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Understanding the Education System in Ontario: 
Structure, Systems, Decision-Making and Influence

Ministry of Education

The Ministry of Education is the governing 
body for the education system. They are 
responsible for overseeing all aspects in 
Ontario’s public education system. They 
allocate funds to school boards using 
the funding formula, develop provincial 
curriculum (what students will learn in each 
grade), set policies and guidelines for school 
boards, set regulation for diplomas and 
certificates, and approve textbooks and 
other learning resources. They are tasked 
with ensuring that all partners in Ontario’s 
education system work together. 

Ministry of Education Responsibilities

The Government of Ontario and the Education Act 

In Ontario, education is governed principally by the Education Act and its regulations. The 
Education Act has 25 parts, and its regulations set out duties and responsibilities of the 
Minister of Education and the duties and responsibilities of school boards, school board 
supervisory officers, principals, teachers, parents and students. 

Allocate 
Funds

Develop
Curriculum

Set Policies & 
Guidelines

Set Req. For Diplomas 
& Certificates

Approve Textbooks 
& Other Materials

The Ministry of Education has 6 district 
offices to assist Ontario’s school boards, 
schools and students. These are located in 
Barrie, London, North Bay/Sudbury, Ottawa, 
Thunder Bay and Toronto 

Toronto Address:  
200-900 Bay St, Toronto ON M7A 1L2  
Phone: 416-325-2579
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PARTNERS IN 
ONTARIO’S 
EDUCATION  

SYSTEM

School 
Councils

Students

Parents

Principals, 
Teachers/ Non-
teaching staff

School 
Boards

Primarily responsible for 
the Education Act.  

Administers funds 
and implements 

policies. 

Regulates 
the teaching 
profession. 

Support student 
learning in schools 
and communicate 

with parents.

Provide advice to the 
principal and school 
board. Every school 
must have a school 

council. 

Parents play a vital role 
in the development and  

education of their children 
and success at school. 

Students are the key partner in 
education. Everyone in the education 
system should have the same goal, 
which is the success of all students.

Ministry of 
Education

Ontario 
College of 
Teachers
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Ontario’s School Boards. 2013-2014 (Projected) Number of Boards

English Public Boards 1,232,185

4 24,438

29 522,715

8 66,218

10 1,090

French Public Boards

English Catholic Boards

French Catholic Boards

School Authorities

Number of Students

Overview of Ontario School Boards

Ontario’s school boards operate the Provinces' publicly-funded schools and administer the 
funding they receive for their schools. 

A small number of schools are governed by “school authorities”. They manage schools 
offered through hospitals and treatment facilities, as well as schools in remote and sparsely 
populated regions.

The table below shows the number of district school boards and school authorities in the 
province, and the number of students in each category.

School Board Duties

Operate 
Schools 

according to 
legislation 

Offer 
Transportation
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Have a 
vision

Offer 
Libraries

Develop
Programs

Operate
Playgrounds

Set 
Budget

Operate
Cafeterias

Implement 
Curriculum

Offer 
Qualified 
Guidance 
Teachers

Maintain
Buildings

Offer 
Continuing 
Education

Monitor Policies 
& Achievements

Offer Benefits/
Insurance

Source - Ministry of Education

31
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Public School Boards

Ontario’s English and 
French public district 
school boards provide 
universally accessible 
education for all 
students, regardless of 
their ethnic, racial, or 

cultural backgrounds; social or economic 
status; gender; individual exceptionality; or 
religious preference. Public school boards 
provide high academic standards in their 
programs and ensure that there are supports 
and resources to help all students reach 
those standards. Public school boards also 
focus on character education to ensure that 
students develop as caring and responsible 
members of their community and of 
Canadian society as a whole. Character 
education embraces values such as 
citizenship, cooperation, courage, empathy, 
fairness, honesty, humility, inclusiveness, 
initiative, integrity, kindness, optimism, 
perseverance, resilience, respect, and 
responsibility. The English and French public 
district school boards, in partnership with 
parents and caregivers, prepare students fto 
reach their full potential. 

Catholic School Boards 

English Catholic and 
French Catholic district 
school boards have the 
same obligations, duties, 
rights, and privileges 
under the Education Act as 
the public district school 

boards. In addition, however, Catholic boards 
strive to create a faith community where 
religious instruction, religious practice, value 
formation, and faith development are integral 
to every area of the curriculum. Catholic 
schools exist to offer a system of education 
chosen by Catholic parents. In a Catholic 
education, the school, the home, and the 
Church work together to develop within 
students a way of living that reflects their 
faith. Students must be Catholic to attend 
Catholic elementary schools, but they DO 
NOT have to be Catholic to attend Catholic 
high schools.

REMEMBER: 

The Toronto District School Board (TDSB), Public French Boards, Catholic Fench Board and 
the Toronto Catholic District School board (TCDSB) are publicly-funded boards.
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DID YOU KNOW?

Canada has constitutional provisions to guarantee public funds to 
separate schools. Separate schools in Ontario have special rights 
guaranteed by the Constitution and by the Education Act. Section 

19 means that the Code cannot affect those rights, which are mainly 
related to the existence and funding of Roman Catholic Schools. 

The separate school establishment right is not available to citizens 
of any other faith (i.e. Orthodox Christians, Jews, Mormons, Hindus, 

Muslims or Sikhs). In other words, Catholic boards are the only 
publicly funded boards based on faith, preserving religio-cultural 
values and improving the economic position of members of the 

Catholic faith. 

Toronto District School Board
 French Programs - TDSB-

Toronto Catholic District School Board 
French Programs -TCDSB-

The TDSB offers a variety of French as 
a Second Language (FSL) Programs in 
elementary and secondary schools. 

In addition to the core French program 
provided in all schools, the TDSB offers two 
specialized French programs:

French Immersion (Senior Kindergarten)
Extended French (Grade 4)
Application is open to all students not 
already enrolled in an FSL program. 
Application to these programs is made 
online the year the student is in JK (FI) or 
Grade 3 (EF).
 
While admission to a TDSB French 
Immersion/Extended French program is 
guaranteed to on-time applicants, admission 
to a specific school is not guaranteed if the 
school reaches capacity.

To learn more visit: 

www.tdsb.on.ca/Elementary-School/School-Choices/French-

Programs

The TCDSB has several programs for 
teaching French as a Second Language (FSL) 
in its 200 schools.  
 
Core French: The core French program 
is offered from grades 1 to 8. Classes are 
30 minutes long. By the end of Grade 8, 
students will have received a minimum of 
600 hours of French instruction. Options vary 
in the secondary schools, but a student must 
earn at least one credit in French to obtain 
an Ontario Secondary School Diploma. 
 
French Immersion (Elementary): French 
Immersion was established in 1982 for Senior 
Kindergarten and has been extended by 
one grade each year. Instruction is entirely 
in French until the end of Grade 2; English-
language and arts are added in Grade 3. 
From Grade 5 to Grade 8, instruction is given 
50 per cent in French and 50 per cent in 
English.

To learn more visit: 

www.tcdsb.org/ProgramsServices/SchoolProgramsK12/

FrenchImmersion/Pages/default.aspx
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There are 39 Alternatives Schools in the 
Toronto District School Board (TDSB), 20 
secondary schools, 18 elementary and 1 
elementary/secondary school.

According to the TDSB website, "Alternative 
schools offer students and parent something 
different from mainstream schooling. Each 
alternative school. Whether elementary or 
secondary is unique, with a distinct identity 
and approach to curriculum delivery. They 
usually feature a small student population, a 
commitment to innovative and experimental 
programs, and volunteer commitment from 
parents/guardians and other community 
members. While the schools offer Ministry 
approved courses, they are delivered in 
learning environments that are flexible and 
meet the needs of individual students.

www.tdsb.on.ca/Elementary-School/School-Choices/
Elementary-Alternatives

DID YOU KNOW?

Within both boards TDSB and TCDSB there 
are a number of arts-based elementary 
schools that focus on drama, dance, music, 
visual arts and digital arts. Through the arts, 
students learn to think imaginatively, identify 
and solve problems, empathize with others, 
think critically, communicate effectively and 
appreciate the skills and accomplishments of 
others.

TDSB also offers Elementary Academies, 
designed for students with a passion for sports 
or music. All Elementary Academies are full-
day schools, not extra extracurricular or after 
school programs.

For more information visit: 
TDSB: www.tdsb.on.ca/Elementary-School/School-
Choices/Arts-Based-Schools
TCDSB: www.tcdsb.org/school/Pages/default.aspx

Elementary academies: www.tdsb.on.ca/

Elementary-School/School-Choices/Elementary-

Academies
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SCHOOL PRINCIPALS: 
School principals have many 
responsibilities including 

determining the organization of the school 
and ensuring ongoing maintenance of the 
school buildings.  The principal provides 
the supports necessary to administer the 
school’s budget, develops a school safe 
arrival program with the help of the school 
council, parents and the community; 
assigns teachers to classes and ensures 
student’s progress and supervision is 
maintained throughout their studies. Other 
responsibilities may include  
• student admission and placement;
• ensuring report cards are sent to parents;
• making recommendations to the school 

board on the appointment, promotion, 
demotion and dismissal of teachers; and

•    Selecting textbooks and other learning 
materials from the approved Ministry of 
Education list, with the help of teachers. 

SUPERINTENDENTS: 
Supervisory officers, often called 
superintendents, are board staff 

responsible for groups of schools in each 
school board. Superintendents may be 
involved in suspension appeals, special 
education meetings and request to attend 
a school other than the home school. 
Superintendents may also be assigned by 
the board to oversee board-wide-programs 
(e.g. superintendent for special education). 
You can contact your school superintendent 
if you can’t get the help you need from the 
school principal. 

TRUSTEES: 
School Board Trustees are 
locally elected every 4 years by 

the community to be representatives of 
the public and their advocate for public 
education.  A Trustee’s job is to participate 
in making decisions that benefit the whole 
board while representing the interests of their 
constituents, and also to communicate the 
views and decisions of the school board back 
to their constituents. A Trustee is responsible 
for identifying the needs and priorities of their 
community and for turning them into practical 
educational opportunities for students.  
Among the many, often sensitive issues 
Trustees deal with are budgets and finance 
issues, property issues, suspensions and 
expulsions of students and communications 
with the community.
To see who your trustee is, check your district 
school board website.   
 

Who are the members of the School Board?

 

SCHOOL COUNCILS: 
School Councils advise principals 
and, where appropriate, school 

boards on issues affecting the education 
programs and the operation of individual 
schools. Their membership reflects both the 
school and the community, and must include 
parents and guardians of students, the 
principal, a teacher, a student representative 
(secondary school councils), a non-teaching 
school staff member, as well as members 
from the community at large. Parents and 
guardians must make up the majority of 
council members.
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DIRECTORS

The director of education is the Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) of the school board. 
They report directly to the board and are 
accountable to the Minister of Education. The 
director must meet the rules and objectives 
set out by the Ministry. As a parent, it is 
important to remember that all school board 
staff report either directly or indirectly to the 
director of education. Some of the director’s 
responsibilities include advising the board 
on operational matters; implementing board 
policies; and ensuring the board’s multi-
year plan establishes the board’s priorities 
and identifies the resources that will be 
used to achieve them. Overall, the director 
has significant influence on the board by 
allocating resources, managing staff and 
making sure advice and information is 
properly delivered to trustees so that they 
have the information they need to make 
decisions. 

TRUSTEES

Trustees are, by law, paid very little and as 
a result generally need another job to make 
ends meet. That means they have a limited 
amount of time to review materials, conduct 
any independent research or discuss 
issues with each other or other people. As 
a result, they are very dependent on staff 
for information and advice. Trustees tend to 
accept staff recommendations unless there 
is strong and widespread public pressure to 
do the opposite. Trustees have difficulties 
keeping up with the demands from their 
constituents in the limited time they have 
available. As a parent, it is important to be 
aware that trustees have difficulties returning 
phone calls and emails in a timely manner. 
People often experience real lag time in 
reaching out to them. 
 

What do you need to know about your Trustee and the Director of Education?

Elections

Municipal elections are held every 4 years 

Is your opportunity, as a parent, 
to elect your school trustee! 

Get to know who your current trustee by visiting 
your school website or calling the school.

Trustees' campaigns are a great platform for 
those interested in pursuing political careers. 
Trustees tend not to be prominent in elections. 
Mayors and Councillors are elected at the same 
time and are more visible, making it hard for 
Trustee candidates to get noticed. 
As a result, incumbents, and people with a lot 
of name recognition tend to get elected easily 
over challengers. Parents tend to be the most 
motivated to vote in Trustee elections and 
Trustees often campaign in small networks of 
parents connected to particular schools, so 
they often have strong connections to those 
networks.

DID YOU KNOW?
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What is well-being?

Well-being is a positive sense of self, spirit and belonging that we feel when our cognitive, 
emotional, social and physical needs are being met. Well-being in early years and school 
settings is about helping children and students become more resilient, so that they can make 
positive, healthy choices to support learning and achievement, now and in the future.

What makes up well-being?

The Ministry is focusing on four domains of well-being, which include:

COGNITIVE 

The development of abilities 
and skills such as critical 
thinking, problem solving, 
creativity, and the ability to 
be flexible and innovative.

EMOTIONAL

The ability to learn about and 
experience emotions, and 
understand how to recognize, 
manage, and cope with them. It 
includes developing a sense of 
empathy, confidence, purpose 
and resilience.

PHYSICAL

The growth and 
development of the body, 
affected by physical 
activity, sleep patterns, 
healthy eating, and healthy 
life choices.

SOCIAL 

The development 
of self-awareness, 
including the sense of 
belonging, collaboration, 
relationships with others, 
and communication skills.

Ontario’s New Well-Being Strategy

In 2016, education in Ontario went through significant renewal and change. There is a new 
focus on the holistic well-being of students.
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Positive Mental Health

Involves helping school boards develop 
and implement mental health and addiction 
strategies and working with staff to support 
positive mental health for all students, 
including supporting those with mental 
health needs or addictions. 

Healthy Schools 

Schools are key to establishing the learning 
conditions necessary to help students reach 
their full potential. With these conditions 
in place, students are more likely to adopt 
healthy, active habits and continue with them 
throughout their lives.

Safe and Accepting Schools 

Sets out expectations for all school boards 
to provide safe, inclusive and accepting 
learning environments that support the 
achievement and well-being of every 
student. These expectations include 
addressing and preventing bullying and 
creating a positive school climate.

"Can You Feel It?" is a program that supports 
students with building the necessary life 
skills to manage and cope with stress in 
their everyday lives. Healthy Schools public 
health nurses can work with schools to 
incorporate “Can You Feel It?” as part of a 
comprehensive strategy to building resiliency 
and positive mental health. For more 
information visit:
www.simcoemuskokahealth.org

Stand Up Against Bullying Poster Campaign:  
A series of posters created by Dufferin-Peel 
students are distributed to all schools every 
November for Bullying Awareness and 
Prevention Week. Each poster incorporates 
the header, “Stand Up Against Bullying”, 
as well as, “Look to God, but above all 
feel looked at by God.” (Pope Francis). The 
posters can be viewed on the board website 
at www.dpcdsb.org.  

In 2008 the Safe School Action team created 
Shaping a Culture of Respect in our Schools: 
Promoting Safe and Healthy Relationships, 
proposing a range of strategies to prevent 
gender-based violence, homophobia, 
sexual harassment, and inappropriate 
sexual behaviour in schools. To review 
the document please visit  the Ministry of 
Education’s website.   

School Food and Beverage Policy is helping 
children to make good dietary choices – 
something which can lead to a reduced risk 
of developing serious, chronic diseases like 
type 2 diabetes. Schools are now required 
to ensure that 80% of the food and drinks 
they sell fall into the healthiest category 
(with high nutrients and lower amounts of fat, 
sugar and/or sodium). 

There are four components to the Ministry's well-being strategy:

How are you contributing to your
 child(ren)’s well-being?

Equity and Inclusive Education

Involves identifying and removing 
discriminatory biases and barriers in the 
system to support student achievement and 
well-being by demonstrating respect for our 
diverse identities and strengths.
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