vey. This was re duced to 153 schools af ter dis cus sions with
prin ci pals and other school ad min is tra tors who in formed re search ers of the non-ap -
pli ca bil ity of the sur vey to their par tic u lar cir cum stance. An ad di tional ten schools
were con sol i dated with re lated schools to re flect a more ac cu rate de pic tion of the
school. This re sulted in a to tal count of 143 schools in the Lower Main land. We re -
ceived 96 com pleted sur veys from schools through out the Lower Main land, a re -
sponse rate of 67.1 per cent.

In addi tion to the 96 com pleted sur veys, research ers also received 4 par tial
responses, and dis cussed or cor re sponded via e-mail with another 5 schools that
indicated they did not main tain or record wait lists because they had lit tle or no abil ity to
accom mo date them and did not want to cre ate false or unre al is tic expec ta tions among
par ents. These results were included in the count for the pres ence of wait lists, mean ing
that the response rate for whether schools had wait lists actu ally reached 73.4 per cent.

Char ac ter is tics of respond ing schools

A num ber of school char ac ter is tics are worth not ing. The fol low ing sec tion dis cusses
five from the re spond ing schools: (1) grades cov ered, (2) re li gious af fil i a tion (if ap pli -
ca ble), (3) na ture of non-re li gious schools, (4) school size by num ber of stu dents, and
(5) geo graphic lo ca tion. In each case, three com par i sons are pro vided: (1) all in de -
pend ent schools20 in the Lower Main land, (2) in de pend ent schools re spond ing to the
sur vey, and (3) in de pend ent schools who re sponded pos i tively to hav ing a wait list.
The ta bles in this sec tion have a con sis tent for mat. The col umn marked “All Schools”
in cludes all in de pend ent schools in the Lower Main land (143 af ter ad just ments). The
col umn “Re spond ing Schools” re fers to the 96 in de pend ent schools that re sponded to
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the sur vey. Fi nally, the “School Re port ing Wait Lists” is a sub set of the Re spond ing
Schools and re fers to those par tic i pat ing schools that re sponded pos i tively to hav ing a
wait list for admis sion (55).

Grades cov ered

Ta ble 1 pres ents the grade lev els cov ered by in de pend ent schools in the Lower Main -
land. As ta ble 1 in di cates, el e men tary-only in de pend ent schools, which means schools
that in clude grades start ing at pre-kin der gar ten (pre-K), kin der gar ten (K), or first
grade through to grade 6, 7, or 8 rep re sented 55.2 per cent of all in de pend ent schools in 
the Lower Main land and 59.4 per cent of re spond ing schools.

The next larg est cat e gory of inde pend ent schools in the Lower Main land is
schools that include ele men tary through sec ond ary grade lev els. This group rep re -
sented 22.4 per cent of all inde pend ent schools in the Lower Main land, but only 13.5
per cent of respon dents. This was the only cat e gory of schools (by grades cov ered) in
which the respond ing group was less, as a share of the total, than the total pop u la tion
of inde pend ent schools. 

The next larg est cat e gory of inde pend ent schools by grades cov ered was sec ond -
ary schools, which rep re sented 11.9 per cent of all inde pend ent schools in the Lower
Main land and 14.6 per cent of respon dents. Schools that com bined ele men tary and
mid dle school as well as schools com bin ing mid dle and sec ond ary schools together
rep re sented a lit tle more than 10 per cent of all inde pend ent schools in the Lower
Main land and slightly more as a share of respond ing schools.
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Table 1: Grades covered

Grade Levels 
Covered

All
schools

Percent
of

total

Respon-
ding

schools

Percent of 
total

Res-
ponse

rate

School
report-

ing
wait lists

Percent
of

total

Elementary-only 79 55.2% 57 59.4% 72.2% 33 60.0%

Secondary-only 17 11.9% 14 14.6% 82.4% 6 10.9%

Elementary and Middle* 10 7.0% 8 8.3% 80.0% 3 5.5%

Middle and Secondary 5 3.5% 4 4.2% 80.0% 4 7.3%

Elementary, Middle, and
Secondary

32 22.4% 13 13.5% 40.6% 9 16.4%

Total 143 96 55

*Note: There was one middle-school only, and it was included in the “elementary and middle school category” to protect
its anonymity.



All cat e go ries except for schools cov er ing ele men tary, mid dle, and sec ond ary
(com pre hen sive) had response rates in excess of 70 per cent, with three cat e go ries
reach ing or exceed ing response rates of 80 per cent. The respond ing group of schools
was gen er ally reflec tive of the over all total inde pend ent schools in the Lower Main -
land in terms of the grade cov ered.

Reli gious affil i a tion

Ta ble 2 cat e go rizes in de pend ent schools ac cord ing to their re li gious af fil i a tion. Three
re li gious cat e go ries are in cluded, as is a non-re li gious clas si fi ca tion. The “Cath o lic”
cat e gory is straight for ward. “Chris tian” cov ers a broad range of Chris tian-ori ented
schools. The fi nal re li gious cat e gory, “Other Re li gions,” cov ers a num ber of re li gions
in clud ing Jew ish, Mus lim, and Sikh. These schools are grouped to gether solely to
guar an tee their an o nym ity; the group ing does not in any way re flect a lower value or
im por tance at trib uted to these re li gious schools. Fi nally, there is a cat e gory for schools 
that do not fo cus on, or are not or ga nized along reli gious lines.

Cath o lic schools were the larg est group of inde pend ent schools included in the
anal y sis in the Lower Main land (33.6 per cent) and were the larg est group of respon -
dents (39.6 per cent). Chris tian schools were the next larg est cat e gory of schools in the
Lower Main land at 30.1 per cent. The per cent age respond ing to the sur vey as a share of 
the total (31.3 per cent) was almost the same. Non-reli gious schools were the third
larg est cat e gory of inde pend ent schools in the Lower Main land, rep re sent ing 29.4 per -
cent of all inde pend ent schools and 22.9 per cent of sur vey respon dents. Schools with

Fra ser Insti tute   4   www.fraserinstitute.org

Wait Lists for Independent Schools in British Columbia’s Lower Mainland   4   October 2012   4   21

Table 2: Religious orientation of schools

Religious
Classification

All
schools

Percent
of

total

Respon-
ding

schools

Percent
of

total

Res-
ponse

rate

School
report-

ing
wait lists

Percent
of

total

Catholic 48 33.6% 38 39.6% 79.2% 28 50.9%

Christian 43 30.1% 30 31.3% 69.8% 12 21.8%

Other Religions* 10 7.0% 6 6.3% 60.0% 1 1.8%

Non-Religious 42 29.4% 22 22.9% 52.4% 14 25.5%

Total 143 96 55

*Note: In order to ensure anonymity for the small number of schools within each category, a new category was created for
several religions including Jewish, Muslim, and Sikh. Had we not done this, readers could have discerned the identity of
some respondents, which we had guaranteed would be carefully protected.



other reli gious affil i a tions rep re sented 7 per cent of inde pend ent schools in the Lower
Main land and slightly less than that in terms of responses.

The high est response rate was gar nered from Cath o lic schools (79.2 per cent)
while the low est response rate was from non-reli gious schools (52.4 per cent), partly
owing to the poor responses from schools pro vid ing com pre hen sive edu ca tion (ele -
men tary through sec ond ary), which tend to be non-reli gious. The reli gious affil i a tion
of the respond ing schools is gen er ally rep re sen ta tive of the reli gious nature of inde -
pend ent schools in the Lower Main land. 

Fur ther details of non-reli gious schools

We fur ther ex plored the na ture of non-re li gious schools in the Lower Main land—and
those re spond ing to the sur vey. Ta ble 3 sum ma rizes the re sults. The first cat e gory, “al -
ter na tive ped a gog i cal schools,” in cludes Mon tes sori and Wal dorf schools, as well as
two oth ers that pro vide al ter na tive ed u ca tion. Schools in this cat e gory em ploy al ter na -
tive meth ods and tech niques in their ed u ca tional pro grams com pared with the more
tra di tional ed u ca tion. For ex am ple, Mon tes sori schools tend to fo cus on stu dent in de -
pend ence, free dom of ac tion within broad lim its, re gard for a child’s in di vid ual psy -
cho log i cal de vel op ment, and the use of tech no log i cal ad vances in ed u ca tion
in struc tion. This group rep re sents the larg est group of non-re li gious schools in the
Lower Main land (38.1 per cent) as well as the larg est group of re spond ing schools in
the non-re li gious cat e gory (45.5 per cent).

“Pre pa ra tory schools” rep re sent the sec ond larg est cat e gory of non-reli gious
schools in the Lower Main land at 35.7 per cent. They rep re sented a slightly lower per -
cent age of the respond ing schools (31.8 per cent) within the non-reli gious cat e gory.

There are a num ber of “Spe cialty Edu ca tion Schools” in the Lower Main land,
includ ing those offer ing ser vices to chil dren with autism or learn ing dis abil i ties such
as dys lexia, schools spe cial iz ing in inter na tional stu dents, a French-lan guage school,
and a school focus ing on inte grated arts. These schools rep re sented 16.7 per cent of
non-reli gious inde pend ent schools in the Lower Main land and slightly less (13.6 per -
cent) of the respond ing schools.

Finally, a small group (4) of non-reli gious schools did not indi cate any par tic u lar
char ac ter is tics to enable research ers to cat e go rize them in any of the above clas si fi ca -
tions. These schools were included as “Gen eral Non-Reli gious” and rep re sented 9.5
per cent of the non-reli gious schools in the Lower Main land and slightly less (9.1 per -
cent) of schools respond ing to the sur vey.

School size by stu dent count

Ta ble 4 breaks down the num ber of stu dents at in de pend ent schools. In de pend ent
schools tend to be rel a tively small. For in stance, 42.7 per cent of all in de pend ent
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schools in the Lower Main land have 200 or fewer stu dents (ta ble 4). The com po si tion
of re port ing schools is sim i lar to that of all of the in de pend ent schools in the Lower
Main land.

Two cat e go ries had poor sur vey response rates: mid-sized schools with between
300 and 400 stu dents (50 per cent) and large schools with over 1,000 stu dents (40 per -
cent).
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Table 3: Categorization of non-religious schools

Categories All
schools

Percent
of

total

Respond-
ing

schools

Percent
of

total

Response
rate

School
reporting
wait lists

Percent
of total

Alternative Pedagogical
Schools

16 38.1% 10 45.5% 62.5% 6 42.9%

Preparatory Schools 15 35.7% 7 31.8% 46.7% 6 42.9%

Specialty Education Schools 7 16.7% 3 13.6% 42.9% 2 14.3%

General Non-Religious 4 9.5% 2 9.1% 50.0% 0 0.0%

Total 42 22 14

Table 4: School size by number of students

Number of
students

All
schools

Percent
of

total

Respond-
ing

schools

Percent
of

total

Response
rate

School
reporting
wait lists

Percent
of

total

Fewer than 50 18 12.6% 13 13.5% 72.2% 6 10.9%

50 - 100 17 11.9% 13 13.5% 76.5% 2 3.6%

100 - 200 26 18.2% 21 21.9% 80.8% 7 12.7%

200 - 300 32 22.4% 19 19.8% 59.4% 16 29.1%

300 - 400 18 12.6% 9 9.4% 50.0% 6 10.9%

400 - 500 10 7.0% 7 7.3% 70.0% 7 12.7%

500 - 750 13 9.1% 9 9.4% 69.2% 8 14.5%

750 - 1000 4 2.8% 3 3.1% 75.0% 2 3.6%

1,000 and over 5 3.5% 2 2.1% 40.0% 1 1.8%

Total 143 96 55



Geo graphic loca tion

To as cer tain whether or not wait lists were con cen trated by geo graph ical area, we di -
vided the Lower Main land into seven re gions: Van cou ver, North Shore, Rich mond,
Sur rey-Delta, Burnaby-New West min ster, the Tri-Cit ies, and the Fra ser Val ley. Ta ble
5 sum ma rizes the re sults for both the Lower Main land over all and re spond ing schools.

Van cou ver and the Fra ser Val ley have the high est share of inde pend ent schools
and also responded to the sur vey at the high est rate (table 5).

The pro por tion of the total num ber of inde pend ent schools in the Lower Main -
land var ies among the remain ing five dis tricts: from 6.3 per cent in Rich mond to 15.4
per cent in Sur rey-Delta. Sim i larly, the pro por tion of inde pend ent schools par tic i pat -
ing in the sur vey var ies among the five dis tricts: from 7.3 per cent for Burnaby-New
West min ster to 10.4 per cent for Sur rey-Delta.

The response rate was strong for five of the seven dis tricts, rang ing from 63.6
per cent in Burnaby-New West min ster to 88.9 per cent in Rich mond. The response
rates were weaker for the North Shore (50.0 per cent) and Sur rey-Delta (45.5 per cent).
But over all, the respond ing schools did reflect the geo graphic dis per sion of the inde -
pend ent schools in the Lower Main land.
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Table 5: Schools by geographic location

Location in Lower
Mainland

All
schools

Percent
of

total

Respond-
ing

schools

Percent
of

total

Response
rate

School
reporting
wait lists

Percent
of

total

Vancouver 41 28.7% 28 29.2% 68.3% 19 34.5%

North Shore* 16 11.2% 8 8.3% 50.0% 6 10.9%

Richmond 9 6.3% 8 8.3% 88.9% 4 7.3%

Surrey-Delta 22 15.4% 10 10.4% 45.5% 6 10.9%

Burnaby-New
Westminster

11 7.7% 7 7.3% 63.6% 5 9.1%

Tri-Cities 9 6.3% 8 8.3% 88.9% 6 10.9%

Fraser Valley 35 24.5% 27 28.1% 77.1% 9 16.4%

Total 143 96 55

*The North Shore includes Squamish and Whistler.



Wait list results

A to tal of 55 schools (57.3 per cent of re spon dents) in di cated they had a wait list.21 This
num ber does not in clude 9 schools that ei ther pro vided only par tial in for ma tion on
wait lists, or de clined to re spond to the sur vey al to gether, be cause they don’t keep wait
lists to avoid giv ing par ents un re al is tic ex pec ta tions about the chance that their chil -
dren can at tend the school. In other words, pa ren tal de mand for these schools is so
great that the ad min is tra tors don’t main tain a wait list for them. In clud ing the nine
schools in the “does have a wait list” cat e gory re sults in 61.0 per cent of re spond ing
schools ad justed for these spe cial cases main tain ing wait lists.22

Data were col lected on the num ber of stu dents on a school’s wait list com pared
to its total stu dent pop u la tion. The total num ber of stu dents iden ti fied on wait lists
was 2,172. On aver age, the wait list rep re sented 14.3 per cent of the total num ber of
stu dents attend ing a school that reported it had a wait list, but there was great vari a -
tion from school to school. The ratio of stu dents-on-a-wait ing-list-to-exist ing- (i.e.,
already attend ing) stu dents ranged from less than 1 per cent (3 schools) to 93.8 per -
cent. The upper end of the range was for a small, highly spe cial ized school serv ing edu -
ca tion ally-chal lenged stu dents. Exclud ing this school, the next high est ratio of
stu dents-on-a-wait-list-to-exist ing-stu dents was 40.9 per cent. 

Fig ure 4 illus trates the dis tri bu tion of the ratios of stu dents on a wait list to exist -
ing stu dents for schools report ing a wait list. In the fig ure, the ratio of stu dents to the
total is mea sured on the ver ti cal axis while the frac tion of the num ber of schools with
each ratio is mea sured on the hor i zon tal axis. The larg est cat e gory is the 10 to 20 per -
cent cat e gory; 36.4 per cent of schools in this range report a wait list. The next larg est
cat e gory was the 1 to 10 per cent cat e gory, fol lowed by the 20 to 30 per cent cat e gory
(fig ure 4). The over whelm ing major ity of schools (85.5 per cent) reported a ratio of stu -
dents-on-a-wait-list-to-exist ing-stu dents rang ing from 1 to 30 per cent. No school
reported wait list ratios from 50 to 90 per cent, though one school reported a wait list
ratio of between 90 and 100 per cent.
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21 One school asso ci a tion leader inter viewed for this pro ject raised two con cerns regard ing the def i ni tion of
wait lists. First, there is a real pos si bil ity of par ents apply ing to mul ti ple schools and thus hav ing their chil -
dren on more than one wait list. This raises the pos si bil ity of dou ble-count ing stu dents on wait lists, par -
tic u larly in areas with inde pend ent schools in close prox im ity. In addi tion, the indi vid ual ques tioned how
seri ous or long-last ing the wait lists were, since at least some par ents respond to the wait lists by imme di -
ately find ing suit able alter na tives for their chil dren.

22 In addi tion, two sur veys were received well after the dead line that could not be included in the anal y sis
due to time con straints. Both indi cated they had wait lists for stu dents; one of them a fairly long wait ing
list rep re sent ing nearly 50 per cent of exist ing stu dents.



There are two facts to keep in mind about these ratios. First, they do not include
the 9 schools dis cussed pre vi ously that either pro vided par tial infor ma tion or do not
main tain wait lists because of extremely high paren tal demand. If data were avail able
for these high-demand schools, the ratios in fig ure 4 would have been mar gin ally
higher, at the very least. That is, both the aver age and the dis tri bu tion would have
shown a higher ratio of stu dents on wait lists com pared to exist ing stu dents. Sec ond,
as dis cussed pre vi ously, the schools gen er ally con sider wait list esti mates to be con ser -
va tive.

Another way to gauge the depth and scope of school wait lists is to mea sure the
num ber of grades with a wait list among report ing schools. Schools that reported they
had wait lists indi cated that, on aver age, 57.9 per cent of grades in their school had a
wait list. A lit tle over one-quar ter of report ing schools (27.3 per cent) indi cated that
there was a wait list for every grade in their school. This out come was sur pris ing; going
into the sur vey, the expec ta tion was that wait lists would be con cen trated in the lower
grades, reflect ing an ini tial entry effect.

Finally, 78.2 per cent of the respond ing schools that had wait lists indi cated that
the cur rent wait list was “nor mal” for the pre vi ous three years. This indi cates a con sis -
tent level of demand that exceeds what these schools can pro vide.
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Fig ure 4: Ratio of num ber of stu dents on a wait list rel a tive to the 
total num ber of stu dents at the school
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Wait list results by char ac ter is tics

The fol low ing dis cus sion ex plores the re la tion ship, if any, be tween the grade lev els
cov ered, re li gious af fil i a tion, na ture of non-re li gious schools, size of the school in
terms of the num ber of stu dents, and the geo graphic lo ca tion, which might help to ex -
plain the pres ence or ab sence of wait lists for ad mis sions. The chief method by which
to de ter mine whether or not these char ac ter is tics re late to wait lists is to com pare the
char ac ter is tics for re spond ing schools with those that re ported wait lists.

The data in tables 1 through 5 indi cate that wait lists are explained nei ther by the
grade lev els cov ered by a school, the nature of the non-reli gious school, nor by the
num ber of stu dents in the school. There seems to be some rela tion ship between Cath -
o lic schools and wait lists. Cath o lic schools rep re sent 39.6 per cent of respon dents but
50.9 per cent of respond ing schools that reported wait times. We com pleted a sta tis ti -
cal test on the rela tion ship between Cath o lic schools and the pres ence of wait lists.
The results indi cate that choos ing a Cath o lic school increases the prob a bil ity of being
on a wait list in a sta tis ti cally sig nif i cant way.

In addi tion, there is a poten tial geo graphic expla na tion for the absence of wait
lists. Inde pend ent schools in the Fra ser Val ley rep re sented 28.1 per cent of report ing
schools but only 16.4 per cent of schools indi cat ing a wait list. A sta tis ti cal test, sim i lar
to that under taken for Cath o lic schools, con firmed that inde pend ent schools in the
Fra ser Val ley are less likely to have a sta tis ti cally mean ing ful wait list.23

Accom mo dat ing stu dents on wait lists

To gauge the abil ity of schools to re spond to pa ren tal de mand within their ex ist ing fa -
cil i ties and ca pac i ties, data were col lected from re spond ing schools on the per cent age
of stu dents ac com mo dated in the pre vi ous ac a demic year. Of the 55 schools that in di -
cated they had a wait list, 41 re sponded about their abil ity to ac com mo date the wait ing 
stu dents. Fig ure 5 il lus trates the dis tri bu tion of re sults by the per cent age of stu dents
ac com mo dated for the 41 re port ing schools. As the fig ure clearly shows, the schools
showed vary ing abil i ties to ac com mo date stu dents on the wait list. The re sults ranged
from less than 1 per cent to 100 per cent ac com mo da tion. Nearly 27 per cent of the re -
port ing schools in di cated they were able to ac com mo date 90 to 100 per cent of the stu -
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23 To test the rela tion ship between Cath o lic schools and the pres ence of wait lists, we used a Logit model.
The results show that Cath o lic schools are more likely to have wait lists than any other type of school. In
fact, the odds (defined as the ratio of the prob a bil ity that the wait list will exist divided by the prob a bil ity
that it does not exist) of being on a wait list in a Cath o lic school is 3.69 (= e1.305; where is 1.305 is the log
odds of the logit regres sion) times greater that the odds of being on a wait list at any other type of school.
Sim i larly, we used a Logit model to test the rela tion ship between the geo graphic loca tions of schools and
wait lists. We found that the odds of being on a wait list decrease from 1 to 0.25 (=e-1.386) for inde pend ent
schools in the Fra ser Val ley. The spe cific econo met ric results are pre sented in Appen dix A for those inter -
ested.



dents on the wait lists. Sixty-one per cent of re spond ing schools in di cated they could
only ac com mo date up to half of the stu dents on wait lists. In deed, 39 per cent of the re -
spond ing schools stated that they could only ac com mo date be tween 1 and 20 per cent
of the stu dents on wait lists.

The sur vey had sev eral ques tions that attempted to uncover the ways in which
schools accom mo date dif fer ent pri or i tized groups on their wait lists. Many schools
main tain a sort ing mech a nism by which to pri or i tize stu dents on the wait list. Unfor -
tu nately, the response rates for two of the three ques tions in this cat e gory were too
low, and in some cases far too ambig u ous, to be included. How ever, for the ques tion on 
prioritizing stu dents on the wait list for reli giously-ori ented schools, there was suf fi -
cient response and clar ity for the results to be included. 

Reli gious schools have an inter est in admit ting stu dents of par ents who are active 
in the faith insti tu tions linked with the schools (if such a link exists) and pur su ing reli -
gious edu ca tion as part of their over all faith. Reli gious schools are per mit ted to pri or i -
tize admit tance based on paren tal involve ment and sup port for faith orga ni za tions.
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Fig ure 5: Percent of students on wait list accommodated in 2011-12
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The guide lines for prioritizing stu dents for Cath o lic schools24 pro vided the basis
for a ques tion in the sur vey for all reli giously-ori ented schools. In order to ascer tain
the degree to which wait lists existed for dif fer ent pri or i tized stu dents, a ques tion in
the sur vey was asked using a revised set of tiers based on the Lower Main land Cath o lic
school guide lines. The tiers used in the sur vey are:

A) Sib lings of chil dren in the school, whose fam i lies are prac tic ing mem bers of the
faith, active in the par ish/church/tem ple/syn a gogue affil i ated with the school.

B) Chil dren whose fam i lies are prac tic ing mem bers of the faith, active in the par ish/
church/tem ple/syn a gogue affil i ated with the school.

C) Sib lings of chil dren in the school, whose fam i lies are prac tic ing mem bers of the
faith, active in other places of wor ship not affil i ated with the school.

D) Chil dren whose fam i lies are prac tic ing mem bers of the faith, com ing into your
school, who have been attend ing school else where.

E) Chil dren whose fam i lies are mem bers of the faith and active in sim i lar places of
wor ship but not affil i ated with the school. 

F) Chil dren whose fam i lies are prac tic ing mem bers of a faith dif fer ent from the inde -
pend ent school.

G) Chil dren whose fam i lies are either not prac tic ing any faith or active in a place of wor -
ship.

Reli giously-ori ented schools were asked for which cat e gory of stu dents a wait list 
existed. It was assumed that wait lists existed for all stu dents below that indi cated on
the sur vey. For exam ple, if a school indi cated that a wait list existed for cat e gory A,
which includes sib lings of chil dren already in the school whose fam i lies are active in
the faith insti tu tion affil i ated with the school, the study assumed a wait list for all other
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24 For exam ple, Cath o lic schools in the Lower Main land use a pri or ity admit tance sys tem along the lines of
the fol low ing:
(1) Chil dren pres ently enrolled in the school if they and their fam i lies meet the expec ta tions of the school. 
(2) Sib lings of chil dren already in the school, whose fam i lies are prac tic ing Cath o lics, active in the par ish.
(3) Chil dren whose fam i lies are prac tic ing Cath o lics active in the par ish.
(4) Sib lings of chil dren already in the school, whose fam i lies are prac tic ing Cath o lics active in other par -
ishes.
(5) Chil dren whose fam i lies are prac tic ing Cath o lics com ing into the par ish, who have been attend ing
school else where.
(6) Chil dren whose fam i lies are prac tic ing Cath o lics active in other par ishes.
(7) Chil dren whose fam i lies are either not prac tic ing Cath o lics or not active in their par ishes.
(8) Non-Cath o lics. Enrol ment of more than 15 per cent non-Cath o lics in any grade requires the approval
of the Board of Direc tors. Once accepted into the school, non-Cath o lics need meet only the cri te ria
expected of other stu dents to be read mit ted in sub se quent years.
(9) Sib lings of non-Cath o lics can not be given pri or ity over Cath o lics.



cat e go ries, based on the fact that stu dents in this cat e gory would be accom mo dated
first before all other groups.

This is another method by which to gauge the sever ity of wait lists. Reli gious
schools were spe cif i cally devel oped in order to pro vide reli giously-ori ented edu ca tion. 
The pres ence of wait lists for these schools indi cates a clear demand for such edu ca -
tion. An indi ca tion of paren tal demand for reli giously-ori ented schools is illus trated
by the fact that 32.3 per cent of respon dents indi cated a wait list for cat e gory A, sib lings 
of chil dren already attend ing the school and whose par ents are active in the affil i ated
faith insti tu tion (see fig ure 6).

Per haps more tell ing of the great demand for reli giously-ori ented schools comes
from the fact that over half of respon dents (51.6 per cent) indi cated a wait list for either
cat e gory A or B, which includes all chil dren whose par ents are active in the affil i ated
faith insti tu tion of the school (fig ure 6). When fam i lies active in the faith but wor ship -
ping at non-affil i ated insti tu tions are included, the response rate increases to 64.5 per -
cent. In other words, almost two-thirds of the respond ing schools indi cated that wait
lists existed for stu dents whose par ents were active in their faith.

Non-reli gious stu dents at reli gious schools

An other ques tion that pro vides in sights into the depth of pa ren tal de mand for in de -
pend ent schools asked about the per cent age of non-re li gious stu dents at tend ing re li -
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Fig ure 6: Wait lists by prioritized admission category for religiously-
oriented schools
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gious schools. (This ques tion only per tained to those schools that in di cated a for mal
re li gious af fil i a tion and/or ori en ta tion.) Of the 96 re port ing schools in the sur vey, 74
in di cated a re li gious af fil i a tion or ori en ta tion. Fifty-two schools (70.3 per cent) an -
swered the sur vey ques tion about the per cent age of stu dents at tend ing their re li gious
in de pend ent school who were non-re li gious.25

There is a poten tial weak ness in the responses. A num ber of the schools seemed
to base their replies on the allow able num ber of stu dents of a non-reli gious back -
ground rather than the actual num ber of non-reli gious stu dents attend ing. We made
sev eral calls to clar ify this response and in roughly half the cases the num bers were
adjusted to reflect the actual num ber of non-reli gious stu dents attend ing.

Of the reli gious schools respond ing, 38 (73.1 per cent) indi cated they had some
stu dents attend ing their school who were of a dif fer ent reli gious back ground or who
were non-reli gious. Four teen schools (26.9 per cent) indi cated there were no non-reli -
gious stu dents attend ing their school. Given that almost three-quar ters of the
respond ing reli gious schools indi cated they had stu dents who were non-reli gious,
there appears to be fairly strong paren tal demand for the non-reli gious edu ca tional
ben e fits pro vided by these inde pend ent schools.

Fig ure 7 illus trates the range of stu dents attend ing respond ing reli gious inde -
pend ent schools that were iden ti fied as non-reli gious. Please recall that this cat e go ri -
za tion includes both non-reli gious stu dents and reli giously-ori ented stu dents who
prac tice a reli gion other than that affil i ated with the inde pend ent school. Almost 60
per cent (59.6%) of respond ing schools indi cated that non-reli gious stu dents com prise
between 1 and 30 per cent of their stu dent body. A small num ber (3) of respond ing
schools said that less than 1 per cent of their stu dents were non-reli gious, and an equal
num ber reported that more than 30 per cent of their stu dents were non-reli gious.

Expand ing to respond to demand

In cluded in the sur vey were sev eral ques tions about whether and how schools had at -
tempted to re spond to pa ren tal de mand for them, as ex pressed by wait lists. The re -
sults for this sec tion are lim ited to the 55 schools who in di cated that they main tained
wait lists, even though sev eral schools with out wait lists in di cated cur rent or fu ture
plans for ex pan sion. 

The first ques tion asked whether schools had phys i cally expanded in the past 5
years. Twenty-eight schools (50.9 per cent of respond ing schools) indi cated they had
done so. While the ques tion was orig i nally intended to delve into the phys i cal expan sion
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25 This cat e go ri za tion refers to the reli gion of the inde pend ent school. It does not nec es sar ily indi cate that
the stu dents are not reli gious. Rather, it indi cates that the stu dent is not a mem ber or par tic i pat ing in the
reli gion of the spe cific inde pend ent school.



of schools, at least three included ren o va tions that were under taken to make better use
of their exist ing build ings. The results should there fore be broad ened accord ingly.

Over two-thirds (67.3 per cent) of inde pend ent schools with wait lists in the
Lower Main land either expanded dur ing the last five years or seri ously con sid ered
expand ing.

Twenty-four of the 55 schools with wait lists (43.6 per cent) indi cated they
planned to expand their facil i ties in the future. As well, a lit tle over 70 per cent (70.8
per cent) of the schools indi cat ing that they planned to expand had already done so in
the pre vi ous five years. The responses to this ques tion must be inter preted cau tiously
as they may indi cate con fu sion or even dou ble-count ing of the same expan sion activ i -
ties. A lim ited amount of fol low up was under taken on this ques tion but it resulted in
lit tle addi tional clar ity.

Bar ri ers to expan sion

The sur vey in cluded an open-ended ques tion to en able re spon dents to iden tify bar ri -
ers to ex pan sion. They were en cour aged to pro vide mul ti ple re sponses. Forty-two of
the 55 schools re port ing wait times (76.4 per cent) re sponded to the bar ri ers to ex pan -
sion ques tion. The re sponses were stan dard ized and grouped. For ex am ple, re plies
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Fig ure 7: Percent of non-religious students attending religious
independent schools
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iden ti fy ing fi nanc ing, fund rais ing, cap i tal or op er at ing cam paigns, and fi nan cial re -
sources as bar ri ers were all grouped into one “fund rais ing” cat e gory.

Fig ure 8, which high lights the results from the bar ri ers to expan sion ques tion,
indi cates three prin ci pal bar ri ers: the cost of acquir ing land and build ing (61.9 per -
cent), fund rais ing (38.1 per cent), and zon ing laws (35.7 per cent).26 Respon dents men -
tioned both local and pro vin cial zon ing laws, although the for mer was much more
prom i nent.

Respon dents raised three other issues. Two of them were related to orga ni za -
tional pol i tics while the third came from two schools that have decided to stay small
for cul tural and mis sion rea sons (fig ure 8).27

Inter est ingly, none of the respon dents raised as a bar rier the value of the pro vin -
cial oper at ing grant. Recall that inde pend ent schools in Brit ish Colum bia can receive
up to 50 per cent of the per-pupil oper at ing grant for their school dis trict from the pro -
vin cial gov ern ment. The remain ing funds come from tui tion and other fees from par -
ents and from school fund rais ing activ i ties.
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Fig ure 8: Identified barriers to independent school expansion

26 In a recent sub mis sion to the pro vin cial gov ern ment, FISA-BC, the rep re sen ta tive orga ni za tion for inde -
pend ent school asso ci a tions in Brit ish Colum bia, stated that the “acqui si tion of prop erty is one of the
most expen sive and chal leng ing hur dles for inde pend ent school author i ties, par tic u larly in large urban
cen tres” (Froese, 2012).

27 These results mir ror the responses from report ing schools that did not indi cate they had stu dent wait lists. 
In other words, schools that did not have wait lists but had con sid ered expand ing faced the same type of
bar ri ers as schools that did have wait lists and had been try ing to expand or that had future expan sion
plans.
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Two final ques tions in this sec tion asked about the mix of facil ity own er ship ver -
sus leas ing in an attempt to explore solu tions to the expan sion bar ri ers prob lem. The
first ques tion asked whether the schools owned their facil i ties, either directly or indi -
rectly through the affil i ated reli gious insti tu tion, or whether they leased or rented
unused pub lic schools. An over whelm ing major ity of respon dents, 81.8 per cent, indi -
cated that they owned their facil i ties. The remain ing 18.2 per cent rented or leased
theirs.

Respon dents were also asked whether they had con sid ered leas ing or rent ing
facil i ties, and if so, had they been suc cess ful in doing so. Only 12 schools with wait lists
indi cated they had con tem plated rent ing or leas ing facil i ties. Of those, only 2 did so
suc cess fully.

Another sec tion of the ques tion naire included a query ger mane to this dis cus -
sion: did the school have an endow ment? Just 15 schools with wait lists indi cated that
they had an endow ment. Most of those indi cated that the endow ment was ear marked
for cap i tal expen di tures and/or schol ar ships for stu dents.28
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3 Inter views with independent 
school leaders

The fi nal phase of the re search pro ject en tailed di rect, one-on-one in ter views with
lead ers in the in de pend ent school com mu nity. The in ter views fo cused on the fol low -
ing ques tions:

1) What is your gen eral response to the ini tial draft of the study?

2) What is your spe cific reac tion to, and sug ges tions for, solu tions to the bar ri ers
iden ti fied by inde pend ent school admin is tra tors in their efforts to expand their
school’s oper a tions?

3) Fol low ing on ques tion 2, what bar ri ers do new schools face? Are there bar ri ers or
obsta cles to new schools being built and estab lished that are unique to new schools 
ver sus exist ing schools?

4) What sug ges tions and com ments do you have on pro vin cial or local pol i cies that
could improve and help inde pend ent schools?

School com mu nity lead ers were given ample time to reflect on and dis cuss any
related issues that were not spe cif i cally cov ered in the ques tions. These inter views
were con ducted between June 28 and July 16, 2012.

Ques tion 1: What is your gen eral response to the ini tial draft of the study, pay ing par tic u lar
atten tion to two key find ings: almost 57 per cent of schools reported a wait list,
and the aver age wait list count rep re sented 14 per cent of exist ing stu dents?

The in ter view ees con sis tently re plied that they were not sur prised by the re sults, but
were sur prised by the ex tent (57 per cent of re port ing schools in di cated a wait list) and
depth (stu dents on wait lists rep re sented, on av er age, 14 per cent of ex ist ing stu dents)
of the wait lists. Two re spon dents ex plained that they ex pected that the poor eco -
nomic con di tions that have ex isted broadly and the re lated per sonal eco nomic un cer -
tainty of par ents would have damp ened de mand for in de pend ent schools, as they
im pose some fi nan cial costs on par ents. The eco nomic ef fects of the 2008 and 2009 re -
ces sion can be seen in the an nual growth rates of in de pend ent school en rol ment (fig -
ure 3). In the three years pre ced ing the re ces sion, the av er age en rol ment for
in de pend ent schools in creased 2.1 per cent an nu ally, com pared to an nual in creases of
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0.4 per cent in 2008-09 and 0.5 per cent in 2009-10. An nual growth has since re -
bounded: 1.2 per cent in 2010-11 and 2.2 per cent in 2011-12.29

Another respon dent explained that he was sur prised because of the over all drop
in the total num ber of stu dents enrolled in K-12 edu ca tion in the prov ince—a decline
of almost 7 per cent over the last decade.

Tem per ing the sur prise, how ever, was the respon dents’ rec og ni tion that much
paren tal demand for inde pend ent schools in the last year or so could have been influ -
enced by the ten sion between the teach ers’ union (the Brit ish Colum bia Teach ers’
Fed er a tion, or BCTF) and the gov ern ment of Brit ish Columba. Sev eral respon dents
dis cussed the increas ing dis con tent ment with the pub lic school sys tem and the con -
fron ta tion between the BCTF and the gov ern ment dur ing recent years. Indeed, one
school asso ci a tion leader went as far as to say that the “ten sion and con fron ta tions
between the unions and the gov ern ment, and the impres sion that edu ca tion is being
polit i cized, has encour aged par ents to find alter na tives in inde pend ent schools.” 

One school leader raised a phe nom e non high lighted in fig ure 7 in which stu -
dents who are not from reli gious fam i lies, or who prac tice a dif fer ent reli gion, attend
reli gious schools for the non-reli gious ben e fits they pro vide. He explained that this
illus trated the real, mate rial ben e fits of inde pend ent school edu ca tion as well as the
paren tal demand for such edu ca tion.

Ques tion 2: What is your spe cific reac tion to, and sug ges tions for, solu tions to the bar ri ers
iden ti fied by inde pend ent school admin is tra tors in their efforts to expand their
school’s oper a tion?

There was unan i mous con sen sus among the school lead ers in ter viewed that the three
bar ri ers iden ti fied by school re spon dents, namely, the cost of land and con struc tion,
fund rais ing, and zon ing by-laws (see fig ure 8) ac cu rately rep re sented the key bar ri ers
to schools ex pand ing and re spond ing to pa ren tal de mand. How ever, some im por tant
nu ances were raised dur ing the in ter views that are worth dis cuss ing fur ther.

Three of the five school asso ci a tion lead ers explained that through the boards of
edu ca tion, pub lic schools have access to low-inter est loans for cap i tal expen di tures,
includ ing both orig i nal con struc tion and expan sion. All four respon dents said that
con struc tion costs were a sig nif i cant bar rier imped ing the expan sion of their schools.
They offered sug ges tions for poten tial mech a nisms by which inde pend ent schools
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29 It is impor tant to re-empha size that the data pre sented in this study cover only the Lower Main land.
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Main land due to the reces sion and slow recov ery com bined with declin ing num bers of school-aged chil -
dren.



might gain sim i lar access to low-inter est rate loans, adjust ing for any dif fer ences in
risk.

There was also con sid er able dis cus sion about the lim ited land avail abil ity and its
cost in the metro areas of the Lower Main land com pared to the more rural areas.
How ever, two respon dents relayed how schools in their asso ci a tions had pur chased,
or were con sid er ing pur chas ing, land adja cent to their schools for expan sion, but that
land-use zon ing laws, spe cif i cally those asso ci ated with the Agri cul tural Land Reserve
(ALR),30 lim ited their abil ity to use the land. Clearly, land-related bar ri ers in both the
urban (lim ited sup ply and high cost) and rural areas (agri cul tural zon ing) impede
inde pend ent schools from respond ing to paren tal demand.

Finally, one school asso ci a tion leader drew atten tion to an impor tant bar rier
imposed by the schools them selves. Accord ing to this leader, many schools choose to
remain small as a mat ter of pol icy so they can retain a small-school cul ture and phi los -
o phy. Unfor tu nately, the data do not allow us to fur ther ana lyze the results beyond
those pre sented in fig ure 8 where 4.4 per cent of respon dents indi cated they wanted to
remain small as a mat ter of pol icy.

Ques tion 3: Extend ing the dis cus sion of ques tion 2 to include bar ri ers to new schools, are
there bar ri ers or obsta cles to new schools being built and estab lished that are
unique to new schools versus exist ing schools?

This im por tant ques tion was posed to the school as so ci a tion lead ers since the school
sur veys were nat u rally com pleted from the per spec tive of those in ex ist ing schools, not 
those weigh ing the bar ri ers and ob sta cles to start ing a new school.

The gen eral con sen sus among the asso ci a tion lead ers was that new schools face
the same bar ri ers as exist ing schools with one key excep tion. Three of the five asso ci a -
tion lead ers out lined the orga ni za tional require ments for start ing a new school, which
include time and costs to estab lish an orga ni za tion, the appli ca tion to the prov ince
(accred i ta tion), fund rais ing for both cap i tal and oper at ing costs, and mar ket ing to
attract par ents and stu dents. These costs are a sig nif i cant bar rier to estab lish ing a new
inde pend ent school. How ever, as two of three respon dents explained, their asso ci a -
tions have mech a nisms in place to assist poten tial new schools in this pro cess.

A spe cific con ver sa tion on the pos si ble role of for-profit schools was raised with
two of the school asso ci a tion lead ers. We asked whether, given the bar ri ers iden ti fied
for new and exist ing schools to expand, and the fact that many of the bar ri ers are
finan cially-related, there is any pos si ble role for for-profit schools, which other coun -
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tries wel come31 and which have poten tially greater access to start-up cap i tal. The
response was tell ing. The lead ers agreed that such schools would likely have greater
access to cap i tal by which to over come the finan cial bar ri ers dis cussed. How ever, both
indi cated that the pri mary bar rier to for-profit involve ment in K-12 edu ca tion is
“ideo log i cal” and “per cep tual” rather than sub stan tive. Sim ply put, Brit ish
Columbians have an aver sion to pub lic funds being used to sup port pri vate com pa nies
pur su ing a profit motive in edu ca tion. That aver sion is emo tional rather than stem -
ming from a sub stan tive obser va tion that for-prof its per form poorly com pared to
non-prof its in edu ca tion deliv ery.

Ques tion 4: Please give us any suggestions or com ments you have on pro vin cial or local
pol i cies that could improve and help inde pend ent schools.

The gen eral re sponses to this ques tion were in cluded to vary ing de grees in pre vi ous
re plies. For ex am ple, the two most-dis cussed pol icy re forms were: 1) en sur ing ac cess
to low-in ter est rate loans for cap i tal spend ing; and 2) better us ing va cant pub lic school
fa cil i ties for in de pend ent schools wish ing to ex pand their op er a tions. The first pol icy
rec om men da tion was dis cussed ear lier. The sec ond flows nat u rally from the fact that
the larg est bar rier to in de pend ent schools re spond ing to in creased de mand is the cost
of ac quir ing land and fi nanc ing con struc tion. Both pol icy rec om men da tions are de vel -
oped fur ther in the fol low ing sec tion.

Two of the school asso ci a tion lead ers also rec om mended that the dif fer ent min -
is tries that over see aspects of the schools improve their own inter-min is try coor di na -
tion. Spe cif i cally, kin der gar ten to grade twelve is reg u lated by the Min is try of
Edu ca tion, while pre-kin der gar ten is reg u lated by the Min is try of Chil dren and Fam ily 
Devel op ment. Both respon dents gave instances where the reg u la tions imposed by the
min is tries dif fered based on the grade cov ered. If these two min is tries were better
coor di nated and rec og nized that schools often pro vide pre-kin der gar ten classes, it
would elim i nate, or at least reduce, a num ber of problems reported by schools offering
these classes. 
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31 For a dis cus sion of for-profit schools in edu ca tion, see the fol low ing stud ies, which are part of a series of
papers pub lished by the Amer i can Enter prise Insti tute on this sub ject: Riggan, 2012; Wildavsky, 2011;
Kelly, 2011; Horn, 2011.



4 Con clu sions and recommendations

There is lit tle doubt about the cur rent and grow ing de mand for in de pend ent school
ed u ca tion in Brit ish Co lum bia. While pub lic school en rol ment in the prov ince has de -
clined by over 11 per cent since peak ing in 1997-98, in de pend ent school en rol ment has 
grown by 22.4 per cent over the same pe riod. Stu dents en rolled in in de pend ent schools 
now rep re sent 11.6 per cent of all K-12 stu dents in the prov ince. Fur ther, the re sults
from the in de pend ent schools sur vey in di cates that a ma jor ity of in de pend ent schools
in the Lower Main land (57.3 per cent) have wait lists, with av er age wait lists rep re sent -
ing 14.3 per cent of the ex ist ing stu dents.

This study pri mar ily focuses on doc u ment ing and under stand ing the pres ence of 
wait lists for inde pend ent schools and on iden ti fy ing bar ri ers and obsta cles that inde -
pend ent schools face as they try expand to respond to the demand for them. How ever,
a num ber of prac ti cal rec om men da tions emerged from the study.32

1) Facil i tate the use of idle pub lic school facil i ties by inde pend ent schools

Three prin ci pal bar ri ers iden ti fied by re spon dents to the in de pend ent schools sur vey
were cor rob o rated in the in ter views with school as so ci a tion lead ers. To vary ing de -
grees, all per tained to the costs as so ci ated with pur chas ing and de vel op ing land for
school fa cil i ties. Any pol icy that could re duce these costs, even mar gin ally, would help
in de pend ent schools re spond to pa ren tal de mand. An ob vi ous so lu tion, which was re -
cently ex plored and even tu ally ad vo cated by the Fed er a tion of In de pend ent School
As so ci a tions (FISA-BC) (see Froese, 2012), is to en cour age the use of idle and va cant
pub lic school fa cil i ties by in de pend ent schools wish ing to expand.

Brit ish Colum bia’s cur rent leg is la tion allows for pub lic school facil i ties to be
pur chased or leased by inde pend ent schools. Unfor tu nately, local boards of edu ca tion
too often view inde pend ent schools as hos tile com pet i tors rather than as a com ple -
men tary part of K-12 edu ca tion. The Fed er a tion of Inde pend ent School Asso ci a tions’
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32 Both school asso ci a tion lead ers and sev eral of the prin ci pals inter viewed called for better coor di na tion of
reg u la tions between pro vin cial min is tries. Spe cif i cally, they pointed to incon sis tent oper at ing reg u la tions
between the two min is tries that have input into school oper a tions when schools include pre-kin der gar ten
classes, which is increas ingly the case in inde pend ent schools. The Min is try of Edu ca tion reg u lates K-12
classes, while the Min is try of Chil dren and Fam ily Devel op ment reg u lates pre-kin der gar ten. To avoid
incon sis ten cies, the two min is tries should ensure that oper at ing reg u la tions for pre-kin der gar ten classes
are con sis tent with those for kin der gar ten and early ele men tary grades. This sug ges tion was not included
as part of this study’s for mal rec om men da tions since it exists out side of the con fines of the core issues
addressed.



brief ing rep re sents a prac ti cal, work able plan to improve the tran si tion of idle pub lic
school facil i ties to inde pend ent schools. The pro posal rec om mends a mech a nism by
which inde pend ent schools could appeal to the Min is ter of Edu ca tion,33 through the
Assis tant Dep uty Min is ter, Exec u tive Finan cial Offi cer of Resource Man age ment, if
the local board of edu ca tion denies the inde pend ent school’s ini tial request to pur -
chase or lease an unused pub lic school facil ity. This is an emi nently prac ti cal improve -
ment on the sta tus quo. It makes lit tle sense to have pub lic school facil i ties sit ting idle
and con sum ing tax payer money for upkeep while inde pend ent schools strug gle to
respond to paren tal demand to accom mo date addi tional stu dents. In addi tion, this
change could be quickly imple mented with results seen in short order.34

2) Review pol icy on fund ing and access to low-inter est loans for inde pend -
ent schools

As dis cussed ear lier, in de pend ent schools do not re ceive any di rect or in di rect fi nan -
cial sup port for cap i tal ex pen di tures. In ad di tion, in de pend ent schools do not have ac -
cess to pref er en tial in ter est loans through the pro vin cial gov ern ment as pub lic schools 
do. The com bi na tion of these two pol i cies means that cap i tal costs are a par tic u lar bar -
rier for in de pend ent schools. As dis cussed pre vi ously (see fig ure 8), in de pend ent
schools have iden ti fied the cost of land ac qui si tion and con struc tion as the main fac tor 
lim it ing them from re spond ing to pa ren tal de mand. In deed, sev eral of the prin ci pals
in ter viewed (though the re sults were not in cluded in the study due to their small num -
ber) as well as two of the five school as so ci a tion lead ers men tioned how valu able it
would be to have some form of par tial pro vin cial cap i tal fund ing and/or ac cess to
low-in ter est rate loans.

That said, increas ing inde pend ent school grants and/or pro vid ing access to
either cap i tal fund ing or low-inter est rate loans is not a pan a cea and must be con sid -
ered very care fully. First, and per haps most impor tantly, it is par a mount that the
schools retain and pre serve their inde pend ent sta tus. Addi tional reli ance on gov ern -
ment fund ing, includ ing for cap i tal expen di tures, could jeop ar dize or erode their cur -
rent lev els of inde pend ence. Sec ond, there is a mate rial dif fer ence between the assets
devel oped by pub lic schools and those devel oped by inde pend ent schools, even
though they serve the same pur pose: those paid for and devel oped by the pub lic school
sys tem remain pub licly-owned assets; those devel oped for the inde pend ent schools
are ulti mately pri vately-held assets.
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34 The FISA-BC sub mis sion, for exam ple, iden ti fied 10 inde pend ent schools in the Lower Main land that are
ready and will ing to assume idle pub lic school facil i ties (see Froese, 2012).



This paper rec om mends a thor ough review of both pol i cies—fund ing (oper at ing
and cap i tal) and access to low-inter est rate loans—by the pro vin cial gov ern ment, school
asso ci a tions, and other inter ested par ties. In terms of the rec om mended review, the
study sug gests pay ing par tic u lar atten tion to other juris dic tions with inde pend ent
school sec tors such as Alberta, Aus tra lia, Swe den,35 and parts of the United States.36 The 
main goal of such a review is to deter mine whether addi tional oper at ing or cap i -
tal-related fund ing could help inde pend ent schools respond to doc u mented paren tal
demand while retain ing their inde pend ence, ensur ing effi cient and respon si ble use of
pub lic funds, and main tain ing proper sep a ra tion of gov ern ment and pri vate activ i ties.

3) Broad review of leg is la tion and guide lines for inde pend ent schools

The data col lected on wait lists for in de pend ent schools in the Lower Main land in di -
cates sig nif i cant pa ren tal de mand for al ter na tives to the pub lic ed u ca tion sys tem.
With over half the in de pend ent schools in the Lower Main land main tain ing wait lists
(rep re sent ing, on av er age, 14 per cent of ex ist ing stu dents) and with many schools
strug gling to ac com mo date par ents, it is im per a tive that the pro vin cial gov ern ment
re view and pos si bly re vise pro vin cial leg is la tion and reg u la tions gov ern ing in de pend -
ent schools to help schools re spond flex i bly to pa ren tal demand.
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35 For fur ther infor ma tion on Swe den’s edu ca tion sys tem, see Izumi, Chaney, and Stacey, 2009; Cowen,
2008; and Hep burn and Merrifield, 2006.

36 Alberta is an obvi ous choice for review and com par i son. Two other sug ges tions offered by this paper’s
review ers are Aus tra lia and Swe den. In Aus tra lia, for exam ple, gov ern ments do pro vide inde pend ent
schools with lim ited cap i tal fund ing. Data pro vided by the Inde pend ent Schools Coun cil of Aus tra lia
(ISCA) shows that gov ern ment sup plies roughly 17 per cent of cap i tal fund ing for inde pend ent schools.
For fur ther infor ma tion on inde pend ent schools in Aus tra lia, please see the ISCA  (http://isca.edu.au). In
addi tion, the ISCA annu ally pub lishes a quick ref er ence guide and sta tis tics for inde pend ent schools. The
Snap shot for 2012 is avail able at  http://isca.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/ISCA-Snapshot-
20121.pdf. Spe cific infor ma tion on cap i tal fund ing in Aus tra lia is avail able from the ISCA at
http://isca.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/Independent-Update-3-Capital-funding-2008.pdf. 
     A con trary exam ple is Swe den, which finances edu ca tion by pro vid ing all fam i lies with school vouch ers.
Accord ing to an expert on Swed ish edu ca tion who con trib uted to this paper, the coun try’s voucher laws
do not pro vide any cap i tal assis tance to inde pend ent schools (referred to as pri vate schools in Swe den).
One study found that the long-term finan cial sustainability that school vouch ers pro vide was a more
impor tant finan cial con sid er ation than one-time cap i tal fund ing. In addi tion, Swe den’s edu ca tion sys tem
allows for-profit par tic i pants to oper ate, and these par tic i pants have greater access to financ ing than
non-prof its. For fur ther infor ma tion on Swe den’s edu ca tion sys tem please see: Izumi, Chaney, and Stacey, 
2009; Cowen, 2008; and Hep burn and Merrifield, 2006.
    A final exam ple worth con sid er ing is how pri vate orga ni za tions have responded in Wis con sin after the
intro duc tion of the Mil wau kee school voucher pro gram. Pri vate orga ni za tions have emerged to help raise
resources directly for inde pend ent schools and to train inde pend ent school staff so that they can effec -
tively fund raise for them selves (Sweet, 2003).

http://isca.edu.au
http://isca.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/ISCA-Snapshot-20121.pdf
http://isca.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/ISCA-Snapshot-20121.pdf
http://isca.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/Independent-Update-3-Capital-funding-2008.pdf


      Appen dix A: Econo met ric results of 
1) Wait lists and Cath o lic schools and 
2) Wait lists and school loca tions

1) Wait list and Cath o lic schools
Model: Pre dicted logit of (WAIT LIST) = -0.170 + (1.305)*CATHOLIC

2) Wait list and lo ca tion of schools
Model: Pre dicted logit of (WAIT LIST) = 0.693 + (-1.386)*CATHOLIC
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Variables in the Equation

B S.E. Wald Df Sig. Exp(B)

Step 1a CATHOLIC 1.305 .464 7.915 1 .005

Constant -.170 .261 .423 1 .516

a. Variable(s) entered on step 1: CATHOLIC.

Variables in the Equation

B S.E. Wald Df Sig. Exp(B)

Step 1a VALLEY -1.386 .482 8.288 1 .004

Constant .693 .255 7.367 1 .007

a. Variable(s) entered on step 1: VALLEY.
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