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The OISE Survey of Educational Issues in Ontario has been
conducted biennially since 1980. 

The highlights of the 16th Survey are as follows:

•  Almost half (46%) of Ontarians award their local community schools either an A or
B grade; most others award a C.  These ratings are similar to grades offered both by
the Canadian public as a whole, and by the American public.  These grades have
changed very little over the past 20 years. 

•  Satisfaction with the school system in general continues its upward trend from the
low levels found between 1998 and 2002.  In 2007, just over 60% report that they
are very or somewhat satisfied with the school system.  Satisfaction with the job
teachers are doing is somewhat higher.

•  About a third (34%) thinks that the quality of elementary schooling has improved
over the past 10 years; 28% see little change while 25% think quality has worsened.
At the high school level, 30% see improvement, 28% no change and 24% think
things are getting worse.  The proportion perceiving improved quality has increased
somewhat over the past decade.

•  Just over a third (36%) indicate that they have a great deal or quite a lot of
confidence in public schools. Less confidence is shown in educational policy. Only a
small minority (13%) say they have a great deal or quite a lot of confidence. This is
similar to the national average.

•  Almost three-quarters (73%) now favour increased spending on elementary and
secondary education, compared to 47% in 1996.  60% would accept higher taxes for
education, up from 52% in 2000. Both parents and non-parents have become more
supportive of spending on schools and more willing to accept higher taxation to this
end.

•  39% favour extending funding to all public and private schools that meet province-
wide standards but 58% are opposed. More detailed prior surveys consistently found
no more than 10% support for extending public funding to faith-based schools.

•  The past 10 years have seen the provincial government assume much more control
over K-12 education. In 2007 for the first time, those who think the province has too
much control over local schools (36%) are outnumbered by others who regard the
status quo as about right (28%) or think the province currently still has too little
control (19%). 

•  The proportion of Ontarians who think the public has too little say progressively
increased from 1980 to 2000. Since then, support for a greater public say in how
schools operate has stabilized at between 65 and 70%, in 2007, 68% took this view.

Executive
Summary



•  Willingness to serve on a local school council declined from about half to just over a
third over the past decade. The trajectory for parents is similar. In 1996, 65% of
parents indicated that they would serve if asked; by 2004, the figure was 48% and
now stands at 53%. 

•  There can be little doubt of public support for province-wide testing. In 2007, 74%
favoured province-wide testing to assess the performance of all high school students;
73% would support successful performance on provincial examinations in all
compulsory subjects as a requirement for high school graduation. However, 65%
thought that high school students’ final grades should mainly reflect their teachers’
assessments not the results of province-wide tests, up from 50% in 2000. 
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Since 1978, the OISE Survey of Educational Issues has been the
only regular, publicly available survey of public attitudes towards

education in Canada.1 A similar survey has been conducted annually in
the United States since the 1960s.2 The Survey contributes to policy
discussions by providing profiles of both current public views and how
public thinking has changed over time.  Each Survey Report presents
trends on basic dimensions of public attitudes toward education, such
as satisfaction with schools and the job teachers are doing,
perceptions of changes in quality of elementary and secondary
education, views on the adequacy of funding for schools, and views
on aspects of school governance.  The current survey includes a
special section on public orientations to educational change.  Full
reports on the findings of prior surveys are found at our website:
www.oise.utoronto.ca/OISE-Survey). 

The 2007 OISE Survey of Ontario is the first one to be conducted in cooperation with a
Canada-wide survey sponsored by the Canadian Education Association (CEA).  CEA
promotes dialogue throughout the country regarding public policy issues in education.
The OISE survey team and CEA representatives worked together from the outset of the
current survey development to ensure comparability with prior regular OISE surveys
and prior occasional CEA surveys, as well as the relevance of topics addressed. A report
on the Canada-wide survey findings, including comparisons between Ontario and other
regions, may be found at: www.cea-ace.ca. 

CONTEXT
This is the second OISE survey since the new Liberal government took office in October,
2003 with a commitment to increase education funding in response to needs
documented in the Rozanski report commissioned by the prior government.  This is the
first survey since publication of the Rae Commission report on post-secondary
education in February, 2005.  However, by the time of this survey in early 2007, the
Liberal government was over three years old and the Rae Commission report had faded
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1 Most of the prior surveys have been published and distributed by OISE Press. They are as
follows: D.W. Livingstone. Public Attitudes Toward Education in Ontario (1978);
Livingstone and D. Hart. Public Attitudes Toward Education in Ontario (1979 and 1980);
Livingstone, Hart and L.D. McLean. Public Attitudes Toward Education in Ontario (1982);
Livingstone, Hart and L.E. Davie. Public Attitudes Toward Education in Ontario (1984,
1986, 1988, 1990, 1992 and 1994). The 1996 and 1998 surveys were published by
University of Toronto Press: see Livingstone, Hart and. Davie. Public Attitudes Toward
Education in Ontario (1996, 1998).The 2000, 2002 and 2004 surveys by Livingstone, Hart
and Davie were again published by OISE Press as Orbit Monographs.  

2 See L.Rose and A. Gallup. (2004). “The 36st Annual Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll of the
Public’s Attitudes Toward the Public Schools” Phi Delta Kappan 83, no. 1 (September).
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from the media and likely from public consciousness.  The immediate context of the
16th OISE Survey is set by a period without either major policy initiatives or major
confrontations. 

The tenor of public discussions of educational issues reflected a cautious optimism bred
of improvements increased funding had brought over the previous three years, and the
possibilities that more ground would be regained.  The People for Education tracking
survey reports for 2006 and 2007 (www.peopleforeducation.com/tracking/summrpts/
summary.html) documented shrinking class sizes (at the elementary level), improved
staffing levels and shorter waiting lists for special education.  But these reports stress
that continuing shortfalls in basic areas like ESL and school maintenance, stemming
from a continuing funding gap, were perpetuated by the provincial funding formula.
The 2007 report is subtitled with the rhetorical question:” Is it time?”

In one area optimism was in short supply – inequities in school resources and school
outcomes for different groups.  This is a key theme of the tracking survey reports,
particularly with regard to the increasing role of local fundraising to meet school costs.
In the media the issue was cast mainly in terms of school violence - of unsafe schools
unable to provide learning environments for the most disadvantaged.  Also, as
university and college applications increased, the accessibility and cost of post-secondary
education continued to be questioned. 

SURVEY DESIGN
The 2007 OISE survey involved a representative random sample of 747 adults, 18 years
of age and over, who were interviewed by telephone in their residences across Ontario
between January 9th and May 14th, 2007.  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 to15 call-backs were made in attempts to reach respondents. A response
rate of 50% was obtained. 

As in previous OISE surveys, the 2007 sample of respondents has been weighted to
remedy slight imbalances in age and sex groups.  The weighted sample continues to
somewhat under-represent those with less than high school completion, and over-
represents those with post-secondary education.  Results should be accurate to within
4-5% points, 95% of the time based on estimated sampling error.  

A more detailed description of the survey methodology and the composition of the
survey sample can be found on the OISE Survey website: www.oise.utoronto.ca/
OISE-Survey.  The full questionnaire is also available from the survey website. 
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schools.  Comparative data from both series are
included in the figures below.

Grading Public Schools
Almost half (46%) of Ontarians award their local
community schools either an A or B grade; most others
award a C.  These ratings are similar to grades offered
both by the Canadian public as a whole, and by the
American public.  In both Ontario, and Canada overall,
the public is somewhat less willing to award an A grade
to their local schools than are Americans (Figure 1a).
However, differences largely vanish if we consider A and
B grades together. 

General Assessments of Ontario Public Schools
As previously, the 2007 OISE survey began by asking
about general assessments of the public schools –
satisfaction with the school system in general and 
with the job teachers are doing, views on whether
elementary and secondary schools were improving or
deteriorating, confidence in the schools themselves and
in the provincial policies that shape and regulate their
operations.  This year, as part of our partnership with
the Canadian Educational Association (CEA), we
included a new question on what grade –A, B, C, D or
Fail - respondents would award schools in their
communities.  This question has been included in past
CEA surveys, and has been a staple of the U.S. Gallup
Phi Delta Kappan poll of attitudes toward the public
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Among parents, differences are more pronounced.
One in five American parents (20%) awards an A to
their local schools, compared to less than 10% of
Ontarians or Canadians as a whole (Figure 1b).  Again,
however, these differences largely disappear if A and B
grades are considered together.  Finally, it is worth
noting that in all jurisdictions, differences between
parents and the public as a whole are now quite narrow
where they exist at all. 

Parents were also asked to grade the school that their
eldest child attended (Figures 1c and 1d).  In Ontario,
parents are much more likely to assign an A grade to
this school (20%) than to their local schools in general
(5%).  In the U.S. the gap is much narrower (26%

versus 20%).  In Ontario, parents’ higher ratings of
schools attended by their own children persists if we
consider A and B grades together (73% versus 51%).
This is less true in the U.S. (64% versus 56%).

The grades awarded local schools in 2006-7 are very
similar to what they were 20 years before in all three
jurisdictions (Figure 2).  In the U.S., combined A and B
grades have edged up slightly; in Canada in general and
Ontario in particular, the combined total has remained
essentially unchanged.

Satisfaction
Satisfaction with the school system in general continues
its upward trend from the low levels found in the late
1990s and early years of the current decade (Figure 3).
In 2007, just over 60% report that they are very or
somewhat satisfied with the school system.  Satisfaction
with the job teachers are doing is somewhat higher, but
the gulf between these two measures seen five years ago
has narrowed appreciably.  This suggests that fewer see
the system as crippling the efforts of teachers – as was
frequently the case in the Harris years.  As with grading
local schools, satisfaction levels are similar among
parents and non-parents (data not shown).

Figure 2

Public Grading of Community Schools: 1984-2007 Comparisons

Figure 1d

Parents Grading of Community Schools and School Eldest Child Attends: US (2006)

Figure 3

Ontario: Satisfaction with Schools and Teachers
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Most (58-61%) of those indicating they are satisfied
with the school system, award their local schools a B
grade (Figure 4); however, a substantial proportion
(28%) of the very satisfied award an ‘A’.  Less than a
third of the dissatisfied offer either an A or B grade.

Views on the Quality of Education
About a third (34%) think that the quality of
elementary schooling has improved over the past 10
years, 28% see little change while 25% think quality
has worsened.  At the high school level, 30% see
improvement, 28% no change and 24% think things
are getting worse.  These distributions are essentially
the same for both parents and non-parents. 

Figure 5 shows trends in views on quality over time.
The proportion of the public who now see elementary
and high school education improving is substantially
above the low point in 1998.

Confidence
Confidence in both the public schools and educational
policy remains unchanged from 2004 (Figure 6).  Just
over a third (36%) indicate that they have a great deal
or quite a lot of confidence in public schools; 47% have
some confidence.  Less confidence is shown in
educational policy.  Only a small minority (13%) says
they have a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in
current policies; 48% report some confidence but a
third (34%), have very little.  Low levels of confidence
in policy have implications for public willingness to
support educational reforms.  We take up this issue
below in a special section below on attitudes to
educational change.  It should be noted here, however,
that low levels of confidence in provincial policies is not
unique to Ontario.  Nation-wide, only 19% expressed a
great deal or quite a lot of confidence in their provincial
government’s educational policies (see the CEA website
for regional profiles).
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Seeking Services Outside the School System: 

The Case of Tutoring
The extent to which parents seek educational services
outside the public school system is often taken as an
indicator of dissatisfaction and lack of confidence in
publicly funded schools.  This claim is most often made
regarding the still small minority who send their
children to private schools.  But this interpretation is
also imputed to the much larger proportion of parents
who purchase private tutoring services from commercial
firms.  The past three OISE surveys have asked parents
whether they have purchased private tutoring in the last
year.  In each case, about a quarter reported doing so;
in 2007, the figure is 24%. 

In 2004 we looked at the limited explanatory value of
both background factors, such as income and education,
and attitudinal factors in accounting for purchase of
tutoring (see the special report at www.oise.utoronto.ca/
OISE-Survey/specialTopics/tutoringPurchase.html).
The implications were that parents’ decisions about
tutoring mainly reflected the specifics of their situation –
micro-factors not strongly correlated with broad
differences in either material circumstances, general views
of their local schools or “ideological” orientations to
public education.

Here we restrict our attention to issues of parents’
views of the school system and local schools.  As in
2004, we find notable but not strong differences
between parents who purchase tutoring and those who
do not in terms of satisfaction with the school system,
grades awarded local schools and views of quality.
Those who purchased tutoring are somewhat less
satisfied with the school system in general than those
who did not do so (63% versus 75%). In the case of
satisfaction with teachers, however, there are no
appreciable differences. Purchasers of tutoring are less
likely to award their local schools an A or B grade (38%
versus 56%) but very few awards a D or Fail (16%).
There are, however, no differences in ratings of the
school attended by their eldest child.  Parents who
purchased tutoring are more likely to think the quality
of high school education has stayed the same rather than
improved, compared to parents who have not purchased
tutoring.  However, only similarly sized minorities of
each group think there has been an actual worsening of
high school quality.  In the case of elementary schools,
those who have purchased tutoring are more likely than
others to see deterioration (41% versus 21%). 

Spending and Taxing
In our last report (OISE 2004) we noted that, since
1980, we had witnessed two periods of rapid growth in
support for spending on K-12 schooling: 1980-88 and
1996-2000.  We suggested that since 2000 we had
entered a period of high but stable support for both
spending and acceptance of the taxation required to
sustain this.  The 2007 results suggest this is the case
(Figure 7).

Almost three-quarter (73%) now favour increased
spending on elementary and secondary education,
compared to 47% in 1996.  60% would accept higher
education taxes, up from 50% in 1996.  Of those who
favour increased spending on schools, 70% would be
willing to pay higher taxes in support of education.

Educational Finance

Figure 7

Spending Preferences and Willingness to Pay More Taxes (Ontario)
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Both parents and non-parents have become more
supportive of spending on schools and more willing to
accept higher taxation to this end (Figure 8). (Note:
percentages here are calculated excluding those with no
definite opinion.) Recent gains, however, have largely
come from those under 30, including large numbers of
new or prospective parents (Figure 9). 

Funding Private Schools
Private school funding has recently re-emerged as a
major political issue for the coming election.  At a party
convention in June, 2007, the Ontario Conservative
Party announced a new proposal for funding all faith-
based schools on essentially the same basis as the
Catholic system.  Both the Liberal Party and NDP
would maintain the status quo.  The Green Party
favours a unitary public system with no faith-based
school funding.  In 2003, the Conservatives instituted a
tax credit for all parents of children in private schools,
whether faith-based on not.  This was ended by the

incoming Liberal government before it came fully into
effect.

Since 1984 (when the Conservative government
announced full funding to Catholic schools), the OISE
Survey has tracked opinion on what schools should
receive public funding.  Willingness to extend funding at
all has been and remains a distinct minority position.
Between 1984 and 2004, support fluctuated between
25% and 35%.  Most Ontarians continue to support
either a single public system or the status quo of public
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and Catholic systems (Figure 10).  Support for a single
public system has generally been around one-third.

Among to the minority who support extending
public funding, few would limit this to faith-based
schools.  Since 1984, support for funding faith-based
private schools alone has only once reached 10% (in
1992) and has usually languished at between 4% and
7%.  In contrast, support for extending funding to all
private schools has fluctuated between 17% and 27%.
This suggests that among the minority who favour
extended funding, the key issue is parental choice, not
equity among faith communities.  (In 2000, we asked
people which way they would go if they had to choose
between funding schools for all religious groups or
none.  Forced to choose on this basis, the public split
down the middle 46% to 47%.)

Our 2007 survey used a more general question
(suitable for inter-provincial comparisons in the
national survey conducted this year) asking whether
only currently funded public schools or all public and
private schools should receive funding.  With this forced
choice, 58% favour the status quo and 39% are willing
to extend funding to all public and private schools
(Figure 11).  We caution that the change in question
wording may have affected the distribution compared to
early years; in particular, some Catholic school
supporters may not have understood that “currently
funded public schools” included Catholic schools.

Does the Province Have Too Much Control
Over Schools?
There is no more basic question in school governance
than the appropriate balance between provincial and
local control over what happens in schools.  The issue
in various forms dominated the issue agenda in the
years of prior Conservative government and continues
today in debates over the funding formula and political
clashes over balancing local school board budgets.  The

Figure 11

Provided the Schools Meet Province-wide Standards, What Schools Do You

Think Should Given Government Funding? (Ontario 2007)

Figure 10

What Schools Should Receive Public Funding? Ontario 1984-2004
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continuing, often acrimonious public debates on
centralization issues have, surprisingly, left little mark
on public opinion.

As shown in Figure 12, at least since 1998, there has
been no growth in popular resistance to centralization
measures.  Indeed, our 2007 survey shows an actual
increase in acceptance of the status quo.  For the first
time, those who think the province has too much
control over local schools (36%) are outnumbered by
others who regard the status quo as about right (28%)
or think the province currently still has too little control
(19%). 

Findings from our 1998 survey suggest that views on
government control are sensitive to perceived effects of
government policies.  In that year, views on
centralization were heavily influenced by perceptions of
the impact of the new Conservative government’s
policies.  Seventy percent of those who thought changes
made by the (Conservative) government had improved
education also thought the provincial government had
the right amount or still too little control over schools.
Only 49% among those who saw little real impact and
just 20% among respondents who thought the
Conservatives had, in fact, made the situation worse
thought that the government had the right amount or
too little control. 

In 2007 there is a similar tendency in this direction
(Figure 13). Those who think educational changes over
the past 10 years have generally been in the right
direction are more likely think the provincial
government has the right amount or too little control
over schools (65%) than those who see past changes as
mixed (47%) or in the wrong direction (38%).

Public Influence on School Decision-Making
In 1979, a CEA poll asked respondents in every province
whether the public currently had too little, about the
right amount or too much say in how schools are run.
In Ontario, 49% indicated the public had too little say,
but 41% disagreed.  This question was included in most
subsequent OISE surveys.  As Figure 14 shows, the
proportion of Ontarians who think the public has too
little say progressively increased from 1980 to 2000.
Since then, support for a greater public say in how
schools operate has stabilized at between 65 and 70%.
In 2007, 68% held this view.

In past surveys we have noted that this growth in
popular support for greater public input has not been
paralleled by a similar consensus on how this might be
realized.  In particular, the public has consistently taken
a cautious and conservative view of local school
councils, unwilling to accord them significant authority
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Figure 13

Provincial Control Over Local Education by View of Past Educational Change
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Figure 12

Does the Province Have Too Much Control Over Schools? (Ontario 1998-2007)

and increasingly reluctant to get involved personally.
As Figure 14 shows, willingness to serve on a local
school council if asked declined from about half to just
over a third.  The figures shown are for the public in
general, but the trajectory for parents is similar.  In
1996, 65% of parents indicated that they would serve if
asked; by 2004, the figure was 48%. 

Our current survey, however, suggests some revival of
interest in school councils.  Overall, 41% now indicate
that they would definitely or probably serve if asked.
Among parents, the figure is 53%.



of teachers and 50% of the public (52% of parents)
thought that high school students’ final grades should
mainly reflect their teachers’ assessments not the results
of province-wide tests. As Figure 15c shows, the public
has moved closer to the views of most teachers since
2000; in 2007, 65% opted for teachers’ assessments.
Even among the strongest proponents of the provincial
examination option, a majority think final grades
should primarily reflect teachers’ assessments
(Figure 15d).

The public – and parents – are oriented to province-
wide testing in terms of maintaining standards. But this
does not mean that there is a lack of respect for
teachers’ professional competence.
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Accountability: Views on Student Testing
There can be little doubt of public support for province-
wide testing. In 2007, 74% favoured province-wide
testing to assess the performance of all high school
students (Figure 15a); 73% would support successful
performance on provincial examinations in all
compulsory subjects as a requirement for high school
graduation (Figure 15b). In both instances, the current
survey simply confirms long-standing patterns. Earlier
surveys (see OISE Survey 2004) have shown that the
public is willing to accept lower graduation rates in
defense of standards in basic skill areas, although there
is also support for instituting lower-level school leaving
credentials for those who cannot meet these standards
(cite survey). Finally, testing policies are one of the few
areas where parents and teachers hold very different
views. In 2000, we polled both groups on the issue of
provincial examinations for high school graduation;
three-quarters of the public (and parents) but only 35%
of teachers supported the idea.

However, teachers and parents were much closer in
their views on the limitations of testing. In 2000, 70%

Figure 15b
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Compulsory Subjects 1996-2007

Figure 15a

High School Students Should Be Assessed Using Province-wide Tests 1984-2007
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OISE surveys have indicated that the choice of
extending funding to faith-based schools only is not a
popular one.

Satisfaction with schools has continued to grow since
the low point at the end of the last decade such that
most people are now at least somewhat satisfied with
the school system. More people also see improvement in
the quality of both elementary and secondary education,
although this is not yet the majority view. Confidence in
schools, however, lags behind satisfaction; confidence in
educational policy remains low (both in Ontario and
across Canada). This suggests that the public is not yet
convinced that the system has the capacity to sustain
recent gains (see the special section below on
educational change).

While most people think that the public has too little
say in how schools are run, there is little popular
pressure for major changes in governance. Only a
minority continue to resist the centralization of control
over education at the provincial level. Previous OISE
surveys indicated that lack of interest in participating in
school councils was becoming more widespread. Our
2007 results suggest this may have ended but there is no
sign of a significant revival of interest in taking a role in
local school governance, even among parents. Thus
while the public may claim little confidence in the
schools or educational policies, this has not reached the
point of motivating people to look for alternative
approaches to governance. 

In a similar vein, the public continues to support
province-wide testing as a means of maintaining
standards. This is not, however, associated with a
rejection of the professional competence of teachers to
conduct assessment.
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The public continues to support

province-wide testing as a means

of maintaining standards, but also

respects the professional

competence of teachers 

to conduct assessment.

Figure 15c
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Views on Priority of Teachers Assessments by Position on Testing for Graduation by
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Discussion
There is much good news in the 2007 OISE survey
results for supporters of public education. Public
support for improving the resource base of public
schools is at an all-time high. Equally important, most
of those who now want increased spending on schools
are also prepared to pay higher taxes in support of
education. There is clearly no tax revolt against better
funding for public education. A majority are opposed to
extending public funding to private schools. Previous
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We again invite comments on this survey and suggestions
for future surveys from interested readers to:

OISE Survey of Educational Issues
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education
of the University of Toronto
252 Bloor St. West
Toronto, ON M5S 1V6
Attention: Doug Hart

Direct inquiries may also be made:

Doug Hart David Livingstone
Phone: 416-978-1122 Phone: 416-978-0015
Fax: 416-926-4723 Fax: 416-926-4723 
Email: dhart@oise.utoronto.ca Email: dlivingstone@oise.utoronto.ca

www.oise.utoronto.ca/OISE-survey


