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Funding for school boards is at record levels—more than $14.2 billion....But dollars alone cannot
improve quality. The money must be directed where it can be most effective: in the classroom....
Our plan is working [as indicated by recent international student test scores]....We are looking
forward to the [Education Equality Task Force’s] recommendations to help us find ways to serve
student needs better. 

Elizabeth Witmer, Minister of Education,
September  27, 2002

Many of those who participated in my consultations...expressed the view that the student-focused
funding formula is sound as a concept, if not fully realized in practice, and that it is definitely
more reasonable than the grants-and- property-tax-based system it replaced…. At the same time,
almost everyone I heard from said that the amount of funding allocated to education in Ontario
is inadequate.

Mordechai Rozanski, Chair, Education Equality Task Force,
December 10, 2002

More students, not enough places: that’s the challenge that thousands of teenagers face as they
begin to make their applications [to universities and colleges.…Ontario high-school seniors, the
ones crunched together as a result of the province’s decision to eliminate the fifth year of high
school....the double cohort is an exceptionally urgent and compelling problem.

Dowsett Johnson, Maclean’s,
November 18, 2002

The OISE/UT Survey has been conducted and published biennially since 1980.1

It is the only regular, publicly disseminated survey of public attitudes towards
educational policy options in Canada.2 Its basic purpose is to enhance public self-
awareness and informed participation in educational policy-making. A similar survey has
been conducted annually in the United States since the 1960s (Rose & Gallup, 2000).

The most powerful social groups can influence public opinion in many ways, but less
powerful people often hold policy opinions that are firmly grounded in their own
experience and just as coherent and valid as elite views (Livingstone & Hart, 1998).
Some powerful groups have been accused of using “push polls” with biased questions to
support their prior agendas through the mass media.3 Yet accurate readings of the views
of all citizens are a necessary first step for democratic policy-making in any large,
modern society. The OISE/UT Survey is unique in assessing the educational views of
both the general public and one of the most powerful social groups, corporate
executives.

Introduction
In phasing out Grade 13, the province set the scene for a ”double cohort“
as the last graduates of the old five-year program joined the first cohort of
the new four-year program. While the government claimed that universities
and colleges were provided with sufficient resources to guarantee all
qualified students a place, the institutions themselves disagreed.



Accurate readings of public opinion can be especially helpful aids to democratic policy-
making in periods of uncertainty, such as the present.4 Various technical means of
involving the general public in direct interaction with policy making (such as electronic
referendums and deliberative polling) are increasingly available.5 But both the Ontario
and Canadian publics generally remain poorly served by readings of public opinion on
educational policy issues, with most polls appearing irregularly with little attention to
comparability over time. Our published reports offer both trend data and current
profiles of public support for educational policy options, drawing on both the prior
OISE/UT Surveys and other available survey data. 

Context
The past two OISE/UT Surveys (1998 and 2000) were conducted in the midst of
sweeping changes in educational policy and practice. Beginning in 1996, a series of
legislative acts and cabinet decisions initiated far-reaching changes, including:
introduction of new standard curriculum, province-wide testing and the mandatory
literacy requirement for high school graduation, cutbacks in funding for school systems,
elimination of school boards’ power to levy local property taxes, and introduction of a
rigid province-wide funding formula specifying which activities would be supported and
at what cost in each local school district. 

This radical centralization of decision-making led to ongoing conflicts with local school
boards, parent groups, and the teachers’ federations. The period was one of almost
unceasing conflict between the teachers’ federations and the government on many fronts:
mandatory professional development, legislated increases in workload and reduced
preparation time, and compulsory involvement in extra-curricular activities. There were
threats to rescind the right to strike, and frustrations of bargaining at a distance with the
provincial government through the now largely powerless school boards.

The context of the current OISE/UT Survey is no less tumultuous. In the fall of 2002,
much of the tension and conflict of the past six years became focussed on a single
point—the provincial funding formula. The previous spring, Dr. Morechai Rozanski
had been appointed as a one person Task Force:

... to review the province’s student-focussed funding formula and to make
recommendations on ways to improve equity, fairness, certainty, and stability
in funding of Ontario’s students and schools. (Rozanksi, Dec. 10, 2002)

The Task Force was launched in September with a round of public meetings across the
province, and in October held a round of consultations with major stakeholder groups.
The consultation process generated sporadic reports in the media. But for the most part
the Task Force played in the background throughout the fall. For many, it was too little,
too late, as the conflict over the funding formula had entered its final stage in the
summer of 2002. The long-anticipated showdown between the provincial government
and the large urban school boards had already begun. 

Three school districts defied provincial legislation by refusing to pass balanced budgets.
These were the mammoth Toronto District School Board, the most extreme product 
of the school board amalgamation movement, and the large Ottawa and Hamilton-
Wentworth boards. Their refusals immediately precipitated a steep escalation in tensions.
Intensive political sparring was followed by the appointment of provincial Auditors
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whose reports became the focus of renewed public debate. The Auditors recommended
the suspension of all three school boards and in their place provincially appointed
Supervisors whose job would be to set about developing the required balanced budgets.
In Toronto, tensions were further increased by the Auditor’s harsh public criticism of
some board members.

The appointment of the Supervisors precipitated a new round of debate that included
both the now powerless boards and all the groups with a major stake in the budget
outcomes. Their topics ranged from issues of substance (pool closings, hiring freezes,
etc.) to issues of process (violation of local democracy, lack of public consultation).
While the budgets submitted by the Supervisors were less severe than many feared, they
affirmed the narrow definition of educational activities enshrined in the funding
formula. Both the Auditors and the Supervisors denied the legitimacy of local school
needs and priorities that were at variance with the formula.

In early December, just as this process was ending, the Rozanski report was submitted
to the Minister and made public. The Report was seen by many as a vindication of the
rebellious boards. It recommended changes in the funding formula and ongoing annual
consultation with district boards over appropriate resourcing. The Report also
recommended interim measures to ease the financial shortfalls of boards, including a
special allocation to cover settlements in the current round of collective bargaining
with teachers and other staff.

Others, however, noted that the Report served to reinforce rather than challenge the
“one size fits all” approach to school funding. The recommendations worked within the
framework of the funding formula, and the system of special purpose grants, both of
which severely restrict the ability of boards to adjust to local circumstances, and in
particular, to provide services to disadvantaged groups of students.

The funding formula debate largely preoccupied media coverage during the
administration of the OISE/UT Survey. The debates surrounding the appointment of
Supervisors were at their height during the October to December period when our
interviews were conducted. Both the Supervisors’ reports and the Rozanski report were
issued before the end of interviewing.

One of the few other issues to command media attention over this period was the very
weak performance of students in the Applied Stream on the mandatory Grade 10
literacy and numeracy test. Students are required to pass this test before graduating
from high school. In the 2001–02 school year, as anticipated, students scored higher
than the previous dry-run year when it was known that a pass would not be required
for graduation. However, more than half of the 21,000 students in the Applied Stream
failed to pass both the literacy and numeracy portions of the test. Earlier in the year,
published results of the Grades 3 and 6 literacy and numeracy tests had shown
relatively little improvement in the proportion of students meeting provincial
standards. In addition to the test results themselves, there was controversy over the
decision that private schools would not be required to participate in province-wide
testing programs as a condition of the new tax credit program.

Media coverage of post-secondary education focussed on accommodating the
double cohort and on high and rising tuition fees. As at the elementary/secondary
level, the key issue was money. In phasing out Grade 13, the province set the scene for
a “double cohort” as the last graduates of the old five-year program joined the first
cohort of the new four-year program. While the government claimed that universities
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and colleges were provided with sufficient resources to guarantee all qualified students a
place, the institutions themselves disagreed, and were backed by the results of a
research study by Queen’s University professor, Alan King. While the universities
and colleges berated governments for underfunding, the universities themselves
continued to face criticism, particularly from student groups, for increasingly
relying on higher tuition fees to meet shortfalls in government funding.
While these are not the only issues appearing in the media during the period of 
the OISE/UT Survey, they dominate coverage over the period. 

Survey Design 
The 2002 OISE/UT Survey involves a random sample of 1053 adults, 18 years of age
and older, who were interviewed via telephone in their residences across Ontario
between October and December 2002. The survey was administered by the Institute for
Social Research, York University (ISR), and achieved a response rate of 50 percent. The
sample has been weighted to better reflect age and sex distributions.   

As in all prior OISE/UT Surveys, a supplementary random sample of corporate
executives was drawn from the 2002 Financial Post Directory of Directors by OISE/UT
staff. Out of 485 questionnaires mailed out during the October–December period, we
received 87 replies, an effective response rate of about 18 percent. (See Appendix for
discussion.)

A description of the sample composition of the main survey and guidelines for
interpreting statistical differences appear in the Appendix. Most of the tables present 
the wordings of the questions we asked; the full questionnaire is available on the survey
website: www.oise.utoronto.ca/OISE-Survey. The distinctive value of the
OISE/UT Survey stems from our capacity to track opinion trends in an increasing
number of issue areas, by periodically repeating the same questions. Responses to each
question have been analyzed in relation to social background variables, including: age,
sex, contact with schools, schooling, religion, mother tongue, ethnicity, family income,
occupational class, and geographical region. Only statistically significant differences on
these factors are reported in the text, mainly in Section 10. More detailed analyses of
the social background differences for each issue may be found on the survey website.
The reported findings should not be generalized to specific localities beyond the
regional analysis. Local groups who wish to replicate any part of the survey are
encouraged to do so.

The distinctive value of the OISE/UT Survey stems from our capacity to
track opinion trends in an increasing number of issue areas, by periodically
repeating the same questions. Responses to each question have been
analyzed in relation to social background variables, including: age, sex,
contact with schools, schooling, religion, mother tongue, ethnicity, family
income, occupational class, and geographical region. Visit the Survey
Website at www.oise.utoronto.ca/OISE-Survey
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There is no shortage of claimants when it comes to divining what the public thinks of our
schools. In a democratic system, both public policy and political rhetoric need to pay homage
to the popular will—or at least be seen to do so. Most often, competing claims about popular
mandates in education centre on the most basic aspects of public opinion: 

• How satisfied are people with schools’ performance?
• Do people see the schools getting better or getting worse?
• Is there a crisis of confidence in the school system? 

In this section we look at both current views and trends in opinion on these issues. In the
following section we will look at that other often debated touchstone of public attitudes to
education: the willingness to spend more, and the willingness to pay more in the form of taxes.

1.1 Public Satisfaction Measures
Public satisfaction questions have probably been the most frequently cited indicator of
popular feeling towards the schools, both in Canada and elsewhere. Yet satisfaction is also
among the most difficult measures to interpret. Knowing whether people are satisfied or not
does not, in itself, say whether they think things are improving or getting worse, whether
they have confidence in the schools or not, whether they are willing to invest more in them
or not. Yet satisfaction measures are often taken to have implications in each of these areas.
Moreover, without some historical reference points, we cannot even say whether a given
level of satisfaction is exceptionally high (or low), or simply the norm.

The OISE/UT Surveys have addressed these problems in two ways. First, when we ask
about satisfaction with schools, we also ask about other general views of the system, in
particular, perceptions of changes in quality and willingness to support schools financially.
Second, we have asked about satisfaction in 10 surveys beginning in 1979; thus we can always
put current levels of satisfaction in the context of how the public has felt in the past.

1.0

While parents are somewhat more positive about the school
system in general than non-parents, they are much more positive
about the schools with which they have direct contact.

Overall Assessments
of Our Schools
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1.2 Public Satisfaction with the School System in General
Satisfaction with the school system in general continues at a low ebb. Just over 40 percent
are satisfied with the system; about the same proportion are dissatisfied. Only a minority,
however, hold strong views. Less than 10 percent are very satisfied; less than 15 percent, 
very dissatisfied. Most other polls conducted in Ontario since 1998 have also found that less
that half of Ontarians are satisfied with the school system and the education children are
receiving.6 In two recent national polls, Ontarians were less satisfied with their provincial
school system than respondents in other provinces. However, levels of satisfaction in Ontario
are similar to those in the United States.7

Over the past two decades in Ontario, this measure has followed a cyclical pattern (see Table
1.1). In the initial years of the OISE surveys we documented high and growing satisfaction
with schools, peaking in 1982 when the satisfied outnumbered the dissatisfied by more than
two to one. In the six years that followed, satisfaction plummeted, bottoming out in 1986
when respondents were about equally divided between the satisfied and dissatisfied. Between
1988 and 1996, satisfaction levels again improved substantially but failed to reach the
benchmark set in 1982. In 2002, the balance of opinion has again returned to the pattern
found in 1988, with about as many respondents dissatisfied as satisfied. 

Parents of elementary and secondary students are more likely to express satisfaction with the
school system than non-parents—those without children in the system (see Table 1.2). Just
over half are satisfied, similar to the proportion found in our 2000 Survey. In that year, we
also asked parents if they were satisfied with the school their oldest child attended. An
overwhelming majority—82 percent—indicated they were (Livingstone, Hart, & Davie,
2000, pp. 8–9). Thus, while parents are somewhat more positive about the school system in
general than non-parents, they are much more positive about the schools with which they
have direct contact (see Section 6.0).

PUBLIC’S VIEWS SATISFIED DISSATISFIED NEITHER/NOT STATED
% % % N

The school system in general
1979 50 30 20 1084
1980 51 29 20 1050
1982 55 24 21 1050
1986 42 33 25 1042
1988 36 37 28 1011
1990 47 29 25 1032
1996 50 34 16 1000
1998 44 39 17 1007
2000 44 37 20 1002
2002 43 40 16 1053

The value obtained for taxpayers’ money
1980 40 40 20 1108
1982 40 39 21 1050
1996 40 39 21 1000
1998 36 43 21 1007
2000 39 36 25 1002
2002 38 41 22 1053

The job teachers are doing
1998 62 23 15 1007
2000 63 21 16 1002
2002 67 19 15 1053

1.3 Satisfaction with Value for Tax Money
In 2002, the division of opinion marginally favours the dissatisfied (see Table 1.1). Just
under 40 percent are satisfied with value obtained for tax money; just over 40 percent are
dissatisfied. Views of parents and non-parents are similar on this issue (see Table 1.2).
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Table 1.1

“How satisfied are you with the

current situation in Ontario

elementary and high schools with

regard to...?“
1

1 Scale: very satisfied, somewhat satisfied,
neither satisfied nor dissatisfied,
somewhat dissatisfied, very dissatisfied,
don’t know.



SATISFIED DISSATISFIED NEITHER/NOT STATED
% % % N

The school system in general
Parents’ views 53 39 8 317
Non-Parents’ views 40 40 20 737

The value obtained for taxpayers’ money
Parents’ views 42 42 16 317
Non-Parents’ views 36 40 24 737

The job teachers are doing
Parents’ views 71 19 11 317
Non-Parents’ views 65 19 16 737

Views on value obtained for tax money are considerably more stable than satisfaction with
the schools in general. In five OISE/UT surveys we have conducted over the past two
decades where this question has been asked, the percentages of satisfied and dissatisfied have
been roughly balanced. Small differences have, however, favoured the dissatisfied in two of
the past three surveys: in 1998 and 2002, but not in 2000. However, there is little evidence
that dissatisfaction with money matters has sharply increased in past years. If, as is often
claimed, there has been a growing public sentiment favouring “accountability,” this is not for
accountability in a narrow budgetary sense. Nevertheless, there remains substantial
dissatisfaction with value for tax money supporting schools.

1.4 Satisfaction with the Job Teachers are Doing
Two-thirds of respondents are satisfied with the job teachers are doing in the classroom. This
is substantially higher than the just over 40 percent satisfied with the school system in
general (see Table 1.1). Again, parents and non-parents hold similar views (see Table 1.2).
Whatever their dissatisfaction with the school system, few—about one in five—fault teachers.

The 2002 results continue the pattern we have found since we first asked this question in
1998. In each survey from 1998 to 2002, satisfaction with teachers’ performance has
outpaced satisfaction with the general performance of the school system by a wide margin.

1.5 Quality of Education: Getting Better or Getting Worse
In 2002, more people think that the quality of education received by both elementary and
high school students has gotten worse over the past 10 years than think it has gotten better.
About a quarter see improvement, but approximately 40 percent see decline (see Table 1.3). 

In the case of high schools, we have tracked trends in public perceptions of changes in
quality since 1979. Over the period, the proportion seeing improvement has consistently
fallen. However, the proportion seeing deterioration has also declined over much of the
period as more and more people have either come to see no change either way or have
become uncertain about the quality of schooling. In 1979, over 40 percent saw quality
declining, while in 1998 only a third held this view. In the current survey, somewhat fewer
see a continuation of the status quo. Both the percentage who see improvement and the
percentage claiming a decline in quality have marginally increased.

In 1990, when we first asked about changes in the quality of elementary education, those
seeing movement were almost equally divided about the direction. Two years later, in 1992,
the balance had changed with opinion tilted towards perceptions that quality had declined.
The balance recovered briefly in 1994 and but in subsequent years again moved in a negative
direction. In 2002, just over a quarter think the quality of elementary schooling has improved
over the decade, but just over 40 percent hold the opposite view.
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Table 1.2

Satisfaction with Schools: Views of

Teachers, Parents and the Public



REMAINED NOT STATED/
IMPROVED THE SAME WORSENED* DON’T KNOW

% % % % N

In Ontario elementary schools has:
1990 29 26 30 15 1032
1992 29 18 46 7 1000
1994 29 20 32 19 1070
1998 25 27 38 10 1007
2002 27 22 41 11 1053

In Ontario high schools has:
1979 32 16 42 10 1084
1984 28 17 37 18 1046
1988 27 22 39 12 1011
1990 25 24 39 12 1032
1994 23 21 35 21 1070
1998 18 30 33 19 1007
2002 24 23 37 17 1053

* The term ’deteriorated’ was used in surveys up to 1992.

Parents are more likely than non-parents to see improvements in the quality of elementary
schooling, though not in the quality of high schools (see Table 1.4). Even in the case of
elementary schools, as many parents see a decline in quality as those who see improvement.
However, parental ratings of the quality of education received by their oldest child are
generally positive (see Section 6).

REMAINED NOT STATED/
IMPROVED THE SAME WORSENED* DON’T KNOW

% % % % N

In Ontario elementary schools has:
Parents’ views 34 20 36 8 317
Non-Parents’ views 23 22 42 13 737

In Ontario high schools has:
Parents’ views 22 20 33 25 317
Non-Parents’ views 24 24 39 14 737

* The term ’deteriorated’ was used in surveys up to 1992.

1.6 Confidence in the Public Schools
Public satisfaction with schools can be interpreted as an indicator of whether school
performance is currently seen as adequate. Asking about changes in the quality of education
that students are receiving gains us information on whether people think the performance of
schools is improving or deteriorating. However, neither of these measures captures public
perceptions of the capacity, or potential, of schools to adapt to challenges. For this, we need
a different type of measure.

The Gallup Organization in Canada has tracked public confidence in selected Canadian
institutions, including public schools, since 1979. The confidence measure may be
interpreted as capturing something of public beliefs in the capacity of institutions to act.

In 2001, the latest year available, just under half of Ontario respondents to a spring Gallup
Poll indicated that they had a great deal or quite a lot of respect and confidence in the public
schools (see Table 1.5). Confidence in schools was considerably higher in the 1980s when
60 percent or more expressed strong confidence in the system. The sharp drop in confidence
ratings between 1989 and 1993 provoked concerns about a crisis in confidence in the schools
which have not wholly dissipated to this day (see Hart & Livingstone, 2001; 1998). However,
confidence recovered in the early 1990s; by 1997, half of Gallup respondents in Ontario
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Table 1.3

“Overall, would you say that the

quality of education received by

students...?“

Table 1.4

Views of Parents and Non-Parents on

Changes in Quality of Education



indicated that they had either a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in schools. This turned
out to be the peak of a cycle; confidence again fell moderately, before recovering again in
2000. In 2001, we have yet another moderate downturn.

PUBLIC SCHOOLS PROVINCIAL GOV’T
GREAT DEAL OR QUITE A LOT GREAT DEAL OR QUITE A LOT

% % N

1984 61 -- 369
1989 64 -- 360
1993 40 -- 360
1994 47 13 369
1995 48 17 364
1996 48 28 363
1997 52 31 366
1998 47 34 380
1999 49 32 357
2000 54 40 377
2001 46 32 364

* Sample sizes for 1989 and 1993 are approximate. Source: Canadian Gallup Inc.

With the exception of the 1989–1993 period, there is little evidence of a crisis in confidence
in the public schools. (It should be noted that confidence in political, economic and other
cultural institutions fell during the same period.) Over the past five years confidence levels
have fluctuated within a narrow band, around the 50 percent mark.
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Table 1.5

“How much respect and confidence

do you yourself have in…”
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Satisfaction with the school system is at a low point. The balance of opinion sees the
quality of education getting worse rather than better. Yet confidence in the public schools is
high compared to many other social institutions, and has grown over the decade. Against this
background, we consider two of the most critical questions when it comes to gauging
popular support for schools. Are people prepared to spend more on education? And are they
willing, personally, to accept higher taxation for this purpose? 

These issues—higher spending or not, higher taxes or not—are the pivotal issues for
educational finance, but there are others which follow almost immediately. First, if spending
were to increase, what should be the priorities? Second, should public funding be used to
support private schools, and if so, under what conditions?

2.1 Support for Education Funding 
Public support for spending on elementary and secondary schools is near its highest level
since we first began monitoring spending preferences in 1980 (see Table 2.1). Real increased
funding (above inflation levels) in 2002 is favoured by almost 70 percent. This is consistent
with results of other recent poll reports.8

Support for higher spending is, in fact, at or near record levels (typically between 60 and 
70 percent) for all levels of education, including colleges, universities, apprenticeships, and
adult job and literacy skills training (see Table 2.1). While support for higher spending on
education outstrips support for increased government spending in general, more than half
now favour a general increase in government expenditures. 

Between 1996 and 1998, the Ontario public began to revise its view of public spending. In
1996, just under half supported higher spending for elementary and secondary schools,
colleges, and universities. Adult skills training was the only area where a substantial majority
supported higher spending. However, two years later, in 1998, the gap between adult skills

1.0

Public support for spending on elementary and secondary schools
is near its highest level since we first began monitoring spending
preferences in 1980

Education
Funding

2
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training and other levels of education began to close. In that year, a majority saw the need
for higher spending on all levels of education. Support for improved funding for elementary,
secondary, and post-secondary education increased again in 2000, and has remained at these
new higher levels in 2002.

Ontario has experienced this kind of sea change in public views on spending at least once
before. In the early 1980s, about a third of the public favoured higher funding for
elementary, secondary, and post-secondary education. (Support for better funding of adult
skills training was similar to now.) However, between 1982 and 1988, the public became
much more supportive of improved funding for schools, colleges, and universities. Between
1986 and 1996, support for higher spending was consistently at or near 50 percent (although
briefly higher in 1988).

In the 1980s, public support for increased spending on educational institutions increased sharply
and then held relatively firm for a decade. Now history seems to be repeating itself. The 2002
OISE/UT Survey results suggest that the strong growth in support of higher spending has
probably ended; however, the new balance of opinion favouring higher spending appears to
have become a stable part of the political landscape for the foreseeable future. 

The dynamics behind changing spending preferences may be similar in these two periods. 
In the early 1980s, growth in support for higher spending on education coincided with 
re-evaluation of the importance of extended education. In 1979, a third of Ontarians thought
it was very important to get a college or university education. By 1986, almost two-thirds
held this view (see Livingstone, Hart, & Davie, 1986, pp. 57–58). The early 1980s, however,
were a period of fiscal restraint in the face of flagging economic growth. Thus rising public
expectations of the need for extended schooling ran counter to government spending
policies. In the early 1990s, expectations of the education most people would need continued
to edge upward (see section 7.1 below). In 1988, a third thought a high school diploma was
enough; in 1998, only a quarter held this view (see Livingstone, Hart, & Davie, 1996,
pp.18–19). Thus, in the late 1990s, again the underfunding issue intersected with already
existing high expectations. 

KEEP UP
PUBLIC’S VIEWS INCREASE WITH INFLATION DECREASE NOT STATED

% % % % N

Total spending for all purposes
1984 26 42 29 3 1046
1986 25 40 28 6 1042
1988 38 45 15 3 1011
1990 25 43 29 3 1032
1992 28 41 28 4 1000
1994 22 35 38 6 1070
1996 27 41 26 6 1000
1998 42 41 11 6 1007
2000 53 33 8 7 1002
2002 54 33 6 6 1053

For all levels of education
1979 35 43 17 5 1084
1980 36 50 10 4 1108
1982 35 53 11 2 1050
1984 46 40 11 3 1046
1986 52 34 11 3 1042
1988 61 32 5 1 1011
1990 50 38 10 2 1032
1992 54 35 9 2 1000
1994 54 31 12 4 1070
1996 48 34 14 4 1000
1998 61 30 5 4 1007
2000 73 20 3 5 1002
2002 69 25 3 3 1053

Table 2.1

“What would you like to see happen

to government spending for the

following purposes?”
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KEEP UP
PUBLIC’S VIEWS INCREASE WITH INFLATION DECREASE NOT STATED

% % % % N

For elementary and high schools
19752 20 51 18 10 1294
1980 38 48 10 4 1108
1982 37 50 11 3 1050
1984 45 42 10 3 1046
1986 50 36 9 5 1042
1988 61 31 5 3 1011
1990 51 39 8 2 1032
1992 55 35 8 2 1000
1994 53 33 11 4 1070
1996 47 35 13 5 1000
1998 61 31 4 4 1007
2000 71 21 2 7 1002
2002 70 23 3 4 1053

For community college
19752, 3 25 45 15 14 1294
1980 37 47 10 6 1108
1982 38 48 11 4 1050
1984 48 38 10 4 1046
1986 48 35 10 7 1042
1988 55 35 6 4 1011
1990 52 35 9 4 1032
1992 55 34 8 3 1000
1994 50 33 10 8 1070
1996 45 33 13 9 1000
1998 55 29 4 11 1007
2000 59 26 2 13 1002
2002 57 28 4 11 1053

For universities
19752, 3 25 45 15 14 1294
1980 31 49 12 8 1108
1982 34 49 14 4 1050
1984 44 41 11 4 1046
1986 49 34 10 7 1042
1988 57 33 6 4 1011
1990 52 35 9 4 1032
1992 54 36 8 3 1000
1994 50 32 12 7 1070
1996 47 32 13 8 1000
1998 57 28 6 9 1007
2000 65 23 4 9 1002
2002 65 24 4 8 1053

For job retraining
1984 70 19 7 3 1046
1986 73 16 8 3 1042
1988 68 24 6 3 1011
1990 66 24 7 3 1032
1992 72 19 6 3 1000
1994 64 22 10 4 1070
1996 64 19 12 6 1000
1998 69 21 5 5 1007
2000 69 19 4 9 1002
2002 70 21 3 6 1053

For adult literacy4

1986 71 19 6 4 1042
1988 70 22 5 3 1011
1990 68 24 5 3 1032
1992 64 28 5 4 1000
1994 63 22 8 7 1070
1996 60 24 8 8 1000
1998 67 21 4 8 1007
2000 64 23 4 10 1002
2002 66 23 5 6 1053

Apprenticeships
2002 72 19 3 5 1053

Table 2.1 continued

1 In 1979, the middle option read,
“Maintain at about the same level”; in
later surveys, this was replaced by, “Just
keep up with inflation.”

2 Source: D. Auld, “Public Sector
Awareness and Preferences in Ontario,”
Canadian Tax Journal 27(2), (March–April
1979), p. 178.

3 Community colleges and universities
combined.

4 The wording of this item has varied
over the years: adult training in reading
and writing (1986), adult training in
reading (1988–1992), teaching adults to
read (1994–1998), adult literacy (2000).



2.2 Paying Education Taxes 
Over half of respondents to the 2002 OISE/UT Survey indicated that they would be willing
to pay more taxes in support of education in Ontario; about 40 percent declined (see Table
2.2). In our 2000 Survey, we first detected a softening of resistance to higher taxes for
education. This represented a move away from the rough balance between tax supporters
and tax resisters we had seen since 1984. The 2002 results confirm a shift in opinion towards
acceptance of higher taxes to meet the needs of educational institutions.

Paying more taxes to the government is not something that most people generally want to
do. However, this truism has been extended to the claim that a tax revolt is in progress,
requiring governments to curtail spending in all major areas. Seven polls, over the period
between 1984 and 2002, have shown no evidence of a tax revolt against education
spending—if by “tax revolt” we mean growing public resistance to higher taxes. 

In 1984, a poll commissioned by the Canadian Educational Association first asked Canadians
whether they would be willing to pay more taxes for education. In Ontario, 45 percent said
yes; 47 percent, no. We obtained a similar result when we repeated the CEA question in our
1988 survey. In subsequent surveys between 1990 and 1998, we consistently found a slightly
higher proportion of respondents willing to support taxes for education than those opposed. 

YES NO DON’T KNOW/ NOT STATED
PUBLIC’S VIEWS % % % N

1984
2

45 47 8 753
1988 48 48 4 1011
1990 49 46 5 1032
1994 51 47 2 1070
1996 50 47 3 1000
1998 49 46 4 1007
2000 52 45 4 1002
2002 55 41 4 1053

Parents
1988 55 42 3 349
1990 56 40 4 393
1994 56 41 3 332
1996 53 45 2 291
1998 50 47 3 317
2000 57 40 3 270
2002 55 41 4 317

Non-parents
1988 44 52 4 662
1990 45 50 5 639
1994 48 50 2 737
1996 49 47 4 709
1998 49 46 5 690
2000 49 48 3 730
2002 55 41 4 737

But in 2000, the gap noticeably widened; in 2002 it has grown further to the point where the
balance of opinion is clearly in support of accepting more taxes for schools.

A substantial minority has consistently opposed more taxes for education and continues to do
so. However, there has been no evidence of an upsurge in resistance at any time since 1984.
A majority of parents have supported higher taxes for education at least since 1988. What has
changed over time is that a slowly growing proportion of non-parents have come to adopt
the same view.
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Table 2.2

“Would you be willing to pay more

taxes to support education in

Ontario?”1

1 Up to 1998, the wording was “in
support of education in Ontario”.

2 From the 1984 CEA poll of Canadian
opinion on education; see George
Flower, Speaking Out. Toronto: Canadian
Education Association, 1984.



2.3 Priority Areas for Increased Spending
If government spending for education were increased, what should the priorities be? In our
2002 Survey, we repeated a question we first asked in 1998, offering respondents a menu of
elementary/secondary and post-secondary options (slightly different in each year). In 2002
and in 1998, a majority supported each of the available options; but there were notable
differences in levels of support, particularly regarding which options are “strongly” favoured
(see Table 2.3). 

1998 2002

STRONGLY OR STRONGLY OR 
STRONGLY SOMEWHAT STRONGLY SOMEWHAT 

FAVOUR FAVOUR FAVOUR FAVOUR
% % N % % N

Keeping university tuition
fees from going up 67 83 1007 65 82 1053

Hiring more special
ed teachers -- -- -- 54 81 1053

Increasing financial assistance
to university students 47 89 1007 54 80 1053

Expanding co-op education and
work experience programs for
high school students 62 89 1007 52 85 1053

Reducing class sizes in the
early grades of elementary schools 47 78 1007 51 76 1053

Making places in high school
available for adults wanting
to earn a diploma 58 70 1007 49 83 1053

Increasing universities’
capacity to do research 46 69 1007 43 77 1053

Making junior kindergarten
available in all school districts 47 81 1007 42 68 1053

Improving the quality
of university programs
and facilities 40 72 1007 41 73 1053

2.3.1 Access Priorities: Universities over Early Childhood Education
In 2002, two-thirds strongly favour spending money to keep university tuition low; over half
strongly favour increasing financial assistance to university students. In contrast, less than
half—about 40 percent—strongly favour using additional funding to allow all school districts
to offer junior kindergarten. (When we include those “somewhat” favouring each option,
both options gain majority support; differences in support are narrow but they persist.)
These results mirror the findings of our 1998 Survey. 

While a majority favour greater access both to universities and to junior kindergarten, the
priority is for university access. This interpretation is based on good evidence that the public
identifies higher tuition fees as limiting university access for students from low-income
families (see Section 7). But these are precisely the students that proponents of early
childhood education wish to support at the beginning of their school careers. One
interpretation of these results is that the public does make a link between university tuition
and equity of access to higher education, but either does not see or does not find credible
(see Section 2.3.2) the link between early childhood education and equity issues.
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Table 2.3

“If government decided to spend

more tax money on education, would

you strongly favour, somewhat

favour, neither favour nor oppose,

somewhat oppose, or strongly

oppose the following…?”



2.3.2 Priorities for Quality Improvement: Priority to Elementary Schooling
When asked to rank priorities for increased access to education, respondents favour post-
secondary schooling over early schooling. However, these priorities are reversed where
options concern factors affecting the quality of education. In 2002, just over half of
respondents strongly favour increased spending to reduce class size in the early grades of
elementary school and to hire more special education teachers. However, just over 40
percent offer the same degree of support for using additional monies to improve the quality
of university education or to increase research capacity (commonly identified as the key
factor making university education distinct from that offered by other types of post-
secondary institutions). The 1998 results did not show that reducing class size was a clear
priority over improvements in post-secondary education.

Priorities may reflect differing public perceptions of the need for and efficacy of the policies
involved. In 1998 and 2000, over three-quarters of respondents indicated that increasing the
number of special education teachers would make a great deal or quite a lot of difference to
student achievement at the elementary level. In 2002, over two-thirds held the same view of
reducing class size, a significant increase from 1998. Other options, including universal
junior kindergarten, province-wide testing, and making computers more available, were less
likely to be thought effective policies for improving the quality of schooling (see Livingstone,
Hart, & Davie, 1998, pp. 24–25). 

2.3.3 Other Priorities
The two remaining options considered by respondents included priorities outside the
traditional academic model, which is frequently taken as the norm in thinking about school
careers. The first is work experience for high school students; the second, more places for
adult high school students—that is, adults returning to school to complete their diplomas.

As noted above, the public has long supported increased spending for adult skills programs,
including job retraining and literacy. Indeed, it has taken almost 20 years for spending
preferences for elementary, secondary, and post-secondary education to reach the same
levels. In 2002, just over half strongly favour using additional funds to expand work
experience programs; just under half strongly favour funding more adult high school places.   

2.4 Public Funding Beyond the Public System 
In 1984, the Ontario government, rapidly and without public hearings, extended full public
funding to the Catholic Separate School system, previously funded only to Grade 10. In
2001, after the issue of providing tax credits for parents of private school students had been
raised at the federal level by the Alliance Party, the Ontario government unexpectedly
included a tax credit policy in the Ontario provincial budget brought down in May, 2001.
(Implementation was subsequently postponed until January, 2003.) Both of these major
legislative initiatives to extend public funding beyond the previously established public
system have been introduced with little public consultation, likely because of their potential
to create sharp divisions among the electorate. 

The 1984 OISE/UT Survey, conducted shortly after the announcement of full funding,
included a question asking what types of schools should receive public funding. This
question has been included in every survey since then. The 2000 OISE/UT Survey first
asked the public’s views on tax credits for private school parents, after the issue had been raised
by the Alliance Party at the federal level but before the Ontario government included that tax
credit in the May 2001 budget.9 The tax credit question is again included in the 2002 survey.
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2.4.1 Public Funding: Which Schools Should be Supported?
In 2002, public views remain divided over what types of schools should receive public funding
(see Table 2.4). About 30 percent of respondents to the OISE/UT Survey want public
funding restricted to a single public system. A slightly higher proportion favour the current
situation with full funding for both the public school system and the Catholic separate school
system. A small minority, less than 10 percent, want to extend funding to private or
independent religious schools only. Most of those who want to extend public funding to
private or independent schools—about 25 percent— wanted all schools included.

The fractured state of public opinion on which schools should be funded leaves no consensus
on current policy and no consensus on any alternative arrangement. In only one year—
1984—did a single option command a bare majority. The then new policy of full funding of
both the public and Catholic separate systems was endorsed by 51 percent of respondents.
This provisional consensus quickly fell apart. 

PUBLIC CATHOLIC PUBLIC
AND AND CATHOLIC

PUBLIC CATHOLIC PRIVATE AND ALL
ONLY AS NOW RELIGIOUS PRIVATE DON’T KNOW

% % % % % N

PUBLIC’S VIEWS 1984 21 51 9 17 2 1046
1986 28 40 7 23 2 1042
1988 24 41 7 21 8 1011
1992 33 36 10 18 3 1000
1994 36 31 4 24 5 1052
1996 38 33 4 23 3 1000
1998 26 39 5 26 4 1007
2000 31 35 5 26 3 1002
2002 29 36 7 27 2 1053

RELIGION
Protestant 34 32 6 26 3 437
Catholic 10 53 7 29 1 293
Other 33 22 14 28 3 111
No religion 42 27 2 28 2 186

By 1986, support had grown both for a single public system and for extension of full funding to
all private schools. Since1986, there has been no growth in support for further extension of
public funding to private schools, although the proportion favouring public funding of private
religious schools alone has declined. In contrast, the proportion who wanted funding restricted
to a single public system grew from 21 to 38 percent between 1984 and 1996, mainly at the
expense of support for the status quo. Thereafter, opinion has shifted back towards supporting
the status quo, funding of both public and separate systems. The 2002 results closely parallel
those for 2000, suggesting that opinion has stabilized, at least in the short run.

Much of debate over extension of public funding of schools has concerned religious-based
schooling. But religious background—at least in broad categories—does not seem to strongly
shape views on the issue. The exception is among Catholics, but even here only a narrow
majority support the status quo (public and separate school funding). A third favour
extending funding to private schools, while 1 in 10 support a single public system.

2.4.2 Tax Credits for Parents of Private School Students 
In 2002, just over half of respondents rejected issuing tax credits to parents of private school
students, equal to the cost of educating their child in a public school (see Table 2.5). Just
over a third support the policy.10 In 2000, when for most respondents the issue would have
seemed “academic,” opinion was almost equally divided. Those opposing a tax credit only
slightly outnumbered those who favour the policy. In the intervening two years, public
debate has shifted opinion against credits.  
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Table 2.4

“What schools do you think should

be given government funding,

provided that they meet province-

wide standards?”



Protestants and those indicating no religion are somewhat more likely than others to oppose
the tax credit, but overall, differences are modest.

AGREE DISAGREE REFUSED/NOT STATED
% % % N

2000 42 46 12 1002
2002 37 52 12 1053

Protestant 36 55 8 437
Catholic 39 47 14 293
Other 41 45 14 110
No religion 31 54 15 186

When tax credits for private school tuition suddenly became a real possibility, new issues
arose regarding what would be required of private schools in order to qualify. Once the
legislation was passed, the government faced questions about the accountability of private
schools—about the conditions schools would need to meet in order for parents of students to
receive tax credits. In December 2001, the government announced minimal conditions for
eligibility, involving criminal record checks of employees in contact with students, a school 

year in conformity with the Education Act, and a statement of information to parents on
staff, policies, programs, and operations. The Finance Minister was apparently successful in
resisting pressures to require employment of certified teachers, conformity with the
provincial curriculum, and participation in province-wide testing programs. The only
subsequent public development occurred when the Premier, in an exchange in the House
with the Leader of the Opposition in October 2002, indicated that some means of measuring
progress of students in independent schools was required, to be developed in consultation
with the schools themselves.11

STRONGLY SOMEWHAT SOMEWHAT STRONGLY REFUSED/
AGREE AGREE NEITHER DISAGREE DISAGREE NOT STATED N

Follow the provincial
curriculum in core
subjects such as
language instruction,
mathematics and
science 56 24 7 4 5 4 1053

Only hire teachers who
have graduated from
government-approved
teacher training programs 54 17 7 9 8 5 1053

Private schools to take part
in the province-wide tests 
written by students in 
public and Catholic schools    65 19 4 4 3 4 1053

In 2002, we asked respondents whether or not private schools should have to meet the same
conditions set for public schools in order for parents of students to be eligible for tax credits.
The three conditions we asked about were: (1) following the provincial curriculum in core
subjects, (2) hiring teachers from government approved teacher preparation programs only,
and (3) participating in province-wide testing programs.

The results indicate a strong rejection of the position that “market discipline” is sufficient to
ensure quality in private schooling. Large majorities favour requiring private schools to meet
each of these three conditions in order for parents to qualify for tax credits (see Table 2.6).
More than half strongly agree with each of the three conditions.
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Table 2.5

“Parents who send their children to

private religious schools or other

private schools should get a tax

credit for what it costs to send their

child to a public school.”

Table 2.6

“If tax credits are given to private

school parents for tuition fees,

would you agree or disagree with

requiring private schools to do each

of the following:”
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As the recently released Schools We Need report indicates, since the election of the Harris
government in 1995, political control over the school system has been centralized to an
unprecedented degree (see Leithwood, Fullan, & Watson, 2003). In a series of controversial
bills, but in particular Bill 160 which stripped school district boards of taxing power, control
over what happens in local schools has increasingly been exercised by the provincial Ministry
of Education. The 2002 OISE/UT Survey took place against the backdrop of continuing
resistance by school districts, teachers’ federations, and parent groups to the funding formula
used by the Ministry in allocating funds to local districts and the continuing containment
efforts by the government. At the time of the survey, three large urban boards (Hamilton,
Ottawa, and Toronto) had been placed under provincially appointed Supervisors for failing to
deliver balanced budgets for the 2002–03 school year. As interviewing was being completed,
Mordechai Rozanski, commissioned by the Ministry to review the funding formula, released
his Report. The Report recommended an immediate infusion of funding to local districts as
well as modifications in the funding formula to increase spending on schools. However, it did
not support returning any taxing authority to local boards.

OISE/UT Surveys have regularly tracked public reaction to the centralization of political
control over schools. In 2002, we included both general items on the distribution of power
and specific items on school district finance.

3.1 Provincial Control of Education
In all three surveys since 1998, we have asked whether the province had too little, too much,
or about the right amount of control over how schools operate. This issue was, and remains,
at the core of the ongoing struggles over governance within the school system. In 2002, just
under half thought the province had too much control; just over 20 percent thought the
balance was about right and a similar minority saw the province as having too little control (see
Table 3.1). Very similar divisions of opinion appeared in both our 1998 and 2000 Surveys.

1.0

In 2002, almost half of respondents favour the most centralized option,
having the provincial government set both the minimum and the
maximum amount local districts could spend on schools. This is, in fact,
the current policy under the funding formula. Only a small minority
would limit the province to setting the minimum expenditure level.

Governing Elementary and
Secondary Schools
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The last four years of political debate and political action by the government and opponents
of centralization have had no apparent impact on the division of public opinion. This is a
particularly puzzling finding given that centralization has been contested in a variety of areas:
the funding formula, labour relations, curriculum and assessment (of both teachers and
students). This suggests that while opposition to centralization may have become more
militant, it has not acquired a broader public base. 

ABOUT THE 
TOO LITTLE RIGHT AMOUNT TOO MUCH CAN’T SAY

% % % % N

PUBLIC’S VIEWS
1998 20 23 48 10 1007
2000 16 21 48 14 1002
2002 22 23 47 9 1053

3.2 Control Over Expenditures by School Districts
As noted above, the most strongly contested dimension of centralization has been the
provincial funding formula. In 2002, we revived a question included in our 1984 survey, in a
quite different political context. Respondents were asked whether the provincial ministry or
local authorities should control the amount of money spent on elementary and secondary
education. The question asked specifically about determination of per student expenditure.
Those who wanted the province to have control were then asked whether provincial authorities
should determine only the minimum expenditure or both minimum and maximum
expenditures.

In 2002, almost half of respondents favour the most centralized option, having the provincial
government set both the minimum and the maximum amount local districts could spend on
schools (see Table 3.2). This is, in fact, the current policy under the funding formula. Only a
small minority would limit the province to setting the minimum expenditure level. A quarter
would leave local spending decisions entirely to local authorities. Thus, on the key issue of
whether the funding formula should “cap” local expenditures, we find the public divided. Just
under half support a provincial maximum spending limit. Just under 40 percent are opposed,
either because they want spending decisions left to local authorities or because they want the
province to mandate minimum spending levels only.

The division of opinion over whether the province should cap local school expenditures is
similar to what we found almost two decades ago. In 1984, a similar proportion—46 percent—
supported provincial control of minimum and maximum per student expenditures. However,
resistance to a cap was somewhat stronger in that year. A quarter wanted spending decisions
left to the discretion of local authorities while just over 20 percent favoured the province
setting minimum expenditure levels.

1984 2002
% %

Local authorities alone
should decide how much to spend. 25 30

The provincial government should
set only minimum spending levels. 22 9

The provincial government should
set minimum and maximum spending levels. 46 49

Can’t say 7 11

N 1046 1053
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Table 3.1

“Do you think that the provincial

government now has, overall, too

little, about the right amount or too

much control over how schools

operate?”

Table 3.2

“What level of government should

control the amount of money spend,

on average, for each elementary 

and high school student in each

community?”



In almost two decades, there has been very little change in the proportion of Ontarians
supporting the strong version of centralizing school decision-making. The main change has
been the drop in support for using the province as the guarantor of minimum expenditure
levels. Two factors are likely at work here. 

First, the political context in 1984 was quite different from what it is today. The main issue
concerned supplementary funding by the province in the form of “equalization payments” to
bolster per student spending in poorer school districts. The current government has attempted
to define the recent debate over the funding formula in terms of equity among districts.
However, the opposition has been largely successful in linking the cap on local spending to
underfunding and failure to recognize local differences in educational needs.  Thus opponents
of the formula may have rejected a provincial minimum out of distrust of the government or a
belief that the minimum would help enshrine not equity but underfunding.

Second, in 1984, a different question format was used. Respondents were asked directly, in a
single question, which of the three options they preferred for the control of local
expenditures on schools (local authorities, provincial minimum, provincial minimum and
maximum). If this format, rather than the two-stage format (see above), had been used in
2002, some respondents who selected local authorities might have been attracted to the idea
of a provincial minimum. This might be the case for those whose main concern was to
indicate opposition to provincial limits on maximum expenditure. 

3.3 School District Deficits
As noted above, at the time of our 2002 Survey, three large urban school districts were under
the control of provincially-appointed Supervisors after refusing to make the cuts necessary to
produce balanced budgets. The defiant boards argued that a balanced budget under the
funding formula would mean cutbacks in programs needed and valued locally.

The OISE/UT Survey asked respondents whether they agreed or disagreed with allowing
local school boards to run deficits if spending limits set by the provincial government would
mean cutbacks in programs the community wants. The results show that opinion is about
equally divided on this issue (see Table 3.3). 

Opinion does not appear to divide along regional lines. Support for local deficit spending is not
notably higher in areas where the large school districts have refused to pass balanced budgets.12

YES NO REFUSED/NOT STATED
% % % N

2002 42 46 13 1053

Preferred control over local spending
Local authorities only 50 39 12 319
Province sets minimum levels 44 48 7 95
Province sets minimum and maximum levels 41 51 8 521

3.4 Public Influence on School Decision-Making
The 2002 Survey found that over two-thirds of respondents think that the public had too
little say in how schools are run (see Table 3.4). About 20 percent thought the public had
enough say. The results are similar to those in our 2000 Survey. When this question was first
asked in 1979, in a CEA sponsored national poll, 49 percent of Ontarians thought that the
public had too little say but 41 percent thought public input was adequate (see CEA Task
Force on Public Involvement in Public Decisions, 1979; Flower, 1984). 

In our 1990 Survey, we adopted this question as a bellwether item to be repeated in later
surveys. The results of the question are probably best interpreted as an indicator of public
alienation from current educational decision-making arrangements.  We have repeated the
item in three subsequent OISE/UT Surveys. Our own and the CEA results for Ontario
provide a record, over the past two decades, of growing support for a greater public say in
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Table 3.3

”Should local school boards be able

to run budget deficits if spending

limits set by the provincial

government would mean cutbacks in

programs the community wants?“



how schools are run. What seems to be missing, however, is a similar consensus on the
extent to which input means having a share in decisions, and on the form(s) effective public
input might take. 

3.5 School Councils and Principals
In 2002, opinion is divided over whether school councils should have the power to hire and
fire school principals. More than a third favour this move but just over 40 percent are
opposed (see Table 3.5). These results are similar to those in 1998 when, however,
opposition was somewhat stronger. The issue is important as this power is seen by some
commentators as a springboard to creating “charter schools” within the public system—that
is, public schools run by a local board of directors rather than the district board.

DON’T KNOW/
TOO MUCH ENOUGH SAY TOO LITTLE NOT STATED

% % % % N
PUBLIC’S VIEWS

19791 6 41 49 5 758
19841 6 32 53 10 753
1990 6 29 60 5 1032
1994 5 25 64 6 1070
1996 7 23 64 6 1000
2000 7 16 71 7 1002
2002 8 22 68 3 1053

Although school councils might appear as the obvious vehicle for greater public input, they have
only a purely advisory role—a fact emphasized by the Minister when consultation with school
councils was mandated for principals. While this restriction has been subject to criticism, our
surveys in 1994, 1996 and 1998 all revealed pervasive public caution about transferring
authority from either district boards or school administrations, to school councils.

FAVOUR OPPOSE NEITHER/NOT STATED
% % % N

1998 38 47 16 1007
2002 37 43 20 1053

3.6 Willingness to Serve on a Local School Council
The 2002 Survey confirms the fact that personal willingness to participate in a local school
council has declined over the past six years. In 2002, just over a third indicate that they
would probably or definitely serve if asked; but just over 60 percent say they would either
probably or definitely not (see Table 3.6). When this question was asked in 1994 and 1996,
about half answered in the affirmative. However, even in 2002, the proportion willing to
serve is considerably higher than registered by a CEA poll in 1979 on willingness to serve on
school advisory committees or home and school committees. 

On this basis, we can suggest that over the period 1979 to 1996 personal willingness to take
on the responsibilities of committee membership grew in tandem with support for greater
public input into how schools are run. Our results in 2000 and 2002, however, suggest a
partial reversal of this trend. While support for more public say in education has increased
since the mid-1990s, willingness to serve on a school-parent council has declined. 

DEFINITELY PROBABLY PROBABLY NOT DEFINITELY NOT NOT STATED
% % % % % N

PUBLIC’S VIEWS
1994 17 32 28 22 2 1070
1996 18 34 23 21 3 1000
2000 12 28 27 29 4 1002
2002 12 24 34 29 2 1053
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Table 3.4

“Do you feel the public has, overall,

too little, about the right amount, or

too much control over how schools

are run?”

1 From 1979 and 1984 Canadian
Education Association (CEA) polls of
Canadian opinion on education: CEA
Task Force on Public Involvement in
Educational Decisions, Results of a Gallup
Poll of Public Opinion in Canada about
Public Involvement in Educational
Decisions Toronto: CEA, 1979; G.E.
Flower Speaking Out: The 1984 CEA Poll
of Canadian Opinion on Education
Toronto: CEA, 1984.

Table 3.5

“Would you favour or oppose, and

how strongly, giving school-parent

councils the power to hire and fire

school principals?”

Table 3.6

“If asked today, would you or would you not

serve on a local school parent council?”
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Ontarians now tend to see underfunding as a more important
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4.1 Most Important Problems Facing Schools
In 2002, respondents were asked to rate six potential problems for community schools. These
covered the major areas of concern reflected in political debates and in the media:

• student behaviour and discipline
• student motivation to learn
• low teacher morale
• teachers unprepared for their roles
• underfunding
• curriculum not relevant to what students need 

In only one area did over half indicate a great deal or quite a lot of problems; this was
underfunding (see Table 4.1). This is consistent with the strong public support for higher
spending on elementary and high schools. Just under half similarly rated student behaviour
and discipline. About a third cited low student motivation to learn, and lack of relevancy in
the curriculum. Of the two areas involving teachers, more respondents were more concerned
with teacher morale than teacher preparation; however, both areas came at the bottom of the
list as concerns for local schools. These results are consistent with the high levels of
satisfaction with teacher performance reported above (see Section 1.4).

Those who had rated at least one area at the highest level (a great deal) were asked what was
the most important problem facing schools in the community. Ontarians now tend to see
underfunding as a more important problem than any student or teaching issues. Of those
responding to the question, almost two-thirds focused on two areas—underfunding and
student behaviour (see Table 4.2). Just over a third cite underfunding as the most important
problem; 30 percent cite student behaviour and discipline. 

Re-Organizing 
Schools
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GREAT QUITE MODERATE A NO DON’T KNOW/
DEAL A LOT AMOUNT LITTLE EMPHASIS NOT STATED

% % % % % % N

Not enough money
for schools 35 18 24 9 5 9 1053

Student behavior
such as drug use,
bullying and weak
discipline 27 19 30 11 2 10 1053

School curriculum
which does not 
provide what students
need to learn 17 15 32 15 7 14 1053

Low student
motivation to
work at their studies 15 19 36 13 2 18 1053

Low teacher morale 14 15 29 15 6 20 1053

Teachers who are
not well prepared  
for a teaching career 8 11 25 23 13 19 1053

4.2 Priorities for the School System
In past OISE/UT Surveys, we have included questions on curricular priorities and views of
what should be considered “core” subjects (see, for example, Livingstone, Hart, & Davie,
1996, pp. 23–24 on compulsory subjects). In 2002, we asked about priorities among school
learning outcomes rather than curricular priorities. We also asked respondents how much
emphasis and what priority should be given to a range of school outcomes.

%

Not enough money for schools 36
Student behaviour such as drug use, bullying and weak discipline 30
School curriculum which does not provide what students need to learn 9
Low student motivation to work at their studies 8
Low teacher morale 7
Teachers who are not well prepared for a teaching career 4
Other 5
N 599

Respondents were asked how much emphasis should be given to each of six outcomes. These
covered a broad spectrum:

• preparation for the world of work
• preparation to be citizens and parents
• preparation for post-secondary education
• preparation to exercise creativity and critical thinking skills
• preparation to lead healthy, well-adjusted lives
• preparation to make ethical judgements and moral choices

What we found was that people embrace a broad range of educational objectives. Moreover,
no clear priority is accorded to “hard” outcomes, notably preparation for work or post-
secondary education, over “soft” outcomes such as preparation to exercise creativity and
critical thinking, or preparation for citizenship and parenting roles (see Table 4.3).

Table 4.1

“To what extent are each of the

following a problem for schools in 

your community?”

Table 4.2

First Priority Problem Area at Local

Schools*

* 43 percent of respondents were unable
or unwilling to indicate any area causing
a great deal of problems.
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Most respondents embraced the full range of outcomes. The proportion favouring a great deal
of emphasis for each item ranged between 40 and 50 percent; the combined totals of those
wanting either a great deal or quite a lot of emphasis ranged between 70 and 80 percent.

GREAT QUITE MODERATE A NO DON’T KNOW/
DEAL A LOT AMOUNT LITTLE EMPHASIS NOT STATED

% % % % % % N

Preparing youths for
the world of work 43 30 19 4 2 2 1053

Preparing youths for
their responsibilities
as citizens and 
parents 45 27 20 5 2 2 1053

Preparing youth for
post-secondary
education 43 32 18 4 1 3 1053

Preparing youth to
exercise their creativity 
and critical thinking 
skills 47 31 16 3 0 2 1053

Preparing youth
to lead healthy,
well-adjusted lives 48 28 17 5 2 1 1053

Preparing youth to
make ethical
judgements and
moral choices 50 26 16 5 2 2 1053

Respondents who wanted more than one outcome to receive a great deal of emphasis were
asked to indicate which of these should receive the most emphasis. (Respondents who wanted
only a single outcome to receive a great deal of emphasis were deemed to want that outcome
to receive the most emphasis, and hence were not asked the question.)

Selections of outcomes to receive the most emphasis do not reveal a clear consensus on top priorities
(see Table 4.4). Preparation for making ethical judgements, and preparation for the world of work
are each selected by about 20 percent of respondents. These options are followed closely by
preparation to be citizens and parents. The remaining three items receive fewer selections. 

%

Preparing youths for the world of work 20
Preparing youth to make ethical judgements and moral choices 19
Preparing youths for their responsibilities as citizens and parents 16
Preparing youth to lead healthy, well-adjusted lives 14
Preparing youth for postsecondary education 14
Preparing youth to exercise their creativity and critical thinking skills 11
Other 6
N 821

4.3 Higher Standards for High School Graduation 
In 2002, just under 60 percent of respondents supported setting higher standards for high
school graduation even if this meant few students would graduate (see Table 4.5). But just
under 40 percent disagree. This represents a growth in resistance, since 1996, to higher
standards at the cost of a lower graduation rate. Resistance is now stronger among parents
than those without children in the school system.

This question has been adapted from the U.S. Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll. In our 1996
Survey we found that almost two-thirds supported higher graduation standards even at the cost

Table 4.3

How much emphasis should the

school system give to each of the

following?

Table 4.4

First Priority Among Educational

Outcomes
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of higher dropout rates—almost the same proportion as in the U.S. in 1995 (Elam, Rose, &
Gallup, 1995, pp. 24–25). Only a quarter were opposed higher standards under these
conditions. But to what extent was the public’s apparent willingness to trade lower graduation
rates for higher standards based on a belief that the trade-off would prove unnecessary? 

DON’T KNOW/
YES NO REFUSED
% % % N

ALL RESPONDENTS
Higher standards for students graduating  
from high school, even if this means that  
significantly fewer students would
graduate than is now the case.

1996 64 25 11 1000
2002 58 38 4 1053

The current requirement that all students
need to pass a literacy test in order to
graduate from high school. 89 9 1 1053

The literacy test for high school graduation
even if this meant that significantly fewer
students would graduate than is now the case. 86 10 3 943

High school students who do not meet new
higher standards for graduation should have
the option of earning a lower level school-
leaving certificate 63 33 4 1053

Currently, we have a law that young people
must stay in school or a job training program
until they are 16 years of age. Would you favour
increasing this from 16 to 18 years of age? 71 28 1 1053

PARENTS
Higher standards for students graduating from
high school, even if this means that significantly
fewer students would graduate than is now
the case.

1996 68 22 10 290
2002 52 46 4 317

The current requirement that all students need
to pass a literacy test in order to graduate
from high school. 89 10 1 317

The literacy test for high school graduation
even if this meant that significantly fewer
students would graduate than is now the case. 86 10 4 282

High school students who do not meet
new higher standards for graduation should
have the option of earning a lower level
school-leaving certificate 63 34 3 317

Currently, we have a law that young people
must stay in school or a job training program
until they are 16 years of age. Did you favour
increasing this from 16 to 18 years of age? 73 27 1 317

The 1995 Phi Delta/Kappa/Gallup Poll included a prior question asking whether higher
standards would encourage or discourage students from low-income backgrounds. Almost
two-thirds thought higher standards would encourage low-income students. Thus, most
apparently believed that higher standards would not lead to higher dropout rates. Ontarians

Table 4.5

Attitudes toward High School

Graduation Requirements
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appear to have similar expectations. In 2000, we asked respondents whether they thought
almost all students could meet higher standards for high school graduation. Almost three-
quarters of the public thought they could (see Livingstone, Hart, & Davie, 2000, pp. 28–30). 

When we asked Ontario teachers the same question in a parallel survey, the results were
quite different. Only a third believed most students could meet higher standards; almost 40
percent disagreed, while a quarter were uncertain. The sharp discrepancy between public
(and parent) opinions on this issue compared to teachers’ views was probably the most
disturbing finding of the 2000 Survey.

4.4 Literacy Testing
In 2000, the provincial government introduced a literacy requirement for high school
graduation, to be met by passing a province-wide test. The literacy test has overwhelming
public support. Approximately 90 percent of respondents to our 2002 Survey favour the test
(see Table 4.5). Support barely diminishes when respondents are asked if they would still
support the literacy test if it meant fewer students would graduate. More would support
continued use of the literacy test in this circumstance than would support higher standards in
general. Parents and non-parents offer the same high levels of support for the test.

With the coming of the literacy test, the question of accepting a higher failure and dropout
rate to achieve higher standards was no longer hypothetical. There is a clear and present risk
that a very substantial proportion of students in the Applied stream will not meet the
standard and leave school without a diploma.

In 2001, under strong pressure from school districts, teachers, and parents’ organizations, it
was agreed that the 2001 test would be a dry run, which would not affect students’ eligibility
to graduate from high school. In that year, only about two-thirds who took the test passed
both the literacy and numeracy sections (see Brown, 2001, p. A1). More disturbing, most
students in the new Applied stream failed to pass.

It was argued that the high failure rate was due to students not trying their best on a test
which “doesn’t count (Brown, 2001, p. A3). In 2002, when the test was truly “high stakes” for
students and their schools, test results did improve. However, the failure rate was still high at
25 percent and again, most students (66 percent) in the Applied stream failed to pass.

4.5 Graduated School Leaving Certificates
One way of responding to students who cannot or do not meet the higher standards for
graduation is to offer them the option of a school leaving certificate with lower standards
attached. A system of graduated diplomas was, in fact, used in Ontario up to 1984.13

Almost two-thirds of respondents to the 2002 Survey support the idea of offering a lower level
school leaving certificate for students who do not meet new diploma standards (see Table 4.5).
A third oppose graduated certificates. Again, parents and non-parents hold similar views.

It is possible that public support for the literacy test, or at least the current passing standard,
may erode if there is a highly visible jump in the dropout rate. Yet this seems unlikely to
seriously erode majority support for the test. The current consensus is very broad and has
been little affected by the high failure rate for Applied students.

4.6 School Leaving Age
Just over 70 percent of respondents to the 2002 Survey support raising the school leaving age
from 16 to 18 (see Table 4.5). This option is raised in the Ontario Liberal Party position
paper on education, Excellence for All, issued in September 2002. The school leaving age
was last raised in 1921.14 Raising the school leaving age would not mean that students
necessarily spend more time in high school, but only that they would need to be enrolled in
some type of full-time educational program.



Table 5.1

“Should teachers be required to provide

evidence that they are following a plan

of continuing professional education in

order to keep their licenses?”

The public is generally satisfied with the performance of teachers; few report that schools in
their community have significant problems with poorly prepared teachers. Yet the public also
generally support provincial policies for mandatory professional development. 

5.1 Professional Assessment of Teachers
In 2002, over 80 percent think teachers should be required to provide evidence that they are
following a plan of continuing professional education in order to keep their licenses (see
Table 5.1). Almost 60 percent also support requiring teachers to take particular courses
rather than leaving teachers to develop their own learning programs (see Table 5.2).

PUBLIC PARENTS NON-PARENTS
% % %

Yes 83 87 82
No 15 13 16
Don’t know 2 <1 2
No 1053 317 737

% % % PUBLIC
PUBLIC PARENTS NON-PARENTS

% % %

Teachers develop own learning programs 33 32 34
Teachers should be required to
take particular courses 58 60 58
Don’t know/refused 8 8 8
N 1053 317 737

These findings are consistent with our finding in 2000 that public attitudes towards certifying and
evaluating teachers are strongly supportive of regulated professional development. Most teachers,
however, thought that regulation was unnecessary, but that,  as professionals, they could be relied
upon to identify their own learning needs  (Livingstone, Hart, & Davie, 2000, pp. 31–32). 

1.0
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In 2002, over 80 percent think teachers should be required to
provide evidence that they are following a plan of continuing
professional education in order to keep their licenses

Teachers 5
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Table 5.2

“Should teachers be able to develop

their own professional learning

programs or should they be required

to take particular types of courses?”
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Again, in 2000, there was almost universal public support for requiring student teachers to
pass province-wide tests in addition to meeting university requirements before obtaining a
teaching certificate —the provincial policy implemented in 2001 (Ontario Ministry of
Education & Ministry of Colleges and Universities, 2001, Mar. 14). However, only a third of
teachers themselves supported the new province-wide test.

5.2 Teachers’ Right to Strike
In 2002, the public is divided over teachers’ right to strike. Over 40 percent support the 
right to strike; 50 percent are opposed. Few respondents are undecided on this issue 
(see Table 5.3). This result, similar to our findings in 2000, suggests that the Conservative
Government’s sustained conflict with the teachers’ federations has resulted in new balance of
opinion, more favourable to labour rights. 

Between 1980 and 1994, there was virtually no change in public attitudes towards teachers’
right to strike. About a third supported the right to strike, but the majority disagreed. In
1996, support for the right to strike began to increase, although the majority still rejected
this position. By 2000, however, opinion was about equally divided with neither side
representing a majority. 

AGREE DISAGREE NEITHER/NOT STATED

% % % N

PUBLIC’S VIEWS 1980 35 56 9 1108
1982 29 63 9 1050
1984 30 55 15 1046
1986 34 54 12 1042
1988 33 58 9 1011
1990 33 58 9 1032
1992 34 56 10 1000
1994 36 57 7 1070
1996 42 52 6 1000
2000 47 47 6 1002
2002 43 50 6 1053

PARENTS’ VIEWS 41 53 6 317

NON-PARENTS’ VIEWS 45 49 6 737

Table 5.3

“Teachers in Ontario should have the

legal right to strike.”



Most parents describe the overall quality of the education their child receives at school as
good or excellent. About 60 percent of parents participating in the 2002 OISE/UT Survey
offered this opinion (see Table 6.1).15 This result is consistent with the frequent finding
that parents are much more satisfied with the schools their children attend than with the
school system in general. The 2000 OISE/UT Survey found 82 percent of parents were
satisfied with the school their child attended, but only 55 percent were satisfied with the
school system in general, compared to 44 percent of the public as a whole (see Livingstone,
Hart, & Davie, 2000, pp. 8–9).16 Parents do not, for the most part, generalize their
experiences with their children’s schools to the school system in general. They likely form
their impressions of Ontario’s schools in the same way that others do—through general
observation and the media. In fact, knowing how a parent rates the quality of the school their
oldest child attends is very little help in predicting either how satisfied they are with the
school system in general or how they see changes in the quality of schooling.17

%

Excellent 24
Good 36
Satisfactory 23
Fair 9
Poor 6
Don’t know 2
N 315

6.1 Private Tutoring
In 2002, we asked parents for the first time whether they had purchased private tutoring for
their children at some point within the past three years. About a quarter of parents report
that they have purchased tutoring services (see Table 6.2). Comparative data are provided by
a national Environics survey in 1997. In that year, nine percent of parents indicated that their

1.0
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Weekend and after-school tutoring services for elementary and secondary
school students appear to have become an increasingly prevalent and
increasingly controversial feature of the educational landscape.

The Experiences of
Parents
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Table 6.1

“How would you describe the overall

quality of the education your oldest

child personally received in his or her

last full school year?”



children were currently receiving “additional private tutoring outside school hours” and a
further eight percent said their children had received tutoring in the past, for a total of 17
percent (see Davies, NALL Working Paper #65).

Weekend and after-school tutoring services for elementary and secondary school students
appear to have become an increasingly prevalent and increasingly controversial feature of the
educational landscape. These services are offered by large corporations and by small
independent operators; all are currently unregulated.

%

Yes 24
No 76
N 315

6.2 Helping Children Succeed at School
In 1998 and 2000, respondents were asked what would improve student achievement at the
elementary level. The top rated factor in both years, rivaled only by spending more time on
basic subjects, was getting parents more involved in reading to their children and helping
with homework (see Livingstone, Hart, & Davie, 2000, pp.24–25).

The 2002 Survey asked parents how much time they spent, in an average week, helping their
children succeed in school. They were also asked about barriers to spending more time
helping with school work, and how satisfied they were with the amount of time they were
able to give to this activity.  Respondents were asked first about satisfaction and barriers.
This was done to ensure that parents who were spending fewer hours helping their children
than they felt was ideal, would feel comfortable saying so, having first been given the
opportunity to talk about the constraints they were under (see Table 6.4). 

On average, parents spent about four-and-a-half hours per week helping their children to
succeed in school (see Table 6.3). The median is lower at five hours, indicating that the
average is pulled up by a small number of parents who are able to spend a comparatively
large number of hours working with their children.

Most parents are satisfied with the amount of time they are able to spend helping their
children succeed in school. Over 70 percent are satisfied; only about 20 percent are
dissatisfied (see Table 6.5). Work commitments and other family responsibilities are the
most important barriers parents cite to spending more time helping their children (see 
Table 6.3). About 40 percent cite each of these factors as having a great deal or quite a lot of
impact. Fewer parents indicate serious problems coping with what their children are
learning, and even fewer say that their children do not want their help. 

%
one 12
two 17
three 10
four 7
five 15
six to 9 19
10 or more 21
N * 309
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Table 6.2

“Have you purchased private

tutoring for your child(ren) over the

past three years?”

Table 6.3

“On average, about how many hours

do you spend each week helping

your children to succeed in school?”

* Excludes non-respondents



GREAT QUITE MODERATE A NONE DON’T
DEAL A LOT AMOUNT LITTLE AT ALL KNOW

% % % % % % N

Working overtime, extra 
hours at home 29 17 22 8 17 7 93

Other family responsibilities 18 22 29 12 15 3 90

Not understanding what child
doing at school 17 9 19 18 34 3 89

Not able to help with 
some subjects 15 9 19 18 35 4 89

Children don’t want help 14 4 14 23 41 3 89

%

Valid Very satisfied 33
Somewhat satisfied 37
Neither 7
Somewhat dissatisfied 13
Very dissatisfied 8
Don’t know 2
N 315

32 | PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARDS EDUCATION IN ONTARIO 2002

Table 6.4

“To what extent do each of the

following keep you from spending

more time helping your child(ren)

succeed in school?”*

* Not asked of those currently satisfied
with the time they were able to spend
helping their child(ren).

Table 6.5

“How satisfied are you with the

amount of time you are able to

spend each week helping your

child(ren) succeed in school?”
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In the early 1980s, many Ontarians changed their view about the importance of higher
education. In doing so, they were likely part of a movement throughout Canada and the U.S.
In 1979, a survey sponsored by the Ministry of Education found that about a third of
Ontarians thought that post-secondary education was very important.18 By 1986, when the
Sixth OISE/UT Survey repeated this question, the proportion had increased to 61 percent.
By the 1990s, about 70 percent of Ontarians thought that getting a university or college
education was very important.  Almost identical increases were recorded by the U.S. Gallup
Poll during the 1980s (Gallup, 1985, pp. 46–47). A 1998 U.S. survey found that three-
quarters of the public felt that getting a college education is now more important than it was
10 years ago (Public Agenda, 1998). In this section we explore public perceptions of the
benefits of a university education flowing both to individuals and to Canadian society as a
whole.

7.1 The Level of Education We Need
How much education does a person need to get along in today’s society? This is a question
on which almost everyone has an opinion; in our 2002 Survey, only two percent of
respondents fail to provide an answer. Over three-quarters think that some education beyond
high school is required; group, almost a third think this needs to be a university degree.

Since 1996 when we first asked this question, the proportion who expect a high school
diploma (and rarely a lesser education) to be adequate has fallen from a third to less than a
quarter. At the same time, the proportion who think people need a university degree has
risen from a quarter to a third. However, in each year the question has been asked, the most
common response has been a community college or trade school. 

1.0

Over three-quarters think that some education beyond high
school is required; almost a third think this needs to be a
university degree.

Importance of Universities:
Education, Economy and

Employment
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1988 1998 2002
% % %

Elementary 2 0 <1
Some high school n.a. 2 1
A high school diploma

1
31 21 21

Community college or trade school 40 45 44
Undergraduate university degree 11 14 15
Graduate university degree 13 14 16
Can’t say 3 5 2
N 1011 1000 1053

7.2 Changes in Skill Requirements and the Labour Market
for University Graduates

Almost three-quarters of Ontarians think that the skill requirements for most jobs have
increased over the past 20 years (see Table 7.2). Less than 20 percent see a decline in skill
requirements. This perception has remained unchanged for the past 15 years; it is now a
fixed part of public perceptions of labour force dynamics. 

1980 1986 1990 2002
COMPARED TO 20 YEARS AGO % % % %

More skill 58 73 72 73
About the same level 15 6 8 5
Less skill 21 16 15 16
Don’t know/refused 6 5 5 5
N 1108 1042 1032 1053

While the public sees skill requirements for most jobs increasing, and the educational
requirements for getting along also rising, there is little sense that people are falling behind.
In four surveys from 1994 to 2000, we asked respondents if they thought people generally had
more education, less education, or about the right amount for their jobs (see Livingstone,
Hart, & Davie, 2000, pp. 37–38). In 1994, 40 percent believed people generally had more
education than required by their jobs, while about a quarter thought they had too little, and a
similar proportion, about the right amount of education. By 2000, proportionally fewer
people (just over a quarter) thought workers had more education than they needed for their
jobs while more thought they had the right amount. But the percentage that thought workers
were undereducated for their jobs was the same as in 1994.

The 2002 Survey asked respondents about the current supply and demand for university
graduates. The results are striking. The overwhelming majority—almost 70 percent—think
that there are more graduates seeking jobs than jobs available that require a university degree
(see Table 7.3). About a quarter think that there are either just enough or too few graduates
for the jobs available. When we first asked this question in 1986, an even larger proportion
of respondents, almost 85 percent, thought too many graduates were chasing too few
positions. The impression that many university graduates hold jobs not requiring a university
education now seems to be well established in public attitudes.

1986 2002
% %

More graduates than jobs 84 69
About the same number 7 14
Fewer graduates than jobs 6 12
Don’t know/can’t say 3 5
Total 1042 1053
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Table 7.1

“How much education do you think a

person needs in order to get along in

this society?”

n.a. = not asked

1 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.

Table 7.2

“Compared to 20 years ago, do you

think more or less skill is involved in

the work done by most of the labour

force?“

Note: In 1980 the question asked
“Compared to 20 years ago, do you
think the work most of the Canadian
labour force does now involves more or
less skill and independent judgement?”

Table 7.3

“When it comes to the number of

jobs for which employers require a

university degree and the number of

university graduates looking for jobs,

which of the following is closest to

what you think?”



It is possible that these results are, in part, a reflection of the well-publicized meltdown of
the technology sector and the bankruptcy of many dot.com firms with attendant job losses.
However, when in better times we asked if universities would graduate too many or too few
candidates for positions in high tech firms, about 40 percent said too few, but a quarter said
too many (Livingstone, Hart, & Davie, 1998, p. 57.) Thus, even in better times, many were
skeptical of the ability of employers to generate sufficient appropriate jobs for graduates in
high technology areas. 

Yet, there is strong evidence that the public regularly underestimates the employment value
of a university degree. Whatever the levels of underemployment, a university degree confers
a substantial advantage in avoiding unemployment.19 But in 2002, a majority of respondents
think that university graduates share the same risk of unemployment as high school and
college graduates. Most, however, recognize that university graduates are more likely to get
the better jobs. 

In the early 1980s, surveys in the U.S. and in Quebec suggested that the public did not believe
university graduates faced a reduced risk of unemployment compared to high school graduates
(Livingstone, Hart & McLean, 1982, pp. 51–52). This was a startling finding given the facts
of the situation. University graduates, then as now, experience markedly lower rates of
unemployment, even in recession. We included this question in our 1982 survey, finding that
almost two-thirds of respondents thought that a university graduate is as likely to be
unemployed as a high school graduate. We obtained almost identical results in 1982, 1994,
and 1996. In 2002, for the first time, we find a significant shift in opinion towards recognizing
the relatively better employment chances for those with university degrees. However, half of
respondents still believe that the risk of unemployment is similar for university and high
school graduates (see Table 7.4). In addition, over half believe university and college
graduates share the same unemployment risks, a view which also underestimates the
employability advantage conferred by a university degree.

AGREE DISAGREE CAN’T SAY
% % % N

A university graduate is as likely to be unemployed as a high school graduate.
1982 63 31 6 1050
1994 62 34 4 1070
1996 60 34 5 1000
2002 51 41 8 1053

A university graduate is as likely to be unemployed as a college graduate.
1998 66 20 14 1007
2002 57 31 13 1053

A university graduate is more likely to obtain a better job which pays a higher income
than a college graduate.
1996 84 12 4 1000
1998 64 23 13 1007
2002 65 23 11 1053

While the public underestimates the value of a university education in reducing the risk of
unemployment, there is general recognition that university graduates do better than those
with lesser credentials, in securing good, well-paid jobs. In 1998 and again in 2002, about
two-thirds think university graduates have an advantage over college graduates.20 In 1996,
over 80 percent agreed that university graduates are more likely to obtain better jobs with
higher incomes than high school graduates.
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Table 7.4

Views on Employment Prospects for

University Graduates



7.3 The Value to Individuals
Access to university education is highly valued, and as shown above (see Section 2.3), the
public is willing to commit greater resources to broaden access while preserving quality. But
what value and benefits are universities seen to provide for individual graduates? In 2002, we
asked respondents how much impact a university education had on an individual’s
employment and salary prospects and on other less material aspects of their lives. Our
findings are similar to those in 1998 when we first asked this question (see Table 7.5). 

1998 2002
GREAT DEAL/QUITE A LOT GREAT DEAL/QUITE A LOT

% %

Material benefits

Life time earnings 71 73
Career opportunities 68 72
Finding a job after graduation 55 57
Getting a well-paid job soon after graduation 51 59

Non-material benefits

Long-term personal growth 66 61
Long-term contribution to society 48 46
Long-term personal happiness 41 40
N 1007 1053

Almost three-quarters of respondents think a university education has a great deal or quite a
lot of impact on career opportunities and lifetime earnings. About 60 percent see immediate
gains in terms of being able to find employment immediately after graduation, and in
particular, to find a well-paying job. (On the issue of simply finding a job, respondents offer
more positive views when the question is phrased in terms of individual benefit rather than
the unemployment risks of university and high school graduates.) Thus, more people see the
long-term than the short-run material benefits of a university degree, but a majority expect
graduates to benefit in both the short and long-run.

About 60 percent of respondents think that a university education has a substantial impact on
long-term personal growth; but less than half think a degree has more than a moderate
impact on chances for long-term personal happiness or long-term contribution to society. 

7.4 Potential Economic Impact of Increasing University
Access and Research 

Government funding to universities has increasingly taken the form of targeted grants meant to
enhance particular activities within the institutions. Within the universities themselves,
competition among different roles (teaching and research, pure and applied research, excellence
and outreach) are matters of ongoing debate, particularly with regard to how budgets are
allocated.  The role of universities is not limited to improving the performance of the Ontario
and Canadian economy. Yet, in the much heralded new “knowledge economy,” government,
business, and the universities themselves have placed increasing emphasis on the contributions
universities make to economic competitiveness and growth.

The 2002 OISE/UT Survey asked respondents to rate the economic impact of the following
changes: expanding university enrolments overall, increasing participation by students from
disadvantaged groups, expanding the amount of research done at universities, increasing the
number of research partnerships between universities and corporations, expanding enrolment
in graduate programs, and increasing the number of foreign students. This question was first
asked in 1998.

The most striking finding in 2002 is the extent to which the public equates the economic
impact of research with commercialization of the results. About 60 percent of respondents
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think that increasing the number of research partnerships with business would have a great
deal or quite a lot of impact on the economy. This is, in fact, the change in university
operations which is most frequently seen as having a substantial economic impact. In
contrast, less than half think simply increasing the amount of research activity would have
similar effects. The gap between the perceived impact of collaborative research with business
and government versus university research in general has grown between 1998 and 2002.

Public estimates of the impact of increasing enrolments have also undergone a change. In
1998, over half thought increasing the proportion of high school students going to university
would have a great deal or quite a lot of impact, while only 40 percent considered that
increasing enrolment in graduate programs would have the same effect. In 2002, this
distinction has disappeared. About half of respondents rate increases in both undergraduate
and graduate enrolments as likely to have a substantial economic impact. The proportion is
similar when it comes to increasing access for students from disadvantaged groups. However,
in 2002 as in 1998, comparatively few saw a substantial economic benefit to increasing the
number of foreign students at Canadian universities.

IMPORTANCE FOR A STRONGER ECONOMY
1998 2002

GREAT DEAL/QUITE A LOT GREAT DEAL/QUITE A LOT
% %

Increasing the proportion of high school graduates from
disadvantaged backgrounds going to university. 53 46

Increasing the number of research partnerships between
universities and business corporations. 60 58

Increasing the proportion of high school
graduates going to university. 56 48

Increasing the amount of research done by universities. 51 45

Increasing the number of university students who go on
to graduate studies, for example, to Masters degrees or Ph.D.s. 40 49

Increasing the number of foreign students that come to
Canada for university education and training. 24 26

N 1007 1053

7.5 University Enrolment and Labour Force Needs
Despite the fact that most believe there are more university graduates seeking jobs than
appropriate jobs available, there is little public support for tailoring program enrolments to job
market needs. About 60 percent oppose setting program quotas based on the availability of jobs
for graduates (see Table 7.7). Since we began asking this question in 1979, at least half of
respondents have opposed quotas while support for quotas has never reached 40 percent.

AGREE NEITHER/NOT STATED DISAGREE
% % % N

1979 37 53 10 1084
1982 37 52 11 1050
1986 25 61 14 1042
1988 19 64 18 1011
1990 25 64 12 1032
1994 32 61 7 1070
1996 32 60 7 1000
2002 30 60 10 1053
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7.6 Basic and Applied Research
As we saw above (see Section 7.4), since 1998, public opinion has increasingly identified the
economic impact of university research with commercialization through university-business
partnerships. On this basis, we might expect that over the same period public priorities have
shifted away from basic towards applied research. This is not, however, the case. As in 1998,
there is an about equal division of opinion between those who think the main goal of
university research should be to discover new knowledge and those who give priority to
providing solutions to specific problems. As in 1998, a substantial number of respondents
refused to accept these options but volunteered that both goals should have equal standing.

1998 2002
% %

Discover new knowledge 33 38
Provide solutions to specific problems 37 39
Both about equally 25 18
Can’t say 5 5
N 1007 1053

7.7 Personal Education-Job Fit 
Since the mid-1980s, the OISE/UT Survey has asked respondents about their highest level
of education and about the level of education now required by their employers for their
current job. From this information we construct an index of under/overemployment. While
based on self-reports, this is an “objective” measure in the sense that it is linked to specific
types of educational credentials (high school diploma, college diploma or certificate,
university degree) held by respondents and required by employers. In addition, beginning in
1994, we have also asked respondents for their subjective opinion as to whether they are
overqualified or underqualified for their jobs.

In 2002, just over 60 percent of respondents in the full-time workforce hold jobs where the
educational credential required is the one they have (see Table 7.9). About 20 percent hold a
higher credential than is required by their jobs. A similar proportion have less formal
education than their employer now sets for new entrants to their type of position. Between
1986 and 1998, the match between the education people have and the educational credentials
required for their jobs has improved somewhat. However, there has been little change over
the past four years.

1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002
% % % % % % % % %

UNDEREMPLOYED
Two or more credentials above requirement 5 5 9 8 6 8 6 6 9
One credential above requirement 16 19 17 19 14 14 14 15 13

MATCH 57 55 56 58 61 58 61 63 61

OVEREMPLOYED
One credential below requirement 17 17 15 12 14 14 14 11 13
Two or more credentials below requirement 5 4 4 3 5 7 5 5 5
N 498 499 495 433 499 487 499 510 522

About 70 percent of respondents in the full-time workforce at the time of the survey report
that they are adequately qualified for their jobs (see Table 7.10). About one in
five say they are overqualified; very few—less than 10 percent—indicate they are
underqualified. These proportions are virtually identical to the distribution of responses in
2000, and similar to distributions in 1994 and 1996.
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1994 1998 2000 2002
% % % %

Overqualified 16 16 22 21
Adequately qualified 78 75 69 71
Underqualified 5 8 7 7
Can’t say 2 2 2 1
N 543 520 568 563

Almost half of those with two or more credentials beyond the requirements for their job
report being overqualified for their positions (see Table 7.11). This is the case for almost 40
percent of those with one credential above requirements. In contrast, over 80 percent of
those with less formal education than currently set for new entrants to their position report
being adequately qualified. The underemployed appear to regard the inability to make
formal use of their credentials as overqualification for their current position. The
overemployed, on the other hand, apparently do not see the credential gap as an
impediment to adequate job performance.

PERCEIVED OVER/UNDERQUALIFICATION
OVER ADEQUATELY UNDER DON’T 

QUALIFIED QUALIFIED QUALIFIED KNOW
REPORTED UNDER/OVEREMPLOYMENT % % % % N

Two or more credentials above requirement 48 43 4 4 46
One credential above requirement 39 56 5 66
Match 19 76 5 0 318
One credential below requirement 4 82 13 67
Two or more credentials below requirement 4 84 12 25
All 22 72 6 1 522
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As the importance of post-secondary education has grown in the public mind (see Section
2.1.1 and Section 8.0), access issues have also become more prominent. Over the past six
years, the view has come to be accepted that every qualified student should be guaranteed a
place in university even if this requires greater expenditures. The Ontario government has
formally committed itself to this position in responding to the double cohort. (The double
cohort is the bulge in high school graduations in the spring of 2003, as the last cohort of
students in the former five-year high school program are joined by the first cohort of
graduates from the new four-year program.) It is far from clear, however, that the resources
will be forthcoming to make this a reality.  

A substantial body of social scientific research has documented systemic and increasing
inequities in access to higher education on both socio-economic and racial grounds in
Canada (see, for example, Livingstone, 1999). The public has been slow to recognize barriers
faced by some racial groups and the physically disabled, but appreciate the financial barriers
faced by students from low-income families (see Livingstone, Hart, & Davie, 2000, pp.
33–36). Public resistance to high university tuition fees is long-standing. Even during the
1980s, there was strong popular opposition to tuition fee increases as a threat to equal access.
During the 1990s, tuition fees have more than doubled in Ontario and most other provinces.
Both Ontario Ministry of Education polls and the OISE/UT Survey have shown that the
public now thinks tuition fees for both colleges and universities are too high (see OISE/UT
2000, pp. 33–34). As noted above, if more money were to be spent on education, keeping
university tuition fees low appears to be the highest public priority (see Section 2.3.1).

Such views have shaped public responses to the problems raised by the double cohort. The
public overwhelmingly rejects restrictions on access and is cautious about the role of
increased tuition in funding the needed expansion of facilities.

1.0

Both Ontario Ministry of Education polls and the OISE/UT Survey
have shown that the public now thinks tuition fees for both
colleges and universities are too high
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8.1 Guaranteed Access to University
In 2002, two-thirds of respondents to the OISE/UT Survey agree that a every qualified
student who wants to attend university should be guaranteed a place even if this means
spending more tax money on universities; about a quarter disagree (see Table 8.1). This
represents a significant gain from 1996 when we first asked this question. In that year, just
under half supported guaranteed access. These gains have come at a time when political and
media commentary on the double cohort have made clear that access is not guaranteed
without substantial additional expenditures for expanded university facilities and faculty.

AGREE NEITHER/NOT STATED DISAGREE
% % % N

Community college 1992 58 29 13 1000
1994 53 40 7 1070

University 1996 48 44 9 1000
1998 57 32 11 1007
2002 64 27 9 1053

Public support for guaranteed access does not appear based on economic calculation. Those
who think there that the graduates seeking jobs outnumber the jobs available requiring a
university education are no less likely than others to support guaranteed access. Similarly, those
who think a university graduate is as likely as a high school graduate to become unemployed do
not offer less support than others for providing spaces for all qualified applicants.

8.2 Perceived and Preferred Participation Rates
While the public is committed to open access to university education, few have a very
accurate idea of current participation rates. In both 1980 (when we first asked the question)
and in 2002, only a small minority make relatively accurate estimates of university
participation rates. In each year the proportion who overestimate participation is about
double the proportion who provide underestimates (see Table 8.2).

1980 2002
% %

Less than 10% 11 5
10–19% 19 13
20–29% 19 18
30–39% 15 14
40–49% 7 9
50% or more 3 20
Don’t know/refused 26 21
Total 1108 1053

In 1980, the actual rate (full-time enrolment) stood at about 10 percent. Just over 4 in 10
respondents put the rate at 20 percent or higher. About one in five thought it fell between 10
and 20 percent while half that number placed the rate at less than 10 percent. A quarter were
unable or unwilling to make an estimate.

In 2002, the full-time participation rate is just over 20 percent. Just over 4 in 10 respondents
estimated the rate to be 30 percent or more. About one in five were in the ballpark, guessing
the rate was in the 20–29 percent range, while about the same proportion underestimated
participation. A similar number declined to make an estimate.

Over 60 percent of respondents to the 2002 Survey want the proportion of 18 to 24 year olds
attending university to increase; about a quarter want the participation rate to increase
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greatly. Less than 20 percent opted to keep the proportion stable (see Table 8.3). When our
1984 Survey asked whether the number of students enrolled in university should increase,
stay the same, or decrease, almost half favoured (48 percent) the status quo while just over a
third favoured an increase in enrolments (see Livingstone, Hart, & Davie, 1984, pp. 16–17).
Few in either year wanted to roll back participation rates.

1984 2002
% %

Increase greatly 14 23
Increase somewhat 27 38
Remain as it is 28 18
Decrease somewhat 6 1
Decrease greatly 1 0
Don’t know/not stated 25 19
N 1108 1053

Despite the fact that most Ontarians either overestimate or are uncertain about current
participation rates, there is strong support for broadening access. Support for broadening
access has nearly doubled since 1984 to 60 percent. There is little relationship between
respondents’ current estimates of the participation rate, and support for increased access (see
Table 8.4). Even among those who erroneously believe half of 18 to 24 year olds attend
university, almost two-thirds favour greater access.

PREFERRED ENROLMENT TREND
INCREASE REMAIN DECREASE DON’T 

SOMEWHAT AS IT IS SOMEWHAT KNOW/REFUSED
ESTIMATED PARTICIPATION % % % % N

Less than 10% 83 13 0 4 54
10–19% 77 22 1 1 138
20–29% 71 23 1 5 191
30–39% 78 19 1 2 145
40–49% 77 16 4 3 98
50% or more 64 29 4 3 206
Don’t know 16 5 0 79 220
Total 61 18 2 19 1053

8.3 Barriers to Lower Income Students 
About two-thirds of respondents to the 2002 Survey think that students from low-income
families have a lesser chance of getting a post-secondary education than students from upper-
income families; 30 percent believe their chances are much worse (see Table 8.5). These
results are similar to those found in other years, since we first asked this question in 1996.
Income-based barriers are firmly rooted in public perceptions of access issues. However,
despite more recent popular resistance to higher tuition fees, the proportion of the public
who think low-income students are disadvantaged has not increased.

1996 1998 2000 2002
% % %

Better chance 8 15 12 15
About the same chance 20 13 16 20
Worse chance 67 68 68 63
Can’t say 5 4 4 2
N 1000 1007 1002 1053
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The research documents that the actual differences in university participation by socio-
economic origin are very substantial and getting wider in Canada. According to a recent
Statistics Canada report, in 1994, 18 percent from the lowest income group were enrolled,
compared with 40 percent from the highest income group. More recent studies have
confirmed the impact of parents’ education and income on the likelihood that a student will
undertake post-secondary education, and in particular, university (Bouchard, 2000, pp.
24–32; Knighton & Mirza, 2002, pp. 25–31). Public perceptions have recognized the barriers
faced by low-income students (although, as noted in our 2000 report, not those faced by
disadvantaged racial groups or the physically disabled).

%

Much better 8
Somewhat better 28
Stayed about the same 26
Somewhat worse 18
Much worse 13
Don’t know 6
Total* 759

The public is divided over whether the chances of children from low-income families 
getting a post-secondary education have improved or worsened over the past 10 years 
(see Table 8.6). Just over a third see improvement but just under a third see the erosion of
opportunities. But almost half of those who think that low-income students currently have a
worse chance of attending college or university than students from high-income families also
believe their chances have worsened over the past 10 years (see Table 8.7).

CHANGE OVER PAST 10 YEARS
GOTTEN STAYED ABOUT
BETTER THE SAME GOTTEN WORSE

CHANCE NOW % % % N

Better chance 79 15 7 103
About the same 56 36 8 153
Worse chance 23 28 48 450
Total 38 28 34 706

8.4 Accommodating the Double Cohort
The double cohort has been a source of anxiety both for the post-secondary institutions which
are under pressure to accommodate the exceptionally large number of applicants for September
2003 admission, and for students and their parents and teachers worried about whether the
increased competition for places will leave many out in the cold. As noted above, the provincial
government has now pledged that every qualified applicant will be guaranteed a place (Ministry
of Education & Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities, 2003, Jan. 2). However, it is
not clear that funding will be adequate either to make this pledge a reality or to do so without
compromising the quality of students’ education.

The public overwhelmingly rejects coping with the double cohort by restricting access. Only
about 10 percent in 2002 support this option (see Table 8.8). A somewhat larger minority
are willing to compromise quality by increasing class size but the majority want staff and
facilities increased to preserve both access and quality.

When we first asked this question in 1998, the problems represented by the double cohort
had not yet received much attention in public discussions. Yet the distribution of opinion in
1998 closely mirrors our findings in 2002. This suggests that the public is responding less to
the specifics of the double cohort than to fairly deep-rooted commitments to access.
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1998 2002
% %

Increase class sizes in universities 16 17
Restrict admissions 12 11
Increase staff and facilities to cope with
the greater numbers of students 66 69
Don’t know 6 4
N 1007 1053

Given a commitment to guaranteeing access without compromising quality, how is the
expansion of staff and facilities to be financed? Just over half want the cost to be shared about
equally between fee increases and increased government grants; about 40 percent favour
relying on increased grants alone; less than five percent would rely on increasing fees alone
(see Table 8.9). Again, the distribution of opinion is very similar to that in 1998.

1998 2002
% %

Increased tuition fees 5 4
Increased grants to universities from
the provincial government 34 38
Both about equally 55 56
Can’t say 6 3
N 1007 1053

The high proportion of respondents willing to share out costs between tuition fees and
increased provincial grants comes as something of a surprise, given public sensitivity to high
tuition fees as a barrier to low-income students. It may be that respondents did not interpret
this option as entailing a substantial increase in fees, but mainly counted on increased fee
income through the growth in student enrolment itself.
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After substantial declines in adult participation in education during the 1990s, the turn of
the new century has seen remarkable increases in participation in formal adult education. In
this section we report on overall participation rates in continuing education over the past
year, the proportion of learners taking courses for credit, reasons for taking courses, and
modes of course delivery. We then look at the amounts of time respondents spent in learning
informally outside of organized courses. Finally, we report on the number of respondents
who did not take courses they were interested in, and the reasons for not doing so.

Learning in formal settings increased substantially in the past two years. Currently, 42
percent of the population reported taking a course in the previous year. In terms of informal
adult learning, there was a small decline in the number of hours spent in informal learning.
However, respondents reported increases in the amount of time spent on the Internet in
both course work and informal learning. 

9.1 Participation in Adult and Continuing Education
Table 9.1 displays the data for participation in formal courses. The data show a remarkable
increase from 29 percent in 2000 to 42 percent in 2002. As in previous surveys, adult
education is significantly related to prior education, and family income. Those respondents in
the lowest income categories report about a 27 percent participation rate, while those in the
highest two categories report a participation rate of over 50 percent. There were increases in
participation among all three categories of labour force status, although the largest gain was
among the employed, with an increase of 18 percent in the participation level.21

There are no comparable participation statistics for 2002 from other sources. However, it is
interesting to note that data from the Ontario Association of Adult and Continuing
Education School Board Administrators Survey Report (2002) reported that 44 percent of
school boards had increased access to adult education in the past few years. Another 31
percent of the school boards indicated that access had remained unchanged. Thus, there is
some indication in at least one source of courses for adult and continuing education that
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Learning in formal settings increased substantially in the past
two years. 
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there was increased access. There were a total of 702,681 students enrolled through the
school boards (see Rich, 2002).

1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002
% % % % % % % % %

Public’s Self-reports 20 24 31 36 27 28 25 29 42
Labour force status

Working full-time 27 29 37 38 31 35 31 34 52
Working part-time 24 38 41 43 38 33 23 36 44
Not working 9 13 20 28 17 15 17 16 26

N 1042 1011 1032 1000 1070 1000 1007 1002 1053

9.2 Credit for Adult and Continuing Education Courses
For the past eight years, we have asked if adults received credit for the course they had taken.
There was a significant decrease in courses in all categories of institutions that grant credit, and
an increase in the number of non-credit courses in 2002. This suggests that a substantial part of
the increased participation was likely in shorter, non-credit courses.

1994 1996 1998 2000 2002
Kind of credit % % % % %

Community college 31 32 33 28 12
University 15 24 17 24 14
High school 12 12 10 12 5
Apprenticeship -- -- -- 9 2
No credit indicated 51 44 49 57 68
N 294 284 252 287 490

9.3 Reasons for Taking Adult Education Courses
Adult education remains primarily a job-related phenomenon. Fully 65 percent of the
respondents indicated that the course was taken to either prepare the person for a new job or
to help them with their current job. This is an increase from the 60 percent who reported
job-related courses in 2000. Table 9.3 indicates that the pattern of reasons for taking courses
has not changed substantially in the past nine years. This pattern is similar to the motives for
participation found in the most recent national survey in 1997 (Statistics Canada, 2001). 

1994 1996 1998 2000 2002
% % % % %

To help me do my present job better 35 36 44 43 49
To prepare me for a new job 21 21 19 17 14
Out of general interest 21 19 18 17 20
To obtain a diploma, certificate or degree 15 12 9 14 6
To meet other practical needs unconnected with work 7 12 9 9 8
Can’t say 1 1 1 0 2
N 294 284 252 287 407

9.4 Arrangements for Courses
Table 9.4 displays the method by which courses were taken. We asked this question for the
first time in 2000 and there were changes reported in the past two years. We see substantial
increases in both the number of courses taken face-to-face via traditional classroom
instruction and the use of self-study materials. Other methods remain about the same.
Although there is also an increase in the number of courses that include some work over the
Internet, the method still remains a distant fourth among methods. Within the group who
had taken courses through the Internet, those respondents less than 35 years old were twice
as likely to have taken Internet courses than those over 35 years old. Again, the percentages
do not add up to 100 percent since multiple responses were accepted.
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2000 2002
%* %*

Face-to-face classroom instruction 83 88
Correspondence course by mail 15 11
Internet 9 14
Educational television 5 8
Self-study materials 19 35
Other methods 9 18
Not stated 7 11
N 287 407

9.5 Hours of Informal Learning
Table 9.5 shows a slight decline in the number of hours reported spent on informal learning.
Informal learning includes all activities we engage in on our own or with others, outside of
organized courses, to gain new knowledge or skills. Since 1996, we have asked how many
hours per week the respondents spent in informal learning in both work-related and general
interest categories. In 2002, there was a decline of about an hour a week with a current level
of 11.3 hours a week. The decline in informal learning reported in the past two surveys was
offset by increases in the number of formal courses taken, although not necessarily in formal
credit courses. This provides further evidence for our observation made in 2000 that there
may be a substitution effect: informal learning appears to decline when course participation
increases, and vice versa.

WORK-RELATED GENERAL INTEREST GENERAL INTEREST 
AVERAGE AVERAGE & WORK-RELATED1

HOURS/WEEK HOURS/WEEK AVERAGE HOURS/WEEK N2

1996 5.7 6.2 11.6 935
1998 7.8 7.2 14.6 984
2000 7.1 5.8 12.4 975
2002 6.3 5.3 11.3 1032

9.6 Interest in Taking Courses
Again in 2002, we asked if there were courses that people would have liked to take, but did
not for one reason or another. Table 9.6 shows that 56 percent of the respondents indicated
that they would like to have taken a course. This is a small decline in the number reporting
they would have liked to take a course in 2000, but perhaps this is understandable since there
was such a large increase in the number of people who did take a course.

2000 2002
% %

Yes 61 56
No 38 43
Not stated 1 <1
N 1002 1053

When participants were asked what the main reason was that they did not take a course, the
major reason remains that the respondent did not have enough time (see Table 9.7). There
was also an increase in the number of respondents who say that the course was too expensive.
These findings probably reflect the substantial increases in tuition and fees being charged by
educational institutions.
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2000 2002
% %

Too expensive 16 20
Family responsibilities 6 4
Not enough time 54 51
Couldn’t find the right course 3 3
Did not have the qualifications for the course 1 1
Other 20 20
Not stated <1 1
N 614 593

9.7 Internet Access and Usage for Educational Purposes
Access to the Internet continues to grow at a rapid rate. In 2002, 66 percent of the
respondents reported having an Internet connection in their home, a 10 percent increase in
only two years. Table 9.8 shows that about two-thirds of the respondents had access to the
Internet from their homes.

2000 2002
% %

Yes 56 66
No 44 34
N 1002 1053

Not only has Internet access increased substantially in the past two years, actual usage of the
Internet has also jumped significantly. In 2002, 78 percent of the respondents reported
accessing the Internet at least sometimes, while 62 percent access the Internet at least
several times a week. As the data in Table 9.9 show, these are important increases since the
2000 Survey. Internet usage is also age-related with younger respondents accessing the Internet
more frequently than older respondents. However, it is only in the 65-plus-year-old category
where fewer than half of the respondents report accessing the Internet at least once a week.

2000 2002
% %

Every day 36 45
Several times a week 14 17
Once a week 6 5
A few times a month 6 5
Once a month 3 2
Less than once a month 5 4
Never 29 21
Not stated <1 <1
N 1002 1053

The latest data we have access to is the Household Internet Use by Statistics Canada which
found that “in 2001, 7.2 million households had at least one member who used the Internet
regularly, either from home, work, school, a public library or other locations. This group
represented 60 percent of all households, up from 51 percent in 2000” (Statistics Canada,
2002, July 25). 

As in 2000, the Internet appears to be a primary tool for informal adult learning. While the
2002 Survey found 14 percent of the respondents using the Internet as their main method of
taking courses (see Table 9.4), Statistics Canada indicates a much higher rate, 23 percent,
using the Internet in 2001 for all forms of formal education and training. The difference in
these two figures suggests that the Internet is used for learning activities related to formal
courses taken in traditional formats. The Internet may be substituting for some previous
library use, but the substitution for face-to-face courses is not very significant.22
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Table 9.7

“What was the main reason you did

not take a course?”

Table 9.8

“Do you have an Internet

connection from your home?”

Table 9.9

“How often do you access

the Internet yourself from any

location?”



As Table 9.10 shows, there are some clear interactions between Internet access and usage
and social class variables. Interestingly, over 77 percent of those respondents who had a child
at home reported having Internet access at home.  All ages, except those over 65, were just as
likely to have Internet access. However, there is still evidence of a digital divide in terms of
family income and prior education. The lowest two income categories are the only categories
with less than 50 percent access, while the highest income category had more than 90
percent access. The annual Statistics Canada survey of Internet usage provides similar access
levels (Statistics Canada, 2002, July 25).23

In summary, it appears as if the informal search for information on the Internet far outstrips
the use of the Internet for formal courses and training. Statistics Canada reports “A greater
number of households that reported regular home use turned to the Internet as a source of
information, with over half accessing news sites or searching for government information
online. Three in five households used the Internet as a source for medical or health-related
information” (Statistics Canada, 2002, July 25).

HAVE INTERNET USE INTERNET AT HAVE TAKEN COURSE
CONNECTION AT HOME LEAST ONCE A WEEK USING INTERNET

% % % N
Age
18–24 83 88 33 120
25–34 74 84 18 183
35–44 78 78 11 230
45–54 72 69 12 193
55–64 60 61 11 125
65+ 31 25 0 173

Education
Elementary 20 20 20 35
High school incomplete 40 31 15 121
High school complete 61 59 15 241
Non-university post-secondary 69 72 10 219
University 82 86 16 194

Family income
Under $20,000 48 49 13 118
$20,000 to $29,999 38 40 0 98
$30,000 to $39,999 50 62 8 107
$40,000 to $59,999 68 65 13 168
$60,000 to $79,999 73 72 17 145
$80,000 to $99,999 83 87 15 87
$100,000 or more 90 88 20 131

Child attending educational institution
Yes 77 74 11 141
No 23 64 15 266
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Table 9.10

Internet Activity by Background
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In this section we look at whether there are systemic differences among social groups in
how they see educational issues. In particular, we examine whether differences in opinion
are associated with difference in age, sex, educational attainment, income, occupational class,
and political party preference. A wide variety of factors shape people’s attitudes towards
educational institutions: their own interests and direct experiences, the perspectives advanced
by those they talk to and respect, the pervasive messages from the media and public figures.
Attitude formation is complex and any individual’s views are likely to be idiosyncratic in some
way. Nevertheless, people who share important social characteristics may be, on some issues
at least, more likely to think alike than do others.

We should add, however, that in past surveys, the actual pattern of background differences
on education issues has served as a warning against making stereotype assumptions. Patterns
of responses are frequently less predictable than we might expect, if we work from simplistic
models of group interest and orientation.

10.1 Age 
Satisfaction with the school system generally declines with age. Over half of those 18–24 are
satisfied with schools compared to just over a third of those 65 and older (see Table 10.1).
Younger respondents are more supportive of increased spending for elementary and high
schools; however, even among those 65 and older, over half support improved funding. Age
is not a factor in willingness to pay more taxes for education; in past surveys, resistance to
higher taxes had increased with age. However, willingness to allow local school districts to
run budget deficits does decline with age.

Views on post-secondary education are broadly similar across age groups. However, younger
respondents are more likely to recognize the value of a degree in avoiding unemployment.

1.0

In 2002, educational attainment continues to make a difference in at least
two areas: views of the role of educational professionals, and views on the
linkage of university education and employment opportunities.

Background Differences 10
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18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55–64 65+
ISSUES POSITIONS % % % % % %

% satisfied with the school
system in general 56 53 49 39 29 36

% favouring increased
spending on schools 80 79 77 64 65 54

% willing to allow
school district deficit budgets 56 56 41 35 38 29

% agreeing university and
high graduates equally likely
to be unemployed 39 48 51 51 52 60

10.2 Sex
Women and men hold similar views on most educational issues. However, on one issue—the
desirability of smaller class sizes in the early years of elementary school—women consistently
offer greater support than men (see Table 10.2). Women are more likely than men (in 1998 and
2000) to think reducing class sizes in the early elementary grades will have a great deal of impact
on student achievement. They are also more likely to strongly favour spending money for this
purpose (in 1998 and 2002) if school funding is increased. Women offer greater support, as well,
for using any new funding to hire more special education teachers. This suggests a greater faith
in the interaction of students and teachers as the way to improve student achievement.

ISSUES POSITIONS MALES FEMALES

% strongly favoring reducing class sizes for first
few years of elementary schools if governments
decide to spend more tax money 1998 40 60

2002 41 60

% who think student achievement can be improved
a great deal by reducing class size in the early grades 1998 35 51

2000 39 52

% strongly favouring hiring more special
education teachers if governments decide
to spend more tax money 2002 45 62

10.3 Educational Attainment 
In earlier surveys, higher educational attainments were associated with greater support for
increased spending on education. However this pattern has been eroded as support for
higher educational spending has become more widespread over the past four years. In 2002,
educational attainment continues to make a difference in at least two areas: views of the role
of educational professionals, and views on the linkage of university education and
employment opportunities.

The university educated are more supportive than others of the position and autonomy of
professionals within the school system (see Table 10.3). Just over half of respondents with
university education oppose giving school counsels the power to hire and fire principals,
compared to a third of those without high school diplomas. Almost half of the university
educated think teachers should be left to develop their own professional learning plans rather
than having to take courses required by government authorities. Less than one in five
respondents without a high school diploma hold this view. While those with a university
education are less likely than others to support popular or government restrictions on
professional autonomy, they are, somewhat ironically, more likely to consider serving on a
school council.

The 14th OISE/UT Survey | 51

Table 10.1

Differences in Attitudes

by Age Group

Table 10.2

Differences in Attitudes by Sex



HIGH SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL NON-UNIVERSITY
ISSUES POSITIONS COMPLETE INCOMPLETE POST-SECONDARY UNIVERSITY

% favouring opposing school
councils authority to hire and
fire principals 34 40 39 52

% who would probably or
definitely not serve on a
school council 76 68 64 54

% who think teachers should be
able to develop their own
professional learning plans
(not take required courses) 19 26 29 47

% who oppose limiting
post-secondary program intake
based on availability of jobs
for graduates. 41 54 61 71

% agreeing university and
high graduates equally likely
to be unemployed 68 56 50 40

Those who have attended university are more likely to think that a degree confers an
advantage in avoiding unemployment. They are less likely than other educational groups to
favour limiting access to post-secondary programs based on the job prospects of graduates.

10.4 Family Income and Occupational Class
Family income is associated with surprisingly few differences in views on education. This is
the case even in areas such as spending, taxing, university fees and student assistance which
we would expect to be income-sensitive. Low-income respondents are no more likely that
others to think that students from low-income families have less chance of getting a higher
education than those from higher-income groups.  Nor do they hold distinctive views about
whether the opportunities for higher education have gotten better or worse for low-income
students, over the past 10 years. This is the case even if we restrict comparisons to parents of
current students at the elementary, secondary or post-secondary levels.

We do, however, find evidence of the disadvantages faced by low-income students in
response to other questions. Low and high-income respondents are about equally likely to
say that lack of funding is a problem for local schools. But when it comes to selecting the
biggest problem area facing schools in the community, over 40 percent of the low-income
group cite problems with student behaviour including drug use and bullying. Just over 10
percent in the highest income group cite this type of problem.

Low-income respondents are more likely than those in higher-income groups to think a high
school diploma is an adequate level of education to get along in today’s society (although this
is not the majority view). Over 60 percent of low-income respondents think that a university
graduate faces the same risk of unemployment as a high school graduate; just over a third in
the highest income group hold this view.

As in past years, the distinct views of corporate executives overshadow most other differences
among occupational groups on educational issues. Corporate executives are again less likely to
be satisfied with the school system in general than many other occupational groups. Less than a
quarter are satisfied with the schools in general; however, a majority hold positive views of the
job teachers are doing. While their satisfaction with teachers remains below that of many other
occupational groups, the current figure is a distinct improvement over 2000. In that year just
over a quarter were satisfied with teachers’ performance. (see Table 10.4).
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Table 10.3

Differences in Attitudes by

Educational Attainment



CORP. SMALL SELF- SUPER- PROF. SERVICE INDUSTRIAL

EXEC. EMPLOYER EMPLOYED MANAGER VISOR EMPLOYEE WORKER WORKER

ISSUES POSITIONS % % % % % % % %

% satisfied with the
school system in general 22 33 40 52 52 44 53 48

% favouring increased
spending on schools 57 53 76 71 75 74 79 69

% favouring increased
spending on apprenticeships 
in skilled trades 52 65 75 71 79 73 69 76

% willing to pay more taxes
in support of education 41 51 62 53 59 64 55 57

% favouring reducing making
junior kindergarten available 
in all school districts if 
governments decide to 
spend more tax money 39 59 73 70 75 63 73 65

% favouring more places for
adults who want to go back 
to high school to earn a 
diploma if governments decide
to spend more tax money 60 77 89 79 82 83 88 90

% willing to allow school 

district deficit budgets 14 35 51 44 49 51 47 38

% favouring raising the
school leaving age to 18 47 72 70 75 83 71 71 82

% who think the provincial
government has too much 
control over schools 22 44 57 43 44 51 57 45

% wanting most emphasis on
preparing students to think 
critically/exercise creativity 35 4 24 12 12 10 11 7

% who agree that teachers
should have the right to strike 14 28 52 46 44 51 43 52

% agreeing university and 

high graduates equally likely
to be unemployed 26 44 62 40 52 40 49 61

Corporate executives are now less resistant to both increased spending on schools and paying
higher taxes in support of education than in previous years, while still less supportive than
other occupational groups. In 2001, just over half favour increased spending on schools
compared to 70 percent or more for most other occupational groups. Similar differences
appear for other levels of education, including apprenticeship training in the skilled trades.

Corporate executives are less supportive than other groups, of making junior kindergarten
available in all school districts, if the government decided to spend more on education. This
is also the case for changes more directly related to workforce requirements, in particular,
increasing the number of places for adults wishing to return to high school to earn their
diplomas. Corporate executives are also much less likely than others to favour raising the
school leaving age from 16 to 18, a measure with obvious cost implications.
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Table 10.4

Differences in Attitudes by

Occupational Group

Categories: corporate executive, small
employer (firms with under 50
employees), self-employed, manager,
supervisor, professional employee, service
worker, industrial worker.



Just over 40 percent of corporate executives would accept higher taxes for education,
somewhat below the level for most other groups. They are much more resistant, however,
to allowing school districts to run budget deficits rather than cut services to community
supports. Executives are no more supportive of funding private schools or of the private
school tax credit than others.

Less than a quarter of corporate executives think that the provincial government now has too
much control over schools compared to 40 percent, or more of other occupational groups.
Executives are much less likely to support teachers right to strike.

At the high school level, corporate executives are more likely than others to see as a priority,
preparing students to exercise critical thinking skills and their creativity in later life.
Executives are as resistant as others to limiting admissions to post-secondary programs based
on available jobs for graduates. However, they are more likely to see a university degree as
providing protection against the risk of unemployment.

10.5 Political Party Preference 
Where we find differences in respondents’ views on educational issues based on political
party identification, these follow the expected patterns. Liberals and NDP supporters are
more likely than Conservatives and supporters of the Alliance to favour an increase in
spending on schools (see Table 10.5). Those who identify with the Conservatives and the
Alliance are also less likely to express a willingness to pay more taxes in support of education.
However, over half of Conservatives and Alliance supporters would spend more on schools
and over 40 percent would pay higher taxes to do so.

PC REFORM LIB. NDP OTHER NONE
ISSUES POSITIONS % % % % % %

% satisfied with the job teachers are doing 50 53 69 65 56 56

% favouring increased spending on schools 64 56 79 89 72 72

% willing to pay more taxes in support
of education 48 33 56 65 54 44

% supporting public funding of private
schools (all or religious schools) 26 51 35 32 33 29

% opposed to allowing  profit-making
business to mange public schools 51 40 55 68 60 54

% who agree that teachers should have
the right to strike 33 33 48 70 69 51

% who agree that teachers should have
the right to refuse extra-curricular activities 40 34 52 68 46 55

% who think the provincial government
has too much control over schools 31 34 51 71 58 51

% who think students from low-income
families have a worse chance of getting a
higher education than high-income families 63 55 67 82 64 77

% who think aboriginal students have a
worse chance of getting a higher education
than white students 34 20 29 45 47 34

% who think the governments should
intervene if some groups are
underrepresented in post-secondary
education 36 25 39 55 37 40
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Table 10.5

Differences in Attitudes by Party

Preference



On other issues, differences by party identification reveal contrasts between Conservatives
and Alliance/Reformers as well as the more familiar left-right continuum. Support for public
funding of private schools, and for a tax credit for private school parents is notably higher
among Alliance supporters than Conservatives. Over half of Alliance supporters think the
provincial government now has too much control over local schools, compared to a third of
Conservatives. On the left side of the continuum, almost two-thirds of NDP identifiers
support teachers’ right to strike compared to just under half of Liberals (and just over a
quarter of Conservatives and Alliance supporters).
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Just as the 2000 OISE/UT Survey concluded two years ago, the 2002 Survey concludes
today that the Ontario public at the turn of the millennium remains generally dissatisfied
with the performance of the school system, greatly concerned about inaccessibility of
advanced education because of high cost to students, and more prepared than ever to spend
more tax dollars on public education. There is strong support for some of the recent
government initiatives, but overall public sentiment is one of concern.

Fostering Educational Stability
The widespread evidence of the inadequate funding of the K to 12 school system during the
recent Educational Equality Task Force hearings led directly to the Chair’s recommendations to
update the benchmark costs for all components of the school funding formula, amounting to
nearly two billion dollars, starting immediately and being phased in over three years (Rozanski,
2002, p. 23). But funding increases alone are unlikely to quell dissatisfaction with the blizzard of
policy initiatives over the past seven years since the Royal Commission on Learning. Although
the Ontario public is divided on some of these policy initiatives, there is general concern about
fostering greater stability and fairness in the K to 12 system. As the recent OISE/UT policy audit
of the Ontario public school system concludes, the public is not interested in further radical
reforms but rather in measured and incremental improvements built on public trust of teachers
and schools and funded by reasonable tax increases (Leithwood, Fullan, & Watson, 2003, Jan.).

Satisfaction with the school system in general declined between 1996 and 1998 and in 2002
continues at a low ebb. Just over 40 percent are satisfied with the system. However, two-
thirds of respondents are satisfied with the job teachers are doing. 

In the mid-1990s, the Ontario public began to revise its views on public spending. In 1996,
just under half supported higher spending for elementary and secondary schools. In 2002,
over two-thirds take this view. Underfunding is now seen as the most important problem
facing schools, with a majority citing this as an important problem. A majority of parents
with children in school have supported higher taxes for education at least since 1988. A

1.0

The clear majority of Ontarians want to see a better funded and fully
operational public education system and are prepared to put their
money where their mouth is.

Conclusion



growing proportion of those without children in the school system, who now make up the
majority of voters, have also come to adopt the same view. In 2002, perhaps for the first time,
over half of both parents and non-parents are willing to pay higher education taxes. Over
half of respondents strongly favour increased spending to reduce class size in the early grades
of elementary school and to hire more special education teachers.

Public views remain divided over what types of school should receive public funding. About
30 percent want public funding restricted to a single public system. Just over a third favour
the current situation with full funding for both the public school system and the Catholic
separate school system. About a third would extend funding to private schools—this limited
support for further extension of public funding has remained the same since 1986. Over half
of respondents oppose issuing tax credits to parents of private school students equal to the
cost of educating their children in a public school, while only a third support this policy. If
tax credits are to be more fully implemented, there is strong support for requiring that
private schools conform to three conditions for eligibility: 

(1) follow the provincial curriculum in core subjects
(2) only hire teachers from government approved teacher preparation programs 
(3) participate in province-wide testing programs.

In 2002, about half of the Ontario public think the province has too much control over local
schools while over 20 percent think the province has too little control and a similar proportion
see the provincial/local control balance as about right. Very similar divisions of opinion
appeared in both our 1998 and 2000 Surveys. But almost half favour the provincial government
setting the maximum amount local districts could spend on schools, a view consistent with the
current policy under the funding formula. There is little support for reverting to exclusive local
control with only a quarter preferring this funding model. Opinion is about evenly divided over
whether school districts should run deficits to protect programs that the community values.

Over two-thirds of respondents think that the public has too little say in how schools are
run. However, the 2002 Survey confirms that personal willingness to participate in a local
school council has declined over the past six years. In 2002, just over a third indicate that
they would probably or definitely serve if asked. Opinion is also divided over what authority
should be given to school councils. Only a third favour giving school councils the power to
hire and fire school principals.

The public embraces a broad range of educational objectives. No clear priority is accorded to
“hard” outcomes, notably preparation for work or post-secondary education, over “soft”
outcomes such as preparation to exercise creativity and critical thinking, or preparation for
citizenship and parenting roles. Most respondents support a wide range of outcomes. 

About 60 percent of respondents support setting higher standards for high school graduation 
even if this means fewer students would graduate. But there has been growing resistance since
1996 to higher standards at the cost of a lower graduation rate. Resistance is stronger among
parents than non-parents. However, the Grade 10 literacy test has overwhelming public support.
Approximately 90 percent of respondents favour the test. Support barely diminishes when
respondents are asked if they would still support the literacy test if it meant fewer students would
graduate. Parents and non-parents hold similar views on this issue. Almost two-thirds support the
idea of offering a lower level school leaving certificate for students who do not meet new diploma
standards. Over 70 percent of respondents favour raising the school leaving age from 16 to 18.

The public is generally satisfied with the performance of teachers; few report that schools in
their community have significant problems with poorly prepared teachers. Yet the public also
generally supports provincial policies for mandatory professional development. Over 80
percent think teachers should be required to provide evidence that they are following a plan
of continuing professional education in order to keep their licenses. Almost 60 percent also
support requiring teachers to take particular courses rather than leaving teachers to develop
their own learning programs. The public is now about equally divided over teachers’ right to
strike, in contrast to the strong opposition to this right up to the mid-90s.
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Sixty percent of parents describe the overall quality of the education their own child receives
at school as good or excellent. Most other parents offer a rating of satisfactory. About one in
four have purchased private tutoring for their children within the past three years, a
benchmark that bears close watching in future years. Most parents say they are satisfied with
the amount of time they are able to devote to helping their children succeed in school.
Those who are not satisfied frequently cite work and other family responsibilities as keeping
them from spending more time helping their children with school work.

The bottom line is that in 2002 the clear majority of Ontarians want to see a better funded
and fully operational public educational system and are prepared to put their money where
their mouth is, as indicated by the vast majority of testimony to the Educational Equality
Task Force (see Rozanski, 2002).

Post-secondary Access
For some years, public discussion of post-secondary education in Ontario has been centred on
accessibility concerns. The double cohort issue has only served to accentuate this concern. 

Access issues underlie public support for increased funding for post-secondary education.
More than half favour higher spending on colleges of applied arts and technologies; almost
two-thirds would increase funding for universities. In 2002, two-thirds of respondents agree
that every qualified student who wants to attend university should be guaranteed a place even
if this means spending more tax money on universities. This represents a significant gain
from 1996 when we first asked this question. Over half think the proportion of 18–24 year
olds going to university should increase, even though most people either do not know or
overestimate the current participation rate. 

The double cohort has been a source of anxiety both for the post-secondary institutions
which are under pressure to accommodate the exceptionally large number of applicants for
September 2003 admission, and for students and their parents and teachers who are worried
about whether the increased competition for places will leave many out in the cold. The
public overwhelmingly rejects coping with the double cohort by restricting access. The
majority want staff and facilities increased to preserve both access and quality. Just over half
want the cost to be shared equally between fee increases and increased government grants;
about 40 percent favour relying on increased grants alone; less than five percent would rely
on increasing fees alone. These sentiments have been consistent since 1998.

A majority of the public recognize that students from low-income families face greater
barriers to gaining a post-secondary education. If governments decide to spend more on
education, over 80 percent of the public would earmark funds for keeping university tuition
fees low and increasing financial assistance to university students. 

The public increasingly associates higher participation rates with economic advancement.
Public estimates of the impact of increasing enrolments on the economy have undergone a
change. In 1998, over half thought increasing the proportion of high school students going
to university would have a great deal or quite a lot of impact on the economy, while only 
40 percent considered that increasing enrolment in graduate programs would have the same
effect. In 2002, this distinction has disappeared. About half of respondents rate increases in
both undergraduate and graduate enrolments as likely to have a substantial economic impact. 
While believing that higher participation rates will benefit the economy, most also think there
is currently an oversupply of university graduates for the jobs available. There is little support
for restricting access to post-secondary programs on the basis of availability of jobs for
graduates. However, these views must be set in the context of public perceptions that
education and skill requirements are increasing over time. In 1996, about two-thirds thought
that a post-secondary education was now needed to get along in today’s society. In 2002,
three-quarters hold this view. Since 1986, almost three-quarters of the public has thought that
the work now done by most people in the labour force requires more skill than 20 years ago.

58 | PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARDS EDUCATION IN ONTARIO 2002



The public holds mixed views of the returns on education for individuals. While it is generally
recognized that university graduates are likely to obtain better jobs than those without
degrees, the lower unemployment rates for graduates are not recognized. There is greater
consensus over the long-term effects of a degree, including enhanced career opportunities and
lifetime earnings, than over short-term benefits immediately after graduation.

Public opinion has increasingly identified the economic impact of university research with
commercialization through university/business partnerships. About 60 percent of respondents
think that increasing the number of research partnerships with business will have a significant
impact on the economy. This is, in fact, the change in universities which is most frequently
seen as having a substantial economic impact. In contrast, less than half think simply increasing
the amount of research activity would have similar effects. The gap between the perceived
impact of collaborative research with business and government, versus university research in
general has grown between 1998 and 2002. However, the public’s priorities have not shifted
away from basic towards applied research in recent years. As in 1998, there is now an equal
division of opinion between those who think the main goal of university research should be to
discover new knowledge and those who give priority to providing solutions to specific
problems. But ensuring access for qualified students through increased funding in the wake of
the double cohort now dwarfs other public concerns about higher education. 

Lifelong Learning
There is now strong majority support for adult literacy and job retraining program funding,
as well as growing interest in taking more adult education courses. The impact of a rapidly
credentializing society, the proliferation of information technologies such as the Internet and
the increase in private trainers appears to be fomenting a culture of lifelong learning (see
Livingstone, 2002). Participation in adult education courses and workshops appears to have
experienced a real surge in the past few years, in spite of heightened barriers. Much of this
increase involves mature students upgrading their university and college degrees and taking
computer training courses. Most adult education remains job-related. Conversely, there
seems to have been a slight decline in the incidence of self-reported informal learning, which
may be reflective of a substitution effect as more people are participating in adult education
courses. However, respondents report increases in the amount of time spent on the Internet
in both course work and informal learning. Informal learning, both general and computer-
assisted, continues to be much greater than formal educational participation among adults
Internet use both for educational and more general purposes has continued to grow at a
rapid rate. But a majority also indicate a desire for courses they could not take and growing
numbers report cost barriers (Livingstone, 2002; Livingstone, Raykow, & Stowe, 2001). 

Growing Consensus
The growing consensus on fostering stability and ensuring access to public education is also
reflected in majority support for funding even among groups who previously opposed increases.
Among those 65 and older, over half now support improved education funding and age is not now
a critical factor in willingness to pay more taxes for education. Similarly, those with lower formal
educational attainments are no longer less supportive of education funding. Corporate executives
continue to be less supportive of many aspects of public education than other occupational classes,
but a small majority now favour increased spending on schools—in marked contrast to their
distinctive opposition in past surveys. Finally, while Liberal and NDP supporters are more likely
than Conservative and Alliance supporters to favour increase spending on schools, over half of
Conservative and Alliance supporters are also now prepared to spend more on schools.  

The central question on the minds of most Ontario voters in recent years has been whether
governments will commit and effectively implement sufficient increased resources to ensure
stability and accessibility in the different levels of the public educational system. The
recommendations of the Education Equality Task Force and the recent OISE/UT policy
audit, The Schools We Need (Leithwood, Fullan & Watson, 2003), the increasingly evident
challenge of the current double cohort of post-secondary applicants, and the growing
demand for access to adult education in the context of recent cutbacks should all ensure the
continuing centrality of this question in the near future. 
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The Main Sample of the Adult Population of Ontario
The 2002 OISE/UT survey involved a representative random sample of 1053 adult
Canadian citizens, 18 years of age and over, who were interviewed by telephone in their
residences across Ontario between October 8 and December 22, 2002. The survey was
administered by the Institute for Social Research at York University.  Respondents entered
the survey through a two-stage sampling procedure. Random digit dialing procedures were
used to produce a sample of phone numbers. (In this procedure, phone numbers are
computer-generated rather than relying on telephone directories, which exclude non-listed
numbers. Non-residential numbers were eliminated as ineligible when contacted.) Within
the households contacted, the adult resident was selected who was next to have a birthday.
Up to 15 callbacks were made in attempts to reach respondents. A response rate of 50
percent was obtained.

As has been done in previous OISE/UT Surveys, the 2002 sample of respondents has been
weighted to remedy slight imbalances in age and sex groups. The weighted sample continues
to somewhat underrepresent those with less than high school completion, and over-represent
those with post-secondary education. Table A.1 shows the distribution of the weighted
sample by selected background characteristics.

The Supplementary Sample of Corporate Executives 
A special survey of corporate executives has been conducted in each year of the survey, in
view of the fact that individuals in this small but important occupational class would be
unlikely to appear in sufficient numbers within the main population sample.  The sample
survey of corporate executives has been drawn from corporate directors resident in Ontario
and engaged in managing corporations based in the province as listed in the Financial Post
Directory of Directors, 2002. From this, a sample of 485 was drawn by simple random
selection.  

The special survey was conducted using a mailed questionnaire, this being the only
financially practical method in this case. We received 87 usable responses for a response rate
of 18 percent. We also received 28 returns-to-sender due to out-of-date addresses or changes
in employment. Subtracting the returns-to-sender from the original sample size, the
cooperation rate among those deemed to have received the survey is 19 percent. We think it
likely that the number of respondents we did not reach is higher than the returns-to-sender
because questionnaires were discarded rather than sent back to us. Due to the publication
date of the Directory of Directors, we have to rely on addresses which are a year old at the time
we draw our sample. In these turbulent times, a year is a long time in corporate Canada.



Thus we suspect that our real return rate, based on respondents we actually reached, is
substantially higher than the figure we have stated.

% N

Age
18–24 11 120
25–34 17 183
35–44 22 230
45–54 18 192
55–64 12 125
65+ 16 173
Unclassified 3 29

Sex
Male 48 501
Female 52 552

Contact with schools
Child at private elementary/high school 1 13
Child at Catholic elementary/high school 8 80
Child at public elementary/high school 19 203
Unspecified or Mixed supporter (public/Catholic/private) 1 21
Child at post-secondary only 2 6
No child in school 69 731

Education
Less than high school diploma 15 157
High school complete 23 241
Non-university post-secondary 26 271
University 35 373
Unclassified 1 11

Religion
Protestant 42 441
Catholic 28 293
Other 10 105
No religion 18 186
Unclassified 3 28

Mother tongue
English 75 787
French 5 52
Other 20 207
Unclassified 1 7

Ethnic Group
British 44 459
French 7 71
Other European 22 229
Non-European 14 147
Unclassified 14 146

Family income
Under $20,000 11 117
$20,000 to $29,999 9 98
$30,000 to $39,999 10 106
$40,000 to $59,999 16 168
$60,000 to $79,999 14 145
$80,000 to $99,999 8 87
$100,000 or more 12 130
Unclassified 19 201
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% N

OCCUPATIONAL CLASS
Corporate executives1 --- 95
Small employers 4 39
Self-employed 8 89
Managers 11 115
Professional employees 9 96
Supervisors 10 103
Service workers 10 108
Industrial workers 6 61
Homemakers 3 34
Unemployed 3 27
Retired 20 213
Student 9 92
Unclassified 7 76

REGION
Metro Toronto 21 217
Metro outskirts 26 273
Eastern Ontario 14 152
Western Ontario 24 255
Northern Ontario 15 156

POLITICAL PARTY PREFERENCE2, 3

Progressive Conservative 20 206
Alliance/Reform 5 50
Liberal 41 433
NDP 8 84
Minor parties 4 44
None 8 88
Unclassified 14 148

Total 1003 1053

1  Special survey of corporate executives
2  Percentages may not add to 100 for all variables due to rounding.
3  An Ipsos-Reid poll in October 2002 showed support levels of 33 percent for the provincial Conservative
Party, 45 percent for the Liberals and 14 percent for the NDP. (Source: Ipsos-Reid Media Release “Ontario
Liberals Ride High while Tory Vote Plummets for New Eves Administration“ October 25, 2000.)

Sampling Tolerances 
In this study, the opinions and preferences of 1053 respondents are taken to represent those
of all adult residents in Ontario. In the case of findings for subgroups, the numbers are
smaller; 317 respondents represent all parents with children in the school system. (These are
in fact the weighted totals.) For any sample survey, it can be expected that there will be
differences between the findings for these relatively small numbers of representatives and the
results which would have been obtained if the entire population had been surveyed.

Table A.2 provides estimates of error for any percentage taken by itself. The estimate itself
indicates that the actual percentage for the population might be the stated number of
percentage points either greater or less than the percentage actually shown in the table.  For
example, in Table 2.6 (see page 18), we see that 37 percent of all respondents in 2002
indicate that they favour tax credits for parents who send their children to private schools.
The estimate of the possible sampling error for this statistic is found in Table A.2 at the
intersection of the row for “percentages near 40” and the column for sample size of 1,000
(since the percentage is based on the entire sample of 1,002).24

62 | PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARDS EDUCATION IN ONTARIO 2002

Table A.1

Demographic Breakdown of the

Sample



The estimate of the general population sampling error is four percent; that is, if the survey
had covered the entire population of Ontario, chances are 95 in 100 that the percentage
satisfied with the school system in general would have fallen between 33 percent and
41 percent. 

Table 2.6 also shows that 31 percent of respondents who indicate they have no religious
preference agree with tax credits for parents to offset the costs of sending their children to
private schools. The percentage is similar as in the example above but in this case, the
(sub)sample size is somewhat under 200. The sampling error estimate is shown in Table A.2
at the intersection of the row for “percentages near 30” and the column for sample size of
200. Due to the smaller size of the sample on which the result is based, the sampling error is
correspondingly larger at eight percentage points. Thus, if all Ontario residents indicating no
religious preference were polled, the table says there is a 95 percent chance that support for
tax credits would be found to be between 23 percent and 39 percent.

SAMPLE SIZE
PERCENTAGES NEAR 1000 600 400 200 100

10 2 4 4 5 7
20 3 4 5 7 9
30 4 5 6 8 10
40 4 5 6 9 11
50 4 5 6 9 11
60 4 5 6 9 11
70 4 5 6 8 10
80 3 4 5 7 9
90 2 4 4 5 7

Sampling error must also be taken into account for the differences between two percentages
for different groups. Again the error estimates become larger, the smaller the groups
involved.  Differences among groups reported in the text have passed this test.

Further Information 
A more detailed description of the methodology of the OISE/UT Surveys and a copy of the
questionnaire used in 2002 can be obtained from our website or from the authors on request. 
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Table A.2

Recommended Allowance

for Sampling Error of a Percentage

OISE/UT SURVEY OF EDUCATIONAL ISSUES • OISE/UT

DEPARTMENT OF SOCIOLOGY AND EQUITY STUDIES IN EDUCATION
OISE/UT
252 Bloor St. W.
Toronto, ON   M5S 1V6
Attention: D.W. Livingstone
Direct inquiries may also be made to the OISE/UT Survey authors.

PHONE: 416-923-6641
Dr. D.W. Livingstone, ext. 2703 
Dr. D. Hart, ext. 2338
Dr. L.E. Davie, ext. 2355

FAX: 416-926-4751

EMAIL: dlivingstone@oise.utoronto.on.ca
dhart@oise.utoronto.on.ca
ldavie@oise.utoronto.on.ca

WEBSITE: www.oise.utoronto.ca/OISE-Survey

We invite your comments on this survey and suggestions for the next survey
scheduled for 2004:
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1 The most recent major, publicly available Canada-wide education poll is still T. Williams and H.
Millinoff’s Canada’s Schools: Report Card for the 1990s (1990). For a comparative analysis of the OISE/UT,
U.S. Gallup and other international opinion surveys on educational issues, see N. McEwen (1996).
Various Canadian commercial polling agencies report occasional surveys on education topics but with
little attention to trends on policy issues.

2 Most of the prior surveys have been published and distributed by the former OISE Press. They are
as follows: Livngstone (1978); Livingstone & Hart (1979 & 1980); Livingstone, Hart, & McLean
(1982); Livingstone, Hart, & Davie (1984, 1986, 1988, 1990, 1992, & 1994). The 1996 and 1998
Surveys were published by University of Toronto Press; see Livingstone, Hart, & Davie (1996 &
1998). The 2000 Survey by Livingstone, Hart, & Davie was published as an Orbit Monograph by
OISE/UT, as is the 2002 Survey.

3 Mass media accounts of education have often been misleading and unresponsive to general public
interest, as documented by Kaplan (1992). The current Ontario government has been accused of
both using “push polls” and only reluctantly releasing poll results inconsistent with its agenda; see
Papp (2000)

4 For helpful discussions of the formation of democratic consent and of the stages in this process, see
Glasser and Salmon (1995)

5 On deliberate polling see Fishkin (1995).
6 The responses to questions about satisfaction with schools are sensitive to the specific wording to the

question and to the scale used. Thus the OISE/UT Survey has documented satisfaction levels with
the school system in general of just over 40 percent since 1998. An Angus-Reid Poll conducted in
1999 for the Globe and Mail and Global TV found 43 percent satisfied with “…overall state of the
public education system” (Mackie, 2002, Mar. 3)

Over the same period, however, the Canadian Gallup Poll asked respondents how satisfied they were
with the “education children are getting today.” Between 1997 and 2000, Gallup found satisfaction
levels of 34 to 38 percent. In 2001, however, the proportion satisfied increased to 45 percent, an
upturn not registered by the OISE/UT Survey.  The Gallup poll uses a scale without a middle term
(e.g., “Neither”); these results are taken from a national poll with an Ontario subsample, smaller than
the OISE/UT Survey, and hence subject to higher sampling errors. These findings are reported in The
Gallup Poll 58 (11); 59, (19), 60 (19), and 61 (16).
In September 2002, the Leger Poll asked Ontarians (as part of a national sample) how satisfied they
were with “...the educational system in their province”(see Canadian/Press/Leger, 2002, p. 4). Again
the scale used did not include a middle term. The poll found 52 percent of respondents satisfied with
the Ontario educational system.

7 The 2001 Canadian Gallup Poll found Quebec and Ontario less satisfied with education than other
regions (see Gallup Report 61 (16). The Leger Poll conducted in 2002, in contrast, found satisfaction
levels lowest in Ontario and British Columbia. In the U.S., 47 percent of respondents to a 2002
Gallup Poll indicate they are “completely” or “somewhat” satisfied with the quality of education
students receive in kindergarten through Grade 12 (Saad, 2002, Sept. 4).

8 Between 1992 and 1996, the Canadian Gallup Poll found that the proportion of Ontarians favouring
an increase in funding for elementary schools rose from 60 to 68 percent, and for high schools, from
62 to 68 percent (see The Gallup Report Sept. 7, 1992 and 56 (68). Nationally, three-quarters of
Gallup respondents in 1998 favoured an increase in government funding for elementary and high
schools—see The Gallup Report 58 (11). A 1999 Angus-Reid Poll found 63 percent in favour of
increased Provincial government funding for schools (Angus Reid Group media release “Canadians’
Assessment and Views of the Education System,” June 22, 1999). The Canadian Teachers Federations’
National Issues in Education Poll found that the proportion of Canadians favouring increased
spending on schools grew from two-thirds in 1994 and 1995 to 80 percent in 2002 (see CTF Press
release, July 11, 2002). CTF uses a question format different from the OISE/UT Surveys.

9 The 2000 OISE/UT Survey included multiple items and an extended discussion of public views on
private school funding—see OISE/UT, 2000, pp.14–16.

10 It should be noted that this question proposes a more generous policy than the current tax credit which
is capped when fully implemented at $3000. (This is a deduction from taxes paid, not taxable income.)

1.0

Notes



11 The key moments in the history of the tax credit can be traced in Ontario Ministry of Finance News
Release of May 16, 2002 (Ontario Increases Parental Choice and Equity in Education) and
December 17, 2001 (Equity in Education Tax Credit Means More Choice for Ontario Parents) and
in the Hansard record of the exchange between the Leader of the Oppostion Dalton McGuinty and
the Premier Ernie Eves on October 23, 2002. All are available on the Internet.

12 Our regional categories are, however, based on area codes and thus too broad to capture opinion in
local districts, with the exception of the 416 area code for Toronto.

13 In 1984, the new Ontario Schools, Intermediate and Secondary curriculum (OS:IS) replaced the
Secondary School Graduation Diploma (SSGD) awarded with successful completion of Grade 12,
and the Secondary School Honours Graduation Diploma (SSHGD) awarded to successful Grade 13
students with the Ontario Secondary Diploma. While OSIS moved to a single diploma, it also
sharpened the distinctions between courses at different levels of difficulty by introducing Ontario
Academic Credits (OACs), specifically for the university-bound.

14 The Adolescent Attendance Act came into effect on September 1, 1921, raising the school leaving
age from 14 to 16. See Charles. E. Phillips (1978). 

15 This question replicates one asked on the Ontario Ministry of Education’s 2001 Parent Survey,
which found 47 percent rating their child’s education as good or excellent. The Ministry survey was
not based on scientific sampling, but relied on mail-in forms and achieved a response rate of just 6
percent. See Decima Research Ontario Parent Survey on Education, 2001 available at
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca.

16 A recent U.S. Gallup Poll recorded a similar result. In 2002, 68 percent of parents were completely
or somewhat satisfied with their own child’s education, while 47 percent of the public as a whole,
indicated satisfaction with the education that U.S. students were receiving in kindergarten to grade
12  (Saad, 2002, Sept. 4).

17 Parents’ quality ratings of schools their children attend bear a weak positive correlation to (Kendal’s
tau=.19) to their satisfaction levels with the school system in general. The quality ratings of parents
whose oldest child is in elementary school are not significantly related to their views of changes in
the quality of elementary schooling overall. Where the oldest child is in high school, however, we
find a weak positive relationship (Kendall’s tau=.21) with views of changes in the quality of high
school education. In 2000, the correlation between parents satisfaction with the school their oldest
child attended and with the school system in general was somewhat higher at .30.

18 See Livingstone, Hart and Davie (1996), p. 58–60. Nationally, in Canada, Gallup has tracked an
increase from 66 percent in 1987 to 77 percent in 1993 in the proportion of respondents who rated
a college or university education very important. See Bozinoff and A. Turcotte (1993, June 10,).

19 For recent Statistics Canada analyses of the labour market position of post-secondary graduates see
the Education Quarterly Review Vol. 7 (1), 2000; Vol. 7 (2), 2001, and Vol. 8 (4) 2002.

20 In May, 1998 an Angus Reid poll conducted for the management consultancy, Ernst and Young,
asked respondents what would be the most valuable type of education to have in the work force 10
years from now. To the surprise, even of the sponsors, more respondents chose a college diploma in
a technical occupation rather than a university degree in science or a professional degree such as law
or social work (See M. Acharya, 1998, July 15, p. E3.) The Angus Reid question is worded in such a
way that respondents might take account of a range of factors including risk of unemployment, job
security, income, career prospects, etc. It is, however, difficult to envision what combination of
factors would have yielded a net result in favor of college over university credentials.

21 Statistics Canada, “University Tuition Fees,” The Daily (August 27, 2001)
22 Statistics Canada did not conduct the Adult Education and Training Survey in 2000 so we have no

recent comparison of our participation rate with Statistics Canada. Our figures were close to
Statistics Canada in the 1993 and 1997 surveys.

23 Statistics Canada, "Households using the Internet from home, by purpose of use," Table found
online at http://www.statcan.ca/english/Pgdb/arts52a.htm. Last modified: 2002-11-05.

24 The error estimates in this table are based on the assumption of simple random sampling (SRS).
While the OISE survey departs from SRS due to the fact that adults in smaller household generally
have more chance of being selected than those in larger households (since most homes will have
only one phone for adults) the estimates in Table A.2 should provide generally reliable guides for
sampling error estimates for OISE survey findings. The effect of our departure from SRS is that the
sample size for the OISE survey is equivalent to a somewhat smaller size simple random sample.
Readers should thus make conservative judgements in using particular columns of Table A.2.
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