Compelling reasons to save Rideau 
November 2009

Dear M. Legendre, 

I attended last week’s council meeting in which staff presented their proposal to close Rideau High School and redirect its students to Gloucester and Lisgar. 

From the meeting I determined that: 

1. The staff recommendation to close the school goes against the recommendation of the ARC committee which carried out extensive community consultations on the potential closure. 

2. In deciding to recommend closure, staff consulted none of the community groups who are stakeholders in the school, nor Lisgar which will be directly affected by the closure.

3. Staff is not able to guarantee---because they appear to have done no concrete research on this issue---whether community programs, including a daycare with as many as fifty subsidized day-care spaces---that currently make use of the school and its playing fields can be relocated elsewhere. Their suggestion that this “may” be possible is entirely speculative. No solution has been identified to date. 

4. Similarly, staff is not able to guarantee that the green space associated with the school---which is invaluable to the community and well-used---will be preserved if Rideau is closed and the property sold. 

5. When schools are closed, typically teachers do not move to the new school along with the students. If this were to happen, it would be an “anomaly”. From this, I conclude that there is the potential for enormous disruption to the lives and classes available to students currently at Rideau High School. 

6. In making their recommendation, staff have not taken into account the likely re-development of the Rockliffe airbase in the next 5-10 years, which is expected to add some 5,000 households to Rideau’s catchment area. 

7. Nor have they taken into account that, of the areas of Ottawa under review by the ARC, the prospective student populations are declining fastest NOT in the areas closest to Rideau, but rather in the areas closest to Gloucester and Colonel By.

8. Staff has not taken into account the number of students from Rideau who might be financially harmed by having to use OC Transpo to attend school. While free bus-passes will be available to the most economically disadvantaged, there will almost certainly be many other students in the neighbourhood of Rideau who will be only barely above the cut-off for financial assistance, and for whom the purchase of a bus-pass will be a real financial burden.

9. I noticed that during the discussion of the Rideau closure, a projection of a map of the affected school areas was noticeably absent, although it was available for the earlier discussion of elementary schools in the Merivale area. Perhaps this was an oversight, but by not projecting the map, council-members and the audience were unable to see the gross level of unfairness in a recommendation that involves closing the only regular OCDSB High School (Ottawa Technical Learning Center does not offer the regular high school curriculum) in an area of a 5 kilometre radius while, at the same time, leaving open two high schools in the Beacon Hill area that are very close to each other. 

Staff noted at one point during the question period that school programming should be located fairly and equitably, but their recommendation to close Rideau High School goes directly against this advice. 

The Staff’s main argument in favour of closing Rideau High School seems to be that students currently attending Rideau will benefit from having increased access to a wider array of programs at Gloucester High School, which are presently less available at Rideau because of declining enrolment at the school. (And “they would be able to be with their friends.” (!))

I am not a pedagogical expert, but I have to question the thinking behind the idea that students from a small school in an economically disadvantaged neighbourhood with programs targeting their specific needs would be better served by moving them to a much larger school, at an extended distance from where they live and outside their community.   

After attending this meeting I am more convinced than ever that closing Rideau High School is a terrible idea---for Rideau’s current and future students, for the school’s community, and for the OCDSB. 

Although I am aware that you will not be directly involved in making the decision about whether or not to close the school, I urge you to speak with the trustees and encourage them to keep Rideau Hgih School---which is a vital part of the St. Laurent/Vanier community---open
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