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This paper asks if the government of Ontario should continue to publicly fund
religious schools. A brief overview of Ontario’s public school system and
religious diversity is provided, followed by an analysis of “fairness” in
Ontario’s education system. Next, three policy options, their objectives, as
well as their potential positive and negative attributes are articulated. This
paper will argue that discontinuing public funding to religious schools best
addresses the issue of unfairness in the provincial education system. It
concludes by discussing the implications of pursuing a “neutral” school
system.

Public School Systems and Religious Diversity in Ontario

“Publicly funded religious schools” refers to publicly financed schools in
Ontario that conduct mandatory religious classes of the Catholic faith and
whose curriculum reflects Catholic teachings and values (Citizenship and
Immigration Canada, 2012). This classification is distinct from secular
schools, which are publicly financed and share the same core curriculum, but
do not conduct classes specific to any religious denomination. Both school
systems offer classes for grades kindergarten to 12, and may further provide
instruction in the English or French language, or a combination of instruction
in both languages.

The provision of fully funded religious school systems can be viewed as a
compromise necessary for Canadian Confederation. The British North Amer-
ican Act of 1867 guaranteed separate schools for the two minority groups
present at the time: English Protestants and French Catholics. In particular,
the framers of the Act sought to preserve the religions of Roman Catholicism
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in Ontario, which was mostly Protestant, while promoting the survival of
Protestantism in the Catholic province of Québec (Davies 1999; White 2003).
While public schools in Upper Canada were initially secular, beginning in the
mid-1800s, religious teaching was adopted as part of the public school
curriculum. The reform, led by Methodist Egerton Ryerson, was argued to

be necessary for promoting religious values and exercises (Davies, 1999).
Schools that offered religious education were initially only partially funded by
the public purse. Catholic schools later became fully funded up until grade
10; in 1986, public funding was extended to grade 12.

Despite Ontario’s ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity, no public funding is
presently provided for schools of religious dominations other than
Catholicism (White, 2003). According to the National Household Survey, 28.5
per cent of Ontario’s population is foreign born, and more than 10 per cent
of these individuals immigrated to Canada within the last five years (National
Household Survey Focus on Geography Series, 2014). Although the most
frequently reported religious affiliation in Ontario is indeed Roman

Catholic, only about one third of the total population self-identify with that
religion (“National Household Survey Focus on Geography Series”, 2014).
Statistics Canada has predicted that, by 2031, the number of people with

a non-Christian religious identity in Canada will rise to 14 per cent — an
increase of eight percentage points relative to 2006 levels — and that the
proportion of individuals self-identifying as Christian will decline to 65 per
cent, a decrease of 10 percentage points. Further, the share of the
Canadian population with no identified religion is expected to rise, and
metropolitan areas to become increasingly diverse (“Projections of the
Diversity of the Canadian Population” 2011). These figures are not only in
line with changing immigration patterns in Ontario and Canada at large, but
further provide a contextual imperative for the need to address religious
teachings in publicly funded educational institutions.

Defining “Fairness” in Ontario’s Schools

The first formal challenges to the relevance and constitutionality of Ontario’s
publicly funded religious schools arose in the 1960s. The “fairness” of
publicly funded religious education was further scrutinized in the 1980s in a
series of court cases that prohibited school prayers and courses containing
devotional content in secular schools (Davies, 1999). The following section
of this paper seeks to continue this discussion by addressing the issue of
“unfairness” associated with publicly funded religious schools in Ontario.
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Building off the rationale underlying previous judicial holdings, the notion of
“fairness” considers whether individuals are, or are perceived to be
stigmatized. That is, feelings of “fairness” consider whether, in practice,
people are treated differently as a consequence of their religion, as well as
the degree to which those same people believe that they are being treated
differently.

Option 1 - Maintain the Status Quo

Two main arguments can be provided for continuing to publicly fund religious
schools in Ontario. The first is that religious schools preserve the historical
and cultural roots of the province, thereby generating compelling intrinsic
and political rationale to uphold the status quo. The second is that the status
quo option promotes tolerance and acceptance of religion. That is, if religious
discrimination and division are considered undesirable characteristics of
society, continuing to publicly fund religious schools may demonstrate that
the government is “taking religion seriously” in promoting religious freedom
as a fundamental, inalienable right for every person (Haynes, 2012).

In sticking with the status quo option, however, policy-makers should
consider the financial, social, and political costs of maintaining separate
school systems. That is to say, maintaining Catholic and secular school
systems increases the province’s dollar costs by duplicating operational,
capital, and administrative expenditures in failing to take full advantage of
economies of scale. This option may also further foster an unhealthy divide
between individuals at a young age (White, 2003). Maintaining the status
quo would not remove an increasingly common perception that the
government is religiously biased and promotes segregation, which may come
to contradict other government policies and priorities, or the government’s
agenda at large. Overall, this option fail to address the issue of unfairness in
Ontario’s public education system, as the actual or perceived stigmatization
of certain individuals would be encouraged rather than prevented.

Option 2 - Expand Public Funding to Minority Religious Schools

A second policy option considers the expansion of public funding to minority
religious schools in order to promote equality (in the sense that the
government is “equally” allocating public dollars to schools of various
denomiations based on demand), and to preserve potentially fragile cultures.
If the government chooses to distribute cultural goods, assuming that religion
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is an element of one’s culture, accommodating diverse individuals may entail
allocating public dollars amongst all cultures for their substenance. The
objective of this option, therefore, is to promote the right to any religions,
rather than the right to a specific religion (White, 2003).

Although this option appears to address the issue of fairness associated
with the status quo, the practical question — which minority groups should
receive, or be eligible to receive public funding for education —may be a
severe practical limitation to its implementation, especially in the context of
competing demands for public funds (White, 2003). This option could
heighten religious prejudices, or even create new ones, and may foster an
unhealthy divide between individuals if some religious schools receive public
funding while others do not. In short, expanding public funding to minority
religious schools could also be considered “unfair.” Even if policy-makers
could somehow discern which minority religious schools should be publicly
funded to ensure a fair allocation, this policy option may still not be feasible.
Allocating public funds to minority religious schools would require increased
government spending in the education sector, leading to a greater
duplication of services and failing to take advantage of economies of scale.

Option 3 - Discontinue Public Funding for Religious Schools

This third policy option, like the previous, seeks to modify the status quo;
however, it proposes to do so by discontinue public funding for all religious
schools in Ontario. The objective here would be to demonstrate that the
government is “neutral” about religion, but accepting of a wide array of
religious beliefs and practices. Under this option, the government would be
encouraged to design and implement a mandatory curriculum that fosters

an understanding and appreciation of different religious beliefs, practices,
and histories, while including teachings on moral reasoning and human
values (Vriend, 1992). That is, teaching about religion — rather than teaching
religion per se — could demonstrate that the government is aware of the role
religion plays in the public and private spheres. This approach could also
help to counteract religious biases and prejudices whose roots lie in religious
ignorance, while better preparing young people for citizenship in a pluralistic
society (Haynes, 2012).

This policy option seems to promote fairness in Ontario’s education system
while incurring minimal dollar and social cost. Remaining “neutral” about
religion while teaching about it, the provincial government may be able to
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overcome and prevent real or perceived stigmatization associated with the
funding of Catholic school systems. By eliminating service duplication and
taking full advantage of economies of scale, pursuing this option may also
allow for government savings as the relevant English and French Catholic
and secular schools merge. Nonetheless, the potential negative
consequences of discontinuing public funding to religious schools, as
discussed below, should not be ignored. Harnessing the necessary political
will, and ensuring that the province employs the “right” teachers and “right”
curriculum are all potential barriers and risks to policy implementation.

In Defense of a “Neutral” School Public School System in Ontario

Modifying the status quo by abolishing public funding to religious schools
arguably, and perhaps ironically, is the option that would best address
Ontario’s increasingly diverse make-up, while still paying homage to the
province’s history and dominant public values. In this sense, implementing

a “neutral” school system not only acknowledges the role diverse religious
perspectives can play in society (thereby avoiding the appearance of
favouritism), but may allow children to obtain a more “well-rounded”
education. Under this option, religious teaching would not be separated from
the state, but instead expanded to better reflect the evolved nature of society.
Modifying the school system in introducing a curriculum that teaches about
religion may also help preserve the provincial education system’s historical
underpinnings. That is, a curriculum that teaches about religion would likely
include teachings about the Catholic faith, thereby upholding the traditional
rationale for providing public funding for religious schools.

There are several key implications associated with establishing a “neutral”
school system in Ontario that policy-makers must consider. Possibly the
most obvious of these would be the initial discomfort and public reaction to
a change in historical policy. Although the public response is likely to differ
based on the specific context in which the issue is presented, modifying
the status quo may be politically taboo. This could temporarily increase the
workload of the relevant public service bodies, especially in addressing and
accommodating key stakeholders who are resistant to change. Overcoming
this barrier is likely to involve providing clear and accurate information to the
public on the social and financial costs associated with this policy option.
Public discussion and consultation should be encouraged to enhance the
legitimacy of the decision-making process.
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A second key implication to consider in implementing this policy option would
be the qualification of teachers. That is, if the public curriculum is redesigned
at all levels to include mandatory instruction about religion, the Ontario
Ministry of Education must ensure teachers have the necessary
qualifications and predisposition for delivering the new curriculum. Given
that the subject matter would be considered contentious and/or sensitive in
nature by many, teacher qualification and standards may also have to be
modified (through legislation, for example) so as to ensure that those
individuals with the “right” training and predisposition are providing
religious-based instruction to best engage students and direct classroom
discussion. Here, a case may be made to require specialized teachers to
teach about religion (analogous to the roles of second language, physical
education, and fine arts teachers), although the increased costs and
oordination involved with this proposal should not be lightly dismissed. As a
preliminary step, funding for a small number of specialized teachers could
be extracted from the savings fained by merging the existing Catholic and
secular school systems.

The final, and possibly most difficult, question associated with the
recommended policy option concerns determining the “right” curriculum. That
is, given the resource and time constraints already faced by teachers,
establishing which religious beliefs, practices, and histories should be
incorporated into the curriculum -- and the most appropriate age to teach

it -- is likely to be subject to significant debate. The concern here is dual in
nature: some religions may not be represented in the new curriculum, which
may lead to heightened tensions within schools and communities. As an
initial response, choosing the “right” curriculum may be decided upon based
on open and inclusive deliberations with experts and the general public alike
so as to ensure that any preliminary curriculum design is, and is publicly
perceived to be legitimate. The resources required to undertake this exercise
should not be dismissed, but equally should not justify inaction.

Conclusion

This paper asked if the government of Ontario should continue to publicly
fund religious schools. A brief overview of the public school system and
religious diversity in Ontario was first provided, followed an articulation of the
concept of fairness in relation to the provincial education system. Three
policy options, along with their objectives, positive, and negative attributes
were then discussed. Overall, it was suggested that discontinuing public
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funding to religious schools and pursuing a “neutral” school system is the
option which best addresses the issue of unfairness, while minimizing the
fiscal and social costs relative to the other options presented. This paper
concluded by identifying possible implications associated with modifying the
status quo, and offering suggestions to overcome these potential barriers to
reform.
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