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Children’s Exposure to Diverse Values at Schools: 
A Constitutional Perspective on Religion and Education 

in Canada

Kento Yamamoto

Education particularly public education has become quite a challenge for 
the relation between the state and religious diversity in Canada, which is deeply 
grounded on the country
for contemporary debates on the meaning of secularism/religious neutrality as well 
as the management of religious differences.

This paper analyzes two decisions of the Supreme Court of Canada from a 
constitutional perspective, in which problems relating to religion and education 

is Chamberlain v. School District No. 36, where the Supreme Court overruled 
the decision of the Surrey, British Columbia, School Board to ban the use of 
supplementary materials depicting same-sex-parented families in kindergarten/
grade one curriculum. This decision was based on the religious sentiments of a 
group of parents in the school district. The second is S.L. v. Commission scolaire 
des Chênes, where the Supreme Court held that a mandatory course in the Ethics 
and Religious Culture Program (ERCP) in Quebec did not violate the religious 
freedom of students and their parents. The ERCP is mandatory for students in all 
educational institutions public or private, confessional or nonconfessional and it 
seeks to educate students about the different ethical and cultural frameworks in 
Quebec and to instruct them on a range of religious traditions and the history of 
religion in Quebec from a neutral perspective.

The goal of this paper is to analyze these two cases and examine (1) the meaning 
of religious neutrality in Canada and (2) the kind of school education that a 
multicultural society requires.

First, in Chamberlain, the Supreme Court of Canada held that section 76 of the 
School Act s insistence on strict secularism does not mean that religious concerns 
have no place in the deliberations and decisions of Board . . . What secularism 
does rule out, however, is any attempt to use the religious views of one part of 
the community to exclude from consideration the values of other members of the 
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community.  In this ruling, tolerance value changes the meaning of the word 
secular, not having any connection with religion.  

Such an understanding has resulted in the concept of religious neutrality  based 
on religious freedom in S.L.
core of religious neutrality in Canada is that the state must not support or prefer 
practices of one religion over those of another or religious practices over nonreligious 
practices.

Second, in its majority decision in Chamberlain, the Court affirmed children s 
exposure to diverse values around them. Some cognitive dissonance was judged to 
be part of daily life in a multicultural society. Moreover, in S.L., the Court held that 
exposing children to a variety of religious facts . . . does not in itself constitute an 

infringement of s. 2(a) of the Canadian Charter.  I support this position of the Supreme 
Court because the government tried to provide children with intercultural knowledge, 
habits of tolerance, and respectful interaction across difference  toward a peaceful 
coexistence in a diverse society.  Deep pluralism and secularism are important political 
facts about our world, and a central role for the state in citizen formation seems to be 
an irreducible public function.

Such a discussion in the Canadian context is suggestive of recent trends in 
Japan s constitutional theory, which criticizes comprehensive nonreligious in public 
spaces.

(Osaka University of Economics and Law)
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