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Introduction to Education in Canada with a Focus on Religious Education

Withinitsfederal system of shared powers, Canada s Condtitution Act, 1867, providesthat “[I]nand for
each Province, the Legidature may exdusvey make Laws in relaion to Education.” Whilethere are a
grest many smilarities in the provincid/territorial education systems across Canada, they each reflect the
diversity of the region’s geography, history, and culture. Responghility for educationat dl levesisvested
in provinces and territories.

Each province or territory has a minigry or department of education that is responsibility for providing
primary, elementary, and secondary education free until the age of 18.

The ages for compulsory schooling vary from one jurisdiction to another, but most require attendance in
school from age 6 or 7to age 16. All provincesand territories also offer one-year kindergarten for 5-year
olds, which are operated by local education authorities. In addition, some jurisdictions provide early
childhood services, including preschool programs or junior kindergarten. 1n most jurisdictions, eementary
schools providethe first Six to eight years of compulsory schooling, after whichmost children/adolescents
go on to the secondary level wherethey canchoose fromavariety of programs leeding to apprenticeships
and the job market or to further sudies at colleges and universities.

Thefirg two years a the secondary level usudly offer core compulsory subjects supplemented by some
optiond subjects. Inthefinal two years, there are fewer compulsory subjects so that students can choose
more optional courses in speciaized programs that prepare themeither to enter the job market or to meet
the entrance requirements of the post-secondary college, university, or indtitution of their choice. Students
who pass the required number of both compul sory and optiona courses graduate withaSecondary School
Diploma. For example, in Ontario since September 1999, students must complete 30 credits during the
four-year secondary school program - 18 compulsory and 12 optiona courses. They must also passthe
Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test in order to graduate.



Most public schools accommodate specia-needs sudents ( the physica or mentally disabled or the gifted)
invarious ways, whether in separate programs and classrooms or inaregular classroomwherethey follow
the regular program but receive additiona support and assistance.

Private or independent schools provide an dternative to publidy funded schools in any province or
territory, but they must meet the generd standards prescribed by the ministry/department of education. In
most cases, they follow closdly the curriculum and diploma requirements of the ministry/department of
education, except that they functionindependently of the public system and charge tuitionfees. In Ontario
and Quebec, private indtitutions that offer credits toward the secondary school diploma must follow the
curriculum and diploma requirements of the Minigtry of Education. Some provinces - Alberta, British
Columbia, Manitoba, Quebec, and Saskatchewan - provide some form of financia assistance to these
schools.

Réligious Education in Canada

Inrecent decades Canada has become internationally recognized asamulti-culturd and multi-faithcountry.
One province, BritishColumbia hasalarge Asanpopulationand Toronto, acity inthe province of Ontario,
isoftenreferred to asthe most multi-culturd city inthe world. Across the country the cultura and rdigious
scene is changing rapidly, reflecting the diversity of cultures and reigious bdiefs and practices present.
Thereis however, at least one commondity amongst Canada s population. Onthe cusp of the twenty-first
century the mgority of people believein a spiritud sSde of humanity.

InCanada, the formd rdigious education curriculum, where offered, Sgnificantly incorporatescontentsthat
both accept and reflect upon the richness of human experiencein dl its diversity and variety.

Curricula vary among the ten provinces and three territories. However, as new curricula are developed
atention is given to ensure that richness of human experience and diversity is reflected.

Réligious Education in the Province of Newfoundland and L abrador

The following is presented by the Newfoundland and Labrador Department of Education as an example
of one of the programs and policies established inCanada. Itisimportant to keepin mind that whet follows
is not indicative of dl provinces/territories in Canada and is presented as representative of what is
happening in only one province.

The province of Newfoundland Labrador is unique in that religious education istaught at al grade levels,
K-12, and is anédective only ingrades 10-12. (It should be noted that a student at any grade level can be
exempt from the religious education program &t the written request of a parent or guardian.)



Thereare coursesinrdigious education offered in public school sysems insome other provincesat various
gradelevels. These, however, are not compulsory and vary by province. There are severa provinces
where there are schools operated by particular faith communities and these would have a religious
education program suited to their needs and requirements.

Previousto 1997, in the province of Newfoundland and Labrador, the education system was a Christian
denominationa system. There were three councils which operated the schools in the province, Roman
Catholic Education Coundil, Integrated Education Council (Anglican, Moravian, Presbyterian, and United
Church) and the Pentecostal Education Council. On September 2, 1997, Government put forward a
question setting out the direction intended to proceed with for the education system of the future.

The question Newfoundlanders and L abradorians were asked on September 2, 1997 was as follows:

“Do yousupport asingle school sysemwheredl children, regardless of ther rdigious afiliation, attend the
same schools where opportunities for religious education and observances are provided?’

Government was proposing a new Term 17 which would dearly reflect and conform with the position
presented in the referendum question. The following isthe text of the new Term 17:

17 (1) Inlieuof section ninety-three of the Condtitution Act, 1867, this section shdl apply in respect of
the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador.

(2) In and for the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador, the Legidature shdl have exclusve
authority to make lawsinrelaionto education, but shdl provide for coursesin rdigion that arenot
specific to ardigious denomination. (Understood to mean specific to aworld religion.)

(3) Religious observances shdl be permitted in a school where requested by parents.

The new Term 17 would dlow for the creation of asngle school system where dl children, regardless of
their rdligious efiliation, would attend the same schools. The new Term would diminate the requirement
found inthe former Termto el ect school board members by rdigious denomination. It would aso eiminate
the power to assgn or dismiss teachers based on their religion.

September 2, 1997 was referendum day and the Chief Electora Officer announced that 73% of those who
voted in the referendum chose“Yes’ in answer to the question and 27% chose “No”. On September 4,
1997 the resolution to amend Term 17 was introduced in the House of Assembly and on September 5,
1997 it was passed unanimoudly.

The whedls were now put in motion for this province to undergo educationa reform as it had never
experienced in its history. A mgor part of the reform would be the development of areligious education
program that would be indlusive of various living belief systems (rdigions) but developed and presented
fromanon-confessiona multi-faith perspective. The process would not be an easy one and required the
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involvement of personnel fromthe Department of Justice, Aborigind Affaires, Human Rights, faith readers
from dl living belief systems represented in the program, and educators representetive of dl grade levels
and various faith persuasions.

The process is continuing but to date a new religious education program is in place and new custom
designed resources have been developed for grade 4-9 and grade 12. The Primary Religious Education
Program and resources and an additiona high school course are till a the developmenta stege.

In the development of the Newfoundland and L abrador religious education curriculum the following were
considered:

* Therdigious education program is non-confessond in its goproach. Through the program, students
should be enabled to reflect on and make persona decisons regarding their own spiritudity and
religious traditions.

» Recognition is given to the fact that sudents arelivinginagloba society and in a country that is multi-
culturd and multi-faith. Students are made aware of how rdigions influences locd and globa events.
Theinfluence of religiononthe arts and the expression of religionthrough the arts, induding music, art,
drama, literature, and architecture, are dso consdered in the curriculum.

»  The acknowledgment that the essence of dl interfaith did ogueisthe awarenessthat humanbeings share
essentid truths and experiences. Students should learn to gppreciatetheintringc worth of each religion
for its adherents.

* A vaiety of teaching/learning strategies should be provided to meet the various needs, interests,
abilities, and the cultura and linguidtic diversity of students. Many of today’ slearnersare complexand
sophisticated. They gpproach aworld of diversty and complexity with enthusasm and trepidation.
They encounter conflictsand socid pressuresindeveloping their sense of social justice and recognition
of diversty. Studentstoday enjoy questioning and arelesslikely to accept the satus quo in attempting
to ataintherr objectives. This opens opportunities for learning through activities such asinvestigation,
research, discusson and community involvement, localy and globally. Students need to know their
opinions are welcomed and can be expressed without fear of ridicule.

* Regarding rdigious beiefs, students need to know that their beliefs and practices are respected and
idedly should be celebrated. An effectivelearning environment isonewhere sengtivity and repect are
shown for dl rdigious traditions. 1t should foster apositive attitude towards other peopleand their right
to hald different beliefs. The learning environment should prepare students for living in a world of
diverserdigions.



* It isimportant that the learning environmenta be appropriate to the age and developmentd needs of
the sudents. Thismay include, but is not limited to, experiences through celebrations, festivas, food,
drama, and field trips. An opportunity for reflection should aso be provided. The learning
environment, however, should be sengtive to aspects of any rdigionthat can only be experienced and
fully appreciated by adherents of that particular religion. In many instances the teacher will have to
decide to what degree practices of celebrations can be facilitated in the school with the sincerity,
dignity, and reverence they deserve.

* Andffective rdigious education environment is one wherelearning opportunities are student-centered,
engaging and relevant, respectful of diversty, inviting and inclusve, participatory, interactive and
collaborative, reflective and celebratory, integrative and challenging.

* Learning opportunity should be provided through ingruction which encompasses a variety of
approaches - withina course, withinaunit, withina lesson. Instructiona strategies should vary so that
there is opportunity for whole class learning, smal group learning, independent learning, indirect
indruction, direct indruction, experientia learning, and learning beyond the prescribed text.

Identities and cultura specifications of minority groups, informa curricula, intextbooks and other teaching
materids have been addressed through consultations with representatives of minority groups. In addition
to the voice of the maingtream (religious, ethnic and culturd), minority groups have been heard and
portrayed accurately and without bias in the formd curricula and supporting resources. All identified
stakehol ders have been represented and included parents and community leaders with various viewpoints
and ethnic, culturd and religious backgrounds. Only after such consultations were curricula devel oped.

As resources were devel oped to support the curricula, they were reviewed by representatives of minority
groups aswell as representatives of maingream groups. This process attempted to ensure materia that
isinaccurate or offensve was rewritten and necessary corrections made.

There are topics/subjects on which there may have been no agreement regarding content. When this
occurred it was most important that al groups positions on the issues were presented clearly and
accurately without offence to other.

Equdly important in the process was the involvement of persons who are well informed and sensitive
regarding cultura differences and identities.

Cultura responsive governance and management were achieved by taking into account religious aspects,
that could be promoted through the inservicing of educators with emphass on cultura differences and
diversty of rdigious bdiefs and practices. Also important was close collaboration with publishers asthey
developed resources in consultation with an education program specidist. This ensured that politicaly
correct language was used and stereotyping wasavoided. Thiscollaboration aso madecertain, inasmuch
as possible, that information contained in resources reflect accurately the culture and religious bdiefs and



practices being referenced and/or discussed.

In developing curriculum, consultations with representatives from various ethnic, cultura and religious
backgrounds were part of the ongoing process.

Teacher Training for Religious Education

In addition to professional training based on wide research and awide range of practica and theoretical
knowledge in deding with conflict and controversa and senstive issues, teacher training endeavours to
ensure that educators develop certain characterigtics and approaches which will benefit them and ease
difficult Stuations

The following were considered particularly important during the devel opment of teacher guides to support
the student resources:

»  Educators mugt be sengtive to diversity of ethnic backgrounds, cultures and religious beliefs.

» Educators need to foster a sense of acceptance, trust and comfort when dedling with conflict and
sengtivity issues

»  Educators should make no attempt to promote or denigrate any ethnic or religious group

*  Educators should make no attempt to indoctrinate or proselytize

For more detailed information regarding the Religious Education Program for the Province of
Newfoundland and Labrador, see the Department of Education’s Religious Education Framework
document available at the conference digplay table.



