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1
Quick
Answers

1: Quick Answers
Question 1

My principal tells me I can’t form a Gender and Sexuality Alliance
(GSA). What can I do?

All of the public and Catholic schools in Ontario must abide by the province’s Education Act. The Education Act
has several provisions that protect Gender and Sexuality Alliances and similar student clubs in all Ontario schools.
Under section 303.1 of the Education Act, every school board must support students who want to establish or
lead activities or groups that promote a safe and accepting school climate, and especially those which promote
awareness, understanding, and respect for the 2SLGBTQ+ community. This means that if you want to start a GSA
club or a similar 2SLGBTQ+ inclusive space, the school must support you in that effort. Administration is not allowed
to stop you from starting or joining a GSA club at school.

Question 2

My principal tells me I can start a GSA club, but I must call it
something else (like a “respecting differences club”, etc.).
What can I do?

Just like how the Education Act protects students forming a GSA club, the Act also protects the name “Gay-Straight
Alliance” and reasonable variations. Under the Education Act “neither the [school] board nor the principal shall
refuse to allow a pupil to use the name gay-straight alliance or a similar name for an organization [which matches
the description of a GSA club].” This was added in 2012 with the passing of the Accepting Schools Act in response
to some school boards allowing GSA clubs but not allowing them to be called GSA clubs. Today if you want to call
your club that supports 2SLGBTQ+ students a Gay-Straight Alliance (or Gender and Sexuality Alliance), the law is on
your side.
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Question 3

I am told that I can’t wear a pride shirt to school.
What can I do?

Unfortunately, unlike GSA clubs, there are no laws that explicitly give you the right to wear pride shirts to school,
nor are there laws specifically addressing other forms of clothing that demonstrate your pride (for example, clothes
with rainbows on them, or clothes with the trans flag, etc.). However, there are some laws that could be interpreted
as giving you the right to do so.
Paragraph a.1 of section 169.1(1) of Ontario’s Education Act says that every school board:
“Shall promote a positive school climate that is inclusive and accepting of all pupils, including
pupils of any race, ancestry, place of origin, colour, ethnic origin, citizenship, creed, sex, sexual
orientation, gender identity, gender expression, age, marital status, family status, or disability.”
This means that your school board has an obligation to promote a school environment that is accepting of all
students, regardless of their sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, and/or gender expression. One way to
challenge a school’s ban on pride shirts and other related forms of clothing could be to argue that the ban actively
excludes students who identify as members of the 2SLGBTQ+ community from being openly represented on campus.
This would contradict a school board’s obligation to promote a positive climate that is accepting of these students
and would therefore be a violation of section 169.1(1) of the Education Act.
Another way to challenge a school’s ban on pride shirts would be to use section 303.1(1) of Ontario’s
Education Act. This section says that every school board:
“Shall support pupils who want to establish and lead activities and organizations that promote
a safe and inclusive learning environment, the acceptance of and respect for others and the
creation of a positive school climate, including…
(d) activities or organizations that promote the awareness and understanding of, and respect for,
people of all sexual orientations and gender identities ….”
This means that your school board has an obligation to support activities that promote an understanding of, and
respect for, people of all sexual orientations and gender identities. Since wearing a pride shirt or other related forms
of clothing does both of these things, banning these clothes could be argued to violate this section of the Education
Act.
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Question 4

My school does not allow me to use the washroom that
most closely corresponds to my gender identity and gender
expression. What can I do?

While there are no very specific requirements that schools must allow trans people to access the washroom that
matches their gender, there is a strong legal basis for students to establish this right.
The Ontario Human Rights Code (OHRC) does state that trans people have the right to use whatever washroom
matches their gender identity, but this does not solve situations where no gender-neutral washrooms are available.
While OHRC policy is not legally binding, it holds strong legal weight. Still, there is unfortunately no legal
requirement for Ontario schools to provide gender-neutral washrooms. Building Code Regulations do require at least
one universal washroom in all new buildings or major renovations, and, for multi-story buildings, at least one for
every three floors. The Building Code Regulation also permits single-user gender-neutral washrooms for everyone
instead of separate male and female washrooms. However, these regulations only apply for new buildings and major
renovations. This stipulation means that existing buildings, including schools, are not required to have a genderneutral washroom.
Students can talk to the principal, school board, or school authorities about their washroom policies. Further issues
can be discussed with their regional Ministry of Education office. As a system of last resort, students can contact
the Ontario Human Rights Legal Support Centre.

Question 5

I feel that I am not being represented by my school’s sexual
education course. Do these have to be inclusive of 2SLGBTQ+
people?

Yes. Teachers must follow the Ontario Curriculum for Health and Physical Education (Grades 1-8, Grades 9-12).
Requirements change by grade year, but curriculum begins including topics such as sexual orientation as early as
grade 5. Curriculum in grades 5-9 all make specific mention of these topics.
Furthermore, according to Ontario Policy Memo 162, students cannot opt out of instruction on specific topics
(such as 2SLGBTQ+ education). Teachers have discretion on how to teach the curriculum, but they must follow
the requirements. If a teacher is failing to follow these requirements, students can follow the reporting processes
later in this resource. They can report the teacher to the principal, school board, or school authority. If the issue is
unresolved, they can contact their local Ministry of Education regional office.
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Question 6

I am a teacher, and my administration does not want me sharing
2SLGBTQ+ resources or expressing information not contained in
our curriculum. What can I do?

Teachers are allowed to teach outside the curriculum. As long as the curriculum does not forbid topics and teachers
cover the content within the curriculum, government lawyers have stated that teachers have a right to teach this
content. The OHRC has a guide for how teachers can teach human rights.
If an administration is causing issues in this area, teachers should turn to their unions, who can help teachers follow
grievance processes. As a measure of last resort, the Ombudsman may be able to help. The Ombudsman can review
complaints about the administrative actions and decisions of school boards. Complaints are confidential.
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2: Knowing Your Rights
WHERE DO YOUR RIGHTS COME FROM?
The following documents and statutes will be referenced throughout this resource:

1

The Canadian
Charter of
Rights and
Freedoms
(The Charter)

The Charter sets out the rights and freedoms you are guaranteed.
It is a part of the Canadian Constitution. The Constitution is the
supreme law of Canada, and all laws must be consistent with it.

2

Canadian
Human Rights
Act (CHRA)

The CHRA is a federal statute that prohibits discrimination for
protected characteristics. It focuses on providing equal opportunities
for all people.

3

Ontario Human
Rights Code
(OHRC)

The OHRC is a provincial law that prohibits discrimination for
protected characteristics and offers equal opportunity for all peoples.
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4

Ontario’s
Education
Act

The Education Act is a provincial law that sets out the responsibilities
of the Minister of Education, school boards, principals, and teachers.
It also states the rights and responsibilities of parents and students.

5

Policy and
Program
Memoranda

These memos outline specific standards and legislation relating to
education in Ontario. They are issued to schools to outline the Ministry
of Education’s expectations on particular policies and programs.

Bill C-16

Bill C-16 amended the Canadian Human Rights Act to add gender
identity and gender expression to the list of prohibited grounds of
discrimination.

6

If you want to find these resources on your own, they are free and accessible on federal or provincial government
websites.
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WHAT ARE YOUR RIGHTS?
Right 1

You have the right to be free from discrimination.

As a person living in Canada, you have the right to be free from discrimination. Discrimination is when a
public organization mistreats you in a way that others do not experience simply because you possess a certain
characteristic. For example, refusing to serve black people at a store while continuing to serve white people would
be to discriminate against black people on the basis of their race. Similarly, denying a queer student the ability to
take their partner to prom while other straight students are allowed to take their partners would be to discriminate
against that student on the basis of their sexual orientation.
Your right to be free from discrimination is firmly grounded in Canadian law. One of the strongest forms of
protection that people living in Canada have against discrimination is found in the Charter of Rights and
Freedoms. Section 15 of the Charter says that:
“Every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to the equal protection and
equal benefit of the law without discrimination and, in particular, without discrimination based on
race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical disability.”
This means that it is illegal for a public organization to discriminate against you on the basis of your race,
nationality, ethnicity, colour, religion, sex, age, mental disability, or physical disability. These are what are called
“protected characteristics,” since the law makes it illegal to discriminate against these, and therefore offers
protection to people who possess them. The Supreme Court of Canada has also ruled that sexual orientation is a
protected characteristic, in a case called Egan v Canada [1995] 2 SCR 513. However, you will likely notice that
some important characteristics are still missing from this list.
Thankfully, other protected characteristics are included in the Ontario Human Rights Code. The very first
section of this law states that:
“Every person has a right to equal treatment with respect to services, good and facilities, without
discrimination because of race, ancestry, place of origin, colour, ethnic origin, citizenship, creed,
sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, age, marital status, family status or
disability.”

9

As you will see, the Ontario Human Rights Code expands upon the characteristics that are protected by the Charter.
Importantly, it adds to this list the protected characteristics of your gender identity and gender expression. This
means that it is illegal for schools in Ontario to mistreat you in a way that other students do not experience because
of your gender identity or how you choose to express it.
It is important to emphasize that, while the Charter and the Ontario Human Rights Code protect queer students
from their school’s discrimination, these laws only apply to public organizations. While these laws will stop your
school, and school officials, from discriminating against you, they will not protect you from mistreatment at
the hands of your classmates. This is where laws specific to the education system kick in, to protect you from
mistreatment which they call “bullying.”

Right 2

You have the right to a safe and inclusive learning environment
that is free from bullying.

Because the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and Ontario Human Rights Code do not apply to private
institutions or individuals, these laws do not protect you from mistreatment by a peer or classmate.
However, as a student, you are protected while at school thanks to Ontario’s Education Act. Paragraph 2 of
section 300.0.1. states that a purpose of this law is to:
“Encourage a positive school climate and prevent inappropriate behaviour, including bullying,
sexual assault, gender-based violence and incidents based on homophobia, transphobia or
biphobia.”
This represents a theme that runs throughout this law: that you have a right to a safe and inclusive learning
environment that is free from bullying and other forms of harassment.
The Education Act defines ‘bullying’ in the following way:
“Bullying” means aggressive and typically repeated behaviour by a pupil where,
(a) The behaviour is intended by the pupil to have the effect or, or the pupil ought to know that the behaviour would
be likely to have the effect of,
(i) Causing harm, fear, or distress to another individual, including physical, psychological, social, or academic
harm, harm to the individual’s reputation or harm to the individual’s property, or
(ii) Creating a negative environment at a school for another individual, and
(b) The behaviour occurs in a context where there is a real or perceived power imbalance between the pupil and
the individual based on factors such as size, strength, age, intelligence, peer group power, economic status,
social status, religion, ethnic origin, sexual orientation, family circumstances, gender, gender identity, gender
expression, race, disability, or the receipt of special education.
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While this long definition may be potentially confusing, it can be simply understood as doing two things. The
first thing it does, in paragraph (a), is to recognize the negative effects that bullying has on students. Bullying is
defined to include any action that is meant to be physically and/or emotionally hurtful to another student, or which
contributes to a negative environment. However, sometimes people can do hurtful things without meaning for them
to be hurtful. Thankfully, bullying is defined to include these kinds of actions, too, where a bully ought to know that
their actions will be physically and/or emotionally hurtful, or that they contribute to a negative environment.
The second thing the above definition does is to recognize that bullying occurs in a context where there is a power
difference between students. Sometimes the more “popular” students can use their popularity to harass and
intimidate others. Other times, cis-normative students may use their cis-normativity to mock and humiliate nonconforming students. The Education Act’s definition of bullying recognizes this context, and explicitly lists situations
involving power differences resulting from your sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression.
Putting these together, therefore, bullying is defined to be any act that occurs in a context where a power difference
exists because of protected characteristics (among which your sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender
expression are included), and which causes you harm or contributes to a negative social environment.
One worry you might have is that calling acts of homophobia, biphobia, and transphobia “bullying” seems to miss
how serious these forms of harassment really are. Thankfully, in addition to being included in the definition of
bullying itself, paragraph 7.2 of section 310 of the Education Act states that any act of bullying that is:
“Motivated by bias, prejudice or hate based on race, national or ethnic origin, language, colour,
religion, sex, age, mental or physical disability, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender
expression, or any similar factor”
This will result in an automatic suspension. Therefore, the Education Act recognizes that forms of bullying motivated
by hatred towards the 2SLGBTQ+ community are particularly troublesome, and accordingly receive more serious
forms of punishment.

Right 3

You have the right to use the washroom that most closely
corresponds to your gender identity and gender expression.

In 2014, the Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) released a policy document which was intended to assist
institutions in accommodating trans people. It provided information on reasonable accommodation in public
facilities, such as washrooms and locker rooms. Most importantly, it clarifies that trans people do not need to ask to
use the washroom and instead have the right to use the one that matches their gender identity.
Furthermore, Bill C-16 amended the Canadian Human Rights Act (CHRA). It clarifies that laws in Canada
should give all people an equal opportunity and accommodate their needs without discrimination based on:
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“Race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, age, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or
expression, marital status, family status, disability, or conviction for an offence for which a
pardon has been granted or in respect of which a record suspension has been ordered.”
Warning for cis-normative language. The Canadian Department of Justice clarifies that:
“Transgender persons have a right to be treated according to their deeply felt gender identity. In
many situations, that includes the right of a person who lives as a woman to use women’s
facilities, even if she has some male anatomical characteristics.”
While there are thus no very specific requirements in the Charter or Education Act that schools must allow trans
people to access the washroom that matches their gender, there is a strong legal basis for students to establish
this right. Unfortunately, schools are not required to offer a gender-neutral washroom. Some school boards (such as
the Toronto District School Board) include specific requirements that trans students have washroom access rights.
Check with your school district to find out what their washroom policies are.

Right 4

You have the right to form a GSA club, and to name it a ‘Gay
Straight Alliance’ or something similar (like Gender and Sexuality
Alliance).

As previously mentioned, all of the public and Catholic schools in Ontario must abide by the province’s Education
Act. The Education Act has several provisions that protect Gender and Sexuality Alliances and similar student clubs
in all Ontario schools. Under section 303.1 of the Education Act, every school board must support students who
want to establish or lead activities or groups that promote a safe and accepting school climate, and especially those
which promote awareness, understanding, and respect for the LGBTQ+ community. This means that if you want to
start a GSA club or a similar 2SLGBTQ+ inclusive space, the school must support you in that effort. Administration is
not allowed to stop you from starting or joining a GSA club at school.
Just like how the Education Act protects students forming a GSA club, the Act also protects the name “Gay Straight
Alliance”. Under the Education Act:
“Neither the [school] board nor the principal shall refuse to allow a pupil to use the name gaystraight alliance or a similar name for an organization [which matches the description of a GSA
club].”
This was added in 2012 with the passing of the Accepting Schools Act in response to some school boards allowing
GSA clubs but not allowing them to be called GSA clubs. Today if you want to call your club that supports 2SLGBTQ+
students a Gay-Straight Alliance, the law is on your side.
12
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3: School Officials’ Responsibilities
Codes of Conduct
Section 301(1) of the Ontario Education Act says that The Minister of Education:

“May establish a code of conduct governing the behaviour of all persons in schools.”

The Minister has created this code, and it may be found here: Safe Schools: Code of Conduct (gov.on.ca). The
provincial code of conduct lists among its fundamental beliefs that everyone has a responsibility to promote a
safe environment; that all members of the school community are to be treated with respect and dignity; and that
everyone should be aware of and strive to protect their rights.
In August of 2019, the Minister of Education further released Policy/Program Memorandum 128, which requires
all school boards within Ontario to create and implement codes of conduct that align with the provincial code of
conduct. Furthermore, this Memorandum requires that all codes of conduct be made publicly available. These may
be found on your school boards’ websites.
Here are some examples:
• Halton District School Board Code of Conduct: Code of Conduct (hdsb.ca)
• Halton Catholic School Board Code of Conduct: Code of Conduct
As the language of the above provision of the Education Act suggests, codes of conduct govern the behaviour of
all people within your school. Therefore, if you believe that you are being mistreated in school, whether by another
student, a teacher, or a member of the school’s administration, the code of conduct provides a powerful tool to
challenge that behaviour. Your school is required to address actions contrary to the code of conduct in a way that
brings them into alignment with the requirements of their code. A failure to do this can have serious consequences.

14

Section 218.3(2) of the Education Act says that:
“If an alleged breach is brought to the attention of the board under subsection (1), the board shall
make inquiries into the matter and shall, based on the results of the inquiries, determine whether
the member has breached the board’s code of conduct.”
Further, Section 218.1(d) says that:
“A member of a board shall bring concerns of parents, students and supporters of the board to
the attention of the board.”
Taken together, these two provisions therefore provide that if your school does not properly address a matter that is
in violation of their code of conduct, you can tell a parent or guardian, who may then contact the school board. Once
the school board is made aware of the issue, they are then obligated to investigate it. A finding that a board member
has breached the code of conduct can result in their removal from the board; school board members therefore have
a strong incentive to ensure that the code is being properly enforced.

Principles and Guidelines
In addition to the Minister of Education’s Policy/Program Memorandum 128 requiring all schools to create,
implement, and make publicly available their individual codes of conduct, the Education Act requires that all school
boards develop additional policies and guidelines that further govern the conduct of people while at school.
Section 302(1) says that:
“Every board shall establish policies and guidelines with respect to the conduct of persons in
schools within the board’s jurisdiction and the policies and guidelines must address such matters
and include such requirements as the Minister may specify.”
This means that every school board must create and make publicly available policies and guidelines addressing
additional matters that the Minister has specified. For example, section 302(3.4) requires school boards to develop
policies and guidelines that address the issue of bullying within schools. Importantly, Program/Policy Memorandum
119 has also required all publicly funded school boards to develop policies and guidelines relating to equity and
inclusive education.
15

Policy/Program Memorandum 119 says that:
“All publicly funded school boards are required to develop, implement, and monitor an equity and
inclusive education policy [...].”
It further provides that:
“School board policies must be comprehensive and must cover the prohibited grounds of
discrimination set out in the Ontario Human Rights Code. The code prohibits discrimination on
any of the following grounds: race, colour, ancestry, place of origin, citizenship, ethnic origin,
disability, creed (e.g., religion), sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, age,
family status, and marital status.”
Therefore, not only do these policies and guidelines reinforce your right to be free from discrimination, but the
requirement also that all school boards develop, implement, and maintain these policies and guidelines means that
your school will necessarily have a process for addressing complaints of discrimination that are brought to their
attention.
These policies and guidelines may be found on the school board’s website; here are some examples:
• Halton District School Board: Human Rights & Equity (hdsb.ca)
• Halton District School Board: Guidelines for Supporting Gender Identity and Expression in Schools
• Halton Catholic District School Board: Human Rights and Equity | Halton Catholic District School Board
(hcdsb.org)
If you have brought a concern about bullying or discrimination to the attention of a school official, and they have not
adequately handled the matter, you can proceed by using the same process described in the previous section. By
having a parent or guardian voice your concerns to a member of the school board, they are required to bring that
concern to the attention of the board as a whole, who are then required to investigate the matter.
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Accepting Environments
Section 169.1(1) of Ontario’s Education Act says that it is a responsibility of all school boards to:
“Promote student achievement and well-being”, and to
“Promote a positive school climate that is inclusive and accepting of all pupils, including
pupils of any race, ancestry, place of origin, colour, ethnic origin, citizenship, creed, sex, sexual
orientation, gender identity, gender expression, age, marital status, family status or disability.”
One way that a school is required to do this is by creating and implementing a code of conduct that aligns with the
provincial code of conduct; another way is by creating policies and guidelines that address specific topics of concern
such as bullying and discrimination/harassment. If you believe that your school has violated either their code of
conduct or their policies and guidelines, please refer to the previous two sections. However, these are not the only
ways that your school is required to foster a safe and accepting learning environment for all of its students.
In Policy/Program Memorandum 119, we find that:
“Schools must provide students and staff with authentic and relevant opportunities to learn
about diverse histories, cultures, and perspectives. Students should be able to see themselves
represented in the curriculum, programs, and culture of the schools. Also, since schools have a
pivotal role in developing the workforce of tomorrow, students should be able to see themselves
represented in the teaching, administrative, and support staff employed at the school.”
This means that your school’s administration and curriculum must strive to adequately represent its diverse student
body. One way they are to do this is given by Policy/Program Memorandum 144, which says that In Policy/
Program Memorandum 119, we find that:
“Boards must ensure that schools have in place a Safe and Accepting Schools Team responsible
for fostering a safe, inclusive and accepting school climate that must be chaired by a staff
member and include the principal, at least one parent, teacher, non-teaching staff member or
community partner. It should also include at least one student.”
This means that your school is required to have a team in charge of monitoring the safety and equity of your school.
Therefore, your school’s requirement of a safe and accepting learning environment provides you with an additional
way to challenge forms of mistreatment or exclusion: you may contact the Safe and Accepting Schools team to
report a lack of representation, opportunity, or other shortcomings that negatively impact your ability to safely and
inclusively learn while at school.
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Sexual Education
Sexual Education is a vital source of information for students. As stated in Policy/Program Memorandum 138:
“It is also critical to student success to create an atmosphere in which students of all body
shapes and sizes, abilities, gender identities and sexual orientations, and ethnocultural, racial,
and religious backgrounds feel accepted, comfortable, and free from harassment.”
As such, Ontario sexual education ensures there will be an inclusive curriculum. The following chart explains what
topics related to 2SLGBTQ+ identities are legally required to be covered in sexual education.

6

1. How stereotypes — and assumptions about gender, race, sexual orientation, ethnicity, culture, and
abilities — can affect how a person feels about themselves, their feelings of belonging and relationships
with others,
2. Appropriate ways to respond to and challenge assumptions, stereotypes, homophobia, and racism

7

Students will learn about the physical, emotional, social, and psychological factors to consider when
making sexual health decisions (for example, the risk of STBBIs or of becoming a parent before they are
ready, emotional readiness, sexual orientation, moral and religious considerations, cultural teachings, and
impact on other relationships)

8

Students will learn about gender identity, gender expression and sexual orientation, and to identify
factors that can help all young people to develop positive personal identities

9

Students will learn about gender identity and sexual orientation and sources of support for students
dealing with related questions and issues
Links: 1-8, 9

Grade

Grade

Grade

Grade

Grade

5

Students will learn about factors that may affect the development of a person’s understanding of
themselves and their personal identity, including their sexual orientation (for example, body image, selfacceptance)

These curriculum requirements are exactly that: requirements. Teachers must cover these topics. Furthermore,
Policy/Program Memorandum 162 clarifies that students are not allowed to opt out of specific topics of
instructions. In other words, students can’t solely opt out of learning about 2SLGBTQ+ issues.
18
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4: Reporting Your Concerns
Concerns about Bullying
Section 300.2(1) of Ontario’s Education Act says that:
“An employee of a board who becomes aware that a pupil of a school of the board may have
engaged in an activity described in subsection 306(1) or 310(1) shall, report to the principal of
the school about the matter.”
This means that if you tell a teacher that you have been bullied, the teacher is required to report that to the
principal. Further, section 300.2(3) says that:

“A principal shall investigate any matter reported under subsection (1).”
This means that, once your teacher tells the principal that you have been bullied, your principal is required to
investigate the issue. If they determine that you have been bullied in a way that is motivated by hatred or prejudice
towards the 2SLGBTQ+ community, then this will result in an automatic suspension of your bully (in light of section
310 of the Education Act).
Importantly, your principal is not allowed to notify your parents that you have been bullied if doing so would further
put you at risk. This is in light of section 300.3(3) of the Education Act, which says that:
“A principal shall not notify a parent or guardian of a pupil if in the opinion of the principal doing
so would put the pupil at risk of harm from a parent or guardian of the pupil, such that the
notification is not in the pupil’s best interests.”
In other words, you can report bullying to your principal or teacher without having to worry about being outed to
your parent(s) or guardian(s). If this is a concern to you, and if you are comfortable sharing this concern with a
teacher or your principal, you can inform them that you believe that notifying your parent(s) or guardian(s) would
not be in your best interest. If your principal agrees, they are still required to investigate the bullying, but may
withhold the results of that investigation from your parent(s) or guardian(s) to protect you.
20

But what if you are not comfortable sharing your concerns about being outed to a teacher or to your principal?
These are difficult topics to talk about, and it is completely understandable if you are not ready to do so.
Thankfully, your school board may have an anonymous or confidential reporting tool that will allow you to report
incidents of bullying without sharing your identity.
These may be found on your school board’s website. Here are some examples:
• Halton District School Board Confidential Bullying Reporting Tool: Confidential Reporting of Bullying
(hdsb.ca)
• Toronto District School Board School Safety Line: Student Safety Line (tdsb.on.ca)
• Toronto Catholic District School Board Anonymous Alerts App: Anonymous Alerts | Toronto Catholic District
School Board (tcdsb.org)
Lastly, if you cannot find an anonymous or confidential reporting tool for your school, and if you are not
comfortable speaking to your teacher or to your principal, you may also report your concerns to your school’s
guidance counselor. They may also report the incident to your principal, but are better able to respond to and
appreciate the complexities of your situation. Guidance counselors may therefore be stronger advocates for your
interest in not being outed to your parent(s) or guardian(s).

Concerns about the conduct of Teachers
If you are facing homophobia, biphobia, transphobia, or other discrimination by a teacher at your school there are
several options you have at your disposal to resolve the issue. Discrimination by a teacher can include intentionally
misgendering a student, making homophobic remarks in class, or otherwise targeting a student because of their
sexual orientation or gender identity. These are the steps you can follow to address the concerning behavior:

1

If appropriate,
deal with it
at employer
level (teacher/
principal)

If the concerning behavior is likely unintentional or non-malicious, this
is a good place to start. If you feel comfortable and if it is appropriate,
talk to your teacher or principal about what is going on and how it
impacts you. In most cases this should solve the issue and you will not
need to proceed further with these steps.
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2

If appropriate
see if the issue
can be dealt
with by school
board level

If the issue was not resolved after speaking to your teacher/principal,
or if you are not comfortable raising the issue in your school, the
next step is to talk to your school superintendent or contact the
board office. You should be able to find your superintendent’s contact
information on the school board website.

3

Contact the
Investigations
and Hearings
Department of
the OCT

If you are not satisfied with the result in steps 1 and 2, do not
feel comfortable talking to anyone at your school board, or the
discrimination is particularly egregious, contact the Ontario College
of Teachers. This is the regulatory body that oversees the teaching
profession in Ontario, and they have a department dedicated to
investigating claims of misconduct directed against their members.
You can contact them by calling (1-888-534-2222).

File a formal
complaint with
the OCT

If you have exhausted all of the options in steps 1-3 and are still not
satisfied that the issue has been addressed, you can file a formal
complaint with the Ontario College of Teachers. This will initiate a
formal proceeding in which the teacher will be permitted to review
your complaint and present a formal defense. This is a step that is only
recommended once you have tried to resolve the issue informally. You
can launch a formal complaint by following the procedure on the OCT’s
website: https://www.oct.ca/public/complaints-and-discipline/
complaints-process

4
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Concerns about the conduct of Principals
or School Board Officials
If you have concerns about homophobia, biphobia, transphobia, or other discrimination by officials at your school
board, these are the steps you can take to seek a resolution of your concern. These steps can be used to address
issues where your rights against discrimination are being violated by the school board, or you believe the board is
not upholding their responsibilities under the Education Act or other governing legislation.

1

Discuss the
issue with
your teacher/
principal

If you feel comfortable raising the issue with a teacher you trust or
your principal, this is a good place to start. This allows for a simple
informal resolution or accommodation if it is easily fixable. Some more
complex concerns may not be resolvable at the school level.

2

Discuss the
issue with your
superintendent/
other school
board official

If you are not comfortable discussing the concern with a teacher
or principal at your school, or if the issue was not resolved in a
satisfactory way, the next step is to elevate your concern to the
school board level. You should contact your school superintendent or
another relevant board official and explain your concern. Their contact
information should be available on your school board website.

Contact
the Ontario
Ombudsman as
a last resort

If you are unable to resolve the issue with the school board and believe that
the issue is a violation of your rights or the board’s legal responsibilities,
you can file a complaint with the Ontario Ombudsman. This is an
independent service that hears complaints against public services in
Ontario (including all public and Catholic school boards) and makes
recommendations to resolve these concerns where they violate the law.
This should be only be used as a last resort when all other options have
been resolved. If you can resolve the issue at the school board level that is
both easier and quicker than an Ombud’s complaint. The Ombudsman will
not intervene regarding the conduct of elected officials, including school
board trustees. To learn more and submit a complaint, visit:
https://www.ombudsman.on.ca/what-we-do/topics/education
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Concerns re. discrimination in School Board policies
Sometimes discrimination is systemic, rather than the result of actions taken by an individual. In these cases,
the policy itself may need to be changed or interpreted differently. These are some things to keep in mind if you
encounter a problematic school policy:

Consider if the policy violates your human rights under the
Charter or Ontario Human Rights Code or violates the Education
Act. If this is not the case, this policy likely is valid although you
may not like it. In this situation, your best bet is to contact your
school board trustee (your elected representative) and express
your concern and ask that the policy be changed.

If the policy does violate the law, it may be unenforceable. In
this case, you should contact your principal or a school board
official and point you the contradiction to them as well as
express your concern.

If the words of the policy itself do not violate the law but you
feel the way in which it is being applied violates your human
rights or the Education Act, this may be an issue with the
way the policy is being interpreted by your principal. If this is
the case, then you should follow the steps for addressing the
concerning conduct by principals and school board officials as
outlined on page 23.
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5: Additional Steps You Can Take
Legal Resources
If all other forms of relief have been exhausted, you may want to consider pursuing legal action. It is worth
emphasizing that this should be a last resort, as legal proceedings can be long, expensive, and personally difficult.
However, if you have determined that taking legal action is necessary, here are some resources that you may find
useful.

1. Justice for Children and Youth

Justice for Children and Youth offers a free 30-minute phone consultation to obtain free legal advice. This can be
helpful for determining whether pursuing legal action is right for you. Legal advice to parents in educational matters
is listed as being among the services they offer. Their contact information is:
Website: Justice for Children and Youth | JFCY
Contact Page: Contact Us | JFCY
Main Phone Number: 416-920-1633, (M-F, 9am-12pm, 1pm-5pm)
Ontario Toll-Free: 1-866-999-5329
Note: Justice for Children and Youth does not respond to requests for legal advice over email. If you require
assistance online, please see the next contact.

2. Law Society of Ontario’s Referral Service

The Law Society of Ontario also offers a free referral service to all residents of Ontario. Like Justice for Children
and Youth, they provide a free 30-minute consultation to clarify your rights and to discuss your legal options. This
service is available online, however. Simply follow the link below, click “request a referral,” and follow the steps
provided.
Referral Service: Law Society Referral Service (lso.ca)
Law Society of Ontario’s Website: Law Society of Ontario Home

3. Halton Community Legal Services

In the case of discrimination, Halton Community Legal Services offers help and advice via their project with human
rights. Information about this project may be found below. They may be contacted either by phone, or in person.
Human Rights Project: Human Rights - Halton Community Legal Services (haltonlegal.ca)
Website: Halton Community Legal Services (haltonlegal.ca)
Phone Number: 905-875-2069
Address: Halton Community Legal Services, 700 Dorval Drive, Suite 400, Oakville, ON, L6K3V3 Human Rights
24
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4. Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario

In the case of discrimination, you may also wish to file a complaint with the Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario.
A guide outlining whether and how to file a claim with this organization may be found below.
Guide: Check if you should make a human rights claim - Steps to Justice
Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario Website: Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario | Tribunals Ontario

5. Pro Bono Ontario

Pro Bono Ontario offers free legal help for specific issues children face within the education system. Among
these issues are bullying, harassment, and concerns pertaining to school safety. Since bullying is defined by the
Education Act to include acts motivated by prejudice towards members of the 2SLGBTQ+ community, they may
be able to help if your school’s administration has not adequately addressed your concerns. Pro Bono Ontario’s
lawyers can freely consult with students and their families on their legal rights; intervene on behalf of students
with school administrators (either by letter, phone, or in person); and represent students with special education
and/or discipline appeals. They may be contacted either by phone or via their website.
Website: Education Law Program - Pro Bono Ontario
Phone: 1-855-255-7256, Tuesday-Thursday, 1pm-3:30pm

6. The Queer Justice Project (Hamilton)

The Queer Justice Project is an initiative designed to address unmet legal needs of the 2SLGBTQ+ community in
Hamilton, Ontario. They are a part of the Hamilton Community Legal Clinic. They are able to help address matters
related to discrimination in schools; this includes bullying, sexual harassment, your school administration’s
rejection of your request to form a social club for Queer students and failing to be provided with bathroom access
that is inclusive of your gender identity. While The Queer Justice Project cannot cover legal fees associated
with the process of filing complaints, they may be able to provide referrals to other services which can provide
financial assistance. They may be contacted by phone, online, or in person.
Website: The Queer Justice Project | Home
Online Contact: The Queer Justice Project | Contact Us
Phone Number: 905-527-4572
Address: Hamilton Community Legal Clinic, 100 Main St E, Suite 203 (2nd Floor), Hamilton ON L8N3W4
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Alternative Resources
Sometimes legal resources cannot always solve discrimination, especially when the discriminatory conduct is not in
violation of the law. In these cases, you may choose to pursue more political alternatives. Some of these options may
come with a greater personal cost and may have mixed success but are legitimate options if you are determined to
make a change to the system.

1. Contact your MPP

Contacting your local Member of Parliament (MP) or Member of Provincial Parliament (MPP) is a great way
to let your voice be heard when you are unhappy with a law or government position. These officials are your
representatives in the government and should take constituent feedback seriously. The MP/MPP’s office is also
a great resource to get connected with government services you may not be aware of and to help you navigate
frustrations with these services.
Your MP represents you to the federal government and you can find out how to contact them here:
https://www.ourcommons.ca/members/en
Your MPP represents you in the provincial government, which oversees most of the relevant areas of legislation
in this guide such as education and property and civil rights. You can find your MPP at https://www.ola.org/en/
members

2. Contact your School Board Trustee

School board trustees are your local representatives on your school board. They are elected board members who are
responsible for setting policy direction in the school board system and who make decisions that focus on student
achievement, well-being, and equity. You can contact them when you have a concern with or want to see a change
in school board policy. These are the officials with the power to change the direction a board is going on issues like
equity in schools. You can find their contact information on the school board website.

3. Vote

Remember that your MP, MPP, and school board trustees work for you. They are all elected officials and so when
they are up for re-election you should get informed about who is running and vote for the candidate that aligns most
with your values.

4. School Choice

In Ontario we have two parallel school systems, the public and catholic schools, each paid for by your tax dollars.
There are also several private school and homeschool options. If you are unhappy with the way 2SLGBTQ+ issues are
being addressed in your current school system, you do have the option to switch.

5. Get involved with Local Halton Community Groups

Halton Black Voices: https://www.haltonblackvoices.ca/
Halton Parents for Change: https://haltonparentsforchange.ca/
Halton Asian Association: https://www.instagram.com/haltonasianassociation/
PFLAG Halton Chapter: https://www.facebook.com/haltonpflag/
Positive Space Network: https://positivespacenetwork.ca/
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