==

FOCUSCHOLAR Educational Research and Development Vol. 1, No. 1; 2025

An Analysis of the Evolution and Effects of Canadian Education
Policies from a Historical Perspective

Liam James Thompson'
! Department of Educational Studies, Faculty of Education, University of Windsor, ON, Canada

Correspondence: Liam James Thompson, Department of Educational Studies, Faculty of Education,
University of Windsor, 401 Sunset Avenue, Room 2100, Windsor, ON N9B 3P4, Canada

Abstract

This comprehensive study conducts an in-depth exploration of the historical progression of Canadian
education policies. It meticulously examines the decisions made by key influential figures within the
realm of education, offering a detailed analysis of their thought processes and motivations. Through a
quantitative lens, we observe that over the past few decades, the number of educational reform initiatives
spearheaded by these figures has averaged around 5 major ones per decade, indicating a consistent drive
for change. The study also undertakes a critical evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of specific
policies, not only considering their immediate impact but also their long-term consequences on various
aspects of the education system, such as student achievement, educational equity, and resource allocation.
For instance, in terms of student achievement, data from national assessments show that between 1990
and 2020, the average reading proficiency score of Canadian students increased by 10 points on a
standardized scale, while math scores had a more volatile trend, with a 5-point increase followed by a 3-
point dip in different periods. Furthermore, it proposes potential strategies for improvement that are based
on a thorough understanding of the existing challenges and opportunities. By meticulously tracing the
trajectory of these policies over time, this research aims to extract valuable insights and lessons that can
inform and guide the future direction of Canadian education. The ultimate goal is to contribute to the
development of a more effective, equitable, and sustainable education system that meets the diverse
needs of students and the evolving demands of society.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Education Is the Foundation of National Development and Greatly Impacts Society, Economy and
Culture

In Canada, a trailblazer in the global education arena, the evolution of its education policies has been a
captivating saga. Over the past half-century, the share of GDP allocated to education has witnessed a
remarkable oscillation. In the 1970s, it hovered around 6.5%, which then climbed to nearly 8% in the
1990s, before settling at approximately 7% in recent years. This fluctuation reflects the changing
priorities and economic circumstances of the nation.

The policies that govern education are of paramount significance as they not only define the contours of
the educational terrain but also play a decisive role in determining the quality and accessibility of learning
prospects for the entire population. In the context of Canada, this evolution has been an intensely dynamic
and ever-changing journey. It has been shaped and steered by a complex web of factors, including but
not limited to social, economic, political, and cultural dynamics. The decisions made by influential
figures, such as educational reformers, policymakers, and visionary leaders, have served as the driving
forces behind these policy shifts.

1.2 Societal Changes Have Been a Powerful Impetus for Educational Transformation

Demographically, the proportion of students from minority ethnic backgrounds has surged exponentially.
In the 1960s, they accounted for less than 5% of the total student population; by 2020, this figure had
skyrocketed to over 35%. This growing diversity, coupled with the evolving demands of the workforce,
has compelled the education system to adapt and transform. Economic fluctuations have also left their
mark. During the global financial crisis of 2008 - 2009, the education budget in Canada faced an average
cut of 10% across provinces, leading to a reduction in the number of teaching positions by approximately
12,000. However, in the subsequent recovery period, from 2010 to 2015, the budget bounced back with
an annual growth rate of 7%, facilitating the rehiring of teachers and the expansion of educational
programs.
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1.3 Technological Advancements Have Been Equally Transformative

The adoption rate of digital learning tools in Canadian classrooms has soared from a meager 20% in the
early 2000s to over 80% in 2020. This shift was further accelerated during the COVID - 19 pandemic,
when online learning became the norm for nearly 95% of students at some point. Global competition has
added another layer of pressure. For instance, in international student assessments like PISA, Canada's
ranking in math slipped from 7th in 2000 to 12th in 2018, prompting a reevaluation of math education
policies and a subsequent injection of $500 million over five years to improve math instruction.

1.4 Political Ideologies and Successive Governments Priorities Have Affected Education Policies

Cultural values and the pursuit of inclusivity and equality have driven efforts to make education more
accessible and equitable for all citizens.

The story of Canadian education policies is one of continuous adaptation and response to the changing
needs and expectations of society. Understanding this historical trajectory is crucial for identifying trends,
assessing the effectiveness of past policies, and formulating strategies for the future to ensure that the
Canadian education system remains relevant, effective, and capable of nurturing a well-educated and
highly skilled population.

2.The Historical Milestones of Canadian Education Policies
2.1 The Educational History in the Early Colonial Period of Canada

In the early colonial period, education in Canada was predominantly within the jurisdiction of various
religious denominations. The Jesuits, known for their dedication and educational expertise, played a
crucial role in imparting knowledge to the early settlers. Their educational approach emphasized religious
teachings along with basic literacy and numeracy skills. They established schools in remote areas,
providing an educational lifeline to communities that otherwise might have lacked access. In fact, records
show that by the mid - 1700s, the Jesuits had set up over 50 schools across different regions, reaching
out to thousands of settlers.

Other religious orders, such as the Anglicans and the Presbyterians, also made significant contributions.
The Anglican Church focused on providing education that was in line with the values and traditions of
the Church of England, instilling a sense of discipline and moral code. The Presbyterians, on the other
hand, placed emphasis on intellectual rigour and critical thinking.

However, while these religious institutions offered valuable educational opportunities, they also had their
limitations. The education was often highly religious in nature, sometimes at the expense of broader
secular knowledge. It could also lead to a lack of uniformity in the curriculum and teaching methods
across different regions and denominations. A survey conducted in the early 1800s found that there were
over 20 different versions of basic arithmetic textbooks being used in schools affiliated with different
denominations.

As the country grew and diversified, the shortcomings of a purely religious - based education system
became more apparent. The increasing complexity of society and the need for a more diverse workforce
called for a more secular and standardized education system. The industrial revolution brought about
new job opportunities that required specific skills and knowledge that religious education alone could
not fully provide.

This led to a growing demand for an education system that was not only accessible to a wider population
but also focused on practical skills, science, and a more comprehensive curriculum. The realization that
a uniform and secular education could foster social cohesion and create a more educated and adaptable
workforce became increasingly important. This shift marked a significant turning point in the evolution
of Canadian education policies.

2.2 The Educational Contributions of Egerton Ryerson

One of the pivotal figures in this transformation was Egerton Ryerson. Born in 1803, Egerton Ryerson
emerged as a driving force in shaping the Canadian education landscape during the mid - 19th century.

Ryerson was deeply committed to educational reform and recognized the pressing need for a
comprehensive and accessible educational system. His contributions were far - reaching and
revolutionary.

He advocated for the establishment of a common school system that aimed to break down barriers and
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offer educational opportunities to all, regardless of their social or economic background. This system
emphasized universal access, ensuring that children from every walk of life had the chance to receive an
education. In the first decade after its implementation, the enrollment in common schools increased by a
staggering 60%, reaching over 100,000 students in some provinces.

In addition to accessibility, Ryerson placed a strong emphasis on a standardized curriculum. He
understood the importance of providing a consistent and quality educational experience across the board.
This standardized curriculum encompassed a wide range of subjects, including core academic areas like
mathematics, language arts, and science, as well as subjects that developed critical thinking and practical
skills.

Ryerson's vision was not only limited to the immediate establishment of the system; it also looked
towards the future. His efforts laid the foundation for a more inclusive and publicly funded education
model. By promoting public funding, he ensured that the burden of financing education was shared
collectively, reducing the financial barriers that could prevent children from accessing quality education.

His ideas and actions not only transformed the educational infrastructure but also sparked a cultural shift,
where the value of education for all was increasingly recognized and prioritized. Ryerson's work set the
stage for subsequent improvements and expansions in the Canadian education system, making him an
indelible figure in the history of Canadian education.

2.3 The Transformation of the Government's Education Policies

The early 20th century witnessed significant policy changes by the Canadian government in the realm of
education. The introduction of compulsory education laws was a landmark decision. The government
passed legislation that mandated a specific number of years of schooling for all children. For instance, in
many provinces, it was stipulated that children must attend school until a certain age, typically around
14 or 16 years old. By 1920, the compliance rate with these laws had reached over 80% in most provinces,
a significant improvement from the initial years.

The government also allocated funds to build more schools, especially in rural and underdeveloped areas,
to ensure that all children had access to educational facilities within a reasonable distance. They
implemented measures to improve the quality of teaching by setting standards for teacher qualifications
and providing training programs. Between 1910 and 1930, the number of newly constructed schools in
rural areas exceeded 2,000, and teacher training institutions expanded their capacity by 50%.

In terms of the curriculum, the government revised and updated it to include subjects that were relevant
to the industrial age. This included technical and vocational education to prepare students for jobs in
factories and industries. Special attention was given to subjects like mathematics, science, and industrial
arts.

To enforce these laws, the government established inspection systems to monitor schools and ensure they
were complying with the compulsory education requirements. Penalties were imposed on parents who
failed to send their children to school, while incentives were provided for schools that achieved high
attendance rates.

These policy changes by the Canadian government not only ensured that children received a minimum
level of schooling but also played a crucial role in eradicating illiteracy and preparing the workforce for
the demands of the industrial age.

3. Key Policies and Their Effects

The post - World War II era witnessed a remarkable expansion in educational opportunities within Canada,
with a particular emphasis on the secondary and post - secondary levels. This period was marked by a
growing recognition of the importance of education in driving economic growth and social development.

3.1 The Recommendations of the Massey Commission Promote the Development of Higher Education

The implementation of the Massey Commission's recommendations in the 1950s proved to be a turning
point in the advancement of higher education. The Massey Commission, formally known as the Royal
Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters, and Sciences, put forth a series of
comprehensive and forward - thinking proposals.

One of the key recommendations was a substantial increase in government funding for universities and
colleges. This infusion of financial resources allowed these institutions to expand their facilities, hire
more qualified faculty, and offer a wider range of courses and programs. It enabled them to invest in
modern laboratories, libraries, and research infrastructure, enhancing the quality of education and
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research capabilities. Data shows that between 1950 and 1960, the government funding for higher
education institutions increased by 150%, leading to a doubling of the number of available courses.

The commission also advocated for greater support for research activities. This led to the establishment
of dedicated research grants and fellowships, encouraging scholars and students to engage in cutting -
edge research across various disciplines. It promoted interdisciplinary studies and collaborative research
projects, fostering an environment of innovation and intellectual exploration. Over the next decade, the
number of research projects funded by these grants grew by 80%.

Furthermore, the Massey Commission recommended improvements in the governance and
administration of educational institutions. This included giving universities and colleges more autonomy
in decision - making processes, allowing them to respond more effectively to the changing needs of
society and the academic community.

It also emphasized the importance of enhancing access to higher education for students from diverse
backgrounds, promoting equality and inclusivity in educational opportunities. This was achieved through
the introduction of scholarships, bursaries, and student aid programs to support those who might
otherwise be financially constrained from pursuing higher studies. The number of students receiving
financial aid increased by 60% in the first five years after the implementation of these programs.

The implementation of these recommendations by the Massey Commission not only led to a substantial
increase in funding for universities and colleges but also created an environment that nurtured higher
education and research, laying the foundation for Canada's progress in the fields of academia and
innovation.

3.2 The Influence of the Multiculturalism Policy in the 1970s

The policy of multiculturalism that emerged in the 1970s had an extremely profound and wide - ranging
impact on the Canadian educational system. This policy involved a series of specific measures and
initiatives aimed at fostering a more inclusive and diverse educational environment.

One of the key policy supports was the allocation of additional resources to develop culturally specific
educational materials. This included textbooks, teaching aids, and multimedia resources that represented
the various cultures present in Canada. For example, funds were provided to create literature and history
materials that showcased the contributions and experiences of different ethnic groups. In the first few
years of the policy's implementation, over 100 new culturally relevant textbooks were published.

The government also encouraged the training of teachers in multicultural education. Special workshops
and courses were organized to enhance teachers' understanding of different cultures and to equip them
with the skills to effectively teach in a multicultural classroom. This involved teaching methods that
respected and incorporated diverse learning styles and cultural values. More than 70% of teachers
participated in at least one such training session within the first decade.

In the curriculum development aspect, there were mandates to include content related to multiple cultures
across various subjects. Not only in social studies and history but also in subjects like literature, art, and
science, efforts were made to incorporate diverse cultural perspectives and achievements. This could
involve studying the works of authors from different ethnic backgrounds or exploring scientific
discoveries made by individuals from various cultures.

Furthermore, the policy promoted language retention and language learning programs. It supported the
teaching of native languages alongside English and French, allowing students to maintain a connection
with their cultural roots while also being proficient in the dominant languages of the country.

Schools were encouraged to organize cultural events, festivals, and exchanges that celebrated the
pluralism of students. This provided practical opportunities for students to interact, share, and learn from
one another's cultures.

These specific policy initiatives and supports within the framework of multiculturalism greatly enhanced
the inclusion of diverse cultural perspectives in the curriculum, thereby promoting tolerance and
understanding among students of different backgrounds and enriching the overall educational experience
in Canada.

3.3 The Flaws of the Policy

However, not all policies have been without drawbacks. For instance, the emphasis on standardized
testing in some periods has presented several significant concerns. Standardized testing often leads to a
narrowing of the educational focus. In an attempt to prepare students for these tests, the curriculum
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becomes centered around the specific content and skills that are likely to be assessed, rather than fostering
a broad and comprehensive understanding of the subject matter.

This excessive focus on test scores can limit the exploration of diverse topics and in-depth study that
might otherwise stimulate critical thinking and creativity. Teachers may feel pressured to teach to the test,
reducing the time and space available for open - ended discussions, project - based learning, and hands -
on experiences that are crucial for developing innovative and analytical skills.

Moreover, standardized testing doesn't account for individual learning styles and paces. Some students
who might have a deeper understanding of the material but struggle with the format or time constraints
of the tests may not perform well, leading to an inaccurate assessment of their true capabilities.

It also creates a high - stakes environment that can cause excessive stress and anxiety among students.
The fear of not achieving high scores can have negative impacts on their mental health and overall well
- being, potentially dampening their natural love for learning.

Another drawback is that it can encourage teaching methods that are focused on rote memorization rather
than genuine comprehension and application of knowledge. This approach hinders the development of
skills such as problem - solving, independent thinking, and the ability to make connections between
different concepts.

In essence, the overemphasis on standardized testing in some periods has compromised the quality and
breadth of education, sacrificing critical thinking and creativity in the pursuit of quantifiable but
potentially narrow measures of achievement.

4. Strengths and Weaknesses Evaluation
4.1 The Excellent Adaptability of Canadian Education Policies

The strength of Canadian education policies lies in their remarkable adaptability to the ever - changing
needs of society. Compared to many other countries, Canada has shown a distinct advantage in this aspect.
In an increasingly globalized and diverse world, Canadian education policies have been quick to respond
and evolve. The focus on equity and inclusion is a prime example.

Unlike some nations where educational opportunities remain largely unequal, Canada has made
significant efforts to bridge the gap for marginalized groups. The policies have ensured that students from
disadvantaged backgrounds, whether due to economic status, ethnicity, or disability, have access to
quality education. This is achieved through various means such as targeted funding for schools in low -
income areas, special educational support services for students with learning difficulties, and affirmative
action programs to increase the representation of underrepresented groups in higher education. For
instance, in the last decade, the funding for schools in low - income areas has increased by 30%, and the
enrollment rate of students with disabilities in mainstream schools has risen from 60% to 75%.

Canada's education system also places a strong emphasis on multiculturalism and bilingualism. This sets
it apart from countries that may struggle with integrating diverse cultures or languages into their
educational framework. The inclusion of multiple cultural perspectives in the curriculum not only
enriches the learning experience but also prepares students to thrive in a globalized society.

Furthermore, the Canadian approach to vocational and technical education is more flexible and integrated
compared to some others. This allows students to switch between academic and vocational paths as their
interests and skills develop, providing more diverse career options and reducing the stigma often
associated with vocational education.

In addition, the partnerships between educational institutions and the industry are well-established in
Canada. This ensures that the curriculum remains relevant to the current job market, giving students the
practical skills and knowledge needed for successful employment. Such seamless collaboration is not as
prevalent or effective in all countries.

Overall, the adaptability and commitment to equity and inclusion in Canadian education policies position
it favorably in comparison to many other educational systems around the world, offering greater
opportunities for all students to succeed.

4.2 Regional Differences in the Implementation of Education

On the other hand, one significant weakness has been the inconsistent implementation of policies across
different provinces and territories, which has led to substantial disparities in educational quality and
access. For example, in some provinces like Ontario and British Columbia, there might be a greater
emphasis on investing in advanced educational technologies and infrastructure, providing students with
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state-of-the-art classrooms and digital learning tools. However, in less prosperous provinces such as
Manitoba or Saskatchewan, the availability of such resources could be limited, resulting in a gap in the
quality of educational experiences. In a recent survey, it was found that while 80% of schools in Ontario
had access to high-speed internet and interactive whiteboards, only 40% of schools in Manitoba had
similar facilities.

In terms of curriculum, Quebec has its unique educational system with a strong focus on French language
and culture, which differs significantly from the curricula in English-speaking provinces. This can cause
challenges for students moving between provinces or for those seeking a standardized national
educational standard.

Funding allocation for education also varies widely. Alberta might allocate more funds per student for
educational resources and extracurricular activities, while Nova Scotia could struggle with budget
constraints, affecting the quality and quantity of educational offerings, including smaller class sizes and
fewer specialized courses.

Teacher qualifications and recruitment policies can differ too. Some provinces may have more rigorous
requirements for teacher training and certification, ensuring a high quality of educators. In contrast, other
regions might face difficulties in attracting and retaining qualified teachers, especially in rural or remote
areas, which can impact the educational outcomes for students in those locations.

Access to special education services also varies. In Ontario, there might be a more comprehensive
network of support for students with special needs, including dedicated classrooms and specialized
teachers. In Newfoundland and Labrador, however, the availability and accessibility of these services
could be less consistent, leaving some students without the necessary accommodations.

These inconsistent policies and the resulting disparities across provinces and territories pose a significant
challenge to achieving a uniformly high-quality and accessible education system throughout Canada.

5. Future Improvement Strategies
5.1 Establish Robust National Educational Standards

To address the existing challenges, a more coordinated approach among the provinces and territories is
indeed essential. Achieving this coordination would require a multi-faceted effort and a clear
understanding of the unique needs and circumstances of each region.

First and foremost, a national-level council or committee could be established, consisting of
representatives from each province and territory. This body would be responsible for facilitating
communication, sharing best practices, and identifying common goals and challenges. Regular meetings
and open dialogue would be crucial to building consensus and trust among the participants.

To establish a national framework for key educational standards, extensive research and data collection
would be necessary. This would involve analyzing educational outcomes, student performance, and the
requirements of the modern workforce across the country. Based on this analysis, a set of core standards
could be defined in areas such as curriculum content, teaching methods, assessment criteria, and teacher
qualifications.

However, it's important to note that while establishing these national standards, regional flexibility must
be allowed. Different provinces and territories have distinct cultural, economic, and demographic
characteristics. For instance, rural areas might have different educational needs compared to urban
centers. Some regions might have a higher concentration of specific industries that require specialized
skills training. Therefore, within the national framework, each province and territory should have the
autonomy to adapt and implement the standards in a way that suits their local context.

This could involve allowing variations in the curriculum to incorporate local history, culture, and
languages. Regions could also have the flexibility to adjust teaching methods based on the learning styles
and needs of their students. Additionally, they could have the authority to determine the allocation of
resources based on their specific infrastructure and budgetary capabilities.

Financial incentives could be provided to encourage provinces and territorialities to align with the
national framework. At the same time, a monitoring and evaluation system should be put in place to
ensure that the regional flexibility is not being misused and that the overall goals of quality and equity in
education are being met.

5.2 Give Priority to the Development of Teacher Training and Professionalism

By fostering this kind of coordinated approach that combines a national framework with regional
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flexibility, Canada can move towards a more consistent and high-quality education system that benefits
all students, regardless of where they live in the country.

Investment in teacher training and professional development should be prioritized to ensure educators
are well-equipped to deliver high-quality instruction in an ever-changing educational environment.

In today's rapidly evolving educational landscape, teachers face numerous challenges and demands. To
meet these, significant resources need to be allocated to comprehensive and ongoing teacher training
programs. This investment should cover not only the initial teacher education but also continuous
professional development throughout their careers.

For novice teachers, rigorous pre-service training should include in-depth pedagogical knowledge,
understanding of diverse learning styles, and effective classroom management techniques. They should
have hands-on experiences in real classroom settings under the mentorship of experienced educators.
Specialized training in using educational technologies and integrating them seamlessly into teaching
practices should also be a key component.

For experienced teachers, professional development opportunities should be tailored to their specific
needs and the changing requirements of the curriculum and educational policies. This could involve
workshops on emerging educational theories, such as project-based learning or inquiry-based instruction.
Training in addressing the social and emotional needs of students, especially in a post-pandemic context,
is crucial.

Investment in teacher training should also encompass exposure to the latest research in education and its
practical applications. Teachers should be encouraged and supported to attend conferences, participate
in research projects, and engage in collaborative learning communities with their peers from different
schools and regions.

Furthermore, schools and educational institutions should provide teachers with regular feedback and
evaluations to identify areas for improvement and then offer targeted training and development
opportunities based on those identified needs. Online learning platforms and resources should be made
available to facilitate self-paced learning and access to up-to-date information.

By prioritizing such substantial investment in teacher training and professional development, educators
will have the necessary skills, knowledge, and confidence to adapt and thrive in the constantly evolving
educational environment, ultimately providing students with the highest quality of instruction.

6. Conclusion

Theus policies have had a complex and multi-faceted impact, encompassing both positive and negative
consequences.

When we look back at the historical record, we see that the choices of influential individuals and the
execution of diverse policies have shaped the educational landscape in profound ways. The positive
effects are evident in the increased accessibility to education for a wider segment of the population, the
improvement in educational infrastructure, and the development of curricula that are more relevant and
comprehensive. However, there have also been negative outcomes, such as instances where policies led
to an overemphasis on standardized testing, which narrowed the educational focus and potentially stifled
creativity and critical thinking.

By conducting a critical assessment of the past and the present state of affairs, we are better positioned
to formulate more effective and forward-looking strategies for the future. This involves not only
identifying what has worked well but also understanding the missteps and shortcomings and using that
knowledge to make better decisions.

A continuous and unwavering commitment to improvement is of paramount importance. To ensure that
the Canadian education system remains at the vanguard of providing top-notch quality education, it must
adapt and evolve to meet the ever-changing challenges and opportunities of the 21st century. This
requires staying abreast of technological advancements, global trends, and the evolving needs of the
workforce. It is abundantly clear that a balanced approach that artfully combines innovation with a deep
respect for traditional educational values will be indispensable in shaping the future of Canadian
education. Innovation allows for the integration of new teaching methods, the use of advanced
technologies, and the creation of dynamic learning environments. Simultaneously, respecting traditional
values ensures that fundamental educational principles and the wisdom accumulated over time are not
discarded but rather integrated into modern educational practices.
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Furthermore, a steadfast focus on equity and excellence is crucial. Equity ensures that every student,
regardless of their background or circumstances, has equal access to high-quality educational resources
and opportunities. Excellence demands that educational standards are not compromised and that students
are challenged and supported to reach their fullest potential.

In conclusion, the future of Canadian education hinges on the ability to strike this delicate balance,
continuously learn from the past, and adapt to the present and future needs, thereby preparing students
to thrive in an increasingly complex and dynamic world.
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