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Satisfaction  
and Spending

 
Satisfaction with schools has 
continued to decline. In 2012, 
about two-thirds of those sur-
veyed indicated that they were 
satisfied with the school system 
in general, compared with 
about half in 2017.

As well, fewer were willing to 
spend more on local schools  
or to pay higher taxes in sup-
port of education, reversing 
an historical pattern wherein 
declining satisfaction is asso-
ciated with stable or increasing 
support for more spending. 
Support for higher spending  
on schools has fallen sharply 
from three-quarters in 2007  
to barely half in 2017.

There is, however, little  
support for austerity in edu-
cational spending or govern-
ment spending overall. Less 
than 10% favoured reduced 
spending on schools; less than 
20% wanted a reduction in 
total spending by government.

What Schools  
Should Be Publicly 
Funded?

The public remains divided 
over whether there should be a 
single publicly funded school 
system or separate public and 
Catholic systems, as now, or 
whether public funding should 
be extended to private religious 
schools or all public schools. 
In 2017, there has been some 
shift in opinion toward a single 
public system and away from 
funding private schools.

There has been a far larger 
shift in views of what should 
happen if it were deemed no 
longer acceptable to fund 
only Catholic schools and not 
schools affiliated with other 
religions. In 2000, the opinion 
was evenly divided between 
funding all religious schools or 
funding none, thus resulting 
in a single public system. In 
2017, over 60% would favour 
a single public system; only 
about a quarter would support 
extending funding to  
all religious schools. This 
suggests that the most likely 
outcome of a successful cam-
paign to delegitimize funding 
Catholic schools would be a 
single public school system.

Gender and  
Accommodating  
Cultural Diversity

The public is broadly tolerant  
of accommodating cultural 
diversity within schools. Only  
a third are opposed to students 
wearing religious symbols.  
Less than half oppose allowing  
students to attend prayer ses-
sions during school hours.

There is, however, strong 
resistance to gender segrega-
tion. Almost two-thirds oppose 
separate classes for boys and 
girls as an accommodation to 
cultural diversity. 

The opposition to gender seg-
regation is long-standing. Our 
1996 survey found that two-
thirds would not allow separate 
schools for girls and boys within 
the public school system; 
resistance is similarly strong 
in 2017. This is notable, given 
that gender-segregated schools 
are a long-established feature 
of the private school system, 
particularly among high-status 
Christian schools.

Parental Involvement  
in Improving  
Math Outcomes

As in past years, parent 
involvement in reading to their 
children and helping with 
homework is top rated (along 
with more special education 
teachers and smaller class 
sizes) as a way of improving 
the achievement of elementary 
students.

When it comes to mathematics, 
however, there is widespread 
skepticism about parents’ 
ability to help their children 
with homework. Almost two-
thirds agree that parents don’t 
know enough about mathe-
matics, or have the confidence 
in their own math skills, to 
help with math homework in 
the elementary grades. Parents 
and people without school-age 
children hold similar views.

Most parents are not aware 
of any increased emphasis on 
mathematics in their commu-
nity schools, or of increased 
support to parents in helping 
with math homework. 

Highlights
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Computer Literacy, 
Computer Safety

 
Less than half think that the 
level of computer literacy 
reached by most high school 
students is adequate for taking 
college or university programs. 
Barely half think that students’ 
computer literacy is adequate 
to entry-level jobs not requiring 
college or university education.

Students are seen as poor 
judges of what they will need. 
Only about a quarter of those 
surveyed think that most high 
school students have a realistic 
idea of the technological skills 
they will need after graduation.

Just over half of parents think 
that the schools are teaching 
students to be safe, and to 
behave ethically, on the Web. 
Almost 60% agree that parents 
and schools are jointly respon-
sible for teaching students to 
be both safe and ethical in 
online environments.

Province-wide  
Testing

 
A narrow majority support  
province-wide testing of every 
student at the elementary  
level; a larger majority think 
province-wide testing is  
appropriate for high school  
students. 

There is little support for  
“high stakes” province-wide 
tests that would strongly affect 
students’ grades. Most think 
that teachers’ assessments 
of their students should take 
priority over province-wide  
test results.

Equity in Access  
to Postsecondary  
Education

The disadvantages faced by 
Black students are much less 
recognized than those facing 
low-income students or  
Aboriginal students. Less  
than a third think that Black 
students have a worse chance 
of getting a postsecondary  
education than White students. 
Just over half think this is  
the case for Aboriginal students.  
A larger majority think that  
students from low-income  
families are disadvantaged.

There is little support for policy 
initiatives that might lead to 
improved outcomes for disad-
vantaged students. Most want 
schools to stream students into 
programs intended to prepare 
them either directly for the 
world of work or for entry into 
community college or university. 
Most want this done at or  
before grade 11; however, less 
than 20% favour streaming at 
grade 9, which is currently the 
case. Separate schools for Black  
students and alternate schools 
with a focus on knowledge and 
the experience of people of 
African descent are supported 
by fewer than one in five.

More than half want the 
schools to make greater effort 
to combat discrimination on 
diverse dimensions, including 
religion, gender, LGBTQ status, 
(dis)ability, and social class.

Education and 
the Uncertainties  
of the Labour Market

Almost two-thirds think that 
most high school students  
need to learn about self- 
employment, or how to start  
a business of their own, to  
prepare them for the uncertain-
ties of the job market.

Forty percent think that most 
high school students would 
strongly benefit from experience 
with co-op education, where stu-
dents earn school credit through 
a combination of job place-
ments and related class work.

The capacity of education  
alone to reduce the threat 
of unemployment is widely 
doubted.

Almost half agree (and only 
about a quarter disagree) that 
over the next five years there 
won’t be enough jobs, no 
matter how much training and 
education people get.

Half agree (and only a third 
disagree) that a university 
graduate is as likely to be 
unemployed as is a high school 
graduate.

Public views of how much edu-
cation a person needs in order 
to “get along in this society” 
haven’t changed in almost two 
decades: less than a third think 
a university degree is needed. 
Less than half think that a 
college education is necessary 
for a person to be successful in 
today’s work world.
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Introduction
The OISE Survey of Educational Issues began in 1978 
and, since 1980, has been administered to a represen-
tative sample of Ontarians every two years. The main 
purpose of the OISE Survey is to support policy debates 
by providing free, accessible accounts of where the  
public stands on key issues. Each survey provides a snap-
shot of public opinion at a particular moment in time. 
However, because the core of the survey is made up of 
questions repeated from year to year, taken together, the 
surveys are akin to time-lapse photography, revealing how 
public opinion in key areas has responded to changing 
circumstances.

The survey has borne witness to profound changes both 
in the K–12 school system and in postsecondary insti-
tutions over the past almost 40 years. It has also seen 
major changes in the polling industry itself. In the early 
years, the OISE Survey was administered as a Gallup 
poll through in-home interviews. From 1996 to 2015, 
the Institute for Social Research conducted the survey 
through telephone interviews. The 2017 survey is the 
first to be administered over the internet. The results are 
based on 1,529 responses, between August 21 and  
September 13, 2017, to emails sent to a random sample 
of 7,428 members of the Leger Research Web panel.

Some report tables show results separately for the 
“public” and for “parents.” Note that “parents” includes 
only respondents with school-age children. “Public” 
encompasses all respondents to the survey, including 
parents of school-age children.

Note that, in some cases, row or column total percentages 
may be 99 or 101 due to rounding.
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1 General Indicators
Each OISE Survey begins with a set of general questions 
on the state of the educational system. In 2017, we 
included long-standing items on grades that respondents 
would assign schools in the province, schools in their 
local communities, and, for parents, the school their 
eldest child attended. This was followed by questions on 
satisfaction with the school system in general and with 
the job teachers are doing. Finally, we asked how much 
confidence respondents had in Ontario schools and in the 
educational policy of the Ontario government.

Grading, satisfaction, and confidence are related dimen-
sions of public opinion. For example, in 2017 and on 
prior surveys, we find that those satisfied with the school 
system are, on average, more likely than the dissatisfied 
to have awarded the schools a higher grade and to have 
expressed greater confidence in them. The correspon-
dences, however, are far from exact. For example, those 
very satisfied with the schools generally awarded either an 
A or a B grade; those somewhat satisfied, a B or C grade, 
as was also the case for those who indicated they were 
neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with the schools. This 
range means that shifts in opinion on one measure need 
not lead to similar changes on other indicators. In 2017, 
we in fact find differential trends in grades awarded, 
satisfaction, and confidence expressed in schools.
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Grading Ontario Schools
In 2017, schools in Ontario overall and local community schools earned mostly B or 
C grades (see Table 1.1) from respondents. There is little difference between grades 
given to community schools and grades given to schools in the province as a whole. 
Parents’ views are markedly different only when it comes to the school their oldest 
child attends. Here, two-thirds of parents offer an A or B grade.

Grades awarded to community schools have changed little since 2015 and, in fact, 
have fluctuated within only a narrow range since 1984 (see Table 1.2). However, there 
has been a significant drop in parents’ grades for the school their eldest child attends; 
on both our 2012 and 2015 surveys, 81% of parents had given A or B grades, compared 
with two-thirds in 2017.

Table 1.1 “Students are often given the grades A, B, C, D, or Fail to indicate 
the quality of their work. If the public schools ... were graded in the same way,  
what grade would you give them: A, B, C, D, or Fail?” 2017

PUBLIC (INCLUDING PARENTS) PARENTS OF SCHOOL-AGE CHILD(REN)

In Ontario In your  
community

In Ontario In your  
community

School  
your eldest  
child attends*

% % % % %

A 6 11 8 16 22

B 39 38 41 40 44

C 30 26 32 27 21

D 7 7 8 8 5

Fail 5 5 7 6 3

Not stated 12 13 4 3 6

Total 100 100 100 100 100

Count 1529 1529 419 419 419

*Excludes home-schooled.

Table 1.2 Grades for Schools in Your Community — Trends over Time

A B C D Fail Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

PUBLIC (including parents)

1984* 10 38 26 5 4 17 100 753

2007** 5 40 32 8 4 11 100 747

2009 10 45 23 6 2 14 100 1001

2012 14 44 23 6 3 10 100 1016

2015 10 45 24 6 3 12 100 753

2017 11 38 26 7 5 13 100 1529

PARENTS ONLY

2007** 18 47 22 6 2 4 99 206

2009 11 50 22 7 3 7 100 266

2012 18 48 21 6 2 5 100 284

2015 10 45 33 5 2 5 100 206

2017 16 40 27 8 6 3 100 419

Sources: *Speaking Out 1984 CEA Poll. **CEA-OISE Survey of Educational Issues, (Jan–Feb) 2007.



OISE THE 20th OISE SURVEY OF EDUCATIONAL ISSUES 9 

Satisfaction with Schools and Teachers’ Performance
Half of the public are somewhat or very satisfied with the school system in general. This rep-
resents the continuation of a decline registered in our 2015 survey (see Tables 1.3 and 1.4). We 
also see the first substantial decline in satisfaction with teachers’ performance. In 2017, just over 
half of respondents indicate that they are satisfied with the job teachers are doing, down from 
over two-thirds in 2015. During the years of the Mike Harris (Progressive Conservative) govern-
ment, when the school system was viewed by many as being under siege, satisfaction ratings for 
teachers ran well ahead of those for the school system in general. Differences have consistently 
narrowed since 2002 (with the exception of 2015), and the gap has essentially closed in 2017. 
Although satisfaction levels are higher among parents, we find here the same pattern of decline 
as two years earlier. 

In 2017, we asked about satisfaction with the elementary teachers and high school teachers 
separately, in addition to our standard question that asked about all teachers (see Table 1.3). The 
results show little difference in satisfaction between these teacher groups.

Table 1.3 “How satisfied you are with the current situation in elementary and high schools in this province?  
First, how satisfied are you with the school system in general?” “How satisfied are you with Ontario elementary  
and high schools when it comes to the job teachers are doing?” 2017

PUBLIC (INCLUDING PARENTS) PARENTS OF SCHOOL-AGE CHILD(REN)

Satisfied with 
school system

Satisfied with 
job teachers 
are doing

Satisfied with 
job elementary 
school teachers 
are doing

Satisfied with 
job high school 
teachers are 
doing

Satisfied with 
school system

Satisfied with 
job teachers 
are doing

Satisfied with 
job elementary 
school teachers 
are doing

Satisfied  
with job high 
school teachers 
are doing

% % % % % % % %

Very satisfied 9 12 13 11 14 13 15 13

Somewhat satisfied 41 41 40 39 47 45 45 41

Neither 18 20 20 20 13 19 16 17

Somewhat dissatisfied 18 15 14 14 17 15 16 12

Very dissatisfied 8 5 6 6 9 5 6 5

Not stated 6 8 8 11 1 3 3 12

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Count 1529 1529 1529 1529 419 419 419 419
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Table 1.4 Public Satisfaction with School System and Teachers’ Performance — Trends over Time

PUBLIC PARENTS

Satisfied with 
school system

Satisfied with 
job teachers 
are doing

Satisfied with 
school system

Satisfied with 
job teachers 
are doing

% % Count % % Count

1980 51 – – – – –

1982 55 – 1050 – – –

1986 42 – 1042 – – –

1988 36 – 1011 – – –

1990 47 – 1032 – – –

1996 50 – 1000 – – –

1998 44 62 1007 51 65 317

2000 44 63 1002 50 67 271

2002 43 67 1054 53 71 317

2004 56 69 1002 64 72 228

2007 61 68 1001 69 69 207

2009 63 67 747 70 71 266

2012 65 70 1016 77 76 284

2015 60 69 753 70 77 206

2017 50 53 1529 61 58 419

In 2015, we included for the first time a question about satisfaction with the 
schools’ contribution to students’ physical, as well as social and emotional, devel-
opment. This year we expanded the question to include other areas (see Table 1.5). 
Three patterns stand out. First, satisfaction with school performance in particular 
areas is lower than for the school system in general. Second, parental views are gen-
erally more favourable than that of the public as a whole. Third, satisfaction with the 
schools’ contributions to students’ emotional development and sense of spirituality 
are lower than for physical, social, and cognitive development. In the case of satisfac-
tion with the schools’ contribution to physical and to social and emotional develop-
ment, public views are essentially unchanged from 2015 (see Table 1.6).
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Table 1.5 “How satisfied are you with the job schools are doing in contributing  
to the development of children and students in each of the following areas?” 2017

Very satisfied Somewhat 
satisfied

Neither Somewhat 
dissatisfied

Very 
dissatisfied

Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

PUBLIC

Physical development 8 30 26 20 9 7 100 1529

Social development 7 35 26 19 8 6 100 1529

Emotional development 5 27 30 22 9 6 100 1529

Cognitive development 7 33 25 20 8 6 100 1529

Development of self-spirit/
spirituality

5 21 36 17 10 13 100 1529

PARENTS

Physical development 14 36 24 17 8 1 100 419

Social development 13 40 24 14 7 1 100 419

Emotional development 10 37 26 18 9 1 100 419

Cognitive development 12 40 21 17 9 1 100 419

Development of self-spirit/
spirituality

9 31 30 15 10 5 100 419

Table 1.6 Satisfaction with Schools Contribution to Children’s/Students’  
Physical and Social Development — Trends over Time

% very or somewhat satisfied

2015 2017

Physical development 41 38

Social and emotional development 45 42

Note: In 2015, the question asked about “social and emotional development.”
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Confidence
Just over a third indicate that they have a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in 
Ontario schools (see Table 1.7). Most others indicate that they have some confi-
dence. Confidence in schools has remained largely stable since 2004 (see Table 1.8). 
An apparent increase in 2015 has not been sustained. Thirty percent have a great deal 
or quite a lot of confidence in the provincial government’s educational policy (not 
shown in table), up from 16% in 2009, the last year the question was asked.

Table 1.7 “How much confidence do you have in public schools in Ontario?  
How much confidence do you have in the Ontario government when it comes  
to educational policy?” 2017

ONTARIO SCHOOLS EDUCATIONAL POLICY

Public Parents Public Parents

% % % %

Great deal 7 10 5 7

Quite a lot 28 28 19 23

Some 40 39 36 33

Very little 16 16 23 23

None at all 4 5 13 12

Not stated 5 2 4 1

Total 100 100 100 100

Count 1529 419 1529 419

*Prior to 2012, the question read “respect and confidence.”

Table 1.8 Confidence in Schools — Trends over Time

% indicating a great deal or quite a lot of confidence

% Count

2004 38 1002

2007 36 1001

2009 37 747

2012 42 1016

2017 35 1529



OISE THE 20th OISE SURVEY OF EDUCATIONAL ISSUES 13 

Tutoring
About one in four parents have purchased tutoring for their child(ren) over the past 
three years (see Table 1.9). This proportion has remained largely stable since 2002. 
An apparent increase in 2015 has not been sustained. The purchase of tutoring is not 
related to family income, though the amount of tutoring purchased (not asked in the 
survey) may be. In 2017, parents who had purchased tutoring were about as likely 
to award A or B grades to local schools as those who had not (see Table 1.10). This 
is similar to findings in 2009 and 2012. However, in 2007 and 2015, those purchasing 
tutoring were less likely than others to award an A or B grade to local schools.

Table 1.9 “Have you purchased private tutoring for your child(ren)  
over the past three years?” — Trends over Time                                                  

Yes No Total Count

% % %

2002 24 76 100 314

2004 27 73 100 306

2007* 23 77 100 203

2009 27 73 100 281

2012 26 74 100 282

2015* 35 65 100 206

2017 25 75 100 419

*Overall Ontario sample was 750 in 2007 and 2015.

Table 1.10 Grades Awarded Community Schools by whether Parents Purchased  
Tutoring for Children — Trends over Time

% awarding A or B grade to community schools

Purchased 
tutoring

2007 2009 2012 2015 2017

% % % % %

Yes 40 64 68 47 52

No 59 64 65 60 56
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2 Finance
In this section, we deal with overall spending preferences 
for education and willingness (or not) to accept higher 
taxes. We also deal with questions about extending public 
funding to private schools.
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Spending and Taxing
Half of the public support increased spending on education overall, and on elementary 
and secondary education, and on job retraining (see Table 2.1). Support for increased 
spending for apprenticeships is even higher. Conversely, only about 40% favour 
increased spending on colleges and universities, on adult literacy, and on child care and 
junior kindergarten. Educational spending remains a priority. Support for spending 
on education is notably higher than for government spending for all purposes. 

Table 2.1 “What would you like to see happen to government spending for the following purposes?” 2017

Increase greatly Increase 
somewhat

Keep up 
with inflation

Decrease 
somewhat

Decrease 
greatly

Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

Total spending  
for all purposes

11 23 43 10 6 7 100 1529

For all levels of education 16 35 35 6 2 6 100 1529

For elementary  
and high schools

17 34 35 7 2 6 100 1529

For community college 14 28 41 9 3 6 100 1529

For universities 15 26 38 10 5 6 100 1529

Apprenticeships 22 39 28 5 2 5 100 1529

Job retraining 18 36 33 6 2 5 100 1529

Adult literacy 16 27 40 8 3 6 100 1529

Child care 19 26 32 10 8 6 100 1529

Full-day kindergarten 17 24 38 9 8 6 100 1529

There has, however, been an across-the-board reduction in support for spending 
since 2015. This encompasses government spending for all purposes (41% in 2015, 
compared with 34% in 2017), and for all levels of education (59% in 2015; 51% in 2017). 
Table 2.2 presents the longer-term trend line for spending on elementary and high 
schools, and for willingness to pay higher taxes in support of education. In both 
cases, there is a notable swing to fiscal conservatism between 2015 and 2017. In the 
case of spending, this represents the continuation of a trend evident since 2009. How-
ever, the decline in the proportion willing to pay higher education taxes represents an 
abrupt shift after a long period of relative stability.

Although support for higher spending has declined, there is little support for real 
austerity. Less than 20% favour a decrease in spending for all purposes, or for any 
level of education.
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Table 2.2 Spending Preferences and Willingness to Pay Higher Taxes  
for Education — Trends over Time

Favour increase 
in spending for 
schools

Willingness 
to pay higher 
taxes for  
education

% % Count

1980 38 – –

1982 37 – 1050

1984 45 45 1046

1986 50 – 1042

1988 61 48 1011

1990 51 49 1032

1992 55 – 1000

1994 53 51 1052

1996 47 50 1000

1998 61 49 1007

2000 71 52 1002

2002 70 55 1054

2004 73 57 1002

2007 76 62 747

2009 68 62 1001

2012 56 57 1016

2015 61 59 753

2017 51 37 1529
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Spending, Taxing, and Dissatisfaction with Schools
In the past two years, satisfaction with schools and support for increased spending on 
schools have declined together. This breaks with a long-term pattern wherein the two 
trends generally move in opposite directions; that is, declining satisfaction is paral-
leled by rising support for more spending and vice versa (see Figure 2.1). This pattern 
is not the result of dissatisfied individuals being more willing to increase spending 
and accept higher taxes to improve schools. It represents instead what is sometimes 
called an environmental correlation. Where public satisfaction with schools has been 
low or declining, support for spending has tended to rise, both among the dissatisfied 
and among those still satisfied with schools (and vice versa). This strongly suggests 
that objects of dissatisfaction are things that can be improved by higher spending. 
Examples are closing schools, limiting access to special education services, or post-
poning school building repairs. Even those still satisfied with the schools can see these 
as negatives that could be remedied through better funding.

Figure 2.1 Favour Increased Spending on Schools, Satisfaction with Schools 
—Trends over Time

● Increase spending on schools ● Satisfaction with schools

The pattern we see in 2017 suggests that public dissatisfaction with schools stems 
from issues not associated with underfunding and which cannot be fixed by spending 
more on schools. Answers to an open-ended question at the end of the survey give 
clues as to what these issues might be. The question is “What additional education- 
related question would you like to have been asked in this survey?” About one in  
six respondents offered substantive suggestions. Although some respondents cited 
issues concerning funding, most did not. The leading areas were curricular content 
(e.g., curriculum for success, sex education); organizational issues at both the class-
room level (e.g., school hours, starting times, homework) and higher levels (e.g., 
bureaucracy, busing, merging boards), appropriate pedagogy (e.g., back to rote 
learning in some cases, learning from innovative European systems), and issues of 
equity (including both negative comments on “political correctness” and support for 
equity initiatives).
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Public Funding for Religious and Private Schools
Since 1984, the year the William Davis (Progressive Conservative) government 
extended financial support for Catholic schools to the senior grades of high school, 
the OISE Survey has asked about what kinds of schools should receive public funding. 
This issue waxes and wanes in public debate and media attention but never disappears. 
Support of each funding option (one public system; public and Catholic systems, as 
now; extension of the status quo to fund all religious schools; extending funding to 
all private schools) has fluctuated over the years. Nonetheless, each survey has revealed 
a public divided on the issue, with no consensus in sight. This is again the situation in 
2017 (see Table 2.3). Support for a single public system is, however, currently higher 
than in prior years.

Table 2.3 “What schools do you think should be given government funding,  
provided that they meet province-wide standards?” — Trends over Time

Public only Public and  
Catholic, as now

Public, Catholic, 
and all religious 
and/or all private*

Don’t know Total Count

% % % % %

1984 21 51 26 2 100 1046

1986 28 40 30 2 100 1042

1988 24 41 28 8 101 1011

1992 33 36 28 3 100 1000

1994 36 31 28 5 100 1052

1996 38 33 27 3 101 1000

1998 26 39 31 4 100 1007

2000 31 35 31 3 100 1002

2002 29 37 34 2 102 1054

2004 30 40 26 3 99 1002

2009 35 36 27 2 100 1001

2012 37 36 24 3 100 1016

2015 34 41 23 3 100 753

2017 42 37 15 6 100 1529

*This category includes results for two options: extending funding to only private religious schools, or to all private schools.  
The latter option was favoured 2:1 in 2017, as has been the pattern in prior years.

As we have found in past surveys, Catholics overwhelmingly reject the option 
of a single public school system—only 10% are in favour. Almost twice as many 
favour the extension of public funding to all religious schools or, more frequently, 
to all private schools. The majority of Catholics—almost two-thirds—support 
the status quo. However, they make up only 47% of those opting for the current 
dual system of public and Catholic boards; the remaining support comes from non- 
Catholics. Among non-Catholic religious groups, pluralities support a single public 
system, with most others opting for the status quo. The exceptions are those from 
non-Christian religious groups, where a narrow majority support a single public 
system but most others—almost 30%—favour funding private schools. Finally, two-
thirds of those indicating no religious preference favour a single public system, with 
most others opting for the status quo.1
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Choices If the Options Are Funding All Religious Schools or None
In 2000, we asked respondents which option they would choose if offered the choice 
of funding all religious schools or none. This is the key question for those who define 
the issue of government funding in terms of fairness to all religious groups. It was 
how John Tory (then leader of the provincial Progressive Conservatives) defined the 
issue in the 2007 provincial election, arguing for funding all religious schools, a stance 
that proved to have little public support. In 2000, the OISE Survey found that the pub-
lic was evenly divided on the issue. In 2017, we find a marked shift in public opinion. 
Currently, a majority would defund Catholic schools rather than provide financial 
support to all (see Table 2.4). The shift in opinion from 2000 cuts across most religious 
categories, with the exception of non-Christian groups (see Table 2.5). 

The “all or none” question essentially asks respondents where they would go polit-
ically should the legitimacy of the status quo be undermined. As would be expected, 
those favouring a single public system as their ideal overwhelmingly opt to deny public 
funding to any religious schools rather than fund all religious schools. Those whose 
ideal involves extending funding to either religious schools or, more frequently, all 
private schools, make the opposite choice. But what of those whose choice of funding 
option is the status quo? In 2000, those in this category split almost equally on whether 
to fund all or no religious schools if the status quo of public and Catholic funding 
were not available. In 2017, the balance has shifted to funding no religious schools. The 
shift is as marked among Catholics as it is among non-Catholics (see Table 2.6). Should 
advocates for funding all religious schools successfully undermine the legitimacy of 
the status quo, the outcome might well be a single public system with no funding for 
religious schools.

Table 2.4 “If it were a choice between funding schools for all religious groups  
or not funding schools for any religious groups, what would you choose?”

PUBLIC PARENTS 

2000 2017 2000 2017

% % % %

Fund schools for  
all religious groups

46 26 48 33

Don’t fund schools  
for any religious group

47 62 46 56

Not stated 7 12 6 11

Total 100 100 100 100

Count 1002 1529 271 419
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Table 2.5 All/None Funding Choice by Religious Group 2000, 2017

Fund schools 
for all religious 
groups

Don’t fund 
schools for any 
religious group

Not stated Total Count

% % % %

ROMAN CATHOLIC

2000 59 32 9 100 311

2017 40 44 16 100 412

PROTESTANT,  
OTHER CHRISTIAN

2000 40 53 7 100 387

2017 25 62 13 100 378

NON-CHRISTIAN

2000 48 48 3 100 56

2017 41 54 5 100 112

OTHER

2000 53 43 4 100 27

2017 23 66 11 100 99

NO RELIGION

2000 30 64 6 100 168

2017 11 82 8 100 428

NOT STATED

2000 50 31 19 100 32

2017 17 59 24 100 100

Table 2.6 All/None Funding Choices among Those Favouring Continuation  
of Status Quo Public and Catholic Systems

Fund schools 
for all religious 
groups

Don’t fund 
schools for any 
religious group

Not stated Total Count

% % % %

ROMAN CATHOLIC

2000 56 34 10 100 154

2017 36 47 16 100 268

NON-CATHOLIC

2000 36 56 9 100 201

2017 25 60 16 100 303

TOTAL

2000 45 46 9 100 355

2017 30 54 16 100 571
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3 Governance
This section looks at public views of the current  
distribution of authority over local schools, and in  
particular, the current level of centralization in the 
Ontario Ministry of Education. We also revisit opinion  
on available options for streamlining the system  
of local school boards.
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Centralization
The OISE Survey initiated a question on provincial control of local education in 1998, 
in response to the progressive transfer of power from school boards to the provin-
cial ministry that began at that time. In most years in which the question was asked, 
a near-majority of those surveyed thought the province had too much control over 
local schooling, but this has never grown to a full majority. The 2017 survey reveals a 
shift in opinion, in the opposite direction. A majority now thinks that the provincial 
ministry has either about the right amount of control over local schools or too little; 
only about a quarter think that ministry control is excessive (see Table 3.1).

There is no consensus on who should have the greatest influence on what is taught 
in local schools (see Table 3.2). Most respondents select either the provincial gov-
ernment or the local school board, in about equal numbers. Local options garner 
a majority only if we add in support for school boards to the small percentages of 
respondents who want either local teachers or local parents to have the greatest influ-
ence. There is little evidence of any trend in opinion since we first asked this question 
in 1984 (see Table 3.3).
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Table 3.1 “Overall, do you think that the provincial government now has far too little,  
somewhat too little, about the right amount, somewhat too much, or far too much  
control over local education?” — Trends over Time

Too little Right amount Too much Not stated Total Count

% % % % %

1998 20 23 48 10 101 1007

2000 16 21 49 14 100 1002

2002 22 23 47 9 101 1054

2004 20 19 46 16 101 1002

2007 20 28 36 16 100 747

2009 17 22 41 21 100 1001

2015 16 22 46 16 100 753

2017 25 34 27 15 100 1529

Table 3.2 “In your opinion, who should have the greatest influence in deciding what is 
taught in schools in your community?” 2017

Public Parents 

% %

Federal government 15 18

Provincial government 26 29

Local school boards 29 30

Local teachers 11 8

Parents of school children 12 12

Not stated 7 4

Total 100 100

Count 1529 419

Table 3.3 “Who should have the greatest influence in deciding what is taught 
in local schools/schools in your community?” — Trends over Time

Provincial /
Federal 

Local boards /
Teachers

Parents Not stated Total Count

% % % % %

1984 46 30 18 5 99 1046

1996 29 36 29 6 100 100

2004 43 35 14 8 100 1002

2009 31 41 20 7 99 1001

2017 41 40 12 7 100 1529
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School Board Options
In 2017, we repeated a set of questions from our 1996 survey on what should happen 
to school boards. Specifically, we asked about merging public and separate boards, 
merging English- and French-language boards, and eliminating school boards alto-
gether, with the province taking over their responsibilities. Both merger options are 
favoured by a bare majority; however, less than a third support the elimination of 
school boards altogether. Despite the two decades that have elapsed, the differences 
in results from 1996 to 2017 are minimal (see Table 3.4). 

Table 3.4 “Do you support or oppose, and how strongly, each of the following changes to school boards?” 
— Trends over Time

Strongly 
support

Somewhat 
support

Neither support 
nor oppose

Somewhat 
oppose

Strongly 
oppose

Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

PUBLIC

Merging public and Catholic boards

1996 29 26 12 13 15 4 100 1000

2017 28 22 21 10 16 4 100 1529

Merging English- and French-language boards

1996 28 29 15 13 11 4 100 1000

2017 24 27 24 10 11 4 100 1529

Getting rid of school boards altogether, the provincial government taking over decisions about curriculum and spending

1996 11 11 4 20 49 5 100 1000

2017 11 19 20 18 28 5 100 1529

PARENTS

Merging public and Catholic boards

1996 33 24 12 13 15 4 100 348

2017 27 20 22 12 18 2 100 419

Merging English- and French-language boards

1996 30 28 15 10 12 4 100 348

2017 24 33 22 9 10 2 100 419

Getting rid of school boards altogether, the provincial government taking over decisions about curriculum and spending

1996 11 11 4 20 49 5 100 348

2017 15 19 23 13 27 4 100 419

Note: In 1996, the scale was strongly favour, somewhat favour, neither favour nor oppose, somewhat oppose, strongly oppose.
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4  Province-wide Assessment
The Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO)  
requires that every student in grades 3 and 6 complete annual 
province-wide tests of language and mathematics skills.  
There is mathematics testing again at grade 9. At grade 10,  
a mandatory literacy test must be passed as a requirement  
of high school graduation.

Our 2012 survey included numerous questions on EQAO testing, 
sponsored by the agency. These questions revealed widespread 
public awareness of the testing program but little name recogni-
tion of the agency responsible. Most respondents agreed that the 
testing program contributed to both the accountability and the 
quality of the education system.

The program has, nevertheless, remained controversial, partic-
ularly at the elementary level. Chief among critics are teachers’ 
federations, but others, including the non-partisan organization 
People for Education, have explored moving away from every- 
student testing. The testing program is currently  under review.  
In late 2017 and early 2018, the provincial ministry empanelled 
an independent review of Ontario’s assessment, evaluation,  
and reporting practices, which included a close look at EQAO. 
The review focused on cultural relevance, the range of things 
measured on the tests, and questions of inclusion and student 
well-being. It remains to be seen how the findings of the panel 
will impact province-wide assessment.

In 2017, the EQAO tests were in the news mainly for document-
ing the continuing weakness in elementary student mathematics 
skills in terms of provincially set standards of achievement. 
Province-wide testing is frequently seen by both supporters and 
critics as an instrument of centralized control over what content 
gets priority in local classrooms. 
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To Test or Not to Test
The results of the 2015 OISE Survey suggested that support for every-student provin-
cial testing at the elementary level might be eroding. The 2017 results show some-
thing unexpected. There has been a sharp decline in the proportion of the public 
who are undecided on the issue (see Table 4.1). Both the percentage supporting and 
percentage opposed to every-student testing at the elementary level have gained as 
a result, but the opposition has drawn somewhat more support. As a consequence, a 
narrow majority of the public (but just under half of parents) support every-student 
testing, but almost a quarter are now opposed to any provincial testing at this level. 
The remainder favour testing a sample of students only.²

Table 4.1 “Which of the following is closest to your view about province-wide testing  
for elementary school students?” — Trends over Time

Public Public Public Public Parents

2009 2012 2015 2017 2017

% % % % %

Province-wide tests should 
not be used in elementary 
schools

11 12 14 24 28

A sample of students 
should be tested

11 11 18 16 19

Every student should be 
tested

54 53 46 52 49

Not sure about this / 
Not stated

24 23 23 8 4

Total 100 99 100 100 100

Count 1001 1016 753 1529 419

A substantial majority of those surveyed continue to support every-student pro-
vincial testing at the secondary level (see Table 4.2). However, a majority (though 
smaller than in 2015) also thinks teachers’ assessment should pre-empt provincial 
test results in deciding students’ final grades (see Table 4.3). This has been the case 
since 2007. It suggests that although most want EQAO testing retained as a way of 
monitoring outcomes, there is little support for “high stakes” province-wide testing 
that would determine the advancement of individual students. In other words, both 
province-wide testing and teacher assessments are valued for different reasons.

Table 4.2 “Province-wide tests should be used to assess the performance  
of each high school student.” — Trends over Time

Agree Disagree Neither / 
Not stated

Total Count

% % % %

1984 66 20 14 100 1046

1988 62 23 16 101 1011

1994 76 19 5 100 1070

2007 72 22 6 100 1002

2009 69 23 8 100 1001

2012 70 20 10 100 1016

2015 61 24 15 100 753

2017 66 17 18 100 1529

2017 Parents 64 20 16 100 419
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Table 4.3 “High school students’ final grades should mainly reflect their teachers’ assessments,  
not the results of province-wide tests.” — Trends over Time

Agree Disagree Neither / 
Not stated

Total Count

% % % %

1994 45 47 8 100 1070

2000 50 38 12 100 1002

2007 66 25 9 100 1002

2009 65 25 10 100 779

2012 67 20 12 99 1016

2015 65 25 10 100 753

2017 55 22 20 100 1529

2017 Parents 63 18 20 100 419

As in past surveys, most think that tested subjects get more attention in the  
classroom than those who are not tested; a third think that they receive much more 
attention (see Table 4.4). Views on whether there is substantial “teaching to the test” 
are not related to views on province-wide testing. Those who think that testing  
has a strong impact on what is taught are no more likely than others to oppose  
province-wide tests.

Table 4.4 “In Ontario, there are province-wide tests in some subjects but not in others.  
Do you think tested subjects get a lot more attention, somewhat more attention, or the same  
amount of attention as subjects that are not tested?” — Trends over Time

Public Public Public Parents Public Parents

2009 2012 2015 2015 2017 2017

% % % % % %

A lot more attention 30 41 37 40 34 34

Somewhat more attention 33 34 30 28 39 43

Same amount of attention 18 14 18 18 13 15

Not stated 20 11 15 14 14 8

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

Count 1001 1016 753 206 1529 419

As in 2015, a narrow majority agree that if a school has good scores on  
province-wide tests, parents can assume the school is doing a good job overall (see 
Table 4.5).

Table 4.5 “If a school has good scores on province-wide tests for reading, writing, and mathematics, 
parents should assume the school is doing a good job overall.” — Trends over Time

Public Parents Public Parents

2015 2015 2017 2017

% % % %

Strongly agree 17 17 12 17

Somewhat agree 40 39 41 41

Neither 4 5 21 20

Somewhat disagree 21 16 16 13

Strongly disagree 16 21 7 8

Not stated 2 2 3 1

Total 100 100 100 100

Count 753 206 1529 419
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Curriculum, Governance, and Testing
Views on who should have the greatest influence over curriculum are reflected in 
opinions about school organization, but not in views on testing. Those who support 
local options (school board, teachers, parents) are more likely to think that the prov-
ince has too much influence over what is taught in local schools and are more likely 
to oppose eliminating local school boards, with the provincial ministry assuming 
their functions. But there is little relationship between views on curricular influence 
and positions on testing. Those who favour local options (school boards, teachers, 
parents) on curriculum are not distinctly more resistant to province-wide testing 
than others, even though critics associate the tests with provincial influence over local 
curricula. This remains the case even when we consider only those who think there 
is substantial “teaching to the test.” This lack of connection is likely due to the parts 
of the curriculum supporters of local influence are concerned with. They may well 
support testing in areas of language arts and mathematics, while favouring local con-
trol in areas such as physical and health education, which are not currently, nor likely 
ever to be, the subject of province-wide tests.
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Province-wide testing is meant both to track student 
achievement in aggregate and to provide information 
that may help teachers and boards improve performance. 
Since 1998, the OISE Survey has regularly asked 
respondents to rate the effectiveness of various options, 
including testing, in improving students’ achievement 
at the elementary level. In this section, we report on the 
results of this question for 2017. As noted above, EQAO 
results in mathematics have flagged weaknesses in stu-
dent achievement. This year we asked respondents about 
the capacity of parents to support student learning in this 
area, and about support available to parents from their 
children’s schools. As shown below, the results are not 
encouraging. Finally, we look at popular perceptions of 
the schools’ role in students’ engagement with computer 
technology and social media.

5 Supporting Student Achievement 
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Best Options to Improve Elementary Student Achievement
In past years, two options—parental support (reading to children, helping with 
homework) and increasing the number of special education teachers—have stood 
out as the most favoured options (see Table 5.1). In 2017, these, along with limiting 
class size in the early grades, remain the most likely to be deemed effective. However, 
the proportion of respondents who think more parental involvement or more special 
education would make a difference has declined since 2015. 

Province-wide testing and junior kindergarten are, as in previous years, less likely 
to be seen as effective in improving achievement. However, our 2015 survey found 
that a majority of those surveyed thought both full-day kindergarten and the inquiry, 
play-based learning approach used at this level support student development and 
learning. In the case of initial teacher education, increasing the amount of practice 
teaching is favoured over simply lengthening programs. In 2015, the Ontario govern-
ment introduced changes in teacher education program requirements that did both.

Table 5.1 “There are many ideas for how we can help Ontario elementary students  
do better at school. How much do you think each of the following would improve student  
achievement?” — Trends over Time

% indicating great deal or quite a lot

PUBLIC PARENTS

1998 2000 2009 2012 2017 2017

% % % % % %

Getting parents more involved 
in reading to their children and 
helping with homework

83 84 79 76 69 69

Providing more special education 
teachers to help students with 
learning difficulties

76 79 79 75 63 66

Reducing class sizes in the first 
few years of elementary school

58 68 66 62 61 65

Using province-wide tests to  
measure how students are doing

50 48 48 40 38 39

Starting all children in junior 
kindergarten

46 48 48 42 36 43

Lengthening teacher education 
programs from one to two years

– 49 – 49 42 47

Increasing the amount of practice 
teaching that teachers in training 
do before getting their teaching 
certificate

– 59 – 63 50 51

Count 1007 1002 779 826 1529 419

Note: List in 1998 and 2000 included additional items.  
In 2000, the item on lengthening teacher education programs did not specify two years.
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Problems with Math
EQAO testing has revealed that substantial numbers of grade 3 and grade 6 students 
have not mastered expected levels of mathematics skills. In 2016, the provincial min-
istry launched a renewed mathematics strategy to address shortfalls in mathematics 
achievement. This does not, however, involve the kind of overhaul of curriculum 
and pedagogy some critics have called for.

As noted above, the public has consistently rated parental support with home-
work as among the most effective ways of improving student achievement. In the 
2017 survey, we asked about parents’ capacity to help their children specifically with 
mathematics. The results are not encouraging. Almost two-thirds think that most 
parents lack the knowledge or the confidence to help their children with home-
work in mathematics (see Table 5.2). Views of parents parallel those of the public as 
a whole. About a third of parents think that schools in their community are placing 
more emphasis on mathematics. Only a quarter think these schools have, over the 
past five years, provided more support for parents in trying to help their children 
with math homework. Percentages are even lower for the public as a whole, partly 
because of the large proportion who did not offer an opinion on these questions, 
probably reflecting a lack of information. 

Table 5.2 Supporting Achievement in Mathematics 2017

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly  
disagree

Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

Most parents don’t know enough about mathematics to help their elementary school children with their homework

Public 23 40 20 9 3 6 100 1529

Parents 24 42 20 8 4 2 100 419

Most parents have too little confidence in their math skills to be comfortable helping their elementary school children with their homework

Public 21 42 20 8 2 6 100 1529

Parents 21 42 22 9 4 2 100 419

Schools in my community are putting more emphasis on mathematics than they did five years ago

Public 6 17 31 10 5 31 100 1529

Parents 10 25 32 12 7 14 100 419

Schools in my community are providing more support to parents in helping with math homework than they did five years ago

Public 3 12 30 14 7 33 100 1529

Parents 6 18 31 21 11 14 100 419
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New Areas of Learning: Computers and Social Media
Our 2015 survey found that over 80% agreed that it was important for schools to give 
students more opportunities to become “technologically savvy” with learning tools 
such as tablets, netbooks, and software; more than half strongly agreed. Most also 
wanted the instruction in the use of these tools to occur during school hours.

In 2017, we asked about trade-offs in securing more class time for computer skills. 
By a narrow majority, the public rejects increasing the amount of time devoted to 
teaching computer literacy if this means cutting time spent on “the basics”—reading, 
writing, and mathematics (see Table 5.3). Less than a quarter would reduce time spent 
on these subjects to devote more attention to computer skills. Opinion is divided 
over whether the computer skills students learn outside of school are the skills they 
need in order to do well at school. Just over a third think this is rarely the case; just 
over a quarter see educational value in students’ own computer learning. 

There is a potential dilemma here for schools: those who are most convinced that 
students’ self-learning is largely irrelevant to their school work are also more likely 
than others to resist taking time from basics in favour of computer skills. Moreover, 
a majority of the public think that students need a deep understanding of computers 
rather than simply knowledge of how to achieve particular tasks. Two-thirds agree 
that students need to understand the “logic” behind computers—not simply how to 
use them for specific purposes. 

In the case of social media, there seems little doubt that students are capable of 
mastering the basic skills on their own. At issue is how they will learn to use social 
media both safely and ethically (see Table 5.4). Less than half of the public, and only 
narrow majorities of parents, think that schools are teaching students either how to 
be safe when using social media or what it means to behave ethically online (e.g., not 
bullying or plagiarizing other people’s work). About 60% of both parents and the 
public as a whole think that parents and the schools share responsibility for teaching 
students safe and ethical online behaviour (see Table 5.5). Among those not opting 
for the shared responsibility option, schools are twice as likely as parents to be cited 
as responsible.
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Table 5.3 Teaching Computer Literacy 2017

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly  
disagree

Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

Schools should not spend 
more time teaching com-
puter literacy if it means 
less time spent on reading, 
writing, and mathematics

21 33 19 17 5 4 100 1529

The computer skills  
students learn on their own 
are rarely the skills they 
need to do well at school

11 26 29 21 6 8 100 1529

Students need to be  
taught the “logic” behind  
computer networks, rather 
than simply how to use 
them for specific purposes

21 45 18 10 2 5 100 1529

Table 5.4 Computer Ethics and Safe Practice 2017

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly  
disagree

Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

Schools are teaching children and students to be safe in their use of social media

Public 10 31 23 14 5 17 100 1529

Parents 17 34 24 10 7 8 100 419

Schools are teaching children and students to be ethical in their use of social media; for example, by not bullying, and by not submitting other people’s work as their own

Public 12 33 22 12 6 15 100 1529

Parents 20 35 22 10 6 7 100 419

Table 5.5 “Schools are increasingly requiring students to complete their  
homework online. Who is responsible for teaching students to be safe and  
ethical in online environments?” 2017

Public Parents

% %

Mainly parents or guardians 23 29

Mainly their teachers and schools 11 12

Both about equally 60 57

Not stated 6 2

Total 100 100

Count 1529 419
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6 Equity and Diversity
The 2017 survey included our standard items on equity  
of outcomes, as indicated by continuation rates of  
different groups to postsecondary education. We also 
asked whether schools should be required to collect race-
based statistics for their students—provincial policy as  
of this year. The statistics will allow relative outcomes 
to be tracked. The current policy of streaming students 
at grade 9 into either university-oriented “academic” 
courses or more hands-on “applied” ones, which direct 
their postsecondary options to community colleges and 
private business and technical institutes, has long been 
criticized as promoting inequitable outcomes.3 The 2017 
survey includes our continuing question on this practice. 

The current survey also includes two types of questions 
on accommodations for different social groups. The first is 
a set of continuing items on alternative schools: separate 
schools for girls and for Black students, as well as schools 
with a focus on knowledge and the experience of people 
of African descent. The second set, initially included 
in our 2012 survey, asks about accommodations within 
schools, including, for example, allowing students to wear 
religious symbols. Finally, the current survey includes a 
new set of questions about the schools’ efforts to combat 
various forms of discrimination based on, for example, 
religion, gender, LGBTQ status, (dis)ability, or social 
class. We also ask how important it is for students to find 
representatives from their own racial or cultural back-
ground among the teachers in their school.
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Equity of Outcomes
There is widespread recognition that the educational system is not currently a level 
playing field (see Tables 6.1 and 6.2). Over 60% of those surveyed see students from 
low-income families as being less likely to continue to postsecondary education; 
more than half think this is true for students from Indigenous backgrounds. How-
ever, just under a third see Black students as disadvantaged. The view that low-income  
students are less likely to continue to postsecondary education than students from high- 
income backgrounds is less common in 2017 than in the previous three survey years. The  
proportions who think Indigenous or Black students are disadvantaged have essen-
tially held steady. 

Table 6.1 Current Perceptions of Access to Postsecondary Education 2017

Much better 
chance

Somewhat 
better chance

The same 
chance

Somewhat 
worse chance

Much worse 
chance

Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

Do you think students from 
low-income families have 
a much better, somewhat 
better, the same, somewhat 
worse, or much worse 
chance of getting a post-
secondary education than 
students from high-income 
families?

5 6 22 34 29 4 100 1529

Do you think Aboriginal—
that is, First Nations,  
North American Indian, 
and Inuit—students have 
a much better, somewhat 
better, the same, somewhat 
worse, or much worse 
chance of getting a post-
secondary education than 
White students?

5 7 26 27 29 6 100 1529

Do you think Black  
students have a much 
better, somewhat better, 
the same, somewhat worse, 
or much worse chance of 
getting a postsecondary 
education than White 
students?

4 5 53 24 8 7 100 1529

Table 6.2 Perceived Access to Postsecondary Education: Who Is Disadvantaged? 
— Trends over Time

% who think each group has a worse chance of a postsecondary education

Students from low-income  
families compared with 
those from high-income 
families

Aboriginal students  
compared with  
White students

Black students compared  
with White students

% % %

1996 67 – –

1998 68 37 –

2000 68 31 13

2002 63 – –

2004 66 40 21

2009 76 55 28

2012 74 54 24

2015 77 58 30

2017 62 56 32
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The public is divided over whether schools should be required to collect race-
based statistics for their students (see Table 6.3). Just over a third are opposed; just 
over a quarter are supportive. As might be expected with a new policy, a substantial 
number of respondents were unwilling or unable to offer an opinion.

Table 6.3 “Would you agree or disagree that all school boards should be required 
to collect race-based statistics for their students?” 2017

  %

Strongly favour 10

Somewhat favour 18

Neither favour nor oppose 22

Somewhat oppose 12

Strongly oppose 26

Not stated 11

Total 100

Count 1529

The practice of streaming students into either applied or academic courses has 
been widely criticized as promoting inequality in outcomes for students by more 
often assigning students from disadvantaged groups to the non-university stream. 
Beginning in 1984, the OISE Surveys have periodically included a general question on 
when streaming should occur, if at all. The 2015 survey results suggested that support 
for early streaming—at grade 9 or earlier—was increasing. This seemed counterin-
tuitive, given that no organized groups had advocated for this; in fact, the opposite 
has been the case. Our 2017 results indicate that there is no trend in support of early 
streaming (see Table 6.4). Streaming itself, however, is supported by most people; 
opposition to the practice has never exceeded 15% since we first asked the question. 
In most survey years, for those who accept streaming, the median grade to begin 
offering streamed courses is grade 10.

Table 6.4 “At which grade, if at all, should the schools stream or separate students into different programs  
intended to prepare some students directly for the world of work and other students for entry into  
community college or university?”— Trends over Time

1994 1996 1998 2000 2004 2015 2017 2017

% % % % % % % Public % Parents

Not at all 13 15 14 12 11 9 15 12

Grade 12 or 13 13 25 23 19 19 7 11 17

Grade 11 13 17 20 17 17 16 24 25

Grade 10 18 16 17 17 25 23 23 23

Grade 9/Earlier 33 21 20 27 24 32 17 16

Not stated 10 6 6 8 5 13 10 8

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Count 1070 1000 1007 1002 1002 753 1529 419

Median grade 10 11 11 10 10 10 10 10
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Alternate Schools and Accommodations within Schools
As in past OISE Surveys, in 2017, we find minimal support for schools selected primar-
ily by race or by gender. In 2017, less than 15% agree that Blacks-only schools should 
be allowed where there was sufficient interest, a proportion essentially unchanged 
since we first asked the question in 2009 (see Table 6.5). Just over 70% of respondents 
are opposed—high, but lower than when the question was first asked in 1996. Sup-
port is somewhat higher for girls-only schools at 19%; just over 60% are opposed. In 
the case of Africentric alternative schools—that is, public schools with a focus on 
knowledge and the experience of people of African descent, less than 15% support 
this option in 2017; just over 60% are opposed (see Table 6.6).

Table 6.5 Blacks-Only and Girls-Only Schools — Trends over Time

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly  
disagree

Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

“School boards should allow separate high schools for Black students where there are enough interested students” 

1996 3 9 4 16 66 3 100 1000

2009 5 9 6 12 65 3 100 1001

2017 6 7 11 11 60 5 100 1529

“School boards should allow separate high schools for girls where there are enough interested students”

1996 8 17 5 19 47 3 99 1000

2012 10 17 10 22 38 4 101 1016

2017 6 13 14 14 49 5 100 1529

Table 6.6 Alternative Africentric Schools 
“There should be Africentric alternative schools — that is, public schools with a focus on knowledge  
and the experience of people of African descent, where there are enough interested students.” — Trends over Time

Strongly agree Somewhat agree Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly  
disagree

Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

2009 8 21 8 18 36 8 100 1001

2012 7 16 12 18 41 6 100 1016

2017 5 9 15 13 52 6 100 1529

In 2012, we introduced a new question asking whether respondents favoured 
or opposed various actions schools could take to accommodate students from var-
ious religious and cultural groups. Only one of the possible accommodations cov-
ered in our questions was rejected by a majority: allowing separate classes for girls 
and boys (see Table 6.7). Almost two-thirds regarded this as unacceptable. Less than 
half opposed allowing prayer sessions during class hours (but over a quarter favoured 
allowing this). About a third opposed allowing students to wear religious symbols or 
finding ways for them to meet curricular objectives in ways consistent with their reli-
gion or culture. Less than a quarter rejected scheduling tests and major assignments 
so they don’t fall on main religious holidays. Public opinion on accommodation has 
remained essentially stable since we last covered this issue in 2012 (see Table 6.8).
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Table 6.7 “In many Ontario schools, students from minority cultural and religious groups form a large part  
of the student body. We would like to know what measures you think these schools should take to accommodate  
these minority students. Would you favour or oppose each of the following?” 2017

  Strongly favour Somewhat 
favour

Neither favour 
nor oppose

Somewhat 
oppose

Strongly 
oppose

Not stated Total Count

Scheduling tests and  
major assignments so they 
don’t fall on main religious 
holidays, when many  
minority students will  
be away

25 30 19 8 14 4 100 1529

Allowing students to wear 
religious symbols such as 
headscarves, skullcaps, and 
medallions at school

18 21 24 13 20 4 100 1529

Allowing students to meet 
learning objectives in 
subjects such as health and 
physical education in ways 
that are appropriate to their 
culture or religion

11 23 24 17 19 6 100 1529

Allowing students to attend 
prayer sessions during 
school hours

11 18 23 13 31 4 100 1529

Allowing separate classes 
for boys and girls

5 10 18 20 45 3 100 1529

Note: In 2012, the question included the phrase “subjects such as health and physical education.”

Table 6.8 Accommodations for Cultural and Religious Groups — Trends over Time

% strongly or somewhat opposed

2012 2017

Scheduling tests and major assignments  
so they don’t fall on main religious holidays, 
when many minority students will be away

30 22

Allowing students to wear religious  
symbols such as headscarves, skullcaps,  
and medallions at school

26 33

Allowing students to meet learning  
objectives in subjects such as health  
and physical education in ways that are 
appropriate to their culture or religion

32 36

Allowing students to attend prayer  
sessions during school hours

47 44

Allowing separate classes for boys and girls 65 65
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Countering Discrimination
About 60% want the schools to make greater efforts to combat various forms of dis-
crimination, including that based on religion, gender, LGBTQ status, (dis)ability, or 
social class (see Table 6.9). There is little differentiation by type of discrimination; in 
all cases, between 55% and 65% of respondents agree that more should be done.

Table 6.9 “Should schools be doing much more, somewhat more, the same, somewhat less,  
or much less to address the following issues?” 2017

Much more Somewhat 
more

The same Somewhat less Much less Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

Religious intolerance, 
including Islamophobia

27 29 26 4 7 7 100 1529

Sexism 30 30 28 3 4 5 100 1529

Racism 33 29 26 3 4 5 100 1529

Discrimination against 
people from LGBTQ  
communities

29 28 27 4 6 6 100 1529

Discrimination against 
people with disabilities

34 30 26 2 3 5 100 1529

Discrimination against 
students from low-income 
families

32 30 28 2 3 6 100 1529

There is no consensus that it is important to diversify the teaching force to better 
match student backgrounds. Asked how important it is for students to encounter 
teachers from the same racial or cultural background as themselves, most respondents 
clustered in the middle categories, finding this “somewhat” or “not too” important 
(see Table 6.10).

Table 6.10 “How important do you think it is for students to encounter teachers from  
the same racial or cultural background as themselves in their schools?” 2017

%

Very important 16

Somewhat important 35

Not too important 41

Not stated 8

Total 100

Count 1529
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7 Education and Labour Market
The message to the public for decades has been that 
education is key to both personal success and national 
prosperity. Postsecondary education is the key to good, 
secure jobs; a better-educated labour force, with the 
appropriate mix of skills, can deliver full employment.  
We have long found that there is widespread skepticism 
about our capacity to school ourselves to full employment. 
The current survey offers evidence that a substantial  
proportion of the public remains skeptical that post- 
secondary education is necessary for individual success. 
Apprenticeship is seen as a better option for many 
students. More generally, we find support for initiatives 
that allow students to form a more realistic and detailed 
understanding of the employment conditions they will 
face. These steps include involving many more students 
in co-op programs and acquainting students with the 
skills needed to be self-employed or run their own  
business. Finally, we look at public perceptions of how 
adequate students’ computer skills are for entry-level  
jobs and for further education.
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What Level of Education Is Needed Today?
Public opinion on the value of postsecondary education has been subject to sudden 
change, followed by long periods of stability. In the late 1970s to early 1980s, we 
recorded a surge in public assessments of the importance of a university or college 
education. In 1979, just over 30% of the public thought postsecondary education was 
“very important”; in 1980, the figure was 61% and remained at about 70% through 
1996, when we last asked the question. A parallel transformation occurred in the 
United States over the same period. A 2013 US Gallup poll report indicated that atti-
tudes have been largely stable since the initial surge.4 

In 1988, we asked respondents what level of education they thought a person 
needed to “get along in this society.” In that year, about a quarter cited a univer-
sity education, but a third thought completing high school was adequate. The most 
common response, however, was community college or a trades certificate. When we 
returned to the issue a decade later, only about one in five thought high school grad-
uation was sufficient, whereas support for postsecondary options had increased mod-
estly. Little has changed since then (see Table 7.1). In 2017, as in 1998, less than a third 
thought a university degree is needed.

Table 7.1 “How much education do you think a person needs in order to get along in this 
society?” — Trends over Time

1988 1998 2002 2017

% % % %

Less than a high school diploma 2 2 2 4

A high school diploma 31 21 21 17

Community college or trade school certificate 40 45 44 47

Undergraduate university degree 11 14 15 15

Graduate university degree 13 14 16 11

Can’t say 3 5 2 6

Total 100 101 100 100

Count 1011 1000 1054 1529

Note: In 1998, respondents were asked about academic and vocational high school education. The question did not explicitly 
reference high school completion; however, this was likely implicit for most respondents. “Some high school” was not an option. 
In 2007, those indicating elementary schooling only was less than 1%, rounded up in the table.

In the current survey, we adopted a question regularly used in surveys by Public 
Agenda in the United States. This asks whether a college education is “necessary to 
be successful in today’s work world.” In 2016, a Public Agenda poll found that about 
40% of respondents thought a college education necessary, compared with 50% to 
55% in the late 2000s. While the report headline “Americans Are Losing Confidence 
in the Necessity of a College Education for Success in the Workforce” may well have 
been premature, it seems clear that confidence in postsecondary education as a route 
to individual prosperity has not grown in almost a decade.

The 2017 OISE Survey for Ontario reveals results almost identical to those of the 
2016 Public Agenda poll. Half think that there are many ways to succeed without 
a postsecondary credential; just over 40% think such a credential is necessary, with 
very few being uncertain on this issue (see Table 7.2). This result is not in itself evi-
dence that public identification of higher education with economic success has pla-
teaued. However, trends on other measures suggest that this is plausible. This is 
notable, given that the statistical record shows, to the contrary, a strong shift in the 
labour market toward positions requiring postsecondary credentials.5
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Table 7.2 “Do you think that college education is necessary for a person to  
be successful in today’s work world or do you think that there are many ways  
to succeed in today’s work world without a college education?”

Ontario  
2017

US  
2016*

% %

College education is necessary 44 47

There are many ways to succeed in today’s  
work world without a college degree     

50 52

Not stated 6 1

Total 100 100

Count 1529 1006

*Public Agenda, “New Survey Suggests Public Confidence in Higher Ed Waning,” July 20–24, 2016, general 
public survey on higher education, data collected by Social Science Research Solutions, released September 13, 
2016, www.publicagenda.org/pages/public-opinion-higher-education-2016.

A prominent claim of postsecondary institutions is that a higher education reduces 
individuals’ risk of unemployment compared with those with lesser education.6 As 
Table 7.3 shows, this has been a hard sell. Into the mid-1990s (well after the revision 
in public views on the importance of a university education), 60% or more thought 
that a university graduate was as likely to be unemployed as a high school graduate. 
The proportion fell to 51% in 2002 and has remained close to that figure since. For 
the past 15 years, the capacity of a university education to reduce the risk of unem-
ployment has been doubted by about half of respondents.

Table 7.3 “A university graduate is as likely to be unemployed as a high school  
graduate.” — Trends over Time

Agree Disagree Neither / 
Not stated

Total Count

% % % %

1982 63 31 6 100 1050

1994 62 34 4 100 1070

1996 60 34 5 99 1000

2002 51 41 8 100 1054

2009 56 38 7 100 1001

2012 47 44 8 99 1016

2015 54 35 11 100 753

2017 51 33 16 100 1529

In fact, the evidence is irrefutable that unemployment rates are in general lower 
for college and university graduates compared with high school graduates. The size 
of the difference, however, has fluctuated widely. Statistics Canada data from the 
Labour Force Survey show differences between high school and bachelor-level uni-
versity graduates age 25 or older to be in the 3.0% to 3.5% range for much of the 
1990s, followed by differences in the 1% range from 1999 to 2005. Since then, the 
advantage to university graduates has generally remained within the 1.5% to 2.0% 
range, but approaching 3% in exceptional years.7 Looking forward, the rise of the gig 
economy and the predicted inroads of artificial intelligence and robotics into profes-
sional work further threaten the stability of the employment advantage conferred by 
higher education.
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There is also widespread skepticism about our capacity to collectively educate 
ourselves to full employment. Almost half think that over the next five years there 
won’t be enough jobs no matter how much training. A plurality—and in some years, 
a majority—have held this view in the five OISE Surveys that have included this ques-
tion since 1996 (see Table 7.4).

Table 7.4 “Over the next five years, there won’t be enough jobs, no matter how much 
training and education people get.” — Trends over Time

Agree Disagree Neither / 
Not stated

Total

% % % % Count

1996 55 33 12 100 1000

2009 47 44 9 100 1001

2012 49 39 11 99 1016

2015 52 35 13 100 753

2017 47 26 27 100 1529

Those who have invested in higher education are somewhat more likely to see its 
value, but differences are small and concentrated at the extremes. For example, 37% 
of those whose highest credential is a high school diploma think college is necessary 
for success, compared with 48% of those with a bachelor degree and 56% of those 
with a graduate degree. However, when confronted with the statement that there 
will not be enough jobs in the future no matter how much education people obtain, 
those with graduate degrees are about as likely to agree as high school graduates.



OISE THE 20th OISE SURVEY OF EDUCATIONAL ISSUES 53 

Apprenticeship
That the public’s embrace of higher education as the panacea for an uncertain labour 
market has stalled is reflected in a strong public interest in education more directly 
linked to the job market. As noted above, support for increased spending on appren-
ticeships is more widespread than it is for colleges and universities. This pattern has 
also been found in earlier surveys. In 2017, we asked about the proportion of high 
school students for whom apprenticeship might be a better option than pursuing a 
college certificate or university degree. Almost three-quarters of respondents think 
that at least one in five students (20%) might profitably pursue an apprenticeship, well 
over the current participation rate (see Table 7.5).

Table 7.5 “About what proportion of students do you think would do better  
taking an apprenticeship after high school rather than going to college  
or university?” 2017

Public Parents

% %

None 1 2

5% 3 3

10% 9 12

20% 21 24

30% 21 19

More than 30% 30 26

Not stated 15 14

Total 100 100

Count 1529 1529

There is currently a shortage of skilled trades workers in Ontario; this shortage 
is expected to worsen in the future. At the same time, there are frequent criticisms 
that youth are bombarded with messages that college and university, but particularly 
the latter, are the route to success. However, there are also frequent complaints that 
the current apprenticeship system lacks the resources and organizational capacity to 
increase the numbers of students joining the skilled trades.

After posing the question on the proportion of students who might be better off 
doing an apprenticeship, rather than a college certificate or university degree, we 
asked whether the number of apprenticeships available was adequate, first, for the 
number of students who currently wanted this option, and second, for the number 
who would ideally follow this path. In fact, respondents did not much distinguish 
between current and ideal levels of student demand for apprenticeship (see Table 7.6). 
This, and the large number of respondents who did not offer a definite opinion on 
either question, likely reflects the fact that there is little published information on 
numbers of apprenticeships.
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Table 7.6 “Do you agree or disagree, and how strongly, with each of the follow-
ing? There are enough apprenticeship placements in my area for the number of 
students who currently want them. There are enough apprenticeship placements 
in my area for the number of students who ideally should choose apprenticeship 
after high school.” 2017

Enough apprenticeship placements for

PUBLIC PARENTS

Students who 
currently want 
them

Students who 
should ideally 
choose them

Students who 
currently want 
them

Students who  
should ideally  
choose them

% % % %

Strongly agree 5 5 8 8

Somewhat agree 13 13 13 13

Neither agree nor disagree 18 20 21 23

Somewhat disagree 21 19 18 15

Strongly disagree 17 17 17 18

Not stated 27 27 23 23

Total 100 100 100 100

Count 1529 1529 419 419

About a third of the public and a similar proportion of parents disagreed that the 
number of apprenticeships available was adequate for the number of students who 
currently wanted them, or for the number who should ideally follow this route. In 
fact, accommodating the proportion of high school students that the public thinks 
would be better off in the trades than following other options would require a huge 
increase in the number of apprenticeships available. That the public, including par-
ents, in general know little about apprenticeships is indicated by the relatively high 
proportion of respondents who were unable or unwilling to offer an opinion on 
these questions.
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Defensive Schooling for an Uncertain Labour Market
Co-operative education programs allow high school students to earn credits through 
a combination of work placements and related in-school courses. They provide work 
experience without limiting students’ options in pursing postsecondary education. 
Our 2015 survey showed near-universal support for providing more opportunities for 
high school students to meet graduation requirements through learning outside the 
classroom, such as co-operative education. In 2017, we asked what proportion of stu-
dents would strongly benefit from experience with co-op education.

Forty percent of respondents think that more than half of students would 
strongly benefit from doing co-op (see Table 7.7). This implies much broader partic-
ipation than is currently the case. Again, respondents make little distinction between 
the adequacy of co-op placements for current student demand and for what demand 
would be if all those who could benefit applied for placements (see Table 7.8). About 
30% think that placements are inadequate both for current demand and for ideal 
future demand for co-op programs. In fact, there would need to be a massive increase 
in the co-op program if any substantial proportion of high school students applied. 
As in the case of apprenticeships, an exceptionally large number of respondents were 
unable or unwilling to state an opinion.

Table 7.7 “Co-operative education programs allow high school students to  
earn credits through a combination of work placements and related in-school 
courses. About what proportion of high school students do you think would 
strongly benefit from doing a co-op program?” 2017

Public Parents

% %

None 1 0

5% 3 4

10% 6 7

20% 12 15

30% 15 18

40% 12 10

More than 50% 41 39

Not stated 10 8

Total 100 100

Count 1529 1529
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Table 7.8 “Do you agree or disagree, and how strongly, with each of the  
following? There are enough co-op placements in my area for the number  
of students who currently want them. There are enough co-op placements  
in my area for the number of students who ideally should choose  
apprenticeship after high school.” 2017

Enough co-op placements for

PUBLIC PARENTS

Students who 
currently want 
them

Students who 
should ideally 
choose them

Students  
who currently  
want them

Students who 
should ideally 
choose them

% % % %

Strongly agree 6 4 9 7

Somewhat agree 16 16 21 20

Neither agree nor disagree 20 21 18 21

Somewhat disagree 19 19 18 18

Strongly disagree 10 12 11 12

Not stated 29 28 23 23

Total 100 100 100 100

Count 1529 1529 419 419

In 2017, we asked for the first time whether most high school students will need 
some understanding of how to be self-employed or how to start a business of their 
own, to prepare them for the uncertainties of the job market. Precarious employment 
has become an increasingly widespread feature of the labour market. While those  
with lesser educational credentials are most vulnerable, precarity is also experienced 
by a substantial proportion of postsecondary graduates.8 Almost two-thirds agree that 
students need this preparation; almost a quarter strongly agree (see Table 7.9).

Table 7.9 “Most high school students will need some understanding of how to 
be self-employed or how to start a business of their own, to prepare them for the 
uncertainties of the job market.” 2017

%

Strongly agree 24

Somewhat agree 40

Neither agree nor disagree 19

Somewhat disagree 8

Strongly disagree 3

Not stated 7

Total 100

Count 1529
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Computer Skills for Schooling and Work
Earlier we dealt with questions of how computer literacy is being taught. We now 
look at public perceptions of outcomes. Almost half doubt that most high school stu-
dents have a realistic idea of the technological skills they will need after graduation; 
only a quarter think students have a realistic idea.

A key issue is whether students have the computer literacy they need to make the 
transition from high school to either further education or employment. Just under 
half think their level of computer literacy is sufficient for college or university pro-
grams; half think it is adequate for the entry-level jobs open to high school gradu-
ates. However, almost a third did not state a definite opinion (see Table 7.10).

There is, however, a strong consensus that computer literacy alone is not suffi-
cient. Almost three-quarters agree that while everyone will need computer literacy, 
people skills will be the real key to success in life.

Table 7.10 Computers Skills: Preparedness for Work and Further Education 2017

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly  
disagree

Not stated Total Count

% % % % % % %

Most high school students 
have a realistic idea of the 
technological skills they will 
need after graduation

6 20 20 31 16 8 100 1529

The level of computer 
literacy reached by most 
high school students is 
adequate for taking college 
or university programs

10 34 24 17 4 11 100 1529

The level of computer  
literacy reached by most 
high school students is 
adequate for entry-level 
jobs requiring only a high 
school diploma

12 38 24 11 5 11 100 1529

While everyone will need 
computer literacy, people 
skills will be the real key  
to success in life

35 38 16 4 2 5 100 1529



58 PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARD EDUCATION IN ONTARIO 2018



OISE THE 20th OISE SURVEY OF EDUCATIONAL ISSUES 59 

8  Own Schooling and Work Placement
Celebration of an increasing well-educated workforce has long  
been dogged by fears of a parallel growth in the number of over-
qualified and underemployed workers—that is, those working at 
jobs not requiring their educational credentials. A recent Statistics 
Canada publication reports that 18% of recent university gradu-
ates (those aged 25 to 34) held jobs that required a high school 
diploma or less. This percentage has remained largely unchanged 
since 1991.9 In this section, we look at the educational attain-
ments of our respondents compared with the general educational 
requirements for their jobs. We also look at their participation in 
adult education overall, and in relation to their past schooling.
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Education Attained—Education Required
Those employed at the time of each OISE Survey have been remarkably consistent in 
their collective assessments of whether their schooling adequately qualifies them for 
their current jobs. The overwhelming majority, over 70% of those surveyed in most 
years, indicate that their education is adequate for their jobs (see Table 8.1). Most 
others—about 20%—think they are overqualified. Only a tiny minority think that 
they are underqualified for their current position.

Table 8.1 “In terms of your schooling, do you feel you are overqualified, adequately
qualified, or underqualified for your current job?”* — Trends over Time

Overqualified Adequately 
qualified

Underqualified Not stated Total Count

% % % % %

1994 21 71 5 3 100 717

1998 19 72 7 3 100 602

2002 23 69 7 2 101 653

2009 23 70 5 1 100 641

2012 20 74 5 2 100 650

2015 18 78 3 1 100 503

2017 22 73 4 0 99 996

*Currently employed and self-employed only.

Respondents employed at the time of the survey were asked both for their highest 
educational attainment and for the educational requirement currently set for new 
entrants to their job type. Comparing the two allowed us to construct an objective 
index of over- and underemployment (see Table 8.2). As with our subjective mea-
sure of over- and underqualification, the index shows that a majority have educa-
tional credentials matching those required for their jobs. However, in this instance, 
it is a narrow majority. Almost 40% hold credentials beyond requirements; just 10% 
hold credentials below those formally required. The index reveals that 30% of those 
who report that their schooling adequately qualifies them for their jobs in fact hold 
credentials beyond formal job requirements (see Table 8.3).
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Table 8.2 Over-/Underemployment Based on Self-Reported Own Education and Educational  
Requirements for Current Job* — Trends over Time

HIGHER ATTAINMENT THAN REQUIRED LOWER ATTAINMENT THAN REQUIRED

Two or more 
credentials 
over required

One credential 
over required

Match One credential 
under required

Two or more 
credentials 
under required

Total Count

% % % % % %

1986 5 17 54 19 5 100 606

1988 5 21 51 17 6 100 599

1990 9 20 51 16 5 100 620

1992 7 24 52 14 3 100 568

1994 6 18 55 16 5 100 645

1996 8 17 55 14 7 100 594

1998 10 23 53 8 6 100 563

2000 7 19 58 10 6 100 608

2002 9 16 55 13 7 100 522

2009 10 23 51 11 5 100 601

2012 10 18 64 6 3 101 588

2015 15 22 50 9 5 100 445

2017 14 23 54 7 3 100 996

*Currently employed or self-employed only. Credentials: none, high school diploma, college credential, university degree.
Source questions: What is the highest level of education you yourself have obtained? What general level of education is currently set for new 
applicants for the type of job you have? Options: elementary, some high school, completed high school, some community college, completed 
college, some university, undergraduate degree, some graduate university, graduate or professional degree.

Table 8.3 Educational Attainments/Requirements Mismatch by Self-Perceived  
Over-/Underqualification* 2017

Perceived Over-/ 
Underqualification

Higher  
attainment 
than required

Match Lower  
attainment 
than required

Total Count

% % % %

Overqualified 61 33 6 100 234

Adequately qualified 30 60 11 100 728

Underqualified 22 58 20 100 36

*Currently employed and self-employed only.
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Adult Education
Typically, 25% to 30% of respondents to the OISE Surveys have reported taking an 
adult education course in the past year. Participation is notably lower in 2017 (see 
Table 8.4). In 2015, we found that the higher a respondent’s education, the more 
likely they were to have taken an adult education course in the past year. This pattern 
is not found in 2017. Neither those who subjectively feel underqualified for their jobs 
in terms of their schooling nor those who objectively lack the credentials formally 
required for their jobs were exceptionally likely to participate in adult education. 

Table 8.4 “In the past year, have you taken an adult or continuing education 
course?” — Trends over Time

TAKEN COURSE

Yes No / Not stated Total Count

% % %

1986 20 80 100 1042

1988 24 76 100 1011

1990 31 69 100 1032

1992 36 64 100 1000

1994 27 73 100 1070

1996 28 72 100 1000

1998 25 75 100 1007

2000 29 71 100 1002

2002 42 58 100 1054

2009 23 77 100 1001

2012 25 75 100 1016

2015 28 72 100 753

2017 19 81 100 1529

As Table 8.5 indicates, the decline in the overall participation rate is attributable to 
the decline in course-taking among those with postsecondary credentials. This is con-
sistent with the findings of a recent national study that attributes the pattern to under-
employment among postsecondary graduates, which discourages further education.10

Table 8.5 Participation in Adult Education by Educational Attainment

% taken course in past year

ALL EMPLOYED ONLY

Education attainment 2015 2017 2015 2017

% % % %

No diploma* 9 22 24 50

High school diploma 19 18 20 26

College credential 28 12 29 17

Undergraduate degree 33 22 40 24

Graduate degree 42 25 50 31

Total 28 19 34 24

*Small samples in the case of employed only, 15 in 2015, 22 in 2017.
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Appendix
Changing Methodology
Over the past 40 years, the standard methodology for large-scale polling has gone 
through several changes. The OISE Survey of Educational Issues has, of neces-
sity, needed to follow suit. The unique value of the survey rests on its continuity 
and ability to track changes in attitudes over time. We have thus been conservative, 
always lagging rather than leading changes in sampling and administrative methods. 
In 1996, we moved from geographic sampling and in-home personal interviewing to 
telephone interviews based on samples yielded by random digit dialling. This year 
we moved from telephone interviews to a self-administered Web survey, based on a 
sample drawn from a large internet panel. Each change in method has also involved 
a change in agency. From 1979 to 1994, the OISE Survey was conducted by the Cana-
dian franchise of the Gallup organization. From 1996 to 2014, the Institute for Social 
Research at York University carried out the survey. For the 20th OISE Survey, we 
contracted with the Leger Research Intelligence Group. The current survey is based 
on 1,529 responses to emails sent to 7,428 members of the Leger Research Web panel. 
The online survey was conducted between August 31 and September 13, 2017. Prior 
to analysis the 2017 sample of respondents was weighted on age and gender to correct 
for differences between our sample and the Ontario population.

We are confident that in changing the methodology we have not compromised 
the representativeness of our results or our capacity to track changes in opinion over 
time. In 1996 and again this year, the new agencies taking on the survey had experi-
ence and expertise in transitioning between methodologies. In addition, there was a 
supportive research literature providing guidance in looking for unintended effects 
of changing methods. More importantly, our own experience in tracking specifically 
educational opinion provided us with the ability to screen for results in 2017 that 
were out of line with patterns in prior years. This screening yielded few candidates 
for more intensive review and no cases where a change in methodology appeared to 
have substantially affected the 2017 results.
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Notes
 1.  Given the relationship of funding choices to religious preferences, it is important that our samples 

be broadly representative of the latter within the Ontario population. This is documented in the table 
below. Unfortunately, the 2016 Canadian long-form census did not include a question on religious 
preference. This was last asked in the 2011 National Household Survey. However, that survey was 
voluntary and consequently had a non-response rate much higher than past long-form census surveys. 
The results are therefore potentially a less accurate reflection of the Canadian population.

 Religious Preferences of Adults

Census 2001 OISE 2000 2011 NHS 2012 OISE 2016 OISE

% % % % %

Catholic 34 32 32 29 29

Protestant/Other Christian 41 39 34 32 27

Non-Christian 8 6 11 7 8

Other religions 0 5 0 8 7

No religion 16 18 22 24 30

Total 100 100 100 100 100

Statistics Canada data from 2001 Census and 2011 National Household Survey (NHS) for those 15 years of age or older, 
resident in Ontario.

 2.  The sharp decline between 2015 and 2017 in the proportion of respondents not stating an opinion  
on elementary school testing does not appear to be a result of our change in administration method. 
The move to a self-administered Web-based survey does not provide any additional prompt or incentive 
for respondents to come to a definite opinion on the issue.

 3.  David Clandfield, Bruce Curtis, Grace-Edward Galabuzi, Alison Gaymes San Vicente, D.W. Livingstone, 
and Harry Smaller, Restacking the Deck: Streaming by Class, Race and Gender in Ontario Schools 
(Ottawa: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2014). 

 4.  See D.W. Livingstone, D. Hart, and L.E. Davie, Public Attitudes toward Education in Ontario 1996 
(University of Toronto Press, 1997); Frank Newport and Brandon Busteed, “Americans Still See 
College Education as Very Important,” Gallup News, December 17, 2013, http://news.gallup.com/
poll/166490/americans-college-education-important.aspx. 

 5.  Sharanjit Uppal and Sébastien LaRochelle-Côté, Overqualification among Recent University Graduates 
in Canada (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, April 2014), catalogue no. 75006X.

 6.  See, for example, Council of Ontario Universities, University Works: 2015 Employment Report (Toron-
to: COU, 2015). 

 7.  See “Labour Force Survey Estimates (LFS), by Educational Attainment, Sex and Age Group,” CANSIM 
Table 282-0004, published January 6, 2017. Differences vary depending on age groups, genders,  
and educational categories, and years used in comparisons.

 8.  See It’s More Than Poverty: Employment Precarity and Household Well-Being, a report produced  
by the Poverty and Employment Precarity in Southern Ontario (PEPSO) research group, a collaboration 
of McMaster University and United Way Toronto, February 2013.

 9.  Sharanjit Uppal and Sébastien LaRochelle-Côté, Overqualification among Recent University Graduates 
in Canada (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, April 2014), catalogue no. 75006X, 1, 4. Yet as the title of 
the article indicates, growth in the supply of university-educated workers has exceeded growth in the 
supply of jobs requiring this level of education, the latter being determined by consideration of actual 
occupational characteristics rather than the level of schooling set by employers for new applicants.  
A recent Economist article presents evidence that this is an international pattern. See “All Must Have 
Degrees,” The Economist, February 3, 2018, 51–52. 

 10.  D.W. Livingstone and Milosh Raykov, “The Growing Gap between Post-Secondary Schooling  
and Further Education: Findings of 1998, 2004, 2010, and 2016 Surveys of the Employed Canadian 
Labour Force,” Canadian Journal for the Study of Adult Education 28, 2 (June 2016): 83–105.
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