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A CENTURY-
AND-A-HALF-
OLD DEAL 
THAT NEEDS 
TO CHANGE
The fact that Canada’s leaders in 1867 made  
a deal should not mean that deal can never change. 
Quebec and Newfoundland both changed their  
school systems. Quebec has eliminated its Catholic 
and Protestant school boards and Newfoundland has 
replaced seven denominational school boards with 
one public board. What is needed is the political will  
to make the change.

The increasing diversity of Ontario’s population  
makes it difficult to defend a school system devoted  
to one religion. 

ETFO believes it is time for Ontario to move to a  
secular public school system that respects French- 
language rights.  
 

IT IS TIME FOR A CHANGE.  
IT IS NOT 1867 ANY MORE.

THE  
VALUE  
OF A  
SECULAR 
PUBLIC 
SCHOOL 
SYSTEM

PUBLIC  
SCHOOLS 
UNDER 
PRESSURE

MODERN  
ONTARIO  
AT A 
GLANCE

CANADIANS REPORT  
MORE THAN 200 DIFFERENT 

ETHNIC ORIGINS 
AND SPEAK MORE THAN  

100 LANGUAGES.

32% OF CANADIANS SPEAK  
A LANGUAGE OTHER THAN  

ENGLISH AT HOME.

OF THE CHILDREN AND  
YOUTH POPULATION LIVING  

IN ONTARIO, 37% ARE  
IMMIGRANT, 4% ARE  

FRANCOPHONE AND 2.5%  
ARE ABORIGINAL.

IN ONTARIO, 28% OF THE  
POPULATION ARE IMMIGRANTS, 

THE HIGHEST PERCENTAGE  
IN THE COUNTRY. HALF OF  

TORONTO’S RESIDENTS WERE 
BORN OUTSIDE CANADA.

THE FOREIGN-BORN  
POPULATION GREW FOUR 
TIMES FASTER THAN THE 

CANADIAN-BORN POPULATION 
BETWEEN 2001-2006 (13.6% 

COMPARED TO 3.3%).

10% OF THE GENERAL  
POPULATION IS ESTIMATED  

TO BE LESBIAN, GAY,  
BISEXUAL OR TRANSGENDER.

Birth rates are declining and rural areas are depopulating.  
In some small communities there are three or four  
elementary schools all drawing on the same pool of  
students. More people are living in cities where the  
population is ever more diverse, culturally and religiously. 
The need for people to understand one another is critical. 

This mutual understanding is best developed in a secular  
education system, a system where students of all back-
grounds learn together, where students see themselves 
in the faces of their teachers, where curriculum is decided 
based on the whole population, not on the beliefs of the 
followers of any one religion. 

HAVING FOUR PUBLICLY FULLY FUNDED EDUCATION  
SYSTEMS – FRENCH PUBLIC AND CATHOLIC, AND  
ENGLISH PUBLIC AND CATHOLIC – JUST DOESN’T  
MAKE SENSE. 

Our students will be better prepared for the society in which 
they will live and to which they will contribute if they learn 
together as children and are not divided along religious 
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private schools, but only 4% support extending  
funding only to private religious schools. Public 
Attitudes Toward Education in Ontario, OISE, 2015) 

Here, the only reasonable alternative is to fund only 
public secular schools. Ontario is the most diverse 
province in the most diverse country in the world.  
It is time that our education system reflects and  
acknowledges the diversity of the people who  
live here. 

There are really only two ways this situation can be 
addressed. Ontario could fund all faith-based schools 
or it could fund none.

Funding all faith-based schools would result in more 
fracturing of the student population along religious 
lines and further stretching of scarce resources.

Some provinces do provide public funding to all 
schools – independent, public and religious; others 
provide public funding only to secular public schools. 

The 2007 election in Ontario demonstrated that 
there is no appetite in this province to extend public 
funding to all faith-based schools. There still is none. 
(41% support the status quo, 34% favour a single 
public system, 23% support extending funding to 

One hundred and forty-nine years ago, the political 
leaders of Upper and Lower Canada made a deal. 
They agreed that there would be two public school 
systems – one Protestant and one Catholic.

• The Protestant system has evolved in the years 
since into what we now call our “public” school 
system.

• The Catholic, or “separate,” school system  
remains just that.

“Ontario is the only province in Canada that  
significantly advantages only one religious group  
in its school funding, namely Roman Catholics.” 

(State Support for Religious Education: Canada Versus 
the United Nations, 2007) The United Nations  
Human Rights Committee called this situation  
“discriminatory.“

1867
• Only male, “native of British America”  

landowners could vote.
• There were only four provinces in Canada.
• Marriage was between a man and  

a woman and was for life.
• 45% of the population was Catholic; 52% Protestant; 

2% was other; 0.6% no religion.

2016
• All citizens can vote.
• There are ten provinces and three territories in Canada.
• Same sex marriages are recognized and  

marital partners can divorce.
• 31% of the population is Catholic; 33% other Christian; 

12% other; 23% percent no religion.

WHAT ABOUT 
THE EQUAL  
ACCESS?
For educators:
Under Ontario law, Catholic boards of education  
are allowed to discriminate in hiring, requiring that 
educators be Catholic. Our population is becoming  
increasingly diverse, as is our pool of educators.  
And yet, these new educators may be restricted  
from working in over a third of the schools  
in the province. 

For students:
Enrolment in Catholic elementary schools is  
generally limited to students with at least one parent 
who is Catholic. Enrolment in Catholic secondary 
schools is not limited by religion. Nevertheless, as 
the population of the province increases, particularly 
among immigrant and Indigenous communities, 
these children will not have access to one third of  
the schools, unless they happen to be Catholic.

A CENTURY AND A HALF OF CHANGE
The public school system today is a secular system reflecting and embracing the wide range of values held by the citizens of Canada, reflecting and 
responding to the changes in the culture of our province and our country.

A SECULAR PUBLIC SYSTEM:  
THE BEST SOLUTION FOR ONTARIO 
SCHOOLS


