
Catholic schools in Alberta are part 
of a long tradition of publicly-funded 
Catholic education that marks 
Canada’s history. 

The journey to establish publicly-
funded Catholic schools in Alberta is 
one that occurred over a long period 
of time and, now, has deep historic 
roots. The story of these schools is one 
of both legislative legacy and personal 
commitment.

Before Alberta was a province, 
Catholic education, in the mid to late 
1800s, found its roots in the work of 
missionary priests and sisters. Often 
having journeyed far from their homes, 
these pioneers in Catholic education 
followed through with their conviction 
that Catholic schools were a necessity. 
Priests such as Father Albert Lacombe 
and the Reverend John McDougall 
were devoted to the notion that an 
education system needed to be 
established in the new territory, an 
education system that had faith as 
its basis. These men, among others, 
worked to create the foundations for 
the system of Catholic education that 
we now have today. Their legacy is still 
recognized in our schools’ history.

In addition, the work of the priests did 
not go unaided as their convictions 
were complimented by the efforts 
of a number of orders of nuns, 
including: The Grey Nuns and The 
Faithful Companions of Jesus. While 
the work of these women did not 
gain the notoriety of the work of the 
missionary priests, their tireless efforts 
were fundamental to the continued 
existence of Catholic schools.

As the end of the 19th century neared, 
the schools in the territory spoke to the 
visions and endurance of these early 
leaders in Catholic education. This 
was soon to be reþected in the new 
legislation which created Alberta.

Legislatively, Catholic education 
was not a new idea by 1905. Written 
into the Constitution Act, 1867 was 
a section specifying denominational 
education rights. How these rights 
were understood was negotiated 
differently in each province. 

In Alberta, publicly-funded Catholic 
education was established with the 
Alberta Act, 1905, the act which also 
made Alberta a province. Speciýcally, 
within this act, section 17 allowed for 
the creation of Catholic schools. The 
initial work of the early missionary 
settlers had now been recognized 
constitutionally.

The story of Catholic schools in 
Alberta continues today. Nationally 
section 29 of the Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms states that nothing in 
the Charter affects the establishment 
and operation of religious schools, 
while provincially the choice for Alberta 
students to attend publicly-funded 
Catholic schools continues to exist.

The history of Catholic schools in 
Alberta, guaranteed constitutionally, 
is rooted in not only a constitutional 
tradition, but also in a faith tradition. It 
is within this vibrant faith community 
that Alberta’s Catholic schools continue 
to þourish.

We continue to welcome your input on 
our 5 Loaves 2 Fish project. For more 
information on 5 Loaves 2 Fish please 
visit www.5loaves2ýsh.ca. Join our 
5Loaves 2 Fish Facebook group

Alberta’s Catholic schools 
celebrate a long history


