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About This Guide
This Guide was developed by the BCASBO ERM Advisory Committee with expert support from Upside ERM Solutions Inc.
Its content draws on the results of the 2025 provincial ERM surveys of school districts, a review of resources provided by the Ministry of Finance, and a review of Office of the Auditor General (OAG) reports related to planning, governance, and risk management.
The goal is to provide a practical, evidence-informed resource that supports small and medium-sized school districts in building practical, sustainable, and scalable risk management practices aligned with their strategic and operational goals.
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[bookmark: _Toc215140376]Purpose of this Guide
ERM should strengthen, not complicate, how districts plan, budget, and report.
This Guide is a part of a suite of ERM resources created to provide practical, step-by-step instructions for implementing a scaled and sustainable Enterprise Risk Management (ERM) process in small to medium-sized BC school districts. (A Quick Reference Checklist is provided at the end of this document.)
It supports and complements the ERM Toolkit of companion resources provided to help each district implement ERM in a consistent and coordinated way across its own departments and processes. The ERM Toolkit includes:
· Sample ERM Framework Template – A customizable policy document that outlines how the district will identify, assess, manage, and monitor risks in alignment with strategic and operational planning cycles.
· Sample Risk Register Template – A working tool for recording, rating, and tracking district-wide risks, showing who is responsible and what actions are underway.
· Sample Risk Assessment Template – A simple template for scoring and prioritizing identified risks against standardized rating scales and risk appetite (if known).
· Sample Risk Action Plan Template – A simple template for developing, assigning, and monitoring actions to reduce, share, or accept identified risks.
Districts can adapt these materials to reflect local context, capacity, and governance structures.
Note on Cross-References and Use of Toolkit Resources: This Guide references resources included in the ERM Toolkit. These resources are templates that indicate where districts should make local decisions to reflect their own governance structures, reporting needs, and capacity. They also include guiding language that assume typical governance structures. Districts are encouraged to review and adapt the content so that responsibilities, reporting lines, and processes are accurate and meaningful within their context.
[bookmark: _Toc215140377]Alignment
This Guide and the Toolkit support compliance with:
· Framework for Enhancing Student Learning (FESL)
· School Act (RSBC 1996, c. 412)
· Public Sector Accounting and Reporting Standards
· BC Ministry of Education and Child Care reporting requirements
It also aligns with the Office of the Auditor General’s recommendations on Governance and Risk Management, direction from the Ministry of Finance, as well as these core enterprise risk management principles outlined in ISO:31000:2018 and the COSO ERM Framework: 
· Integration
· Governance accountability
· Continuous improvement
· Proportionality to resources

[bookmark: _Toc215140378]FESL and ERM
British Columbia’s K-12 public education sector approaches continuous improvement with a focus on accountability and evidence-informed decision-making. The Framework for Enhancing Student Learning (FESL) is a Ministry of Education and Child Care directive that guides this work across all districts. Under FESL, every school district must maintain a multi-year strategic plan with a primary goal of improving student learning outcomes. The policy also requires districts to develop complementary school-level plans and to align priorities and resources across departments to support this shared goal.
That strategic plan guides alignment of departmental operational plans, including Finance, Human Resources, Information Technology, Engagement and Communications, and Facilities Planning, toward this goal.
An effective ERM program helps identify and manage risks that could divert focus or resources from improved student learning. It enables the district to stay on course with strategic and coordinated implementation so that decisions, investments, and reporting all reinforce student learning priorities.
[bookmark: _Toc215140379]ERM Readiness – Governance and Key Roles & Responsibilities
Cross-Reference: Sample ERM Framework Section 4. Governance & Roles
Governance environments in BC school districts reflect local representation and community priorities; they are shaped by local elections, community representation, and their oversight structures. Evolving mandates and changing leadership dynamics can present challenges for continuity. In this context, districts may choose to introduce ERM incrementally by implementing ERM in a way that builds shared understanding and confidence.
ERM can begin as an administrative initiative led by the leadership team and staff. As understanding and confidence develop, the process can be expanded and formalized through Board adoption. Building a solid foundation of ERM practice and reliable risk information will support a successful transition to formal governance oversight.
Each district’s ERM Framework should clearly describe the roles and responsibilities that best fit its governance and organizational structure. While the Sample Framework Template provides a suggested model, districts are encouraged to adapt it to reflect local decision-making processes, reporting relationships, and capacity. 
What matters most is that accountability for managing and reporting on risk is understood, documented, and practiced consistently across departments.
Understanding Risk Ownership
Everyone already manages risk. In ERM, the term Risk Owner is used to bring consistency and visibility to how risks are managed, ensuring they are addressed collaboratively and proactively across the district.
A Risk Owner is the person best placed to monitor and manage a specific risk as part of their existing role. This is not a new responsibility; it recognizes and formalizes what people already do to manage uncertainty.
Examples of Risk Owners and their risk purviews:
· Facilities Manager: Aging infrastructure
· HR Manager: Staff recruitment and retention
· Principal: Student safety and supervision
· Secretary-Treasurer: Financial and compliance risks
[bookmark: _Toc215140380]Setting the Context for ERM – District Goals
Cross-Reference: Sample ERM Framework Section 5. District Goals
Each district should begin by identifying its own strategic goals and compliance objectives from existing documents such as the Strategic Plan and relevant legislation, policies, or bylaws. These define the district’s unique context and priorities.
The sample statements provided in the Framework are intended as illustrative examples only. Districts are encouraged to replace the shaded text with locally relevant goals and objectives drawn directly from their strategic and operational plans.
Grounding the ERM Framework in these locally defined objectives helps ensure that everyone in the district shares a common understanding of priorities so that risks are identified and assessed in relation to what matters most. In practice, ERM focuses on uncertainties that could affect the district’s ability to achieve its goals and objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc215140381]Developing Risk Appetite Statements (Simplified)
Cross-Reference: Sample ERM Framework Section 6. Risk Appetite (Simplified)
Risk appetite describes how much uncertainty the district is willing to accept when pursuing its goals. It reflects leadership and the Board’s tolerance for taking risks in areas such as finance, operations, innovation, and reputation.
Setting risk appetite gives everyone a clear reference point for making decisions and reporting performance.
	[bookmark: _Hlk215136048]How to Develop Risk Appetite Statements
Know your district’s strategic goals:
· Review the goals and compliance objectives identified in your Strategic Plan, FESL priorities, or other key planning documents. Each goal will have a different level of acceptable uncertainty.
Begin with leadership discussion:
· If the Board is not yet ready for a formal appetite conversation, start within the leadership team. 
· Discuss what level of risk is acceptable for each goal. For example, where the district must be cautious and where it can take more calculated risks.
Draft simple, plain-language statements:
· Use the sample wording in the Framework as a guide.
· Keep statements short and action-oriented (e.g., “We have no appetite for unmanaged risks that could harm students”).
Engage the Board when ready:
· Present draft statements to the Board for review and discussion. 
· Leadership may recommend revisions and seek formal Board adoption through a motion or inclusion in the annual planning cycle.
Keep it aligned and current:
· Link each appetite statement directly to a strategic goal and review annually during the budget or strategic planning cycle. 
· Update statements when priorities, resources, or external conditions change.



Approaches to Consider
· Management-drafted statements presented to the Board for discussion and approval.
· Facilitated discussions between leadership and trustees on risk acceptance and trade-offs related to specific goals.
· Online or written surveys to gather individual Board member views before group discussion.
Implementation Tips
· Before addressing all strategic objectives and/or compliance goals, begin with two or three key areas, such as student safety, financial stewardship, or innovation.
· Start simple - consistency and clarity are more important than volume.
[bookmark: _Toc215140382]Risk Appetite in Practice
Cross-Reference: Sample ERM Framework Section 7. Practical Application of Risk Appetite and District Goals; Section 9. Risk Management Process (Scaled)
Risk appetite supports decision-making and connects directly to strategic and operational goals. It shows how different levels of appetite can guide how decisions are made across functions such as education, finance, facilities, and innovation.
	How to Apply Risk Appetite Statements
Start with the Board-approved or leadership-endorsed risk appetite statements:
· These define the general level of risk tolerance for each strategic goal or compliance objective (e.g., student safety, financial stewardship, innovation, community trust).
Use the table in the Framework as a reference for decision-making (see Table: Risk Appetite Levels Defined):
· The table shows what each appetite level means in practice, from “No Appetite” to “High Appetite.” 
· Each level describes how much uncertainty or variation is acceptable and gives examples of where that mindset applies in district operations.
Apply the levels when assessing or discussing risks:
· When recording risks in the Risk Register, use the appetite levels to help determine whether the level of uncertainty is acceptable, needs treatment, or exceeds the district’s tolerance.
· This helps align ERM activities with decision-making at all levels.
Use risk appetite statements to support Board and leadership conversations:
· Risk Appetite and their defined Levels provide common language for discussing how cautious or flexible the district should be in specific areas. 
· This is especially helpful when reviewing new initiatives, budgets, or policy changes.
Link to the ERM Process:
· Risk appetite is embedded in the risk management process. It helps guide each stage:
· Identify: Recognize risks that could affect achievement of strategic and compliance objectives.
· Assess: Evaluate likelihood and impact using the 5×5 scale, noting where a risk may exceed appetite.
· Evaluate: Compare risks against the district’s stated appetite to prioritize actions.
· Treat: Select and implement risk treatments where exposure is above appetite.
· Monitor and Report: Track changes in risk level and communicate whether current conditions remain within or outside the district’s appetite.



Implementation Tips
· Encourage staff and leaders to use the appetite table during planning and budgeting discussions. It can help frame whether a proposed decision aligns with the district’s comfort level for uncertainty and its overall strategic goals.
· Include in ERM reports whether each key risk is within, approaching, or exceeding the district’s stated risk appetite. This helps leadership and the Board quickly see where risks are being managed effectively and where further action or discussion may be needed.
[bookmark: _Toc215140383]Identifying Risk Categories
Cross-Reference: Sample ERM Framework Section 8. Risk Categories; Section 9. Risk Management Process (Scaled)
Risk categories help the district organize its list of risks into broad, understandable themes. Grouping risks in this way supports consistency in how risks are identified, assessed, treated, and reported.

	How to Identify Risk Categories
Start with the Framework table:
· Use the sample categories as a reference; they reflect common areas of accountability in BC school districts (e.g., people, finances, facilities, and community trust).
Define district-specific categories by what may cause the risk (risk drivers):
· Focus on sources of uncertainty rather than symptoms or outcomes.
· For example: “workforce availability” or “enrolment volatility” are drivers; “teacher shortage” or “budget deficit” are outcomes.
Check alignment with accountability:
· Assign each category to the role or department best placed to manage it (e.g., HR for People & Culture, Operations for Facilities & Infrastructure).
· This keeps categories both conceptually sound and practical for assigning responsibility.
Review for coverage and overlap:
· The list should capture the full range of district activities without duplication. Categories can be merged, renamed, or expanded to suit local operations, such as adding Transportation or Partnerships if those are major areas of activity.
Validate with leadership:
· Share the proposed categories with the senior leadership (Superintendent, Secretary-Treasurer), and key managers to confirm they reflect how the district organizes work and risk accountability.



	How Risk Categories Support the ERM Process
Risk Identification:
· Use the categories as headings when brainstorming or reviewing risks to ensure complete coverage of district activities.
Risk Assessment:
· Record each identified risk under its primary category in the Risk Register. This helps compare similar risks across departments and prioritize where attention is needed.
Risk Treatment:
· Understanding the driver behind each category helps design effective treatments (e.g., training, maintenance programs, communication plans).


Monitoring and Reporting:
· Report progress by category, such as “People & Culture risks have decreased due to new HR policies”, to show patterns and progress at a glance.
· District dashboards can also group risks by category to show where exposure is within or exceeding appetite.



Implementation Tips
· Begin with the sample categories provided in the Framework, then adapt or rename them to reflect how your district organizes its work. 
· Review the categories each reporting cycle to ensure they still capture the district’s main areas of activity and risk exposure.
[bookmark: _Toc215140384]Implementation Steps (ERM Cycle and Risk Management Process)
Cross-Reference: Sample ERM Framework Section 9. Risk Management Process (Scaled)
Each step below corresponds with sections of the Sample ERM Framework Template and follows the ERM cycle. The process is scaled for small and medium-sized districts introducing ERM to their governance and operations:
A. Establish ERM Context → B. Risk Management Process → C. Review ERM Context

A. Context Setting Priorities
	Priority 1 - Leadership Commitment and Role Assignment
Goal: Establish leadership accountability and ownership.
Actions
· The Board of Education endorses ERM as part of good governance.
· The Superintendent and Secretary-Treasurer act as joint ERM sponsors.
· Designate an ERM Coordinator. If one is not designated, this role may fall to the Secretary-Treasurer.
If a Board Audit & Risk Committee exists, confirm its oversight role; otherwise, the full Board assumes it.


	Priority 2 - Align ERM with Strategy and Compliance Requirements
Goal: Ensure ERM supports strategic planning and FESL priorities.
Cross-Reference: Sample ERM Framework Section 1. Purpose of ERM Framework
An effective ERM program identifies and mitigates risks that may cause the district to stray from this focus, enabling leadership to remain aligned with strategic implementation.
Actions
· Review the district’s Strategic Plan and FESL priorities.
· Extract 3–5 core goals (e.g., student safety, financial stewardship, innovation, community trust).
· Tag each risk in the Risk Register to one of these goals.
Alternate approach
If the strategic plan is underused or in transition, derive goals from Board priorities, FESL targets, or budget objectives as interim anchors.
Implementation Tips
When creating or reviewing the Risk Register, link each risk to the strategic objective or FESL goal it affects.

	Priority 3 - Risk Appetite and Reporting Expectations
Goal: Clarify how much uncertainty the district can accept.
Cross-Reference: Sample ERM Framework Section 4. Governance and Roles for related responsibilities.
Actions
· During the budget or planning cycle, leadership defines plain-language appetite statements, e.g.:
· “We have no appetite for unmanaged risks to student safety.”
· “We have low appetite for financial uncertainty and avoid deficit budgets.”
· Document statements in the Framework and review annually.
· Decide how results will be reported (e.g., quarterly summary or in budget/FESL updates).
Alternate approach
If the Board is not ready for formal discussion, start within the leadership team and introduce later.




B. Risk Management Process Steps
Cross-Reference: Sample ERM Framework Sections:4. Governance and Roles for related responsibilities; 9. Risk Management Process (Scaled)
Note: The Sample ERM Framework Template serves as a policy document that explains what each step of the district’s risk management process is. This Guide complements it by focusing on how to put those steps into practice. To avoid redundancy, the following steps align directly with the Framework’s process (Section 9) providing practical, step-by-step guidance for implementing each stage.
	Step 1 – Risk Identification
Goal: Build a shared view of uncertainties that could affect objectives.
Actions
· Facilitate discussions with leadership and department teams asking:
· “What could prevent us from achieving our strategic or compliance goals?”
· Group risks into the risk categories identified in the district’s Framework.
· The ERM Coordinator (or Secretary-Treasurer if there is no designated ERM Coordinator) maintains the Risk Register and records each risk’s description, driver, impact, and assigned Risk Owner.
Engage Risk Owners for input so entries reflect operational realities.

	Step 2 – Risk Assessment and Prioritization
Goal: Determine priority levels and focus resources where most needed.
Actions
· Use the 5×5 Likelihood and Impact scales from the Framework
· Multiply Likelihood × Impact = Risk Score
· Classify as Very Low / Low / Moderate / High / Extreme
· Validate with Risk Owners and the district’s senior leadership, e.g. Secretary-Treasurer and/or Superintendent
· Compare classification with Risk Appetite
· Prioritize risk treatment for risks above Risk Appetite
Alternate Approach
· Assess if Risk Appetite provides sufficient direction for allocating resources for risk mitigation, e.g. consider emergent or systemic risks that may not have been considered when developing Risk Appetite statements
· If Risk Appetite is not known or aligned with higher-ranking risks, focus on risks ranked as High or Extreme
Note: The risk rating scale and matrix in the Sample ERM Framework Template (Section 9, Step 2) provides simple, ready-to-use examples that most districts can adopt without modification. It uses a five-point scale for likelihood and impact, with descriptive terms that make risk discussions accessible to staff and leadership who may be new to ERM.
As a district’s ERM program becomes more established and resources allow, the rating system can be refined to include quantifiable thresholds or performance-based indicators (for example, financial values, service-level metrics, or response times).
The goal is not to create complexity but to ensure that the rating approach fits the district’s capacity and provides useful information for prioritizing risks, informing action plans, and supporting consistent reporting over time.

	Step 3 – Treat with Risk Action Plans
Goal: Plan, document, and implement actions to manage priority risks.
Actions
1. Document treatment:
For risks prioritized for treatment action, use the Sample Risk Action Plan Template to record key information:
· District strategy alignment: How the risk action plan supports the district’s strategic objectives or critical compliance requirements.
· Objective: What the district wants to achieve by treating this risk.
· Treatment strategy: What approach(es) the district is applying (e.g. avoid, modify, transfer).
· Actions: The specific steps to be taken.
· Risk Owner: The person responsible for monitoring and completing the actions.
· Resources: The funding, staff time, or tools required.
· Timeline: When actions will be implemented, reviewed, or completed.
· Expected Outcome: The intended result once actions are complete (e.g., reduced likelihood, improved control effectiveness, or compliance achieved).
2. Record risk ratings:
This helps the district evaluate whether the actions are effective and if the risk remains within appetite. For each risk action plan, record both:
· Inherent risk rating: The level of risk before the risk action plan is implemented (i.e. before controls are applied).
· Residual risk rating: The level of risk expected after the action plan is implemented.

Implementation Tips
· Start with a small number of risk action plans focused on your most significant risks. As capacity grows, expand the process to include department-level risks or those linked to improvement plans.
· Each risk action plan can also support operations plans and team performance plans by identifying related activities, timelines, and performance indicators. Linking these actions to existing planning cycles helps ensure accountability and integration with ongoing work.

	Step 4 - Monitoring and Review
Goal: Keep ERM current and integrated into the business cycle.
Actions
For Risk Action Plans
· Track the implementation of each action plan during regular leadership or administrative reviews, ideally quarterly.
· Update the plan and risk register as progress is made or conditions change.
For the known and emerging risks (registered and not registered)
· Based on information from leadership and Risk Owners, update ratings and note any status changes in the Risk Register.
· Capture new or emerging risks in the Risk Register.
Implementation Tip
Align reviews with budget and audit cycles to inform resource decisions.

	Step 5 - Reporting and Communication
Goal: Provide timely, relevant information for decision-making.
Actions
· The Superintendent and Secretary-Treasurer prepare an annual ERM summary for the Board, ideally tied to budget and FESL reporting periods.
· Include: top risks, actions completed, and emerging issues.
· Share a summary with staff to close the loop on feedback and learning.
Implementation Tip
In reporting, maintain the sequence Strategy → Planning → Risk Management → Reporting.




C. ERM Review 
	Priority 1 - Keep the ERM Framework and tools relevant, efficient, and aligned with district priorities
Over time, an ERM program can evolve from a basic register of risks to a more integrated decision-support system that informs planning, budgeting, and reporting.
Actions
· Review the district’s ERM Framework and templates every 3–5 years, or sooner after major change (e.g., leadership transition, policy updates, or new strategic plan).
· Gather feedback from staff, Risk Owners, leadership, and the Board on what’s working well and what could be improved.
· Assess the district’s interest and capacity to expand or mature its ERM program as confidence and experience grow.
· Formally record and communicate updates to the district’s ERM Framework (e.g. minute documents, staff communications and training activities), and record updates in the Framework Section entitled Change Summary.

	Priority 2 - Make ERM part of the district’s regular operations (ERM as a Strategic Enabler)
Actions
Include risk discussion in:
· Budget planning and forecasting
· Annual operations and facilities plans
· FESL and strategic-plan reviews
· Audit or incident debriefs
· Reinforce that ERM is a decision-support tool, not an extra reporting task
· Encourage staff to see risk as part of continuous improvement

	Priority 3 - Assess Maturity
With incremental progress, the district can build stronger practices step by step, based on local capacity and readiness.
Investing in continuous improvement builds:
· Better decision-making, by providing more accurate, timely risk information.
· Greater efficiency, by linking ERM directly to existing processes (such as budgeting, facilities planning, or FESL reporting).
· Increased confidence, as staff and leadership become familiar with assessing and managing risk consistently.
· Enhanced accountability, through clearer documentation of how risks are identified, managed, and reported to the Board and community.
Use the ERM Maturity Scale below to consider where the district is today and what the next achievable stage might look like.

	ERM Maturity Scale (Aligned with ISO 31000)

	Level
	Summative Description
	Practical School District Context

	1. Initial / Ad Hoc
	Risk management is informal and reactive. There is no consistent process or documentation.
	Risks are discussed only when problems occur. Little shared understanding of risk responsibilities.

	2. Developing / Repeatable
	Some structured processes are emerging. Key risks are documented, often in a register.
	Leadership recognizes the value of ERM. A few departments record and monitor risks using common templates.

	3. Defined / Managed
	The district has an approved ERM Framework and established processes for identifying, assessing, and treating risks.
	Risk discussions occur as part of annual planning and budget reviews. Roles and responsibilities are defined and communicated.

	4. Integrated / Proactive
	ERM is embedded in governance, planning, and decision-making. Risk appetite and reporting are aligned with strategic goals.
	Risk information informs budgeting, FESL reporting, and Board discussions. Staff understand how risk links to their work.

	5. Optimized / Continually Improving
	ERM practices are continuously reviewed and improved using performance data and lessons learned.
	The district uses risk insights to drive innovation, resource allocation, and continuous improvement across all functions.









[bookmark: _Toc215140385]Quick Reference Checklist
	Step
	Key Action Summary

	1. Leadership Commitment
	Superintendent & Secretary-Treasurer sponsor ERM; assign Coordinator; clarify Board oversight.

	2. Align with Strategy & FESL
	Anchor ERM to strategic plan goals; tag each risk to student learning outcomes.

	3. Risk Appetite
	Draft plain-language appetite statements; review annually with budget cycle.

	4. Risk Identification
	Consult teams; record causes, impacts, and owners in Risk Register.

	5. Assessment & Evaluation
	Apply 5×5 scale; prioritize risks.

	6. Treatment
	Plan actions (avoid, reduce, share, accept); note inherent & residual ratings.

	7. Monitoring & Review
	Quarterly leadership reviews aligned to budget and audit cycles.

	8. Reporting & Communication
	Annual Board summary linked to budget and FESL reporting.

	9. Continuous Improvement
	Review Framework every 3–5 years or after major change.

	10. Integration
	Embed ERM into planning, budgeting, and reporting processes.

	Key Success Factors
· Keep it simple: A clear register and few high-impact actions are better than a long list.
· Collaborate: Engage those closest to the work.
· Integrate: Use existing cycles to keep ERM sustainable.
· Focus on learning: Every risk discussion connects back to student outcomes.



Context setting


Identify risks


Assess & prioritize


Monitor & report


Continuous improvement


Treat key risks
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