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PREFACE
IN 2016 WE DELIVERED our second report on the Cardus Education Survey for Canada.1 Those 
reports—and this—present findings from surveys examining outcomes for secondary-school grad-
uates of independent schools and public schools. The Cardus Education Survey makes a significant 
methodological, theoretical, and empirical contribution to the research into religious schools in 
Canada and the United States and is the only study that uses repeated measures to report on the 
outcome of religious non-government schooling and compares it to public-school outcomes.2 One 
of the main problems with existing data is the lack of attention to diversity within the independent 
school sector. In addition, regional differences in the impact of independent schools on students’ 
lives have not been carefully considered.

This report concentrates on Ontario graduates in 2018, drawing on graduates between twenty-four 
and thirty-nine years old who attended one of the following sectors in Ontario: public, separate 
Catholic, independent Catholic, evangelical protestant, and non-religious independent. The 
data for Ontario was conducted in April through June of 2018. The total number of respondents 
screened across all survey research firms was just over 38,000, and the final working sample of re-
spondents who primarily attended high school in Ontario was 1,240. For this report, we classified 
each case according to the high school that the respondent primarily attended. Of the 1,240 cases, 
we had 599 non-religious public schoolers, 370 separate Catholic schoolers, 106 non-religious pri-
vate schoolers, 63 independent Catholic schoolers, and 85 Protestant schoolers.3

Since they are the most common type of graduate, the public school graduates set the “bench-
mark” against which other sector graduates are compared and contrasted. Therefore, when you 
read “more likely” and “less likely” it will always imply the clause “than the graduates from public 
school.” Furthermore, it is good to keep in mind that public and non-religious independent speaks 
to the sector but is not synonymous with “non-religious” graduates. Religious Canadians attend 

1. Beth Green, Cardus Education Survey 2016: Educating to Love Your Neighbour, Cardus Education, 2016, https://www.
cardus.ca/research/education/reports/cardus-education-survey-2016-educating-to-love-your-neighbour/.
2. Beth Green and Ray Pennings. “Religion in Schools.” The Wiley Handbook of School Choice. Eds. Robert A. Fox and 
Nina K. Buchanan. New York: John Wiley & Sons, 2017.
3. There are also seventeen religious homeschoolers; however, due to the limited nature of this sample size, we 
have not reported on our findings for this group in the following report.
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public schools and non-religious independent 
schools; in fact, the majority of religious people 
in Ontario do. What we are looking at, rather, 
is how school sector has shaped that graduate 
into the adult they are today, independent of all 
other variables. 

Our Cardus Education Survey report is under-
girded by a set of assumptions about what type 
of people are needed for our shared life to flour-
ish. These are people who are not only gainfully 
employed, intelligent, and capable of develop-
ing various skills. Such things are good, but our 

common life also needs people whose disposi-
tion is one of service, who give of their time, 
resources, and skills; who get involved with 
their churches and local political groups, and 
are committed to their families and their com-
munities; who, ultimately, are capable of loving 
their neighbours. Our findings in Ontario large-
ly support the findings of our 2016 Canadian 
report that independent schools do not create 
a socially elite enclave of detached and uninter-
ested individuals. Rather, graduates from such 
school are as—if not more—civic-minded, pub-
lic-facing members of society.

Cardus Education is publishing 
bulletins for Ontario, Alberta, and 
British Columbia in 2018. Don’t miss 
the other provinces’ reports: 

carduseducationsurvey.com
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ONTARIO IS CANADA’S MOST populous prov-
ince and thus has the most school-aged children 
enrolled in English-speaking non-government 
schools (although it does not have the highest 
percentage of children enrolled in such schools).4 
Apart from degree-granting non-governmental 
secondary schools, the province has very little 
to do with curriculum compliance for many of 
these schools.

Unlike all other provinces except those east of 
Quebec, independent schools in Ontario do 
not receive any public funding. As in Alberta 
and Saskatchewan, however, Ontario fully funds 
Roman Catholic separate schools. This is a leg-
acy of political compromises codified in the 
Constitution Act, 1867, section 93, which protects 
the educational freedom of the then-religious mi-
norities in Quebec and Ontario.5 Consequently, 
all of Ontario’s more than one thousand inde-
pendent schools must cover their operating and 
capital costs through tuition fees and other con-
tributions made by supporters. This creates obvi-
ous barriers in making such schools a viable op-
tion for most Ontarians. Even so, independent 
enrolments have steadily, albeit slowly, increased 

4. The following is loosely adapted from our 2012 report. See Ray Pennings, “A Rising Tide Lifts All Boats,” Cardus 
Education Survey 2012.  www.carduseducationsurvey.com 
5. This protection no longer applies in Quebec, but it was extended to Alberta and Saskatchewan when they became 
provinces.
6. Allison, Derek, and Deani Van Pelt. “Canada.” In Balancing Freedom, Autonomy, and Accountability in Education, 199-
263 Vol. 3, 2nd ed. Nijmegen, the Netherlands: Wolf Legal Publishers, 2012.

in the province, rising from 1.85 percent of total 
public, separate, and independent enrolments in 
1960 to 6.3 percent in 2016, about half of which 
are estimated to be religious schools.6 Ontarians, 
it seems, want a diversity of educational options.

The problem, though, is that such a decision as-
sumes these independent schools do not provide 
significant public goods. And there is often an 
assumption that graduates from such schools are 
part of homogenous enclaves that, while strongly 
bonded within their communities, do little for 
the common good. As our past surveys have re-
vealed, however, these assumptions are not borne 
out in reality. Graduates of independent schools 
have networks as diverse (or more so) than public 
school graduates, and are often much more en-
gaged in all types of civic activities. In addition, 
graduates from independent schools—particu-
larly religious schools—give more of their time 
and resources to a wide range of public institu-
tions. Time and again we have seen that the as-
sumptions about independent school graduates 
could not be further from the case. And in this 
Ontario report our findings are similar.

SCHOOLING IN ONTARIO
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THE ONTARIO DATA REVEALS a continuation of 
trends regarding family noted in earlier reports:

•	 All independent religious school grad-
uates are far less likely to be cohabiting 
today than their peers in public, separate 
Catholic, and non-religious independent.

•	 The likelihood of divorce is even across 
sectors.

•	 Independent Catholic and evangelical 
Protestant graduates are still more likely 
to be married than cohabiting.

Our findings reveal that Ontarians are just as 
likely or more likely to get a university degree if 
they went to an independent school.

•	 Catholic and non-religious independent 
have a higher likelihood of attending 
post-secondary studies; however, evangel-
ical Protestants and separate Catholic are 
just as likely.

How one views work changes based on the school 
sector; however, the types of work and likelihood 
of (un)employment remains similar across all 
sectors.

•	 Separate Catholic school graduates are 
more likely to seek a job that pays well, 
while evangelical Protestant graduates are 
less likely.

•	 Independent Catholic and evangelical 
Protestant school graduates are much more 
likely to seek a job that fulfills a religious 
calling. Separate Catholic and non-reli-
gious independent, however, are no more 
likely.

•	 Both independent and separate Catholic 
graduates are more likely to choose jobs 
close to their families. Non-religious inde-
pendent graduates, however, are less likely.

•	 There is no statistical difference in the 
likelihood of being employed excepting 
a slightly higher chance of employability 
for the independent Catholic graduates.

FAMILY, POST-SECONDARY  
EDUCATION, AND WORK

Higher Education

Non-religious Independent graduates 
are 2.7 times more likely to receive a 
university degree or higher.

Independent Catholic graduates are
1.5 times more likely to receive a 
university degree or higher.

Evangelical Protestant 
and Separate Catholic 
graduates are just as likely.

Non-religious Independent and 
independent Catholic graduates 
are 2 times more likely to 
obtain a Masters or an advanced 
specialist degree.
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TRUST IS THE BEDROCK of a shared life togeth-
er. Without it, we cannot live with one another 
for long. In terms of graduates’ civic orientations, 
our surveys have sought to find in what (or in 
whom) people trust. What we find is that gradu-
ates from religiously oriented schools have been 
prepared for a robust civic life.

•	 Both independent Catholic and evan-
gelical Protestant graduates reported 
much higher levels of trust in strangers, 
co-workers, people in their religious con-
gregations, and their neighbours.

•	 Higher trust among independent 
Catholic and evangelical Protestant grad-
uates speaks to their openness to and in-
volvement in civic life even while they 
do indicate feeling increasingly alienat-
ed from the broader society. The highest 
and most consistent levels of civic trust 
do come from those in the independent 
Catholic sector, who also have little sense 
that the general culture is hostile to their 
views.

IN (X) WE TRUST?

“Most people can be trusted”

Public School 
Graduates

Separate Catholic
Graduates

Non-religious Independent
Graduates

Independent Catholic
Graduates

Evangelical Protestant
Graduates

Want to learn more about this? 
Comment Magazine, Cardus’s flagship journal,  
dedicated an entire issue to TRUST:

“This issue analyzes the social dynamics of trust from different angles and constructively considers 
how to reweave the web. Generating a diagnosis is important, so woven throughout this issue are 
multidisciplinary accounts that give us insight into the sources of our cynicism—from fake news to 
ubiquitous surveillance to the broken realities of racism.”

READ IT, FREE, ONLINE: cardus.ca/comment/browse/print-issues/trust-reweaving-our-social-fabric
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IF TRUST IS THE CONDITION in which civic, 
shared life is made possible, the development of 
social bonds is the visible manifestation of our 
views of others. As we argued in 2016, it is hard 
for one to love their neighbour if they are not 
in any form of meaningful relation. And as we 
showed in 2016, the non-public school graduates 
have a diverse range of social ties.

•	 Our findings indicate that religious 
schoolers are not socially isolated, at 
least no more so than graduates from the 
public school sector. In many instances, 
however, religious schoolers have stron-
ger social ties.

•	 Evangelical Protestant graduates are al-
most two times more likely to confide 
in a close friend and to help their friends 
out financially.

•	 Independent religious schoolers are not 
part of a socially elite enclave; the range 
of their friends’ socioeconomic statuses is 
comparable to public graduates.

•	 There is evidence that evangelical 
Protestants are more likely to associate 
with people from their congregation, but 
that does not preclude relationships from 
other spheres of life. The findings also 
show that independent religious school 
graduates are not isolated in politically 
homogenous echo chambers.

•	 Independent religious school graduates 
are also more likely to have friends at 
work, showing that their networks ex-
tend beyond the church and into their 
shared, public life.

•	 While there is some evidence of religious 
homophily (associating within tight 
communities of shared, common identi-
ty), the survey indicates that independent 
religious school graduates have a diverse 
array of social ties that traverse religions, 
class, and political opinions.

 

SOCIAL TIES
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One of the true measures of publicly minded 
graduates is in their desire and ability to give 
of their resources and time and skills in service 
to the common good. Our findings in Ontario 
reveal that independent religious school gradu-
ates are just as, if not more, prepared to create an 
adult life marked by a capacity to give. The cat-
egories for volunteering and giving you will find 
below were largely derived from the most recent 
Statistics Canada survey.

•	 Graduates from independent religious 
schools (evangelical Protestant and in-
dependent Catholic) were more likely 
to participate in almost every catego-
ry of volunteering laid out by Statistics 
Canada than public school graduates. 
This includes but is not limited to fund-
raising, door-to-door canvassing, mento-
ring, teaching, coaching, and refereeing.

•	 The independent Catholic graduates are 
particularly keen to volunteer, having a 
higher likelihood to volunteer drive, fire-
fight, protect the wilderness, collect and 
deliver food, and more.

•	 Independent Catholic graduates and 
evangelical Protestant school graduates 
have a much high frequency of volun-
teering days and, in relation to their di-
verse social networks, are more likely to 
volunteer with their friends.

•	 Perhaps unsurprisingly, religious school 
graduates have higher degrees of con-
gregational volunteerism. However, the 
findings also indicate that volunteering 
within this institution not only improves 
their sense of well being but also leads to 
involvement in lives of others, including 
financial giving.

•	 Particularly the independent Catholic-
graduate experience reveals a diverse ar-
ray of congregational volunteering.

•	 The commitment of religious school 
graduates to giving through their con-
gregation is strong, and they are more 
likely to give this way than their pub-
lic-school-graduate peers.

•	 In general, non-religious independent 
graduates are not likely to give to any 
particular type of charitable organization, 
though they are no less likely to give at 
their workplace or to the Red Cross. But 
non-religious independent graduates are 
less likely to give to other non-religious 
organizations. Evangelical Protestants are 
giving to a diverse array of charitable or-
ganizations, and are no less likely to give 
to non-religious institutions. Without 
controls, evangelical Protestants are more 
likely to give at their workplace, the Red 
Cross, or the Salvation Army.

•	 Both independent Catholic and evan-
gelical Protestant graduates have a high-
er sense of religious duty in giving than 
graduates from the public sector. This is 
likely reinforced by their giving and vol-
unteering within their congregations.

•	 Both evangelical Protestant and 
Independent Catholic graduates are 
much more likely to agree that they are 
personally obligated to give 10% of their 
income to charities. Over 35 percent 
of independent religious school gradu-
ates completely or mostly agree, while 
the corresponding percentage for public 
schoolers is only 16 percent.

VOLUNTEERING AND GIVING
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Volunteering
among graduates from...

Door-to-Door Canvassing

Fundraising

Sit on a Board or Committee

Teaching and Mentoring

Organizing Events

Coach or Referee

Counsel

Collect and Deliver Food

Maintenance and Repair to Buildings

Volunteer Driving

First Aid, Fire, and Rescue

Total Volunteer Activities
Evangelical Protestant
Graduates
0.75 additional
volunteer activities

Catholic Independent
Graduates

2 additional
volunteer activites
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It is one thing to give and volunteer as ways of 
being publicly active. However, political involve-
ment is perhaps the most explicit way to measure 
how involved graduates are in the shared life of 
their province.

•	 As found in our other reports, the non-re-
ligious independent note a lower likeli-
hood of voting in federal, provincial, and 
municipal elections than other graduates.

•	 Both evangelical Protestant and indepen-
dent Catholic are 2.2 times more likely to 
be conservative politically.

•	 Evangelical Protestant graduates are no 
more likely to get involved in politics on 
the basis of their school; however, based 
on the family effect, they are more likely.

•	 Both evangelical Protestant and inde-
pendent Catholic are not as likely to get 
involved in disruptive politics (protests, 
etc.); however, they are just as or more 
likely to be involved with various move-
ments that include, but are not limited 
to: right to life, women’s rights, and envi-
ronmental movements.

•	 Independent religious school graduates 
are more likely to care for the environ-
ment by supporting the environmental 
movement; yet less likely to recycle.

•	 Independent religious school graduates 
are more likely to pay attention to the 
news.

POLITICAL ACTIVITIES AND VIEWS
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A unique aspect of our education reports is that 
we are intrigued by how education shapes one’s 
adult beliefs and their behaviours in the home, 
long after students have graduated and created 
their own routines and rituals. And while eating 
meals as a family, for instance, might seem a bit 
far afield from relevant graduate-outcome data, 
such findings are significant markers of social 
connection and resilience.

•	 All graduates are just as likely to eat togeth-
er as a family for meals.

•	 Reading the Bible, praying, and talking 
about God are all more likely among reli-
gious independent graduates.

•	 Religious school graduates (including the 
separate Catholic) see religion as central to 
their lives more so than public graduates do.

•	 Graduates from all the school sectors have a 
higher likelihood of religious-service atten-
dance than graduates from public school. 

•	 Independent religious graduates are much 
more likely to find purpose and peace in 
their beliefs; however, separate Catholic 
graduates are also more likely to find deep 
communion with God and to strengthen 
their relationship with him later in life.

•	 The evangelical Protestant and indepen-
dent Catholic are more likely to feel an ob-
ligation to practice spiritual disciplines of 
prayer and Scripture reading, to accept the 
authority of the church, and to tithe (give 
10 percent of their income away). Again, 
this reinforces the fact that the church is 
another highly formative institution in con-
cert with the school in forming the types of 

citizenry capable of loving and serving their 
neighbour and the common good.

•	 In Ontario, the separate Catholic graduates, 
like their peers in evangelical Protestant 
and independent Catholic maintain beliefs 
considered orthodox, including but not 
limited to their duty to witness about Jesus, 
and the belief that Jesus saves through his 
death.

Praying and Reading the Bible
Evangelical Protestant and Independent Catholic school 
graduates: 3.5 – 3.75 days per week.

Public school graduates: 2.5 days per week

Attending Religious Services

Public school graduates attend, on average, 2 times a month.

Evangelical Protestant and Independent Catholic school 
graduates attend over 3 times a month.

RELIGIOUS VIEWS AND ACTIVITY
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FINALLY, HOW GRADUATES look back on their 
experiences is important. With a little experi-
ence, one can look back and have a better sense 
of whether their school really prepared them for 
life beyond its walls. In Ontario, the following is 
what we found when it comes to how graduates 
assess their school sector:

•	 Only the non-religious independent and 
independent Catholic are more likely to 
be satisfied with the quality of education 
they received.

•	 The evangelical Protestant graduates 
show no distinction from the public 
school graduates in terms of their satis-
faction with how their schools handled 
spiritual matters. The only sector that 
has a higher satisfaction is independent 

Catholic, while the separate Catholic is 
less likely to be satisfied.

•	 Again, the independent Catholic gradu-
ates are more likely to have enjoyed high 
school, while the evangelical Protestant 
graduates are somewhat less likely.

•	 In terms of preparation all the indepen-
dent school graduates (religious or not) 
indicate a higher likelihood of being 
prepared for their job, college, relation-
ships, and spiritual life (this last one, 
however, also includes separate Catholic 
graduates).

 

SURVEY OF SECONDARY SCHOOL EXPERIENCE
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CONCLUDING SUMMARY
In sum, the Ontario findings largely corroborate the narrative told in our previous reports: private 
education is a public good. Graduates from such schools are just as likely (and often more likely) than 
their peers in the non-religious public sector to cultivate diverse social ties and be active and engaged 
members of their communities, committed to the well-being of their neighbours, and ready to give of 
both time and resources.

•	 Independent Catholic and evangelical Protestant school graduates report much higher levels 
of trust in a wide range of others with whom they share their lives—strangers, co-workers, 
neighbours.

•	 Independent religious school graduates have a socially diverse network.

•	 In almost all Statistics Canada categories for volunteering, independent religious school grad-
uates are more likely to give of their time and resources.

•	 Independent school graduates are just as or more likely to get involved in a wide array of 
political activities.

•	 Independent Catholic and non-religious independent are more likely to graduate from uni-
versity than public school graduates, but graduates from the other sectors are just as likely.
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