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A primary location of the debate on reasonable accommodation has been the place of religion in our schools, in particular the issue of Islamic practices in Quebec’s education system. This discussion of Islam, important as it is, has led the public debate to overlook an important aspect of the reasonable accommodation debate – namely, what counts as reasonable accommodation of Christianity in Quebec schools? As a Protestant, I want to argue that Christianity has not experienced reasonable accommodation within Quebec schools, and addressing the place of other religions, such as Islam, in the Quebec schools requires also addressing the place of Christianity. In this brief I will make a number of proposals regarding religion in general, including Christianity, in Quebec schools.
Christianity began to be eliminated from the world of Quebec education in the 1960s, a result of both the Quiet Revolution and general secularization in Western societies at large. A very early effect was to remove the practice of religion from class-time. For instance, in the 1970s saying the Lord’s Prayer was prohibited in many schools. 
In a pluralistic society, such a limitation on the practice of religion in public schools can make sense, yet the limits have been hazy – principles of liberal tolerance and multi-culturalism have served primarily illiberal ends, namely to absolutely exclude religion in our schools. To date, then, the principle of maximum exclusion has been the rule. For instance, religion was removed not only from class time (such as by prohibiting the Lord’s Prayer), but often also from the school grounds – some schools have tried to prohibit the wearing of religious symbols, and many schools have prohibited students from using school facilities for religious extracurricular activities. This process of ever-increasing exclusion of Christianity continues today, as seen in recent efforts to eliminate Christmas from the schools.

The approach of maximum exclusion has gone too far. As the Supreme Court of Canada has stated (through its March 2006 ruling which permitted kirpans in schools under some mildly restrictive conditions), religious tolerance is a “very important value of Canadian society" and school policies must reflect this tolerance. Currently, though, the tolerance level in Quebec is too low, so here I will suggest a number of proposals.

First, the current principle of prohibiting any required practice of religion during class time (such as saying the Lord’s Prayer or practicing TM) is appropriate and should remain.
Second, the recent trend towards excluding any mention of religion in school life needs to be reversed. For instance, two years ago, at the school my son attends (Carlyle, in the Town of Mount Royal), the annual December program was called the Winter Festival, in order to expunge all reference to Christianity, particularly references to Christmas and Jesus. This past December, though, the school took a different approach: the students presented the Christmas story (including baby Jesus) along with Chanukah, Kwanza, and secular winter-themed songs. This was consistent with their previous school celebrations of Diwali and Eid.
In our pluralistic society this is a much better approach than eliminating any reference to particular religions (such as eliminating reference to Christmas!) – programmes which expose our students to the range of important religions in Quebec informs them, helping them better understand important religious realities of our province and our world, rather than keeping them ignorant by burying their heads in the sand. Like sex-education programmes, parents should have the right to have their children opt-out of participating in particular portions of religious-education programs. Nonetheless, maximum exposure in the curriculum, rather than maximum exclusion, makes far more sense.
Third, some tolerance of religion should extend to the classroom: wearing discrete religious symbols (such as crosses and kirpans) and engaging in non-interruptive practices (such as moments of private prayer or wearing hijab or chador) should be accommodated for both students and staff.
A gray area remains the burqa and niqab in adult programs: just as schools legitimately prohibit too little clothing (too much skin cannot be uncovered), so too they might legitimately prohibit too much clothing (for instance, a person’s full face should be visible). This particular debate needs to continue: my own feeling is that head-scarves are not a problem, but in adult education programmes the burqa should be removed (I would suggest that Jane Bagnall’s defense of the burqa, in the Montreal Gazette, did not adequately examine its constrictive implications for female personhood). 
Fourth, tolerance should be extended to the use of school property outside of class time, such as for religious student clubs during lunch or after school. Education facilities are public buildings, paid for by tax-payers, including religious tax-payers, so it is simply inconsistent to say that those interested in music or chess are allowed their extra-curricular activities during lunch or after school, but not those interested in Christianity or Buddhism.
Some would object that such use of school space will provide breeding grounds for sectarianism. Schools, though, need only require that nothing intolerant of others be promoted through such activities, and that, as is normal with any extracurricular activities, some form of appropriate supervisor, such as a teacher, be present. Indeed, such in-school activities, open to all members of the school community, could provide students, parents and educators opportunity to encounter first-hand the activities of other religions. The opportunity for increased mutual-understanding would surely be a worthy use of our educational facilities.
These proposals hardly exhaust the issues. Nonetheless they begin to redress the excessive exclusion of religion, including of Christianity, that currently exists in our schools.

