School Board accommodation policy: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
At its May 2010 meeting, Interfaith Grand River welcomed Deepa Ahluwalia, the Waterloo Region District School Board’s Equity and Inclusion Officer, who presented the school board’s draft faith accommodation policy and asked for input from IGR.
The policy covers such areas as opening and closing ceremonies; observance of holy days; obligations regarding daily prayer, diet and religious dress; and curriculum modification. It was drafted in response to the Ontario Human Rights Code and a Ministry of Education initiative, and also represents a follow-up to the school board’s Equity Audit Report of 2007.

The Equity Audit Report covered a broader range of issues, and Ahluwalia assured the group that her office was continuing to work on those issues, and that the accommodation policy represented only one part of its plan. In response, IGR participants focused less on the policy itself than on the need for the school board’s equity and inclusion efforts to extend well beyond accommodation.
A Muslim participant referred to it as a “toleration document” rather than something that would create a truly inclusive school environment. A Presbyterian participant noted that accommodation reflected an attitude that “we accommodate others — I just fit in.”
For a participant from the Unity Church, equity requires “a more integrated and holistic approach to learning that promotes critical thinking.” A Neopagan participant emphasized the need to promote dialogue about difference, and said that in a multicultural country such as Canada, this is an important component of what it means to be a citizen. She also warned against creating a “partitioned self” and suggested that developing emotional intelligence is as significant as critical thinking.
A Buddhist participant raised the issue of proselytization in the schools, which IGR had engaged earlier in relation to the school board’s decision to allow the distribution of Gideon Bibles (see December 2009 report). There was nothing in the draft policy, he said, that would prevent proselytization.
Several participants criticized the use of the word creed as a synonym for religion. A Lutheran participant noted that it reflects an understanding of religion as a set of beliefs, and said, “Beliefs do not constitute faith. Faith is about identity.” The real question, he suggested, is “Do the children see themselves in the classroom?”
A Roman Catholic participant pointed to the difficulties facing the school system, which is “being asked to do things that used to be done under the table. It’s being asked to nurture children.” She said that teachers need to ask themselves, “Do I teach my subject or do I teach the person?”

Several participants suggested that Ahluwalia take note of promising initiatives taking place elsewhere, including the World Religions course in the Waterloo Catholic District School Board, the Ethics and Religious Culture program in Quebec and efforts being undertaken in the United Kingdom. Others told stories of how accommodation was handled informally in the past, usually in relation to Christian prayers recited as part of opening exercises. These strategies ranged from having the Jehovah’s Witness students stand in the back of the room to “that was when Johnny was assigned to rearrange the chairs.”
