
" 

z. 
~ 

~
 
•
,>
z 
o 
~ 

~
 

CATHOliC 
SEPARATE 

SCHOOLS: AN 
AMBIGUOUS
 

LEGACY
 
I

KUlN£ltI. WUnlUES I•• prole.."r 
"' aoclo&..U 81 Ihe Uol..,...It, 01
 
W.l..d ...... II .. h.. wrilleD .,,,Ien­

.hel, ',In IIdUCIllon in Caoada. 

FTHERE ISANY GENERAL LESSON IN THE ORGANIZATIONI of schools in Canada, it is that once legally enshrined, 
institutional arrangementsoutlastthe reasons for their initial estab­
lishment. Precisely how schooling might more reasonably be 
organized in our time, in light of today's economic and political 
realities, is admittedly unclear. 

Perhaps each province should run a sill­
!-lIe public school system, as a couple 
already do and as slates-do soulh of the 
barder. Maybe schoollaxes Quyhl (0 be 
spent all vouchers that allow parents to 
send Iheir children 10 any of numerous 
competing schools. as lhe Onlario Eco­
nomic Council has recommended. How 
much control should appropriately rest 
with the federal governmenL the provin­
cial governments, local boards. teachers 
and parents is a maller ollegililllilll' dis­
pute. But whatever arli.lllgemeni would 
best suit Canada today if schouls were 
being organized from scralch, it wlluld 
surely flat he OIIC based on a division of 
dlizens inlo two categories, Catholic and 
other. Yet this is the arrall~ement that has -

been handed down 10 us, the one 
enlrenched in our constitution, the one 
Ihal confronts most Canadians as an 
hisloricallacl. It is a curious inheritance. 

THE LAW IN HISTORIC 
CONTEXT 

HAVtNG CONfLUERW QUEIlEC IIV 1763. 
and shortly thereafter lostthirlecu soulh­
ward colonies, Ilrilain arrived in the 
nineteenth cenlury with an unwieldy 
hod~cpot1ge of possessiLllls ill Nurlh 
America. Her sllbjeds llllihis cofllillenl 
were (jivitled ill allllilst every way one can 
name: geoglilphiral lucatioll, ecollomic 
base, langlla~w, elhnicily, religion, 
arHuem:e. CnnflOllled by IIlis circurn­
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slallce, Hritaill initialeJ a prm:ess thai 
readIed completioJl oilly in IY49, when 
Newfo\lfl(lland entewd the Canadian 
confederation-the proress of joining 
these vaslly different peoples into a COIll· 
mon political entity. Only ill union. so il 
was reasonably thought, lay strenglh 
enoIJgl1to re.~islthe large iilld aggressive 
ll'jlUblic of the UJliled SLates. 

The lirst imporlant step was lhe 
arranged marriage, in 1840, olthe two lar­
gest and mus( vulnerable colonies, Upper 
Canada(Olltario) and Lnwer Canada (Que­
bec). The fitst 01 these, or al leasl its popu­
lated southern pari, lay like a British foot 
dangerously wedged between Michigan 
and New York. The second was mainly 
COlllposed of Ftellch Catholics without 
anceslJal allegiance to the British crown. 
In neither of them was Ihe populalion 
large: 450,000 people lived in Ihe firsl, 
650,000 in lhe second. Already in the 
United Stales (here were 17.000,000 
people. In Ihe face 01 such nunlbers and 01 
Ihe dynamislll of theit sodety,;1 was vilal 
to (oege some kind of bond between IIle 
lwo principal colonies lell of Hritish Norlh 
America, whatever compromises mighl 
be required. 

The compromises would inrJcoo be 
!Jreat, lot tipper and tower Callada had lit­
lie In common except suhjcction 10 the 
same imperial rule. Present-day Ontario 
was newly seHled, alive with enlerprising 
immigrants from Brilain and the Uniled 
States. It was overwhelmingly Euglish­
speakiDS aud Proleslant. liS cilizells par­
look of the advcnlurous, freethinking, 
liberal and rapitalist culture then ger­
Illinating in England, Scotland, norlhern 
Europe and lhe lJniled States. By contrast, 
0uebec was a mudl older sociely. il mini­
replica of prerevoluliollary fram·e. lis 
peo/lie were 110t jllst French and Calholic. 
Lut steeped in all ilgrariilll, feudal, 
precapitalist cullure wll~tcilltladition was 
valued above all. By the 184Us, Up/Jet 
Canadians li..,ed in llle Age 01 Reason. 

lower Canadians cherished lhe classical 
Age of Faith. 

Small wonder, Ihen, that so much 
was made 01 an odd silllilatity between Ihe 
two colonies: Ihat each induded a small 
minorily of residents who by leligion 
belonged in the OIher colony. About 15 
percent 01 Upper Canadians were Roman 
Catholics-some fral/co~holle, olhers 01 
SCOliish and Irish origin. Similarly, aboul 
15 percenl 01 lower Canadians wele 
English-speaking Proteslants or Anglicans 

ICatholics in Upper 
Canada...would enjoy 
the same freedom of 
religion as Anglicans 
and Proteslanls In 
Lower Canada 

-some 01 them in the mercantilee/ite of 
Quebec and Montreal, olhers United 
Empire loyalists wllo had sellied in the 
eastern townships. An allractive principle 
for uniting the lwo colonies was Ihus to 
grant 10 the r6pective minorities in them 
essentially Ihe same religious preroga­
lives. Catholics in Upper Canada, Ihal is. 
would enjoy the saine Ireedonl 01 religion 
as Anglicans and Prolestants in Lower 
Canada. 

Now this principle 01 tolerallce, Ihis 
COllUnOl1 norlll for uniting two antagonis­
tic societies. elllered ~ublie discussion at 
roughly the same time as did lhe idea 01 
mass public schooling. Act.'Otdingly, when 
the legislature of the n~ Uniled Pcovince 
of Canada passed in Kingston its School 
Act of 1841, it nol only called for Ihe eSlab­
lishment of "common" or public schools 
throughout ils jurisdiclioll, bUI also 
implemented the princilJi~ of reciprocal 
tolerance of minority religious rights. The 
relevant clause read as follows: 
"Whellcver all)' number oltlle ILlhabilanls 
of allY '1bwllsllip or Parish profes.sing a reli­
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gious laith dillerent from that of the 
ma}orily olthe Inhabitants 01 such Town­
ship or Parish, shall dissent ... wilh refer­
ence to any Common School in such 
Township or Parish, it shall be lawful lor 
the Inhabitants so dissenting ... 10 estab· 
lish and mainlain olle or more Common 
Schools ... and 10 receive lrom the Disltkt 
Treasurer Iheir due proportion. according 
10 their number, of the monies appropri­
ated by taw ... :' 

Whenever anyone asks where 
Calholic separate schools in English 
Canada come from, there is no beller 
answer than tile School Acl of 1841. For 
the British North America Act of 1867 (by 
which New Brunswick and Nova Scolia 
~re added 10 the fledgling nation) only 
guaranteed the sUtvival of such schools 
wherever they had been established 
earlier. And the Constitution Act 011982 
only reaffirmed the status QUo in this 
res~ct. 

The imporlant point is lhatthe very 
idea 01 a dual public school system in 
Canada, one lor Catholics and the olher 
lor everybody else, derives from thaI 
hisloric compromise between Ontario 
and Quebec in 184 I. II was a trade-off 
between Ihese Iwo provinces. The ar­
rangement was made (like so many other 
arrangements in Canadian history) to in­
duce the two most popUlous provinces 
to share the same political beu. In Ihis 
respect as in others. Ihe remaining 
provillces were expecled to manage their 
affaits more or less ill keeping wilh Ihe 
Ontario-Quebec compromise. 

But only Alberta and Saskatchewan 
lulfilled this expectation explicitly. 
Allhough the school acts 01 these Iwo 
provinces have had peculiarities of their 
own, their eHect has beeu to creille Ihe 
same kind of dual systems as ill Ontario 
and (luebec. Indeeu Alberta hilS illuded 
Calholic schools evellthrough the secon­
daty level since Ihe daw" of this centu· 
ry, and Saskalchewan since 1964. Only 
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in 1984 did the Ontario governmenl de­
cide 10 lollow suit. 

The Manitoba case stands iD sharp 
contrast There the all~lopholle I'roles­
tanl immigrants 01 the late nineteenth 
century, having outnumbered the earli­
er French seWers and seized power lrom 
them, simply outlawed lax·supported 
Calholic schools and establbhed a sin­
gle public system. Ellforcemellt of Ihe 
provisions of the BNA Acl has proven p0­

litically impossible in Manitoba even 10 
Ihis day. The lew Catholic sdlools in ex­
istence there are funded privately. 

The same is lhe case in British 
Columbia, though Catholic schools ill the 
w~ernmost province share in the limit­
ed public funds made available to all 
nonpublic schools. l3eyolld Ihe Rockies 
the very idea of a dual Catholics-aDd­
olhers school syslem is alien. Catholics 
lhere are a Johnlly-come·l~lely minori­
ty, proportionately smaller than in any 
olher province. accounting for only 20 
percenl 01 cihzell~. 

A dual, publicly funded school sys­
tem is alien also 10 Maritime traditions, 
but with impOrlallt difJerellces. All three 
of lhese provinces have had well-rooted 
Calholic minorities from the starl. All 
three have been influenced by the terlils 
01 the Ontar;o·(Juebec compromise. In 
New Brunswick and eastern Nuva Sco­
tia. 10 some extelll also in PrInce Edward 
Island. Catholics and Protestants have 
tended 10 live geogriljJllically apart. The 
nel ellerl, in pra(li(e if not by law, hilS 
been Ihat most Maritime Catholic chil­
drell have lJeell able until recellliy to at­
tend identifiably Ca!llolk $(1I001s. 

Finally, NL:'wloundJanu has an in­
digenous arrangement of its own, eslab­
Iished altogelher ollbide 01 tile political 
compromises of Canauiall hislory. There 
is no public school systern, but ill~lead 

a publicly funded coterie 01 uellolllina­
lional school sy~teills. Tile Calholic 
Church colllrois une of these. Catholic 
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if one's view 01 I
Canada cenlres on 

Onla..io and Quebec... 
Ihen lhe division 01 
youlh lnlo Calholic 

and nun-Calholie lor 
pu..puses uf schooling 

is cminenlly 
reasonable 

schools in New/oundland enjoy more 
complele puhlic legitimacy than in any 
other province. 

In sum, if one's view of Canada 
centres on Ontario allt..l Quebec, aud if 
it is focussed Ihrough the lens of legal 
precedent anll wnslilutiollal guarantee, 
then the division 01 youlh into Calholic 
and Ilon-Calholic for purposes of school­
illg is eminently reasonahle. The division 
is taken for granted as the right and 
proper Canadian way of doing things. 
Not surprisingly, Catholic bishops and 
pastors tend to lake Ihis view, since il 
salisfies Rome's demand for the educa­
tion everywhere of Calholic youlh ill 
Catholic schools. Predictably as well, this 
view is altractive to adminislrators and 
leachers in Calholic schools-it furthers 
Iheir I)ersollal career iuteresls. It has the 
allegiallce also of most Canadian lay 
Catholics, for Ihe majority still live in Ou­
lario and Quebec, and a dual school sys­
tem is part of the landscape iu which 
they have been born and raised. 

The same view is held by Illany nOIl­
Catholics as well. When ill the spring of 
1984, Ontario Premier Willialll Davis an­
nounced the exlension of public funding 
of Catholic educaliouto the upper years 
of high school, he declared that il seemed 
"the right thing to do." He was hardly un­
aware, of course, Ihat this dramatic 
change of policy might Will his party 
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votes from the ever-swelling Calholic 
proporlion or Ihe electorate. But Mr. Da­
vis has long represented Ihe classic vi­
sion of Canada as a compromise between 
WASP Ontario and Calholic Quebec. He 
knows thai reciprocal tolerance 01 
minority righls is essential to Ihat com­
promise. If his puzzling decision-cosily 
10 his popularity among public-school 
teachers and adminislrators-is seen in 
light of his manifest passion lor Canadi­
an unity, at least SO/fle 01 the pnzzlemem 
disappears. 

TRENDS THAT MAKE
 
LAW OBSOLETE
 

FOR AlL THE LEGAL EMBEDDEDNESS Of 
Ihis dual school system in Canadian cnl­
lure, and despile the affirmation 01 it 
reflected in Mr. Davis's recent change 01 
hearl, al least live major Irends in Cana­
da over the pasl century give to this sys­
tem a dearly anachronistic characler. 

There is first the general process of 
secnlarizalion, Ihe lessening 01 the im­
porlance of religion in the lives of mosl 
ciLizelis. On the basis 01 repeated ndhon­
dl surveys, Alberla sociologisl Reginald 
[libhy has concluded Ihal religion issim­
ply no longer on the minds of aboul half 
of all adults in Ihis connlry. "Rather Ihan 
turning 10 religious answers new and 
old," he has wrillen, "these Canadians 
conscionsly and unconsciously. rational­
ly and non-rationally limit realily 10 the 
perceivable (empiricism) and in everyday 
life live out the correlate of materialism, 
whereby the perceivable world becomes 
the objeci of their attention and commit­
menl." Back ill 1840. so Ihe available evi­
dence suggests, Canadians were 
overwllelmingly believers. liowever 
much Ihey differed in their catechisms 
and lorms of worship, Ihey louketl upon 
the Christian scriptures as no less lrue 
Ihan the eqnations of basic arithmelic. 

DJIIi<&IIN" 

They prayed every day. They lived liter­
ally in lear ollhe Lord. By now a much 
smaller proporlion ollhe popnlation ac­
tnally believes-as this term has Iradi­
lionally heen nsed. In 1946,60 percenl 
01 Protestants went to church weekly; to­
day only abont 27 percent do so. As re­
cenlly as 1965, 83 percent of Catholics 
allended Mass at least on Sunday; by 
now the percentage has been reduced by 
hall. 

the same secular· I 
izaUon process has 

affecled Calholic 
schools 

II is sometimes imagined that the 
dual school system in Canada means reli­
giously orienLed schools for Catholics and 
secular ones for llon-eatholics. This was 
not at.allihe original meaning. There has 
never been in Ihis country any princi~led 
exclusion of religion from public schools. 
On the contrary, the early public schools 
acLlvely taught a noudenominational kind 
of Protestant Christianily. Only gradually 
have creationist history, Bible studies and 
~rayer lIeen redoced to a sin!lle "Our 
Father" atlhe start of the day. ilthal. Albeit 
with a certain time lag, the same secular­
izatiou process has affecled Catholic 
schools. Not many decades ago mosl 
leachers ill Catholic schools were lluns, 
women whose dress. celibaty and whole 
way of life asserted the priority of sacred 
ovef secular. Today's mainly lay leachers 
relleclthe increasillgly setular way of life 
of CdtholicCanaJians at large. Now to the 
exlentthal religion loses its illll)()rtance in 
Canadian cullure, tile mainLellance of two 
religiously delined school sysLems 
becomes no longer necessary. Nominal 
Calholics need nol be kept separate from 
numinal ProlestanlS. That is why /llore 

.' 

than a Ihi,d 01 Cillholic p,Hochial schools 
inlhe Uniled Stales dosed betweell 19G5 
and 1976. Americi..lH law does 1I0t keep 
Catholic schools in eKis\ence bCyOlld the 
poinl al which Cathulics quit makirtg 
sacrilices in support ollhell1. In most 01 
this country. by cnnlrasl. Catholic sellools 
persist by lorce 01 iLJertia, even aller L1leir 
re·ligiolls loundalion has heell 
nndermined. 

Asecund. reJateu Irend has been the 
increasing salience ul language, as 
opposed to religion, among the bases uf 
social cleavage lnlhe lormative decades 
01 Canadian sociely, Ihe populallun was 
considered to be divided basically inlo 
Catholics and prole~lallls. II was assumed 
thai all francophones were Cal holic, and 
Ihal their language would receive more 
than enough protection in the Calholic 
schools of their Cf>mmunilies. Linguistic 
rights were thus subsumed under reli­
gious rights, and lhe law was framed in 
lerms of the lauer. Separate French 
schools would 1I0L he permitted in 
Ontario,lor instance, but instead separate 
Calholic schools where classes would be 
laught in French in Irancophone locales. 

With HIe passage of time and progres­
sive cultural secularization, language 
rights have come to he as~rled more and 
more illdependelllly of the religious lac­
lor. Militancc on hehalf 01 French lan­
guage and culLure has steadily intensified 
in Quebec. especially since Ihe Quiet 
Revolution, but that revolution is defined 
in pari by thc wrellChing of conlrol of Que­
bec's public scllools away from the 
Catholic hierarchy and dergy. Especially 
since the Royal CollJmission on Bilingual­
ism and Biculturalism of 1965, moreover, 
the federal government has actively 
promoted Frendl ill tile schools 01 English 
Canada, irrcspective 01 their Catholic or 
non-Catholic ties. Frem:h is now the lan­
guage 01 instruction innllmerous classes 
and schools run by public boards. Such 
arrangemcllts alltagonize acllvisls lor the 
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Catholic church, even while Ihey salisly 
Ihose Irancophones wbose allegiance to 
Ihe church has waned. III many ot her sel­
tings, by coilirast, 51. John's, Newluuml­
land, lor Olle, schooling in French has 
become availaltle only iu theCatholic sys­
lem, to the disllieasure 01 Ihe mainly 
professional llon-Catholics wllOwantlheir 
children to !-trow up lJuenlly biliJl!-tual. In 
Slim, the new legal sall'!-tuards for Ihe 
French lau!-tuage have intruderl uJXln tlte 
older saleguar~s lor the Catholic religion. 
The solutioll of havin!-t fom kinds 01 
schools-French Cathulic. French lJublic, 
En!-tlisb Catholic. alld EIl!-tlish public-is 
unworkable ill all hut a few communities. 
Conllicls areHkely to arise relleatedly until 
some nf"R' prillciplcs lor the organization 
of schooliug are agreed upon lind laws 
changed accordingly. 

A Ihird trend that renders the 
enlrenched duality of schonlillg obsolete 
has been Ihe growing delilalid for aulono­
mous developllleul lJy provinces in the 
western aud Allantic regions. ReceOl con· 
flid belween these provinces ,HId Ihe led­
elal government has derived only in part 
lrom hostilily belween 1I1eir mainly Tory 
governments and the Trudeau Liberals. 
The conflict hasariseu iu greater part lrom 
the peripheral provinces' rl'senlllleOl of 
domination bYllle economic and cultural 
interests of central Canada. These 
provinces righily conclude that their 
interests tend 10 be overlooked in com­
promises belween Onlario and Quebec. 
By now they have sufficient strength 01 
populatiou and wealth, moreover, to cease 
being acquiescent adapters to arrange­
Ilwilis made by and for the two founding 
provinces. At the turn olthe century, the 
four western provinces embraced only 
half a million Canadians. Their l)()pulaliou 
loday is seven lIlilJiOll, <lIld their per cap­
ita income is aboul the same as Ontario's 
and Quebec's. No longer are they content 
10 let Canada be ddille(l in central­
Canadian lerrns. The Atlanlic provinces 

remain reJalively poor, 01 course, alld tlleir
 
population has not appredalJly enlarsed,
 

I the rightneee of 
allowing Cathollce 
Ulelr own lax· 
eupported Ichoole 
I. likely to be 
doubted Increasingly 
in the Weetern and 
Allantlc provlncee 

but similar altitudes arc also appareul 
there. Newfoundland in particular, which 
but 30 years ago enlered Confederation 
with sreal humility, has in recent years 
strideutly reaffirmed its separate history, 
culture, aud interests. 

The relevance of this Irend here is
 
thai Ihe rightness of allowing Catholics
 

.their own tax-supported schools is likely 
10 be c1oul)(ed increasingly inlhe Weslern 
and Allantic provinces. For the raisoll­
d'etre of Ihese schools in Canadian rullure 
is embedded in the orisinal OUlario­
Quebec compromise. lh the extenl Ihal 
this compromise is rejected as a norm of 
public policy in the olher provinces, the 
need to allow separate Catholic schools on 
the Ontario model comes iuto question. 
Already iu Ihe Maritime provinces, many 
school boards SIIOW reluctance to make 
Ihe iuformal arrangements, commOll in 
the pasl, for segregating Catholic children. 
If school reform in Newfollndlaud should 
lead 10 tile establislllllent 01 a single pub­
lic system. the schools 01 the Catholic 
Church are unlikely to fare beller than 
those of lhe Salvation Army or the Pen­
lecostals. In British Columbia even now, 
the Calholic Church enjoys 110 special 
educational prerogatives, and lew signs 
point 10 the resloraliOll olillese preroga­
tives in Manitoba. In Alberla and 
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Saskatchewan, separate schools lor 
Calholics are more secure, being legally 
and bureaucralically entreuched. Bul 
whal will probably become more obvious 
iu tile years ahead is that adual school sys­
tem Ihal divides Catholics from non­
Catholics is much more an Ontario­
Quebec institutionlhan a Canadian one. 

The fourth change in Canada Ihat 
caUs iOlo questionlhe duality in schooling 
ordained by law is Ihe progressive 
homoseuizalion 01 cullure and centraliza­
lion of power. In Ihe mid-nineleenlh cen­
IUry, this was a land of smalilowns and 
farm communities, separated lrom one 
another by elhnicity. religion. politics, eco­
uomic base, and nOI leasl by poor roads. 
The techuology for creating a mass 
cullure-Ielephones, radios. motion pic· 
lures. television. aulomobiles, express­
ways, and so on-had uot yet been 
invented, much less put in place. Most 
Canadians slill owned Ihe means ollheir 
livelihood: farms, mills. shops. stores, lil­
tie laclories. In this milieu. schools were 
uuderslood to be mainly a local respollsi­
hilily. to be controlled by local sthool 
boards and supported by locally wllecled 
taxes. In this societal wntexl, and espe­
cially since Calholic settlelnents tended 10 

lie geographically apan Irom Proteslanl 
oues, Catholic sthools could indeed be 
different lrom Iheir Protestant counler­
paris. Genuine pluralism iu sthooling 
could more easily be achieved. Even now. 
oldtimers recall how particular teachers, 
principals, school hoards or paslors gave 
highly distinct identities 10 the schools 
they served. 

By now all this has changed. Juslthe 
ten larsest me(JOpolitan areas ill Canada 
embrace almost half thepopu!alion. Few 
Canadians any longer work in enterprises 
01 their owu, and Ihe majorily are 
employed by lal!-te bureaucracies. The 
primary inJlueuceon children's values is 
not a local collllnunily cenlred on family 
and church but distant agenls of fIlass 

culture-Irom MIChael Jackson 10 Big 
Bird, lrom Wayne Grctl.ky 10 Pacman. Fol· 
lowing Ihe lrend, schools and school 
boards have been illcreasingly consoli­
daled inlo larger Ullits, provincial govern­
ments have become prime fundins 
agents, and conlrol is concenlraled stead­
ily more ill provillcial bureaucracies and 
province-wide IHolessional organizalions 
of teachers. The result is thai schools 
increasinsly resemble one another. It is 
hard for any school 10 go its own way, 
given Ihe slandardized culture Ihe mass 
media inslill in Canadian youth. and given 
constraint by a CDllllllon sel of provincial 
regulations and te<lchers' demands. 

IReeearch shows 
scant differences 
In moral values or 
achievement belween 
graduales 

TIle implitalioll olillis trelld lor a tax­
supported Cathuli\: school syslem is thai 
the differente betweell it and Ihe pulJlic 
sy&lem becomes like Ihe dWerence 
between McDollald's and Burger King, 
belween CP Air aud Air Canada, or 
between Eaton's, 5illlpson's and Ihe Bay. 
The dillerence illl'adl case is real. There 
are loyal patrons of McOonald's who 
would never eat at Horger Killg. But in a 
perspective with any breadlh at all, the 
similarilies mailer more. Research shows 
scanl dilferellces ill moral vailies or 
achievement belwl'ell grdduates of tax­
supported Catllolic sellools in Canada and 
graduates of plILttic SciIOOIs. One can 
argue that COlrlllelitioll Ll'lweelilwo large 
systems must at least lJe preferred to a 
public-schoolrnollopoly. Neither allema· 
tive collies c1(lse 10 wi lilt those WilD 
framed Ihe School Act 01 1841 had in 
mind. 
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Thf' hlih and final IrelltJ important 
here is the growth, both in absolule lIum­
bers and as a proportion oflhf' population, 
of noncunformisl denollli"atiolis. Almost 
all non-Catholic religious bodies inlhe lor­
mallve decades ollhis country were main­
line Protestanl, and their adherel:~s could 
1>1" persuaded 10 supporl the kind of com­
mon schools Ihal Egenon Ryerson and 
othf'r educators proposed. Catholics were 
the only imporlant minorily in Canada 
whose religion was so different as to war­
rant separate schools. In the whole 
province of Canada in 1842, Ihere were 
only 1249Jews, only 91\6membf'rs oflhe 
Dutch RelormedChurth.ln !!J81, by con­
trasl, Ihere were 300,00n Jews, 100,000 
lIIellluers of Reformed churches, and in 
1>0111 communilies keen inleresl in 
schools 01 Iheir own. Meanwhile a/her 
immigrants h<lve urought with them 
stroug convictions unserved by eilher 
public or Calholic schools. There are now 
aooutlOO,OO) Muslims ill Canada, 70,000 
Hindus, 70,OOOSiklls, 50,000 BuddhislS, 
350,000 members of Eastern Orthodox 
confessions, and 200,000 Menlloniles. 
Still fUlther, some Christian sects have 
defied the secularizalionlrf'nd and buill 
large congregations of ardent believers 
who do not feel at home in public schouls. 
The 1981 census rt'pOrled 145,000 
Jehovah's Witnesses, 31\0,000 Penle­
costals, and 125,000 lllelllUerS or the 
Salvalion Army. 

It is ililporlillltto kef'jllllt'S(' figures ill 
perspeclive. The Romiill Cathotic, Angli­
can, and Unitf'd churches still elllbral:e 73 
percenl of CanaJians, and a furlhf'l Bper­
cenl reporillo religIOUS preft'rence. Slill, in 
lIIallY locales the l.\lIeSI ion is legllimately 
raised as to why puhlicly Ililided separate 
schools shoul(! be availallle 10 Catholics 
hul not to other religious minorilies. The 
(IUeslion is lilt' Illore poillte(! wllere these 
other minorilies :;!low a (li:;tinclness and 
commitment t1lllllatched by thf' Catholic 
cnmmullily. Currently ollly Newfound­

land gives full tax support to Ihe schools 
of any of Ihese nl!Wer minorities, lhough 
seographical separation and informal 
arrangements allow lor some additional 
religious segregation ill schooling in other 
provinces. In Manitoba and British 
Columbia, Catholics have joined with 
olher denominations seeking governmen­
lal sub.sidies for privale schools. But none 
ollhis was anticipated in the School Act of 
IB41 or in the BNA ACI, and the laws 01 
mosl provinces are inadequale 10 deal 
with lhe nl!W rf'ligious minorities. 

THE PROBABLE FUTURE 

FIVE WELL-DOCUMENTED TRENDS IN 
Canada have JUS! been poinled oul: sec­
ularization, Ihe growing priorily ollingui5­
lic over religions righls, rising dem.ands for 
aulonomy in the western and easlern 
provinces, cu\lural homogenization, and 
{he growth of new religions minorities. In 

I the most likely 
prospect for the 
future Is an in· 
cre8singly homo­
geneous system of 
schooling 

light 01 these trellds, the maintenance ot 
a pulllic school systelll divided i"lo lwo 
parts, one Catholic and the other not, has 
become obsolete, iIl-snited 10 Ihe realilies 
of Canalliaillife. The question is where we 
So frOIll here. 

The mosl likely IHO:;pt'cl lor the 
fulure is an im·ll',lsillyly i1urnogelleous 
syslem 01 schooling lor all Canadian 
youlh, irrespeeliv(' of eilher province or 
religious affiltation. The safest prediction 
is Ihal as years [lass it will make less and 
less difference whith tax-supporled 

school in Canada a child aUends, for the 
character and curricula of aU olthem will 
become progressively more uniform. The 
lanBuage dillerellce will remain, 01 COUnie, 
bul mainly as a Illask lor underlying 
similarity of the knowledge and values 
being learned. For the 10rces of mass 
culture-the TV nelworks, video games, 
popular music, ilnd soon-show no sign 
of lessening. From Honavisla to Vancouver 
Island (and from Miami to Edmonton), 
youth are more and more subjecled to 
a common package of heroes, pastimes, 
fashions, consumer goods, skills and 
ideas. Still more imporlant, the economy 
in which they hope to find jobs is an 
increasingly singular economy, domi­
nated uy a shrinking number of large 
corporations and govern menial bureau­
cracies. This is to say Ihat life oUlside the 
school is uecoming sleadily more of olle 
piece, slretching all across this conlinenl 
and beyond. As pluralism declines in Ihe 
economic and cultural spheres at large, il 
must petlorce also decline in IUIIllal edu, 
calion. However organized, schooling can, 
nol be more diverse in substance than the 
sociely il serves. 

Provinces may well preserve and 
even enlarge the autonomy in educatioll 
10 which Ihey are constitulionally entitled, 
but it will be a useless autonomy so long 
as Ihe lorces of economic and cultural cen­
tralization continue unchecked. Just a few 
decades ago, Quebec's school system was 
indeed dilferl'lll from Ontario's. The 
elementary schools, dassical colleges and 
universities of Ihat province tauglll a 
different suujt'ct mailer ilnd dilfert'llt 
values than did the schools of Onlario. 
They could alford to, because lhe rt'Cllily of 
life in Quebec was different: it was agrar­
ian, church-celllred, economically and 
cullllrCllly tradilional. By now the classical 
colleges have become CEGEPs, and lhey 
bear striking resemblance to Ihe commu­
nily colleges of Onlario. This is no acci­
dent, for economic and cultural reatilit's in 

the two provinces ,IfI" illue<lsillgly the 
same. Or consj(]{'1 lhal (he Ontalio 
government has rect:'llIly decided to phase 
oul Grade 1:.1, white the Newlonndland 
governmenl has added a lunher year 
beyond Grade 11. From where Comes lhis 
plessure to bring both these provinces 
inlo conformity wilh Ihe North American 
norm of ending hiyh school with Glilde 
12? The pressure comes from Ihe progres­
sive integration of economic and cullmal 
life as a whole under the tutelage of a 
small number 01 privale illld public 
corporations. 

The lale 01 Cilthulic schools in this 
predictable process uf standardization can 
be expected to vary Irom one province 10 
the next. But since the process is inti­
mately oound up with the increasingly 
malerialist values o( Canadian life as a 
whole, nowhere will Ihe classic educa­
tional goals 01 the church meet willl much 
success. There b likely to be continued 
erosion 01 the extrillegal prerogatives of 
the church inlht' Maritime provinces. A 
dWindling minority of ~trongly comlllilled 
Calholics may keep sume parochiat 
schools open in Manitoba and Hrilish 
Columbia, butnol enough to serve more 
than 10 or 15 percent of Catholic youlk In 
these live provinces the vast majority of 
Catholic children will come or UJulinue to 
be enrolled in increasingly standardized 
poblic school sy~lellls. Perhap~ they will 
getlJme oll for vOIIJllt,lry religion das.~c", 

perl laps nol. lillie dlfft~rellte willhL' IllLllie 
in either case. Tile Ilit'rarchy'sdernillld for 
tax-supported Calholic schools on the 
Ontario model is 1\01 likely to he heilrd 
willt much sympillhy 

In Ontario, Afberla and Saskatl:he· 
wan, by contrasl,lfl(' dual school system 
will probably rell\dill ill place, despile ils 
obsolescence. The ledSOIl was speJled out 
in the Ilrsl sentence I)llhi.~ article: that 
enlrencllrncllt ill law allows illstitutional 
arrangt'lIlenls to pl'rsi~t IOllg aller lheir 
underlying ralioJhlk has bcenlosl. Close 
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to hall a million children are currently 
enrolled inlhe separate schools 01 Ontario 
alone. Thousands of leacher~ and 

duality or I 
schooling...is 

accepted as inlegral 
1o the Canadian 

way of lire 

administrators have spent their whole 
careers in the separate system, and Ihey 
<Ire organized ill their own associations. 
They have separate buildings, equ;pment. 
'raining programmes, budgets, and so on 
ilnd on. Eliminating the legally guarded 
uureaucratic division now in placeconld 
happen only in a climate of revolulionary 
(!lanse-a climate for wJlich there is scant 
evidence in Canada. Over lillie, moreover, 
dllality of schooling in these provinces has 
come 10 be taken lor granted inlhe pub­
lic mind. It is accepted as illlcgrallo the 
C..anadian way of life, ralher like hockey, 
the Queen, or the Senate uf the lederal 
Parliamenl. Inertia is a powerful force. 

But puwerlul, 100, are Ihe forces of 
l-:enlralizatioll in our economy and cul­
tme. Helice Cathulic sdlOols in these lat­
ter provinces, as also in Quebec and 
Nev.rloundland, are likely 10 assume an 
increasingly secular character, and 10 
hecome l)rogressively less ctistinguisllable 
from other schools. There will still be 
religion classes and occasional Catholic 
liturgies, bUI otherwise the knowledge 
and values represenled will be part oflhe 
Canadian mainstream. F.WII llUW, fur 
tliSlance, il is hard to find much difference 
in board-Iacully rclarions bel ween the 
separale and pllblic systems. bSlles olwIJ­
llicl are lairly similar, and so are the lal:lics 
or hargaining. 1'1IY srall:_~ and iringe 
benelirs tlo !llli diller glL'ilrlv nile should 
1I0t exprtt them to. The p;ime re<llily of 
life ill allY society is hlJw ils politi(s and 

economy are organized, how work is 
done, what proouds are made, where 
power lies. II is a single reality that faces 
hoth school systems, and bOlh are 
urganizedon such a large scale lhatlhey 
cannol lailto respond to lhat reality. No 
wonder lheir responses are similar. 

As Ihis article is being written, the 
separale scllool boards of Ontario are wor­
rying aboul a demand 01 the Onlario 
governmenl Ihal has accompanied its 
decision 10 complete funding of separate 
schools through the secolldary level. The 
demand is that the expanded Catholic 
higll schools not discriminate againsl non­
Catholic sludents seeking admission or 
against non-Calholic teachers seeking 
employmenl, The school boards lear Ihat 
meeting this demand will diminish the 
distinclness 01 their schools. Of course il 
will. Bul that distinctness is already 
weakened, and will be furl her, by lorces in 
Ihe economy and culture at large. 
Whether the characteristic is income or 
occupational prestige, unemploymenl 
rale or retirement age, church allendance 
or contraceptive use, attitude on capital 
punishment or (ear of nuclear war, 
Calholic Canadians do nol differ much 
any more trolll flon-Catholic Canadians. 
Why then should a lllalJlslream Catholic 
school system dilfer much from a main­
stream non-Catholic one? It shouldn't. 
Increasingly, il won't. 

OPPOSITIONAL TRENDS 

As NONACADEMIC CANADlANS KNOW 
perhaps bt1ler Ihan sociologists, of course, 
Ille probable future is nol a necessary one. 
Pointing out wllere currenllrends lead is 
all ilnvorlallt exercise, one the paragraphs 
alJOve have accomplished in brief lor one 
illstilulion. But quill' a few Canadians 
re~ret Ille loss uf pluralism, the decline 01 
diversily, Ihe horno~enizillg process to 
which we all are subject. The emergent 

order 01 life-unilorm, materialist, and 
cenlrally conlrolled-scares all who still 
believe Ihat human beings have a rigbtto 
autonomy and individuality, the right to 
pUr5ue their respective, crealive purposes. 

Such thinking has lound expression 
in a variety 01 efforts al school reform. One 
clear example was the move to ''open­
concept" schools in bolh separate and 
public systems about fifteen years ago. 

The CanadianI
economy ls not very 

open to Indlvidual 
lnillatlve, not 

very respectful or 
human dignity 

Concurrenlly. high-school cnrricnla were 
made more flexible, lewer conrses being 
obligatory and more innovalive ones 
becoming available. By now fhe tide has 
turned, more struclured styles of learning 
are back in place, and the rage is mastery 
01 compulers. There is an importanlles­
SOil in this reversal of educational 
philosophy. No large-scale school syslem 
can deparl very lar from Ihe direction of 
Ihe economy, lesl its studenls graduate 
unprepared to meelthe demands of the 
adult world. The fact is Ihatlhe Canadian 
economy is nol very open to individual 
initiative, not very respecllul 01 human 
dignity, and it becomes less so year by 
year. For only a small minority of carelully 
chosen tobs do corporate employers hire 
people to '·do their own thing:' There is 
simply no poi lit in preparing students lor 
a world that does not exist. The task of 
knucklin~ uuder becomes thereby only 
more difficult. 

Oppositionallhinking is also bl'llillll 
the proposals, comnlonlydiscussed illihis 
decade, to replace current school organ­

ization wilh a syslem whereby parents 
could send their children 10 any of numer­
ous approved schools, Ihe jailer being 
funded lrom lax monies according 10 their 
enrollments. Some schools might be 
highly struclured, olhers geared 10 in­
dividnal creativity. There would be Jt.'Wish 
schools, Mennonite schools, i1lld secular 
ones. Some might cater 10 exceptionally 
bright children, olhers to slow learners. A 
competitive market 01 schools would be 
established, offering Iheir various brands 
of educational COllllllOdily, and parents 
could spend their tax vouchers on which­
ever school might besl suit their purposes. 
Such a voncher system on the one band 
conlorms to prevailing Irends, since il 
wonld introduce a market mentality inlo 
still another asped of life. BUllhe markel 
envisioned would be decelltralized and 
diverse, more like Ihe markets 01 early 
capitalism than like the oligopolistic mar­
kets 01 our time. The system would restore 
a measure of power 10 parellts and allow 
the expressiou 01 alternalive values. II 
could be introduced, moreover, al leasl 
conceivably, wilhout violalin~ the con­
slitutional guarantee of separate schools 
'or Calholics in Ontario, Alberla, 
Saskatchewan and Newloundland. 
Catholic schools could still exist, sup­
ported by vouchers instead of directly by 
locallaxes and provincial ~ranls.l:lut other 
religious bodies would now also have 
opportunity 10 establish separate, publicly 
funded schools. 

One of the most colllmon objections 
10 a voucher system is that it would be 
divisive 01 the Canadian population. A 
better objecliou is that il would not he divi· 
sive enou~h. The evidence of Newlound­
land is telling ill this respec/' since for 
more Ihan a century this province has had 
formal religiolls pluralism in schooling. 
The lundin~ has beell direct rather than 
by vondler but with much the same 
resull. The Jehovah·s Wilnesses have had 
Iheir own schools, tilL' Catholics theirs, the 



Pentecoslals Iheir se(Jarate on.es, and so 
for Anglicans am.llllembers ollhe United 
Church. Yel Ihere is nu province in 
Canada wilh a more culturally hOlllogene­
ous population. Newfuundland has been. 
called "proballly the only lrue English­
speaking nalion left in Norlh America:' 
The .reason is Ihat Ihe Newfoundland 
economy was hislorically as munolilhic as 
Ihe Canadian ecullomy as a whole is lasl 
becoming. The bulk of lamilies fished 1m 
a living, and their lives were mntroJled by 
a small mercaulile elile. No mailer Ihal 
children were diviued hy religion for pur­
poses of schooling. Such division served 
to enllame groundless prejudices and 10 
fuel recreational hostilities. BUIlhe grad­
uales emerged sharing it common oullook 
and culture, l.lecause Ille political aud eco­
nomic realily lacing Ihem was singular. 

In NewloundlilJld, 01 course, the com­
peling schools have all functioned al 
roughly the same per-studenl cosl. One 
call argue Ihat a voucher system that 
would allow schools 10 supplernent acom­
mOil tax gralll wilh varying rates of tuition 
might result in a more genuine pluralism. 
This argumenl has some validity. There 
already exist in mosl provinccs privale 
schools thai charge very high tuilion and 
selVe Ihe progeny 01 elite, propertie<J fami­
lies. These schools uo indeed diller from 
publicly lunded ones, (Jartly because of 
the e)(ceplional class origin 01 the sluder lIs 
(,lUolle<J, bUI also lIecause of lhe enriclle<J 
c<lucational experience tlLey can alford 10 
provide. A voucher system thaL allowed 
supplementary LuiliOlllees would ill elleci 
sullsidize these lIastiolls 01 privilege. The 
situation would lie similar to the 
allowance of exira billing lJy physicians in 
provincial heallh-insufilnce (Jlans, an 
arrangement Ihat slilisidizes from the 
public treasury the sll(Jerior heallh care 
enjoyed by a well-of! minority. But in 
schooling as in health care, tile vasl 
majority of citizens callnot a[foru to pay 
large additiollal c11arges illUllliustl.lc con-

lent with the level uf service public lunds 
alluw. Given a common level 01 per­
studenl expellditure, wilh or wilhout a 
voucher systelll, the schools 01 an increas­
ingly homogeneous society will be 
increasingly homogeneous. 

I pluralism In 
education is an 
llIuslon except 
where there Is 
pluralism In 
polliles 

TIle bollom line is Ihat those Cana­
dial IS who seek a rebjrlh of variety, oppor­
tuuily, and respect for personal aulouomy 
through a deceulratized system 01 school­
ing, a voucher system or some other kind, 
are misdirecting Iheir eHorls, They are 
expecting mOle hom schools than schools 
call deliver. The importaut poinl remains: 
pluralism in education is an illusion 
except where Ihere is pluralism in politics, 
the economy, and culture at large. So long 
as Ihe same 1V channels are beamed Irom 
coast to coast, Lhe same rock videos are 
watched, the same outlets line slanuard 
shopping malls, tile same lew companies 
make shoes, newspapers anu doUUIS, and 
the same Canadiau establishment IHe­
sides over us all, it doesll'l make a great 
deal of difference how pulliidy funded 
schools are organized. Canadians who 
seek uecentralization of power and expan­
sion 01 opportunity for personal develop­
ment could target their energy more 
effectively on economic institu lions thau 
on scholaslic ones. 

In the meanwhile, as personal aulon­
omy conlinues 10 decline ami the eco­
nomic package is ever more tiglllly lied, 
no seeker 01 change need be dismayed 
IhaL iu lour provinces of English Canada 
separate Catholic schools continue to be 

funded from the pulllic treasury. For as 
uearly all Canadians are by uow aware, 
lhe Catholic Church has emerged in this 
strange time as a major champion of 
human diguily and individual rights, allu 
as a major critic of the oligopolislie capital­
ism Ihal delines lile now in Cauada. The 
pope's encyclical on work, his speeches 
during his visit 10 this country, allu 
repealed statements of the Canadian 
Catholic bishops all are evidence that 
looay's church is preaching econOmic and 
social change-aud change in the direc­
lion of decentralization aud democracy. 
Indeed, it is hard 10 find any organization 
of comparable significance in Ihis country 
thai is promoting a practical philosophy so 
humane, so valuable as a sonrce of direc­
lion for efforts to improve our way 01 life. 

schools may serve I
as conduits for 

the spread of 
Catholic social 

thought 

No one should imagine that this 
philU50phy will make some vast uilferellce 
in what happells in elementary alld 
set:ondary Catholic schoohi. For all the 
reasons reviev.red above, lhese schools will 
remain less Calholic than North Ameri­
can. Much of the diflerence that is made, 
mOJeover, will derive Irom the chmch's 
eccentric code 01 sexual ethics. Calholic 
school boaruswillcontinue toauJil their 
leachers' marilal staluses, and Catholic 
sludenls will continue 10 study how 
nalural ways of prt'Venlins conception 
diller Irolll unnatural w~s. BUI t'Ven a 
realist cau hope Ihal contemporary 
Calholic social thought might penetrate 
Catholic separateschooisenougilio lnake 
these schools a lillie dillerent hom Iheir 
public connterparls, and dillerent in a 

progressive way 1;";0 [orms of penetration 
can be enlertailleU al least as IKlssibilities. 

First, the Sdlllllls Illay serve as con­
dnits lor Ihe sprl'iid of Catholic social 
thought to the y()un~er generation of 
Canadians. It is alleasl conceivallie Ihal a 
place can be foullu in social-studies curric­
ula lor systemalic study 01 the church's 
teaching on the eCIIIl()Jny alld 011 polilics. 
Older sludents call lie assigneU 10 read 
documenls such OlS Ihe pope's speeches 
here in Cauada on workers' righls, inter­
national inequality, or native peoples, and 
10 bring their reactions to classroom dis­
cussion. The mainlhemes 01 such dom­
menls can be conveyed in simpler terms 
10 the lower glaues. Such teaching 
assumes, 01 course, lhat teachers them­
selves have encouragement and lncenlive 
to sludy Catholic MlCial Ihought, bolh from 
church documents and from the writings 
of progressive Catholic thinkers, so that 
(heir religioUS afliliation lIecomes less a 
maHer of weekly ollligalion than 01 
thoroughgoing personal commitment. 
Such opporlunity for teachers in turn 
a.'\Sllmes that Catholic school boards see 
themselves as more than mere guardians 
of traditional faith. These are big assump­
tions. Yet already in many Catholic 
schools one finds administrators and 
teachers articulating forcefully a well­
informed, distinctly Calholic social COIl­

sciousness. This is a hopelul sign. Out of 
lhe spread of such a consciousness could 
come the creation of the new political 
options we so urgenlly need. 

A second way in which Catholic 
social thought migllt penetrate Calholic 
schools and make them truly different 
from their pulllic counterparts is less likely 
but potentially 01 greater importance. It is 
through the adoption of more cooperalive 
structures and teclilliques of adminis!ra­
tion, More and more, so all the eviuence 
sUSgesls, school sy~tems in Canaua are 
rUIl as iflhey were private-profit corpora­
tions. Stockholders (ratepayers) elect a 
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board of direclors (trustees), which hires 
employees (teachers) to turn raw material 
(children) inlo saleaLJJe cOllllllodilies 
(graduates elnployable oJllhe lalJour mar­
kel). The LJoard treats the teachers as il 
they were hired hands. The teachers 
beha~ like recalcitrant wage workers, lak­
ing strike aclion if necessary to gel a good 
price for the labour they sell. But such an 
adversarial relation between trustees and 
teachers rUlls counler to Callwlic social 
thought. So iudeed dOeS Ihe whole insti-

The question is to I
what extent a 

Canadian Catholic 
8choolsystem is 
going to reflect 
the selfish mat· 

eriaUst values of 
the capilalist 

economy 

tution 01 capitalist wage laLJom. 1\ the 
church's leaching were taken seriously in 
Ca/hoHc schools, this whole model of 
administration would be rejected in lavour 
01 alternatives [(Jullded all a cooperative 
elhic, illternalives that would vest 
aUlhority in councils composed of 
Irustees, administralors, teacher"-, pastors, 
and uOllteaching staff. Needless to say. 
such alternatives conflict with established 
custom and law. Blil so does IIlechurch's 
leachill!!. The questiOil is to wi lilt exlenl a 
Canadian Catholic S(IIOOI systetll is going 
10 reflect the selfish materialisl values of 
Ihecapilalisl economy, amllo whal extenl 
the humane Chrislian values 01 Ihe 
Catholic Church. 

To be sure, the prospecllhat separale 
schools might actively promote and inter­
ually implement Ihe pwdical philosophy 
ollered by the churdl :;llrillgs mainly Irom 
wishluliltinkillg. So {-'ven more does the 

prospect that such promotion and 
implementation mighl have major effects 
in the wider society. Perhal's, to quole lhe 
poet Edward Young. "our wishes lenglhen 
asour sun declines." Butilowdelighliully 
ironic it would be illhe Canadian provi­
sion 01 lax funds 10 Catholic schools, a pm· 
vision designed 10 keeplhe lid on things, 
had Ihe elleci in our time of instigating 
social and economic change. 




