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The chance for improved Physical 
Health and Wellbeing of students:

An unspoken benefit of small 
schools
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By definition, mega-schools are further apart and 
necessitate further and longer bus rides.

Smaller schools can be within their communities.



Medical impacts of longer and further bus rides

Proposed closures will impact farming families disproportionately as most 
are further away from proposed mega-school

Disrupted sleep patterns
• Early start time implies earlier than 6:45AM departure for some, 

disrupting circadian rhythm (biologic clock) of adolescents

Disrupted nutrition
• Too tired to eat before getting on bus
• Not allowed to eat on bus
• Potentially nauseous on arrival

Increased motion sickness - Children more prone to motion sickness

Less access to bathroom - No bathroom on bus
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Medical impacts of longer and further bus rides

Increased Risk Exposure
• Increased noise exposure
• Increased exposure to dust and exhaust fumes -

increased upper respiratory infections and 
sometimes asthma

• Increased exposure to extreme temperatures: heat 
exhaustion (no A/C on bus) and frostbite 

• Accident risk is per kilometer driven, more 
kilometers driven equates to higher accident risk

• Increased behavioural issues on bus
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Medical impacts of longer and further bus rides

Visual signs of stress in children and youth
• Stress induced eczema (Neurodermatitis)
• Stress exacerbation of acne
• Hair loss (alopecia areata)
• Physical effects of stress and anxiety

– Stress of commuting on adult population well documented – high blood 
pressure, heart disease, reduced immunity

Increase in sedentary behavior
• We are in the midst of a diabetes and obesity epidemic
• Decreased opportunities for sports (eg, closing 5 high schools eliminates 5 

teams – you must be Elite to play for the remaining school)
• Decreased opportunity for before and after school jobs – most jobs for 

youth have a high physical component
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The chance for improved Mental Health 
and Wellbeing of students and teachers:

An unspoken benefit of small schools

Claude C. Manigat
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Role of Schools, Big or Small
Academic role:

– Teaching
– Facilitate Learning

Social role:
Promote –

Individuation (Individualization)
– Personality/character
– Self-Identity
– Autonomy, independence 
– Self-confidence, self-reliance

Socialization –
– Social skills learning,
– Social interaction, connectedness
– Conflict resolution
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• In Ontario, children and youth from the ages 
of 4-5 to 16 are expected by law to receive 
some form of schooling.

• Those attending schools spend on average 180 
days a year in school and about 6 hours a day 
– not counting travel time (that can be quite 
lengthy for some of them!)
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WHO (World Health Organization) estimates 1 in 5 young 
people under the age of 18 experience some form of 
developmental, emotional or behavioral problem; one in 8 
experiences a mental disorder.

The inclusion of these children in all learning environments 
necessitates careful attention and sensitivity:

• Special needs
• Attitude
• Stigma
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Positive Mental Health is

“the capacity of each and all of us to feel, think 
and act in ways that enhance our ability to enjoy 
life and deal with the challenges we face.  It is a 
positive sense of emotional and spiritual well-
being that respects the importance of culture, 

equity, social justice, interconnections and 
personal dignity”.  

The Public Health Agency of Canada 2006
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• There is an interplay between emotional 
health and active success

• Schools must be partners in the mental health 
care of our children

January 23, 2017 11



Health Promoting Schools
The WHO (World Health Organization 1997) defines a 
Health Promoting School as one in which all members of 
the school community work together to provide pupils 
with integrated and positive experiences and structures 
which promote and protect their health.  

This includes both the formal and the informal curriculum 
in a healthy school environment, the provision of 
adequate health/services and the involvement of the 
family and wider community in an effort to promote 
health.
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Comprehensive School Health Framework
A Model of Positive Mental Health Promotion

(Joint Consortium for School Health 2010)
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• The preceding framework applies to both big 
and small schools.

• What about small schools? Is smaller better 
than bigger?
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What do we know about small schools?

School size has shifted over the years from small schools 
to big schools, even mega-schools.  Then the pendulum 
swung again.
There have been several studies in several states in the 
U.S on school size, showing some common outcomes.

For example, a team of researchers examined 150 small 
schools in the Chicago area (elementary schools with less 
than 350 students, and high schools with less than 400).

What were the findings?
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Small school study
Academically:
• Drop-out rates are significantly lower
• Students have higher grade point averages
• Students have better attendance record
• Fewer students fail courses
• Students demonstrate persistence toward graduation
• Fewer students are retained at the elementary level
• Students have greater achievements and do better in 

standardized tests scores in reading
• Students, teachers and parents have greater 

satisfaction
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Small school study
Teachers and Staff
• Greater expectations of the students because they 

know them better and care more about what happens 
to them

• More collaboration among colleagues and staff
• More regular professional development and more 

frequent school activities
• More contact and greater communication with 

parents
• Better understanding of the parents as an important 

element
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Small School Study
Belonging and Owning
• Students, teachers, staff, administrators and community members 

feel they belong and they are welcome in the school
• Students no longer feel anonymous – they have a name – known 

by their peers, teachers, staff and administration.
• Being called by one’s name instead of “Hey you!” makes a 

difference
• Connectedness

Sense of pride and ownership
• Children take more responsibility for their behavior and that of 

their classmates
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Small schools are not enough (physical structure)
They need support from within and from outside

WITHIN:

Planning 
Forward thinking

Ideology, philosophy
Culture 
Unified teams
Good planning
Policies, rules
Discipline

Collaboration
Dialogues
Communication

OUTSIDE:

Collaboration / Partnerships

Communication with parents, families, 
other agencies and services 

Part of the larger community
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• Small schools constitute a key ingredient in 
promoting the mental health and the well-being 
of students and teachers.

• But small schools are fragile and need 
commitment from administration, staff, teachers, 
students, parents and a whole community.

• Small schools are not a panacea (cure-all) but can 
be the nucleus in a healthy community.
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Thank you
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Back-Up
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Highland Family - Proposed School Closures

Current Student Transportation Experience Proposed

School

Average Ride 
(minutes)

Longest Ride 
(minutes)

Students 
Walking to 

School

Average 
Distance 

(km)

Longest 
Distance 

(km)

ADDITIONAL Distance
affects ~2/3 of students 

(km)

S.J. McLeod Public School No Data No Data 0 8.5 17.6 14.2 to WPS

Char-Lan District High School 23.8 71 4 10.7 28.8 19.8 to SLSS

Glengarry District High School 23.3 59 61 10.4 32.1 28 to Tagwi, 27 to VCI

Longue Sault Public School 22 57 32 7.6 38.3 9.8 to R-O

Rothwell-Osnabruck Secondary School 26.2 53 40 7.9 38.4 23.3 to CCVS

North Stormont Public School 20.7 50 6 9.3 44.7 14.5 to Roxmore

Maxville Public School 28.7 68 7 9.7 35.6 23 to Roxmore, 20.8 to Laggan

AVERAGE 24 9
minutes kilometers

*Data from UCDSB School Information Profiles


