	1
	I want to thank you for your efforts on behalf of faith-based school system parents in Ontario. I am glad that you are stepping up to the challenge of being the champion of our rights in this moral battle.

	2
	Thus far, the McGuinty government has been undeniably (almost dogmatically) against logical arguments in our favour.  I would also like to point out that the Premier is not impacted by his party's legislation, because, he can very conveniently (and does) send his children to Catholic schools.  I suspect that Ms. Pupatello can likewise benefit from government aid to Catholic schools.  Furthermore, it shows us as Ontarians (and Canadians) that the Province can disregard UN decisions to our own peril. I would say this to the minister also: As Minister of Education, how do you justify teaching our constituents (especially the young impressionable ones) that their home is racist?  What message/lesson do you think this conveys to them and to us as adults?  That the place they call home discriminates against them? Do you think that maybe, when these future leaders of tomorrow become of age, they might vote with their feet and move to a more minority-friendly province, possibly causing an erosion of your government's funding and thereby placing its wonderful new school system programs in jeopardy?  And, all of this risk for just 2% of your annual budget?  I think that any sane business person would intelligently say that an extra 2% would be a major bargain to mitigate this risk.  If you think that my argument does not merit thought on your part, please review the history of Quebec when Rene Levesque and his Parti Quebecois came to power in 1976.  If you are astute, you will realize that many individuals as well as corporations, including Sun Life fled (yes, fled like refugees) from Quebec mainly to Ontario for this very reason -- they were Anglophones who were concerned about Bill 101 and other anti-English legislation being foisted upon them (as well as the threat of separation from Canada) and the repercussions of these events. In conclusion, I would ask you Minister to please do the right thing, the intelligent thing and reverse your decision on fair funding for faith-based school systems.

	3
	Mr. Klees, I would also like to bring to your attention something similar to a "victim impact statement" to hopefully gain sympathy/empathy from the Liberal government.  I hope that you are able to put this to good use in your battle with them.  I pay $15,000 a year for Jewish Education because I believe that (even though the Public School system seems to be adequate) Jewish children will not have amassed enough knowledge of my faith in the K-12 years to be considered fully "practicing" unless they go through the double curriculum that my schools provide.  This entails not only a financial sacrifice, but, due to a downturn in the mainframe computing industry in Ontario (beginning in 2000), and being laid off from IBM Canada in 2002, I have had to work away from home (in the US) for the most of the last 4 years to support this sacrifice. I spend approximately one week in 4 at home, because, that is as much as my employer is willing for me to work off-site.  I am sure that you can imagine this places quite a strain upon my wife and children.  Also, when I do go home, I have to deal with a month's worth of mail and bills, medical/dental appointments etc.  Consequently, my time at home is not exactly what I would call ‘quality time’ for a solid week.  Now, if I paid considerably less, I might be able to accept a position in Toronto and pay my bills (while earning less money).  For the last 4 years (and I look for work constantly), this has not been reality.  In fact, in 2004, I took a contract job at Toyota Canada and I had to leave the job and return to the US (after just 4 months) because I was financially sinking.  Most people who hear this story find it difficult to believe, but, I have met more than a few commuters on airplanes to and from New York City who are in the same predicament.

	4
	Before I express my disappointment with the new Minister of Education, Sandra Pupatello and the Liberal government I would firstly like to thank PC Education critic Mr. Frank Klees for leading efforts in the Legislature to hold the government accountable for its continuing failure to remove religious discrimination from education funding in Ontario. For a country and province declaring to be non-racist and democratic the Liberal government has continued their bigotry and complete bias against non-catholic private schools. Ms. Sandra Pupatello's answers to Mr. Frank Klees's questions goes a long way to show us all how little she knows about this issue and most of all how little she is willing to do to prevent racism and discrimination in Ontario. Ms. Sandra Pupatello, let me fill you in on one piece of information that you are clearly missing: Non-Catholic private schools are funding the public school system by keeping children out of public schools!!! If all non-catholic private schools closed down the public school system would need way more funding!! If you're going to be biased against minorities why not just come out and say so, rather than beat around the bush with frivolous answers! Do you know that the UN has labelled your policies unjust, racist and unfair!! It seems the Liberal government is completely missing the point here. I applaud Mr. Frank Klees and John Tory for their efforts.

	5
	Thank your for your continued support and efforts in the House to hold the government accountable for its continuing failure to remove religious discrimination from education funding in Ontario.  No doubt in the next election when John wins a majority government your efforts will find further success. Of course what is missing from the article is any mention of the1999 UN ruling that Catholic-only faith-based education funding is discriminatory and violates international law. Ontario currently funds 93% of its faith-based schools, while the other 7% are excluded solely because of their religion.  The result is that religious minorities are in effect being stripped of their culture, while the Liberals pretend that they support diversity and fight discrimination. Please speak out against this hypocrisy.

	6
	Sharon Boase’s article clearly demonstrates that secular public schools, which are legally prohibited from teaching religion except from an academic point of view, cannot meet the needs of many religious minority families to provide an education for their children that enables them to continue their faith. It is sad that non-Catholic religious minority groups are in effect forced to choose between sending their children to secularist public schools and enrolling them in Roman Catholic schools that may allow them to stay religious, but will inevitably tend to push them towards Catholicism and away from their own minority religion.  The continuing cultural existence of several minority groups is at stake. Boase’s chronology of religious education in Ontario from 1867, inexplicably omits the 1999 UN ruling that Catholic-only faith-based education funding is discriminatory and violates international law.  Ontario currently funds 93% of its faith-based schools, while the other 7% are excluded solely because of their religion.  Since all three parties in Ontario support Catholic separate school funding as guaranteed by the Constitution, the only fair and viable solution to the discrimination is to extend funding to the small religious minorities that are currently excluded.

	7
	I very much enjoyed reading the questions and answer session from the May 2nd meeting the Ontario Committee of Estimates.  You presented your views on equal funding for all citizens of Ontario and Canada to Ms. Pupatello in a clear and succinct fashion. I and my entire family appreciate your hard work on behalf of all Ontarians - including children in faith based and independent schools. Thank you. 

	8
	This is excellent.  We are working to bring your exchange with the Minister of Education to the attention of affected parents. I would appreciate it if you could let me know if you receive any answer to the following: Ontario formally agreed in writing to uphold rulings of the United Nations human rights committee under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. These rulings are binding under international law. How can Ontario now simply ignore such rulings? Thanks again for your help in pushing the government to stop closing its eyes to open discrimination. 

	9
	Congratulations on your great delivery regarding this issue of school funding for faith based schools. With a ‘serve’ like yours, you could play at Wimbledon. May I draw your attention to the following: I notice that Pupatello kept using the words ‘private’ and ‘independent’ schools when addressing this issue. These are the scare words that the McGuinty Liberals used in the last election, and must be refuted at every occasion. Even in your email, you inadvertently used the word ‘independent’ schools. Our schools are faith based and must never be confused or lumped with ‘private’ and ‘independent’. Your efforts are most sincerely appreciated.

	10
	I was emailed today an exchange you had with the Minister of Education 

Standing Committee on Estimates on May 2. As parents of 2 children currently in a Jewish school system (and a third soon to enter) my wife and I (both working) greatly feel the financial pressure of paying close to $10,000 per child while struggling to make mortgage and other bill payments. While we will continue to do so as long as we can, the monetary strain is made that much worse knowing that the province of Ontario continues to fund the religious education of just one religion. As you have pointed out, the government has the resources to tackle this problem and the precedents of other provinces. All that it lacks is the will. In your articulate, fact based and passionate presentation to the Minister of Education, you have kept this issue on the front burner and are not letting the minister get away with lightweight, cliché-filled avoidances. I realize that Mr. Tory has made promising statements in this matter and your leadership in this matter is truly appreciated by myself, my wife and surely by thousands of other parents and students. I can only respectfully request that you keep up the fight.

	11
	Thanks again for your efforts! You have a lot of style! My question to Pupatello and company would be: If the government is so short of funds for the public schools that they have to have mud on their faces by ignoring a reasonable request by the UN, why are they fully funding the Catholic Schools? More per kid than the other provinces? More per kid than the public schools (I read that in the Toronto Star last year)? More than would be required to fulfill the Confederation Agreement in 1867 (did they have busing, computers, sports facilities, etc back then?) Why not partially fund the Catholic Schools, like some other provinces, and use the leftovers for other faith-based schools. There would still be some left to put towards public schools!!! Let me thank you for your efforts on behalf of families with children in faith based schools. Your commitment is appreciated.

	12
	We just wanted to express our sincere thanks to you for the stand that you have taken in supporting those of us who choose not to send our children to the public schools.  We have made a choice to send our child to a Christian school for religious reasons, even though it makes it financially difficult for us, and we appreciate your understanding of this choice.  You have our support when it comes to election time. Thank you!


	13
	I want to first commend you on an excellent delivery versus the Hon. Ms. Pupatello (Standing Committee on Estimates).  I do think you really touched on the core issues of today’s Ontario independent school system.  In the minutes provided in your e-mail, the Hon. Ms. Pupatello had remarked…”The teachers [in private schools] have representatives, for example, on the college of teachers. They follow an Ontario curriculum; that’s a requirement.”  The Ontario government at this time does not regulate the curriculum used in independent schools.  Many independent schools do not follow the Ontario government elementary school’s curriculum.  This would be something that my colleagues and I would certainly like to see put in place.   The current government must understand that there is no clear division between independent schools and public schools – students can attend one system and then another over their elementary and secondary school years.  If these schools are not funded and/or minimally regulated a possibility exists that these students will not receive a proper education.

	14
	Thank you very much for your words of support yesterday in Queens Park in which you challenged the government on its continued discriminatory policy of funding one religious group and no others.  We sincerely appreciate your efforts. Keep up the good work!  Thank you for your continued support to extend funding all denominational schools.

	15
	I applaud you for recognising the fact the public funding of Roman Catholic schools is discriminatory and inequitable.  I would also encourage you to continue to raise the issue of inequality inside and outside the legislature.  This is certainly an issue that Ontarians feel needs addressing. As a word of caution, however, tax credits for independent schools would not close the equity gap.  The status quo is certainly untenable and the public funding of Roman Catholic schools either needs to be extended to all faiths fully or removed completely. Unfortunately, the full funding of all religious schools is fiscally expensive, unsustainable, and further segregates the education system.  Bear in mind that the number of independent schools will grow if full funding is extended to them, and this will degrade the public system significantly and add a substantial burden to the provinces coffers. A much better approach, and certainly one that would enjoy strong public support, is to remove the constitutional privileges given to Roman Catholics and move to one school system.  This is constitutionally possible and simple as shown by Quebec and Newfoundland and is just a matter of political will.  We will never have true equality until this constitutional privilege is removed.  Having a non-segregated system better represents the multi-cultural mosaic of Ontario and a move to one school system will save hundreds of millions of dollars that could be ploughed back into the education of our children.  Tax credits for faith based schools, including Roman Catholics, is then another matter.

	16
	I wish to thank you for your recognition that other faith-based schools make to the mosaic here in Ontario.  We're financially exhausted trying to maintain the same choice afforded other parents who are afforded these choices without the attached financial burdens. You recognize the hypocrisy in funding the choices of one set of parents without giving that same choice to other parents.  This violates the very tenets of a democracy.  The current members of the Government can't put their collective heads down on the pillow at night feeling assured that they indeed are running a democracy so long as this type of discrimination persists. I pray that you and your party are returned to power in the next election and will right this very bad historical wrong. Thanks again for your words of principle and encouragement to those of us who still struggle along.

	17
	I am a staunch supporter of seeing the independent schools in this province not only funded – but also moderately regulated.  Being a part of this sector for almost a decade, I have lately become concerned with the number of independent schools rising to one thousand in Ontario that non-regulation may lead to young Ontarians not receiving the proper early year’s education.  Thus far independent schools have little communication with each other.  Many operators have little or no experience.  The use of Ontario Student Records, for example, is a great concern, since most independent schools do not use them…and important educational archives of independent school students do not exist.  Would the Conservatives ever consider a review of this issue? At present, Ontario has the highest number of independent schools in Canada – but the least in terms of any legislation.  The last government commission on this matter dates back to 1985 – Dr. Bernard Shapiro’s Report. At that time there were only some two hundred independent schools in the province.

	18
	Thank you for restoring my hope for and belief in a solution to the inequity in education funding that currently happens in the province of Ontario. It was good to read in the newspapers in the past few days of your plans to make government supported school choice a main plank in your campaign platform for next year's election. Government funding for public schools is a serious injustice as has pointed out by the UN and your party's commitment to ALL of Ontario's children is definitely putting this issue on the right track. For many of us as parents with modest incomes, it becomes increasingly difficult to budget the money required for tuition as well as for all of the many other taxes and fees we are subjected to as a result of the squeeze placed on us the current government. We are being taxed to death in this country! I support (with my education taxes) paying for one school system but not two! Property taxes alone are out of control! Thank you for your support of me as a parent to be the best qualified person to make the choice about where to send my children to school. And thank you for being courageous enough to set policy in Ontario on government supported school choice that will allow Ontario to compete educationally with 5 other provinces, 37 American states and many Scandinavian countries that have already discovered the benefits of parents being free to choose schools that are best for their children. You have my full support!

	19
	Yesterday, the Toronto Star's editorial page lambasted John Tory's plan to make right the current discriminatory practice against all non-catholic faith- based schools in Ontario.  It makes the argument that, although the situation is indeed discriminatory, the ends justify the means in protecting the public school system.  Looking at educational performance in the public schools of other provinces that fund other faith-based schools, there appears to be no sense that Ontario has superior educational attainment by students compared to other provinces.  (In fact, Ontario is consistently in the middle of the pack in terms of testing results.)  If funding other schools, based on basic democratic principles, eroded public education, then we should see some stark differences, but we don't. Therefore at the end of the day, when Ontarians put their heads down on the pillow at night feeling satisfied that they live in a fair and just democracy, they can't afford to continue to be the only holdout province that fails to understand the essential spirit of those that put in protections into the constitution to protect catholic and protestant minorities.

	20
	Thank you for your support of religious based education. It is indeed a matter of justice. You can count on our support in next year's election. I have committed a monthly amount to your party's election fund, and I will try to convince others to do the same.

	21
	I would like to commend you for your sensitivity to the issue of thousands of parents who have been making financial sacrifice to make the choice for a faith based school and education for their children. Pushing this forward brings about hope for a greater sense of justice for all Canadian families in Ontario. You are aware that most families who send their children to faith based schools are middle and low income families. In the school at which I am the principal, we have several children attending from single parent families. It takes a strong financial commitment from the whole supporting community to meet the needs of some of the families. At the school where I am principal, we believe we need to provide education for all families who would choose a faith based education. We provide additional support for students requiring assistance due to learning challenges. Our Special Education teacher is certified as a Special Ed teacher and registered with the Ontario College of Teachers. All of our classroom teachers are registered with the Ontario College of Teachers, and we ensure that our students receive an education that meets the Ministry of Education guidelines. We reaffirm this every two years by administering standardized tests to all our students in grades 3-8. It is the policy you announced this weekend that makes schools like ours a more affordable reality for the parents of our children.

	22
	We want to express to you our appreciation that the PC party and you as individuals have revisited and affirmed educational choice for parents in Ontario. Having participated in independent schooling in Ontario for over 30 years we appreciate what was a progression for the PC party over the years to appreciate the value of all the citizens of Ontario. The PC party has stood alone on this issue and has spoken up for all parents. The PC party has stood against discrimination in education contrary to the practices and policies of the NDP and the Liberals under successive governments. We applaud your continued support and you may count on ours in 2007 when Ontarians have the opportunity and obligation to remove the present Liberal government. By then it will not be too late to turn the tide on Education, Energy, Health Care, Government expenditure, Transportation and other front line issues. Thanks for keeping justice in Education alive.

	23
	As a parent who sends her children to private Jewish day school, I wanted to send you a quick note to thank you for your support of our system.  Your party has always been intelligent enough to see that if all children currently in the private system entered the public system, we would have an even bigger mess.  Those voters who think we would be taking money from their system are unable to see the bigger picture.  Those of us in the private system are being unfairly taxed to support a system that we don't use and if we did use it, the system would be even more bankrupt.  Moreover, it is time for our provincial government to take responsibility for and action against their racism in education. Finally, I wanted to take this opportunity to thank Frank Klees for all his hard work.  He has been a strong voice for Conservative supporters in York Region and his efforts are recognized.

	24
	We had John Tory in speaking to the students before the election. Students overwhelmingly voted for him even though we gave all candidates equal time. We usually prayed at the end of our meeting. I continue to teach students to pray for their government leaders. This is quite a feat in an atmosphere of cynicism. Thanks for arranging a time to consider fair funding for faith based schools. You are a politician who is independent and not afraid to speak your mind.  I like it when politician's decisions are based on sound judgment instead of political expediency.


	25
	Thank you a million times!  Finally, someone who is willing to stand up publicly and acknowledge the fact that we are being treated unfairly!  We deserve for our children to benefit the same way as Catholic children do. My children attend a non-Catholic religious school. It is a financial burden for us.  However, we believe in our religion and we want to instil in our children the importance of our traditions. It was such an enormous victory for us to receive the education tax credit, even on a sliding scale. However, when Mr. McGuinty not only took it away from us at the end of a tax year, but also made it retroactive, he cut us to the core. It is unfair that non-Catholic people should be treated in such a manner, especially in this day and age. Certainly, the Liberal government should realize that they are teaching a form of racism and intolerance to our fellow Canadians. Shame on them. Hats off to you Mr. Tory! You have our vote!

	26
	Thank you for reconsidering the issue of choice, as to where parents can send their children to be educated, without having to make huge financial sacrifices. The extra costs of sending our now grown up children to Christian institutions of learning (from 1-12 and beyond) have been well worth it.  All of them are solid citizens of the Province of Ontario making contributions in the fields of medicine and education. We are now privileged to be able help out in the education of our eleven grand children. Recently we received a request to again become a member of the conservative party of Ontario. We told the caller we were very disappointed in your present leader's position regarding choice education when he ran for the leadership of your party. I also said we would reconsider if and when there was a change of heart supporting independent schools.  Even the UN has stated the present Ontario practice discriminates and is unfair.  We read the recent news as an answer to decades of prayer.

	27
	I just wanted to let you know how much me and my family appreciate your fair-mindedness on the topic of funding for faith based schools.  I will keep my friends advised of how the Conservative party is the party that is willing to address this long standing discrimination. In particular, your reputation as an honest and fair minded person who speaks directly and keeps his promises is well deserved. I thank you and the Conservative party for reviving my faith in the political system. The Conservative government under the Honourable Prime Minister Mr. Stephen Harper has been very impressive indeed, and I look forward to having the Honourable Mr. John Tory as the next Premiere.

	28
	On TVO's More to Life tonight Annie Kidder made two outrageous statements: 1) that poor children can't be educated and 2) that she's chosen an alternate school outside of her neighbourhood school because it most met what her child needed. How nice of her to tout public neighbourhood schools while choosing an alternative because she has the means to do so. A bit hypocritical isn't it?

	29
	I feel compelled to write you again to thank you for your support of our community and all religious communities.  It is comforting to know that there are elected representatives who recognize that all children have the right to be educated in their religion and heritage and that all children have the right to equal quality of education. As a parent who sends her children to Jewish day school, I support the public school system and recognize the importance of its role in our society.  I also know that my children will also be contributing members of Ontario society in the future and their education is also important.  It is nice to know that you and your party recognize this as well. Thank you for standing up for what you know is right.

	30
	Good for you Frank for sticking up for choice options in Ontario. That's the true picture the Liberals fail to see. I noticed in his statement, the Premier kept using the term ‘Public’ Education Week. I think, as your statement rightly suggests that we must celebrate ALL education.

	31
	Just finished reading a transcript of your exchange between the new education minister and yourself. I would like to commend you for having the courage to say the right thing all the while your opposition was responding with cynicism and twisted logic. Please do keep the flame burning, it is most appreciated.

	32
	Thank you once again for your integrity.  Perhaps the Liberal government should consider the state of their public school system if all the children currently in religious day schools joined the public school system.  Perhaps the minister in question could also let us know why our liberal MPPs refuse to respond to letters from their constituents on this issue.

	33
	Thanks once again for your efforts on our behalf.  We appreciate it more than you know. I can see that there are a lot of thick skulls to penetrate. I was hoping that Pupatello would have been more understanding than Kennedy.  We need to keep chipping away at them. Slowly but surely, the voices of logic and justice will prevail. Don't get discouraged, we are all behind you.

	34
	Thank you to you and your colleagues for supporting more equitable funding for faith-based schools. I attribute the lack of public support, at least in part, to the fact that there is a misconception that the Catholic Schools are public! I am hopeful that your party will be successful in raising public awareness to the fact that the Catholic Schools operate similar to all the other faith-based schools, except for the funding.  I would like to see the present government explain why they allow government sanctioned discrimination.

	35
	Thank you for reading the petitions in favour of restoring equity by eliminating discrimination in fully funding of Catholic schools to the exclusion of all other faith-based schools. It is wonderful that people like you are in our government.  We support you and applaud your stance on this important issue.

	36
	Thank you for re-affirming your party's commitment to support school choice for parents.  We send our boys to a wonderful Montessori school, and make personal sacrifices to do so. Government support for our choice would be a great help. 

	37
	Thank you and your party being bold enough to address the educational injustice in Ontario at your policy convention. As a parent whose children attend Christian school, thank you for recognizing both their worth and the worth of their education. Thank you for opting for fairness as opposed to what seems popular at the time. I wish you and your party all the best in the next year and a half until the next election.

	38
	It takes a person of great strength of character to stand up for what is right, even in the face of so much opposition. I have great respect for you for your decision to uphold the 1999 Human Rights ruling that found Ontario in violation of my civil rights. It is high time that a person of character held office in the province of Ontario, and I will do everything I can to make sure that you are elected!

	39
	I recently read about your pledge to extend funding to non-Catholic faith-based schools I wanted to express my support for your brave stance.  There is no justification to support one religious school over another in today’s world. Parent need to be able to chose a school based not only their financial position but on their beliefs as well. Thank-you. 

	40
	Thank you for taking a stand for fairness in education with the Conservative's policy on funding support for independent schools. This commitment took reason and courage, and you and your colleagues are to be commended for it.  I look forward to seeing the specifics of how parents with children outside the Public/Separate School System will be financially helped to get quality education.


From The Hamilton Spectator, Friday May 5, 2006, By Sharon Boase. 
 
It has been several years since the Jalali sisters have worn school uniforms, done so much homework and written as many tests. But they're loving it. 

Tamimah, 15, and her 14-year-old sister Tahminah, know a thing or two about pedagogical styles. Back in their native Afghanistan, they studied at a school that had uniforms, a strict code of conduct and rigorous performance standards. 

And when the Taliban forbade girls from going to school, they studied at home with their mother, Vahidah, a science teacher. When they came to Canada, they went to Tweedsmuir Public School. While all their classmates went on to Sir John A. Macdonald, the Jalali girls enrolled at Cathedral High School, the flagship school of the Hamilton-Wentworth Catholic District School Board. "The way that they teach, they're stricter in the Catholic school," says Tamimah. "There's more homework, more tests and they encourage us to do well in school. It's like they are preparing us for our lives." That's high praise from a teen -- and a Muslim teen at that. The Jalali family, observant Muslims who go to mosque three times a week, number among the 25 per cent of Hamilton Muslim families who send their children to Catholic schools. In fact, 7 per cent of the Catholic board's 30,000-plus students aren't Catholic, a phenomenon that has developed since full funding was instituted by the provincial government in the mid-1980s and the board has had to take all comers. 

The board doesn't track how many of its students are Protestant or even non-Christian. It just knows it is reaping the benefits of being the only publicly funded school system in town where values are a natural outgrowth of a faith-centred curriculum. "People believe there's better discipline in Catholic schools and that any religious values are better than no religious values," says Javid Mirza, past-president of the Hamilton Muslim Association. As well, Mirza says, countries such as India and even Islamist Pakistan have long held in high regard schools there that are run by Catholic nuns. To this day, they are believed to offer a more disciplined environment and a superior education. Those who immigrate to Canada continue to see Catholic schools in that light, says Mirza. 

Across Ontario, school boards are marking Education Week. Catholic boards fete Catholic Education Week, a chance to celebrate the philosophical, pedagogical and administrative approaches that set Catholic education apart from Ontario's larger public school system. For Hamilton Catholic schools, it's a time of particular significance as they also mark the 150th anniversary of the Hamilton-Wentworth Catholic District School Board. But just what is a Catholic education in a day and age when students need not be Catholic to be enrolled? "The most basic way to describe what makes Catholic education distinct is that it is Christ-centred," says board chair Pat Daly. "Our commitment to excellence would flow from our vision of the child as a unique being created in the image of God," Daly says. "We have a responsibility to ensure each and every child achieves the fullness of their humanity of which Jesus Christ is the model." Although educational standards and curriculum are similar for the two systems, Catholic boards have their own way of doing business. They hire only Roman Catholic teachers and staff (and are legally entitled to discriminate in favour of hiring only Catholics). Their schools are bedecked with crucifixes, religious icons and pictures of the Pope. Catholic schools work with parishes to prep students for first communion in Grade 2 and confirmation in Grade 8. They see parents as their partners in propagating the faith. While the public schools introduced mandatory community service in 1999, Catholic schools have been doing social justice work locally and globally for decades, Daly says. High school chaplains organize worship services, retreats, fundraisers and community service works and draw teens into extracurricular activities, often social justice initiatives. In addition to making religion classes mandatory, Catholic doctrine is brought into lessons and discussions whenever possible, whether it's math class or history. The Jalali girls have no problem with mandatory religion classes or even school-day masses. "We listen," says Tahminah. "It's mostly about God and how to obey Him and that's good to know." "What's beautiful about the Catholic school," her sister adds, "is that they accept you. They don't care what religion you are." 

When it comes to Ontario's public schools, religion is a topic that is carefully controlled. After a century and a half of Christian domination, Ontario's educational system got a dramatic overhaul in 1988 when the Ontario Court of Appeal ruled that religious indoctrination in public schools was coercion. The Lord's Prayer was outlawed shortly after. Then the government of Bob Rae introduced Memorandum 112, which prohibits teaching religion from a believer's point of view. It seems to be at odds with the provincial Human Rights Code, which requires public institutions to make some accommodation for faith observances, and with the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which guarantees freedom of conscience and religion. Amid ever-increasing cultural and religious diversity, the current state of affairs in some public schools seems to be trampling minority rights rather than protecting them, says Lois Sweet, author of God in the Classroom: The Controversial Issue of Religion in Canada's Schools. Hundreds of thousands of Ontarians want to see religion addressed in the school system and not necessarily through proselytization, says Sweet, who teaches journalism at Carleton University. She deems the lack of progress "continued intransigence." 

Hamilton's public schools strictly control faith-based activities. In 2003, parents challenged the banning of a Christian Club at a city high school. They were concerned their activities were being restricted even though Muslim students were allowed to gather to pray. In 2004, the board developed a policy requiring school-approved supervisors and parental permission for religious activity. Faith clubs must take a multi-faith approach meant to "educate versus convert," while prayer groups may meet "to interact with each other and with God or guiding Spirit." Meanwhile, the board is looking to reintroduce values education. While it's still thrashing out which values will be included, the campaign will be unveiled this fall. Annie Kidder, spokesperson for parent lobby group People for Education, wonders if reintroducing values education is a response to the number of kids today who have grown up without religion or even a defined set of values. "I grew up in the '50s and '60s," says Kidder. "I'm part of a generation that was loath to simply pass along a ready-made set of values to my kids. “Now I look at my kids and think, 'Hmm ... they could have learned more about that -- and maybe about religion too." Dr. John Portelli studies values in education at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education. He says the notion that values issues don't arise in public schools is just wrong. "My concern as a citizen is that in public schools, as they are set up now, people with religious viewpoints can't bring them into the discussion," Portelli says. "The secular approach is not neutral at all." His OISE colleague, Dr. Jack Miller, who studies the role of spirituality in education, says public school boards are at a disadvantage. Miller, the author of Education and the Soul: Toward a Spiritual Curriculum, agrees with 19th-century educator and writer Elizabeth Peabody that education relies on its attitude toward the soul. "The human spirit or soul or whatever you want to call it is part of all of us," says Miller. "If we ignore that, we're diminishing an important part of the human being." Ignoring spirituality, Miller continues, is what breeds societal problems such as violence and substance abuse. But for all the talk of values and fulfillment of human potential, religious studies scholar Dr. Peter Beyer says he can't spot much difference between Catholic and public school graduates in his classes at the University of Ottawa. "And there's a lot of Catholics who come to the University of Ottawa," Beyer notes. "But I can't tell the difference, they're just as smart, just as dumb." 
The History of Funding for Faith Based Education: 
* Ontario's publicly funded Catholic school system began with provisions in the 1867 British North America Act (BNA). 

* At that time, 82 per cent of the province was Protestant and 17 per cent was Catholic. 

* The BNA put education in provincial jurisdiction; Section 93 said separate schools are entitled to public funding. 

* Unlike private schools, Catholic schools are subject to all Education Ministry guidelines and regulations. 

* Catholic school funding was initially guaranteed until Grade 9. It was gradually extended when in 1985 the government of Bill Davis extended funding to cover the last two years of high school after having rejected that proposal 15 years earlier. 

* The historically Protestant system was transformed into the present day secular public board. 

* Since 1978, minority religious groups have been fighting to have their faith-based schools publicly funded. 

* In 1979, an Ontario court found that mandatory religious instruction in public schools was not permitted. 

* In 1987, the Supreme Court of Canada upheld the constitutionality of provincial legislation that extends full funding to Roman Catholic schools. In that decision, Madame Justice Wilson stated for the minority: "These educational rights, granted specifically to...Roman Catholics in Ontario, make it impossible to treat all Canadians equally. The country was founded upon the recognition of special or unequal educational rights for specific religious groups in Ontario." 

* In 1996, the federal Supreme Court upheld a decision rejecting a challenge of Ontario's Education Act on the grounds it violates rights of freedom of religion and equality.
A Letter of Concern: #1
I echo the concerns that the government members from whom a response is solicited have to date maintained their silence. I would like to take one step back in this discussion, and pose the question – What does religious diversity mean in a multicultural society? I am sure that everyone on this list sincerely believes that they have an appreciation of diversity in our society. I believe much of the misunderstanding comes from differing perspectives of diversity. I present 3 cornerstones of diversity. Although my primary frame of reference is Jewish, these definitions can be applied to most other religious minorities.

1. Physical protection of the minority group. This involves the prevention of physical violence, the prosecution of those who practice violence, the banning of insults and slurs that are insulting to the minority group (including swastikas, holocaust denial, etc.). I would extend it as well to the banning of laws that economically disadvantage a specific group (i.e. the prevention of members of the minority from entering various professions, etc.) This also involves the community’s concern for other co-religionists around the world. For Jews, this certainly includes the wellbeing of the State of Israel. The Jewish community truly appreciates that the governments in Canada, at all levels, are committed to this cornerstone of diversity. Our people have spent much of its Diaspora existence living in countries that waged war against our physical being, and we appreciate that in the post World War II democratic world, our physical existence is no longer threatened. Similarly, we appreciate the concern for the wellbeing of the State of Israel. However, this definition of diversity, while necessary, is hardly sufficient. A community that bases its raison d’etre on ensuring the absence of physical oppression is a community with no intrinsic meaning. A community that dwells on its past history without looking toward the future is doomed. Given the wounds that the Jewish people have suffered in the middle of the 20th century, the tendency that exists to over-focus on physical security is certainly understandable – yet if that is the sole focus, it is a recipe for assimilation in the long run.

2. Support and appreciation for the cultural trappings of diversity. For the Jewish people, this includes ethnic food, such as the proverbial bagels and lox, potato latkes, gefilte fish and matzo balls. For other minority communities, it includes beautifully decorated Easter eggs, Santa Claus, iftar meals. It includes cultural dances such as the hora, as well as cultural celebrations of all kinds. Don’t get me wrong. Potato latkes are truly delicious. For those who are not vascularly challenged, I recommend them highly. Although I have never tasted them, I am sure that chocolate Easter bunnies, with their cute pointed ears, are equally delicious. Although I am an observant Jew, during my first job I had the experience of sitting on Santa’s knee at a company Christmas party. Cultural diversity is absolutely wonderful! Yet for those with deep religious commitment, the cultural trappings of religious barely scratch the surface of the essence of life. We are living in an increasingly secular culture, and sincere practitioners of all religious lament the trivialization of religious belief. Sincere Christians lament the reduction of Christmas to a commercial extravaganza, and sincere Jews lament the reduction of their ancient religious faith to gastronomic delicacies. 

3. Support for the thriving of the minority religion in a multicultural society. This involves a recognition that the minority religion is at risk if being drowned out in the long run by the surrounding secular majority culture, unless it can educate and inspire its younger generation to maintain their religious uniqueness. For many religions, this involves an education that is steeped in faith – of course with a full curriculum of secular studies as well to enable the adherents to be productive members of the larger society. It often involves the study of a foreign language, religious text and commentaries, a regimented prayer structure, and an environment in which its religious holy days and observances become part of the course of the daily life. To sum up, it involves the religious community being able to maintain its own school system, ensuring the continuation of the religion while simultaneously educating productive members of 

The following is a brief summary of the status quo in Ontario as it currently exists:

1. The government of Ontario seems firmly entrenched in the first 2 definitions of diversity, while utterly failing to recognize #3. 

2. One religion is singled out for special treatment for #3 – true, with historical precedent, but horribly out of sync with the realities of 21st century Ontario 

3. All other provinces in Ontario in which a Jewish Day school exist provide a significant level of funding to the denominational schools. Ontario is the odd man out in Canada. Many countries in the western world similarly provide funding for faith based education. 

4. The costs of faith based education are such that the middle class backbone of the community endures back-breaking financial strain, replete with shattered dreams and almost superhuman sacrifice, in order to educate their children in accordance with their faith. This fact seems to be lost upon the current government. To some degree, it is lost upon our own communal leadership, which is understandably dominated by the wealthier members of our community who are removed from the daily realities of the middle class. 

5. The United Nations Human Rights Committee has recognized the situation in Ontario (which is the only jurisdiction in the free world providing 100% support to one religion and 0% to all other religions) as a case of religious discrimination 

Given those realities, is it any wonder why the minority religious communities in Ontario, especially the middle class who are committed to faith base education, look upon the attitude of the current government with suspicion and disdain? Is it any wonder why claims of friendship and concern for the community by the government are often looked upon as cynical and self-serving? Members of our community and other minority religious communities, buckling under the strain of the faith based education that we know is necessary for our families, feel ignored, unappreciated and trodden upon by the current government of Ontario. We sincerely urge you to wake up to the situation, rethink your narrow view of diversity, and rectify the wrongs, to the benefit of our communities, and indeed to the benefit of the multi-cultural fabric of Ontario.”

A Letter of Concern: #1
Professor Eric Lawee (A professor of humanities at York University) has provided me with his consent to have me post his email of this past Friday to MPP Berardinetti. Dr. Lawee’s eloquent plea is set out below and deserves a serious response from the Government. I would like to thank those MPPs who have (offline) expressed support for our cause and this initiative.  We sincerely appreciate those who refuse to play politics with our lives and our human rights. We are and will be forever indebted to you.  

Dear Mr. Berardinetti,

 

I am not your constituent.  You can't lose my vote. Nonetheless, I hope you will spare me a minute of your time to hear my story. I read the petition on school funding that you endorsed recently in the legislature with interest -- and considerable pain. I do not send my children to "elite" schools.  I send them to schools with potholes for playgrounds and leaky roofs. I do so for the same reason Dalton McGuinty's parents sent their children to Catholic schools: because I want my children to combine the best of a democratic-liberal education with the best of a faith-based one.  The only difference between me and the McGuintys is our faith.  Unfortunately, for my kids that makes all the difference. While your leader, the current Premier of our province, and 93% of the families who use faith-based schools in Ontario get a first-class education for their kids for free, my kids get a second-class education that practically bankrupts me and my hard-working wife because we are among the 7% of Ontarians who send their children to faith-based schools that get no government support. I know you support the public schools.  So do I.  Indeed, I teach at a public school -- York University. I'm not rich and I'm not a wild-eyed religious fundamentalist.  I'm a law-abiding, productive member of society trying to raise my kids in the best way I know how.  Just like the McGuintys raised Dalton and his siblings. Among families who send children to non-Catholic faith-based schools, I don't know a single one who does not want a strong public school system.  Many of us, like myself, are products of the public schools. BUT:  WE ALSO WANT FAIRNESS IN 21ST-CENTURY ONTARIO AND WE CAN'T UNDERSTAND HOW A PARTY BEARING THE NAME "LIBERAL" NOT ONLY DENIES IT TO US BUT SEEMS TO REVEL IN DENYING IT TO US, OR RATHER, TO OUR KIDS. Even as we support the public school system unhesitatingly, we are angered that our children are short-changed.  Wouldn't you be, as you passed by new public and Catholic schools comparatively chock-full of computers and comparatively well-salaried teachers and dropped your children off at a run-down building with far fewer resources -- resources that the overwhelming majority of Ontario children in faith-based schools already enjoy at no cost to their hardworking parents?

 

So, though I'm not your constituent, and those you can afford to ignore me, and even turn my kids into a political football to score political points, by painting their schools as "elite," when they are not, and pretending Mr. Tory wants to fund private schools when he merely seeks to end discrimination against a few of Ontario's minority faiths communities -- though all this is so, would you take a moment to explain to me how a liberal -- not a Liberal but a liberal, with a small-"l" -- can at once denounce discrimination while voting for it? How a sense of liberal fairness allows you to deny to 7% of Ontario's faith-based school children what 93% of them already have? Would you discriminate against us me and my family when it comes to our health care? Or use of public roads?  And if not, then why can you support discrimination when it comes to what your party has rightly stressed is most important of all: our kids' education.  

 

Finally, if you find that you can't explain your position, because it is so clearly unfair, so clearly subversive of our obligations under international treaty, as the UN has now twice ruled . . . .  If you can't, won't you rethink your position and help us instead of demonizing us -- not because it will get you votes, but because it is the right thing to do? If you do, I, and thousands of other Ontarians, will be in your debt. More importantly, you will have our children's gratitude. Thank you for recognizing the inequity in the present education funding system. Hopefully, with your party’s help justice will prevail in the near future and a more even-handed approach will be achieved.”

