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“The need for community connection and development” 
 
The Lanark County Planning Council consists of over 40 organizations committed to 
providing leadership and coordination to enable optimal development and healthy living 
for Lanark County children & youth from zero to 18 years of age, and their families.  
Included in our membership are organizations that cover a broad spectrum of services 
from front line delivery, to planning and evaluation, community education and 
advocacy, which is why we asked to speak with you today.  As part of our membership, 
we are happy to have representatives from the UCDSB, which has allowed us to keep 
pace with the current Accommodation Review process.   
 
We are here to speak to the need for rural schools in general, as opposed to speaking 
for the maintenance of any specific school.  It is our position that all rural schools are 
vital to the success, not only of the students, but also to the communities in which the 
schools are located.  We hope that through the Accommodation Review process, the 
Board Trustees, staff, and the Provincial Government will see the importance of that 
connection, for the development of both the students and the communities involved. 
 
While this presentation is on behalf of the Planning Council, I will be speaking from the 
direct experience of the United Way Lanark County, and that of the partners we work 
with every day, many of whom are members of the Planning Council. 
 
As a starting point, we wish to note the following: 
 

 Based on the wider work of United Ways in Canada and the US, and from 
numerous studies, the importance of rural schools to wider community 
development and connection is clear; 

 Locally, the United Way Lanark County and its partners have seen the clear 
benefits of the availability of open schools in rural settings, especially Lanark 
County.  Through our United Way network in eastern Ontario, we know these 
benefits extend beyond Lanark County, and occur throughout the entire UCDSB 
catchment area. 

 
The United Way Lanark County experiences, through its numerous funded partnerships, 
the success that comes from those partners being able to interact with students and 
families who are part of the UCDSB family.  Our three Focus Areas specifically address 
the needs of those within our community, namely: 
 

 All That Kids Can Be 

 From Poverty to Possibility, and 

 Health People, Strong Community 
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Beneath those Focus Areas, we have 6 priority goals, as per the handout provided to 
you, which includes the reference data that went into the selection of those goals.  Two 
of those goals have direct reference to the issue of school closures – Critical Hours, and 
Beginnings & Transitions. 
 
Under our All That Kids Can Be focus area Critical Hours goal, we work with Big Brothers 
Big Sisters of Lanark County on their highly successful After School Program, designed: 
 

 To teach children and youth the basic rules and guidelines for sports, building 
their physical literacy; 

 To build community leadership through the inclusion of mentors, particularly 
older teens and young adults; 

 To increase awareness of healthy food choices for children and youth; 

 To build self-esteem understand the impact and effects of bullying, and 
provide mentorship to children and youth involved in the program. 

 
This is a collective effort, which works with nearly 20 organizations and funders, to 
provide this critical programming in partnership with schools in Lanark County.  The 
closure of rural schools would severely curtail the ability of this program in a number of 
ways: 
 

 No access to a convenient location where children are already present; 

 Reduction in access for children who would have to take a longer 
transportation route to/from home; 

 Reduce the linkage between community volunteer members who support the 
program (ensuring a desired ratio of 1 adult to 4 children), due to the distance 
they would need to travel. 

 
The demonstrated success and need for this type of mentoring program is evident by 
the many positive comments of the young participants, their parents, and the waiting 
list the program currently has. 
 
As noted in our letter of January 5, 2017 to this Committee, it is our belief that children 
thrive when they live, learn and play in their home community – and are able to access 
successful programs such as the Big Brothers Big Sisters After School Program. 
 
From the Where does the small rural school stand?  Exploring different perspectives, 
Carolyne Thompson notes that: 
“This issue of school closures is not new – nearly 20 years ago, Wayne Fuller, an 
authority on rural education and author of The Old Country School: The Story of Rural 
Education in the Midwest (1982, University of Chicago Press), commented 20 years ago 
that closing a country school means destroying an institution that holds the community 
together.  He went on to say that consolidation has other, less overt, but just as 
important effects on students.  For example, rural students are more likely to face long 
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bus rides across considerable distances and over poorly paved (or unpaved) roads.  In 
addition, because the buses often serve a number of schools, these students are also 
likely to ride with children who are significantly older (or younger) than they are – which 
creates its own potential for bullying.”  
 
Another critical priority goal of the United Way is Beginnings & Transitions, which falls 
under our Focus Area of From Poverty to Possibility.  Here, we are proud funders of the 
Lanark County Community Justice Program Be Strong program – Building, Encouraging, 
Supportive, Trusting Relationships On Neutral Ground.  This program, based on the 
restorative justice principles, teaches mediation, conflict resolution and problem solving 
skills along with healthy respectful communication.  At the same time, it builds 
resiliency, self-esteem, empathy, and emotional literacy in children and youth.  These 
skills are beneficial not only in a school environment, but within the community as well. 
 
LCCJP, working with all the schools and Youth Centres in Lanark County, is presenting 
this program, which will benefit the entire community.  The success of the program 
requires volunteers from the community to participate – otherwise, the program is not 
financially viable.  School closures and consolidation require additional transportation 
resources for community volunteers to be able to participate in a program such as these 
– or others within the school environment, where they may assist the school community 
as volunteers.   
 
In a literature review funded by OMAFRA, titled Rural Schools and Educational Reform:  
Should We Keep Rural Schools Open?  By Dr. Allan C. Lauzon and Ms. Danielle Leahy of 
the School of Rural Extension Studies, University of Guelph, they note: 
 
Failure to acknowledge school community relationships also negates the potential role 
that the community may play in the educational function.  Miller (1995) argues that the 
community can serve as part of the curriculum where it can be examined in its 
complexity - its history, its economy, its ecology to name a few.  It becomes a living 
laboratory through which students learn.  Furthermore, it enhances their sense of 
connection to place, an important, and we would argue essential ingredient to 
developing sustainable rural communities.  Second, it can be a source for the 
development of entrepreneurial skill, leadership development, and a sense of civic 
responsibility.  Furthermore, it gives the children a context in which to develop these 
whereby they can see the potential of their own community.  One of the challenges that 
rural communities face is the outmigration of their brightest and best youth.  Perhaps 
this would provide them with the incentive to look to their own home community as a 
potential future. 
 
The idea behind our UWLC priority goal of Beginnings and Transitions is to ensure that 
we are meeting the goal of ensuring that youth have the skills they need to succeed – 
within their community.  School closing and consolidations run counter to keeping 
communities engaged and more importantly, alive. 
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We understand that there are cost implications with respect to keeping schools open; 
however, the cost of shutting them down and consolidating students is too high to the 
community.  In addition, the research is not conclusive that the savings are as great as 
anticipated.  In fact, there is the distinct possibility that costs may increase, as Drs. 
Lauzon and Leahy point out from their literature review.  When contrasted to the 
impact for community damage, the price may in fact not be worth the supposed 
benefits. 
 
We will leave it to others to address the wider issues that have arisen from school 
closures and consolidation, such as lower attendance, dampened enthusiasm for 
involvement in school activities; lower grade averages and standardized scores; higher 
dropout rates; and the issue of more problems with violence, security, and drug abuse. 
 
What we would like to look at now is the impact of rural school closures upon the 
mental health of the children and youth who are students in these schools. 
 
This seems like a reasonable question to ask.  Yet, reviewing the available research 
reveals that this question is largely unanswered.  The studies that do exist focus on the 
academic performance for students when they move to a new school, due to a school 
closure.  In most cases, while there is a dip in academic performance, there is recovery 
after a period within the new school. 
 
Benett-Garaway and two colleagues explored the reasons for school closures In an 
article published in 2016, where they summarize that while there are motivations for 
closure, such as the desire to improve efficiency and to improve educational outcomes, 
there are however, as might be expected, unintended consequences of these decisions.  
  
Turning to a study by Lipman and Person (2007), which looked at the experience of 
school closings in Chicago during the mid-2000s, they reported on some of those 
consequences, which included significant negative impacts upon the schools, students, 
school staff, and communities that were subject to school closures.  Overall, they found 
that there was a lack of resources to support teaching and learning of the expanded 
student body.  Teaching staff and school administrators reported that safety, as a school 
issue, was elevated and that as a result, the school climates at the receiving school 
suffered.  The result: teachers reported a disruption in the student learning. 
 
In a 2014 article by Larson looking at school closures in Louisiana, he noted that while 
seeing the same effect on academic performance – a dip followed by improvement, 
there too were a number of negative impacts that effected student attendance and 
ultimately, graduation rates.  This meant that for those students who were unable to 
overcome the negative impacts of the school closures, they would not attend college or 
university, negatively affecting their lifetime earning potential. 
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All of these negative consequences have the potential to affect the mental health of 
students.  Broader issues also come up, as noted by the reports that come from 
healthcare professionals who have experience with children, youth, and community 
members, who face school closures.  For instance, Dr. Paul Roumeliotis, Medical Officer 
of Health in Cornwall Ontario and surrounding area has expressed his worry about 
students being required to experience daily lengthy periods on school buses.  His 
expressed concern is that this can be a tiring experience, as anyone who has been on a 
long automobile trip can attest.  In turn, he is worried that tired students will not learn 
as easily as they might have, if they had not experienced those long bus trips.   
 
Health and mental health officials in Peterborough raised concerns regarding students 
of a secondary school scheduled to close in 2012.  They collectively expressed their 
worry that student well-being would be hurt, due to lower physical activity resulting 
from being bussed for long periods.  In addition, they expressed concern that due to the 
disruption of easy access to the school, they expected student attendance would suffer, 
and as a result, there would be lower academic performance and graduation rates. 
 
A clear report written by The Mid-Atlantic Research Centre drew conclusions from a 
lengthy review of literature pertaining to the issue of school closings in rural 
communities.  They shared that in a rural community: 
 

 Schools are regarded as more than an educational institution in such  

communities wherein the school supports the community and the community 

supports the school through activities that are planned and of importance to 

residents; 

 Schools, as a result of functioning as more than educational institutions, serve 

and are seen as being integral to the intergenerational relationships of 

community members; 

 The loss of a school is the removal of a community focal point and are often an 

impetus for reduced social and economic life of community members; 

 Parental engagement as participants in school activities become threatened as 

parents become detached from the school process, which identifies that; 

 People in rural communities have strong relationships with their community 

school; and 

 Schools are hubs of the community. 

What these results draw attention to is that when a school closes, it challenges the 
health of the community.  If there is a challenge to the health of the community, it is 
reasonable to assume that there will be an effect on the health of its citizens.  Indeed, as 
the healthcare officials in Cornwall and Peterborough note, there is a risk that there 
might be a similarly negative impact on mental health when community members 
confront the extinction of their community school.   
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While there may be a shortage of research that correlates positive mental health and 
the continuation of a rural community school, widening the lens of analysis to include 
the weighty role that community plays in the development and maintenance of student 
mental health leads to a different perspective of the importance of rural community 
schools.  When viewed in this context, there is a correlation between a community 
school and a healthy community.  
 
In conclusion, our goal is to encourage the Board staff and Trustees to look at 
alternative efforts to contain costs, and not to achieve savings at the expense of 
communities in Lanark County and beyond.  Schools are an integral part of the 
community – needed so that communities are able to grow, succeed, and offer 
opportunities for all, ensuring a viable, healthy community.  
 
As Dan Laitsch, assistant professor in the Faculty of Education at Simon Fraser University 
in British Columbia, Canada, and co-editor of the International Journal for Education 
Policy and Leadership, wrote in his brief on this subject in January 2005, The Importance 
of Schools in Rural Communities: 
 
“Rural communities—particularly those with less than 500 residents—that are supported 
by the presence of schools are economically and civically more robust, and represent 
fewer inequities, than similar communities without schools.” 
 
Drs. Lauzon & Leahy agree:  
 
“If one thing is clear from the research it is that small schools are worth saving and that 
small schools are worth the cost.” 
 
 
Resources: 
 
Where does the small rural school stand?  Exploring different perspectives. 
by Carolyne Marie Anne Thompson  
A project submitted to the Faculty of Education in conformity with the requirements for  
the degree of Master of Education, Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada  
(May 2011) 
 
Rural Schools and Educational Reform: Should We Keep Rural Schools Open?   
By Dr. Allan C. Lauzon and Ms. Danielle Leahy of the School of Rural Extension Studies, 
University of Guelph.  This research was funded by OMAFRA under the SRC Research 
Program, Project 023450 
 
The Importance of Schools in Rural Communities.   
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By Dan Laitsch, assistant professor in the Faculty of Education at Simon Fraser University 
in British Columbia, Canada, and co-editor of the International Journal for Education 
Policy and Leadership - January 2005 (Posted on the ASCD website: 
http://www.ascd.org/publications/researchbrief/v3n02/toc.aspx) 
 
United Way Lanark County – Strategic Investments 2016-2017 (attached) 
 
Bennett-Garawy, J. M., Langley, N. M. & Chaffin, K. L. (2016). School Closures and 
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Scholar: Journal of Counseling and Professional Psychology, Volume 5, 2016, 7-
19.  
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