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Introduction 

1. In 2010, Canada’s law societies approved a uniform national requirement that graduates of 

Canadian common law programs must meet to enter law society admission programs. 

Developed by the Federation of Law Societies of Canada (the “Federation”) 1Task Force on 

the Canadian Common Law Degree, the national requirement specifies the competencies 

and skills graduates must have attained and the law school academic program and learning 

resources law schools must have in place. The national requirement will apply to graduates 

of existing and prospective Canadian law schools effective 2015. 

 

2. The Federation’s Canadian Common Law Program Approval Committee (the “Approval 

Committee”), is mandated to review existing and proposed law school programs to 

determine whether they comply with the national requirement. In the case of new law school 

programs, a positive determination by the Approval Committee is but one step in the 

process. New law school programs must also be approved by the relevant provincial 

government authority. 

 

3. In June 2012, Trinity Western University (“TWU”), a Christian faith-based university in British 

Columbia, submitted a proposal for a law school program to the Approval Committee.  

Founded in 1962, TWU has been recognized as a university by the government of British 

Columbia since 1985. It currently offers 42 undergraduate and graduate degree programs 

and has a student enrollment of approximately 4,000. 

 

4. The TWU proposal, which identified as one of its objectives the integration of a Christian 

worldview into the law school curriculum, provoked a strong response from many in the legal 

community. Many written submissions from groups and individuals were made to the 

Federation and the Approval Committee. Copies of those submissions are available at 

http://www.flsc.ca/en/twu-submissions/. Many of those writing alleged that TWU would 

discriminate against lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered (“LGBT”) individuals and 

called on the Approval Committee to reject the TWU proposal. Others wrote in favour of the 

proposed law school citing the right of religious freedom, the value of diversity in law school 

education and TWU’s reputation as an educational institution. 

 

5. At the heart of the debate is TWU’s Community Covenant, a statement of commitment to the 

Christian faith that includes an undertaking to refrain from “sexual intimacy that violates the 

sacredness of marriage between a man and a woman.” 2 All students, faculty and staff are 

required to abide by the Community Covenant. The proposal to integrate a Christian 

worldview into the curriculum of the law school has also raised concerns amongst those who 

made submissions to the Federation. 

                                                 
1
 The Federation of Law Societies of Canada is the umbrella organization of Canada’s 14 provincial and 

territorial law societies. 
2
 Trinity Western University (TWU), Community Covenant Agreement, 

http://twu.ca/studenthandbook/university-policies/community-covenant-agreement.html.  

http://www.flsc.ca/en/twu-submissions/
http://twu.ca/studenthandbook/university-policies/community-covenant-agreement.html
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6. The Approval Committee is responsible for assessing whether the law school program 

proposed by TWU would meet the national requirement. That assessment process is 

currently underway. There are, however, a number of issues raised in the various 

submissions made to the Federation about the TWU proposal that are outside of the 

mandate of the Approval Committee.  Recognizing the importance of addressing these 

issues, the Federation established the Special Advisory Committee on Trinity Western 

University’s Proposed School of Law (the “Special Advisory Committee”).  In establishing the 

Special Advisory Committee, the Council of the Federation approved the following mandate:  

 

1. The specific mandate of the Special Advisory Committee is to provide advice to 

the Council of the Federation on the following question: 

 

What additional considerations, if any, should be taken into account in 

determining whether future graduates of TWU’s proposed school of law should 

be eligible to enroll in the admission program of any of Canada’s law societies, 

given the requirement that all students and faculty of TWU must agree to abide 

by TWU’s Community Covenant Agreement as a condition of admission and 

employment, respectively? 

 

2. In its consideration of the question, the Special Advisory Committee shall take 

into account: 

 

(a) all representations received by the Federation to date including any 

responses to those representations by TWU; 

(b) applicable law, including the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, 

human rights legislation, and the Supreme Court of Canada decision in 

Trinity Western University v. British Columbia College of Teachers (2001 

SCC 31); and 

(c) any other information that the Special Advisory Committee determines is 

relevant to the question. 

7. John J.L. Hunter, Q.C., Past-President of the Federation and the Law Society of British 

Columbia was appointed to chair the Special Advisory Committee. The other members of 

the committee are:  

 

 Mona T. Duckett, Q.C., former Council member representing the Law Society of Alberta 

and Past-President of the Law Society of Alberta 

 Derry Millar, former Treasurer of the Law Society of Upper Canada 

 Madame la Bâtonnière Madeleine Lemieux, Ad. E., former Council member representing 

the Barreau du Québec and former Bâtonnière of the Barreau  

 Morgan C. Cooper, Past-President of the Law Society of Newfoundland and Labrador 
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Support to the Special Advisory Committee is provided by Frederica Wilson, Federation 

Senior Director, Regulatory and Public Affairs and Daphne Keevil Harrold, Federation Policy 

Counsel. 

8. In considering the question put to it, the Special Advisory Committee reviewed all of the 

submissions made to the Federation, together with responses to those submissions 

received from TWU. A number of email submissions from individuals sent directly to 

members of the committee were also considered. In addition, the Special Advisory 

Committee reviewed relevant law, and considered legal advice obtained by the Federation 

on the applicability of the Supreme Court of Canada’s decision in Trinity Western University 

v. British Columbia College of Teachers3  (“BCCT ”). The committee’s review of the issues 

and its conclusions are set out below. 

 

Role of Federation and Law Societies 

9. In correspondence to the Federation dated April 24, 2013 and May 17, 2013 (copies 

attached as Appendices “A” and “B” respectively) TWU questioned whether consideration of 

broader public interest issues in relation to its application for approval of its proposed law 

school program is within the jurisdiction of the Federation. TWU also suggested that in 

establishing the Special Advisory Committee the Federation is “interposing itself into an area 

that the law societies themselves may not wish, or be statutorily permitted, to tread,” and 

have not asked the Federation to enquire into. 

 

10. The Special Advisory Committee believes that the Federation can and should consider 

whether there are any broader public interest issues outside of compliance with the national 

requirement raised by TWU’s proposed school of law. 

 

11. Canada’s law societies are mandated by statute to regulate the legal profession in the public 

interest, and as the umbrella organization of the law societies the Federation shares a public 

interest focus. Examples from some of the relevant provincial statues serve to illustrate the 

point.  

 

Section 4.2 of Ontario Law Society Act provides in part: 

4.2. In carrying out its functions, duties and powers under this Act, the Society shall 

have regard to the following principles: 

 . . . . 

3. The Society has a duty to protect the public interest. 

 

The Saskatchewan Legal Profession Act contains a similar provision: 

 

                                                 
3
 2001 SCC 31 (CanLII), http://canlii.ca/t/dmd.  

http://canlii.ca/t/dmd
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3.1  In the exercise of its powers and the discharge of its responsibilities, it is the duty 

of the society, at all times: 

  (a) to act in the public interest; 

  . . . 

The British Columbia Legal Profession Act includes an obligation to preserve and protect the 

rights and freedoms of all persons within its statutory duty to uphold and protect the public 

interest. Section 3 of that Act reads in part: 

 

3. It is the object and duty of the society to uphold and protect the public interest in 
the administration of justice by 

 
(a) preserving and protecting the rights and freedoms of all persons, 

 
(b) ensuring the independence, integrity, honour and competence of lawyers,  

 
(c) establishing standards and programs for the education, professional 
responsibility and competence of lawyers and of applicants for call and 
admission, 

  . . . 

12. The Federation’s public interest focus is evident from its mission statement, which opens 

with the words “[a]cting in the public interest.” 

 

13. In its decision in BCCT the Supreme Court of Canada held that the public interest 

jurisdiction of the teachers college permitted it to consider broad public interest issues such 

as those related to equality. The court held that the power of the teachers college to 

establish standards for entrance into the profession must be interpreted in light of the 

general purpose of its constating statute and in particular its public interest mandate.4 In 

reaching this conclusion, the Court rejected the argument put forward by TWU that the 

powers of the teachers college were limited to establishing standards to ensure that 

teachers were properly trained, competent, and of good character.5 

 

14. The Special Advisory Committee can see no reason for coming to a different conclusion in 

the case of TWU’s application for approval of its proposed law school. Like the teachers 

college in the BCCT case, Canada's law societies are required to exercise their overall 

mandate in the public interest. Setting appropriate standards for admission to the legal 

profession is an essential component of the public interest mandate shared by Canada’s law 

societies. The national requirement approved by each of the law societies was developed as 

part of this public interest mandate. It reflects the law societies’ collective view of the 

competencies new members of the profession must possess to be able to practise. 

Assessing whether an applicant meets the national requirement is, however, only one 

aspect of the admissions process. Law societies must, for example, determine what 

                                                 
4
 Ibid, at paragraph 26. 

5
 Ibid, at paragraphs 12-13. 
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additional training or exams applicants must undertake and must assess whether applicants 

are fit to practise and are of good character. In each case, the ultimate decision on 

admissibility rests with the individual law societies. 

 

15. The consideration of public interest issues is one aspect of the overall responsibility of law 

societies for determining whether an applicant should be admitted to the legal profession. 

Assisting the law societies with the exercise of this responsibility is entirely consistent with 

the mandate of the Federation. The decision to establish the Special Advisory Committee 

was made by the Council of the Federation, a body comprised of representatives from every 

law society in Canada. The advice to be provided by the Special Advisory Committee is 

intended to assist the law societies, the bodies ultimately charged with determining whether 

graduates from the proposed TWU school of law should be admitted to the profession.  

 

16. It is important to distinguish the task assigned to the Special Advisory Committee from the 

role of the Approval Committee. As noted above, the mandate of the Approval Committee is 

to determine whether TWU's proposed law school program, if implemented in a manner 

consistent with its proposal, would meet the national requirement. That matter is currently 

under consideration by the Approval Committee. The mandate of the Special Advisory 

Committee is quite different. The committee has no power to decide whether TWU’s 

application should be approved. It has been asked only to provide advice on whether the 

application raises any additional public interest considerations. 

 

The Law 

17. As is more fully described below, many of the individuals and groups who made 

submissions to the Federation on the subject of TWU’s proposed law school raised 

concerns about the Community Covenant that students, faculty, and staff are required to 

abide by. More particularly, many of the submissions argued that given what they see as the 

inherently discriminatory nature of the Community Covenant, approving a law school at 

TWU would be contrary to the public interest. Others, writing in support of TWU, cited the 

right of freedom of religion and argued that withholding approval of TWU's proposed school 

of law would violate the rights of those wishing to study law at a faith-based school. 

 

18. In considering these issues and answering the question put to it by its terms of reference, 

the Special Advisory Committee has taken into account relevant case law, statutes, and the 

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (the “Charter”). The committee has also 

considered a legal opinion on the applicability of the Supreme Court of Canada’s decision in 

BCCT prepared for the Council of the Federation by John B. Laskin, (see Appendix “C”) a 

copy of which was provided to the Special Advisory Committee. 

 

19. TWU is a private institution to which the Charter does not apply and which is exempt, in part, 

from the provisions of the British Columbia Human Rights Code (the “Human Rights Code”). 

Section 41(1) of that statute states:  
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41  (1) If a charitable, philanthropic, educational, fraternal, religious or social 

organization or corporation that is not operated for profit has as a primary purpose the 

promotion of the interests and welfare of an identifiable group or class of persons 

characterized by a physical or mental disability or by a common race, religion, age, sex, 

marital status, political belief, colour, ancestry or place of origin, that organization or 

corporation must not be considered to be contravening this Code because it is granting a 

preference to members of the identifiable group or class of persons. 

20. In the BCCT case the Supreme Court held that although the Charter does not apply to TWU 

(as it is a private institution) and the university is exempt from certain provisions of the 

Human Rights Code, the rights and values articulated in the Charter and human rights 

legislation are relevant in considering broader issues of public interest.6  

 

21. The BCCT case involved an application by TWU to the British Columbia College of 

Teachers for approval of its teacher education program. The college rejected the application, 

basing its decision on the fact that students, faculty and staff were required to abide by a 

Community Standards agreement (the forerunner to the current Community Covenant) that 

forbid “biblically condemned” practices including “homosexual behaviour.”  In finding that the 

teachers college erred in rejecting the TWU application, the Court noted that the Charter 

both protects against discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and guarantees 

freedom of religion. The Court held that equality rights and freedom of religion must be 

balanced, and that neither right is to be preferred over the other.7  

 

22. In reaching this finding, the Supreme Court confirmed the approach to reconciling different 

rights and values under the Charter articulated in its decision in Dagenais v. Canadian 

Broadcasting Corp: 

 

A hierarchical approach to rights, which places some over others, must be avoided, both 

when interpreting the Charter and when developing the common law. When the 

protected rights of two individuals come into conflict . . . Charter principles require a 

balance to be achieved that fully respects the importance of both sets of rights.8 

23. The majority held that “the admissions policy of TWU alone is not in itself sufficient to 

establish discrimination as it is understood in our s. 15 jurisprudence.” 9 The Court held: 

 

It is important to note that this is a private institution that is exempted, in part, from the 

British Columbia human rights legislation and to which the Charter does not apply. To 

state that the voluntary adoption of a code of conduct based on a person’s own religious 

                                                 
6
 Ibid, at paragraph 27. 

7
 Ibid, paragraphs 27-30. 

8
 1994 CanLII 39 (SCC), http://canlii.ca/t/1frnq, as cited in BCCT supra, note 3 at paragraph 31. 

9
 Ibid, at paragraph 25. 

http://canlii.ca/t/1frnq
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beliefs, in a private institution, is sufficient to engage s.15 would be inconsistent with 

freedom of conscience and religion, which co-exist with the right to equality.10  

24. The Court found that section 41 of the Human Rights Code protects a religious institution 

from a finding that it is in breach of the Human Rights Code "where it prefers adherents of its 

religious constituency."11 The Court also held that this statutory exemption accommodates 

religious freedom. 

 

25. In reaching these findings the Supreme Court distinguished between belief and conduct 

stating: 

 

. . .  the proper place to draw the line in cases like the one at bar is generally between 

belief and conduct.  The freedom to hold beliefs is broader than the freedom to act on 

them.  Absent concrete evidence that training teachers at TWU fosters discrimination in 

the public schools of B.C., the freedom of individuals to adhere to certain religious 

beliefs while at TWU should be respected.  The BCCT, rightfully, does not require public 

universities with teacher education programs to screen out applicants who hold sexist, 

racist or homophobic beliefs.  For better or for worse, tolerance of divergent beliefs is a 

hallmark of a democratic society.12 

26. Some of those making submissions to the Federation about TWU’s proposed school of law 

have suggested that the Court would take a different approach today to reconciling 

competing Charter rights. It has also been suggested that the Court might not require 

evidence of actual harm as it did in BCCT.  

 

27. The Special Advisory Committee notes that since the BCCT case the Supreme Court has 

confirmed its approach to reconciling competing rights, most recently in its decision in 

Saskatchewan (Human Rights Commission) v. Whatcott , released in February 2013.13  In 

its decision in Whatcott, a case involving the prohibition of hate speech contained in 

Saskatchewan human rights legislation, the Court described its task as requiring it:  

 

to balance the fundamental values underlying freedom of expression (and, later, 

freedom of religion) in the context in which they are invoked, with competing Charter  

rights and other values essential to a free and democratic society, in this case, a 

commitment to equality and respect for group identity and the inherent dignity owed to all 

human beings.14 

28. It is the view of the Special Advisory Committee that the approach of the Supreme Court in 

BCCT to reconciling competing rights under the Charter and the requirement of evidence of 

                                                 
10

 Ibid. 
11

 Ibid, at paragraph 35. 
12

 Ibid, at paragraph 36. 
13

 2013 SCC 11 (CanLII), http://canlii.ca/t/1frnq, at paragraphs 6, 66, and 145. See also Reference re 
Same-Sex Marriage, 2004 SCC 79 (CanLII) (SCC), http://canlii.ca/t/1jdhv, at paragraph 50. 
14

 Ibid, at paragraph 66. 

http://canlii.ca/t/1frnq
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actual harm continue to be the law in Canada. Although the Special Advisory Committee 

cannot know what evidence might be presented in the event of a court challenge to TWU’s 

proposed school of law, the committee has not received evidence that would, in its opinion, 

lead to a different outcome than occurred in the BCCT case. 

 

 Issues raised in submissions  

29. The Federation has received representations from a number of individuals, organizations 

and groups of individuals (including TWU). These submissions, and a number of the emails 

sent directly to members of the committee, raise important issues that the Special Advisory 

Committee has considered in its deliberations. The committee has also considered the 

arguments made by Professor Elaine Craig in her paper The Case for the Federation of Law 

Societies Rejecting Trinity Western University’s Proposed Law Degree Program.15 

 

30. Many writing in opposition to TWU’s proposed law school argue that the policies of TWU, 

particularly its Community Covenant agreement, discriminate against LGBT individuals and 

are contrary to societal values of equality and non-discrimination. Approval of the proposed 

law school program, they argue, would thus not be in the public interest. 

 

31. Some express concern that approval of TWU’s proposed law school would result in LGBT 

students having fewer choices and opportunities than other students. Others question the 

ability of TWU to provide a balanced, high quality legal education and suggest that its stated 

intention to teach law from a Christian worldview would make TWU incapable of teaching 

legal ethics, constitutional and human rights law. A related argument suggests that students 

would not be taught important critical thinking skills.  Concerns were also expressed about 

TWU’s respect for academic freedom and the impact this would have on the legal education 

students would receive.  

 

32. One submission points to the United States experience and suggests that the American Bar 

Association (“ABA”) has adopted a new standard that prohibits law schools from 

discriminating on the basis inter alia of sexual orientation. 

 

33. It must be noted, however, that not all individuals and organizations who wrote to the 

Federation oppose the TWU application. A number of the submissions argue in favour of 

approval of the proposed law school citing TWU’s record as a high quality educational 

institution and suggesting, for example, that as a faith-based institution it would be well 

placed to impart an ethical view to its students. Others argue that secular schools should not 

have a monopoly on legal education in Canada and that the legal profession benefits from a 

diversity of views amongst its members. Many challenge the suggestion that a TWU law 

school would not properly teach Canadian law and legal values. They argue that in the 

absence of evidence that TWU would fail to do so, there is no reason to deny approval of its 

proposed law school program. 

 

                                                 
15

 Canadian Journal of Women and the Law, Vol. 25, No. 1, 2013. 
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34. The Special Advisory Committee’s consideration of these issues follows. 

 

Whether approving TWU’s proposed law school would be contrary to the public interest 

35. The Special Advisory Committee has concluded that consideration of the public interest is 

clearly relevant in determining whether it would be appropriate to permit future graduates of 

TWU’s proposed school of law to enroll in law society admission programs. As noted above, 

in the BCCT case the Supreme Court held that consideration of human rights principles and 

the values enunciated in the Charter are relevant to this consideration notwithstanding that 

TWU is a private institution that is exempt from certain provisions of British Columbia human 

rights legislation and is not bound by the Charter.  

 

36. Recent submissions to the Federation have argued that TWU bans LGBT individuals from 

attending the school. They argue that approving a law school at an institution that bans 

students on the basis of sexual orientation would be contrary to the public interest. To the 

knowledge of the Special Advisory Committee, however, the suggestion that TWU bans 

LGBT individuals is inaccurate. The Special Advisory Committee recognizes that the 

Community Covenant may result in differential treatment of LGBT individuals. Faced with a 

requirement to commit to a code of behaviour that prohibits sexual activity outside of 

marriage between a man and a woman, LGBT students would legitimately feel unwelcome 

at a TWU law school. The Supreme Court has made it clear, however, that the religious 

freedom rights of those who might wish to attend such a faith-based institution must also be 

considered and it is clear from the submissions received by the Federation that there are 

many such students. 

 

37. The Court also made it clear in BCCT that the assessment of the public interest cannot be 

based solely on the religious precepts of the school, or in this case, the proposed school 

and that the admissions policy requiring students to adhere to the Community Covenant is 

not sufficient to establish unlawful discrimination. Absent evidence for example, that 

graduates of the proposed law school would engage in discriminatory conduct or would fail 

to uphold the law, freedom of religion must be accommodated. No such evidence has been 

brought to the attention of the Special Advisory Committee; nor is it aware of any. 

 

38. It has been suggested by some, that while TWU’s policies may be lawful in British Columbia 

by virtue of the specific provisions of the BC Human Rights Code, the university’s policies 

would be contrary to human rights legislation in other jurisdictions. In light of the Supreme 

Court of Canada’s findings on the requirement to balance equality rights and freedom of 

religion, it is not evident to the Special Advisory Committee that this would be the case. In 

any event, the Special Advisory Committee has concluded that this suggestion misconstrues 

the nature of the analysis required in determining whether approval of the proposed TWU 

law school and admission of future graduates of the program to law society admission 

programs would be consistent with the public interest. 
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39. TWU has been recognized by the government of British Columbia as a degree granting 

institution. The issue is not whether TWU could operate in the same manner in another 

jurisdiction, but whether it is operating lawfully in the jurisdiction in which it is located and 

whether its policies are consistent with the values expressed in the Charter and human 

rights legislation. The Supreme Court of Canada concluded in the BCCT case that the 

Community Standards document, a forerunner to the Community Covenant that was more 

explicit in its prohibition of homosexual behaviour than the current Community Covenant, 

was not contrary to human rights values given the need to balance equality rights and 

freedom of religion. The Special Advisory Committee is not persuaded to reach a different 

conclusion in relation to TWU’s proposed law school program.  

 

40. The Special Advisory Committee believes that it is important to note that if TWU’s proposed 

school receives preliminary approval from the Approval Committee and if evidence of actual 

harm emerges following such approval it would be appropriate to address it at that time. 

 

Whether TWU’s Christian worldview and intention to teach from this perspective makes it 
incapable of effectively teaching legal ethics, constitutional and human rights law 

41. Some opponents of TWU’s proposed law school argue that it will not provide a balanced, 

quality legal education. They suggest that TWU’s policies and intention to teach from a 

Christian worldview would prevent free, open dialogue and that students in such a program 

would, as a consequence, fail to develop necessary critical thinking skills. It has also been 

suggested that TWU’s intention to teach law from a Christian worldview would interfere with 

effective teaching of legal ethics, constitutional and human rights law. The inability to 

effectively teach legal ethics, particularly to teach students to think critically about ethics, is 

also one of the central arguments advanced by Professor Elaine Craig in her article, The 

Case for the Federation of Law Societies Rejecting Trinity Western University’s Proposed 

Law Degree Program.16 

 

42. Others take the opposite view, arguing that as a faith-based institution TWU would be well 

placed to impart ethics to its students and that teaching from a Christian worldview might 

actually stimulate discussion and debate. It has also been suggested that “[t]he legal 

profession and the classrooms of Canada’s law schools would benefit greatly from the 

expansion of legal education in institutions that hold non-mainstream views.”17   

 

43. TWU has made strong representations in response to the suggestion that it cannot and will 

not teach legal ethics, constitutional and human rights law appropriately and that students in 

its proposed program will not develop critical thinking skills. The May 17, 2013 letter from 

TWU to the Federation includes a clear commitment to “fully and appropriately” teaching 

legal ethics and professionalism and a recognition of its duty to teach equality and non-

                                                 
16

 Note 15, supra. 
17

 March 19, 2013 letter from UBC law students – Group 2, Submissions to the Special Advisory 
Committee, http://www.flsc.ca/en/twu-submissions/ 

http://www.flsc.ca/en/twu-submissions/
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discrimination in both its legal ethics and substantive law courses.18  The letter highlights the 

fact that course outlines contained in its proposal indicate that TWU intends to rely on 

standard texts for teaching in the areas of legal ethics, constitutional and human rights law. 

TWU has also unambiguously acknowledged “its duty to teach equality and meet its public 

obligation with respect to promulgating non-discriminatory principles in its teaching of 

substantive law and ethics and professionalism.” In its May 17th letter, TWU also states that 

“TWU agrees with Egale Canada that ‘the dignity and value of all individuals irrespective of 

their sexual orientation . . . now form part of the fabric of professional ethics and the rule of 

law.’”  

 

44. In the view of the Special Advisory Committee the argument that TWU’s Christian worldview 

will have a negative impact on the quality of legal education at the proposed law school and 

that students will fail to acquire necessary critical thinking skills is without merit. Such a 

finding cannot be based on TWU’s stated religious perspective or its Community Covenant; 

as the Supreme Court made clear in BCCT it could be based only on concrete evidence.19 

Not only has no such evidence been brought to the attention of the Special Advisory 

Committee, the evidence that we do have demonstrates an understanding by TWU of its 

obligation to appropriately teach legal ethics and other substantive law subjects. We see no 

basis to conclude, as some have suggested, that individuals holding particular religious 

views are incapable of critical thinking and of understanding their ethical obligations, or that 

the quality of the legal education provided by a law school at TWU would not meet expected 

standards. There can be no doubt that TWU’s Christian worldview is shared by many current 

members of the profession and the judiciary. There is no evidence that such individuals are 

any less capable of critical thinking or any less likely to conduct themselves ethically than 

any other members of the bar or the bench. Graduates of the proposed law school admitted 

to the profession would be subject to the supervision of the law societies and would be 

obliged to follow the ethical rules governing all members of the profession. Individuals 

breaching those ethical rules would be subject to disciplinary sanctions. 

 

45. It is also worth noting that the proposed law school would not be the only professional 

faculty at TWU. The university operates both nursing and teacher education programs and 

has done so for many years. Graduates of those programs licensed to practise their 

respective professions must meet codes of professional conduct.20 To the knowledge of the 

Special Advisory Committee, there is no evidence that graduates of the nursing and 

teaching programs at TWU are any less able to fulfill their ethical obligations than are 

graduates from programs at other schools. 

                                                 
18

 See Appendix “B”. 
19

 BCCT, paragraphs 32-33. 
20

 See, for example, Standards for the Education, Competence, and Professional Conduct of Educators in 
British Columbia, http://www.bcteacherregulation.ca/documents/AboutUs/Standards/edu_stds.pdf and the 
Profession Standards of the College of Registered Nurses of British Columbia, 
https://www.crnbc.ca/Standards/ProfessionalStandards/Pages/Default.aspx. Similar professional codes 
apply to teachers and nurses licensed in other Canadian jurisdictions.   

http://www.bcteacherregulation.ca/documents/AboutUs/Standards/edu_stds.pdf
https://www.crnbc.ca/Standards/ProfessionalStandards/Pages/Default.aspx
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Whether TWU respects academic freedom 

46. Some of the submissions to the Federation have argued that TWU fails to respect academic 

freedom. Support for this argument is drawn from an October 2009 report published by the 

Canadian Association of University Teachers (the “CAUT”) that concluded that TWU’s policy 

on academic freedom allowed for “unwarranted and unacceptable constraints on academic 

freedom.”21 The CAUT report followed an investigation by an ad hoc committee charged with 

determining whether TWU employed a “faith test” in employment and whether “all academic 

staff at TWU have a full measure of academic freedom.”22 

 

47. The ad hoc committee concluded that although TWU’s policy on academic freedom 

“appears to affirm a commitment to open critical thought in teaching and research” that 

commitment is qualified by a requirement that the teaching and investigation occur “from a 

stated perspective” and as such violates academic freedom.23 In reaching its finding the ad 

hoc committee also relied on the CAUT Academic Freedom Policy24 which states, in part: 

 

Academic freedom includes the right, without restriction by prescribed doctrine, to 

freedom to teach and discuss; freedom to carry out research and disseminate and 

publish the results thereof; freedom to produce and perform creative works; freedom to 

engage in service to the institution and the community; freedom to express one’s opinion 

about the institution, its administration, and the system in which one works; freedom to 

acquire, preserve, and provide access to documentary material in all formats; and 

freedom to participate in professional and representative academic bodies.  Academic 

freedom always entails freedom from institutional censorship.  

48. The Special Advisory Committee agrees that a commitment to academic freedom is 

important in a law school program. We note, however, that there is no single definition of 

academic freedom. In October 2011, the Association Universities and Colleges of Canada 

(the “AUCC”), the national organization of Canadian universities and colleges,25 adopted a 

Statement on Academic Freedom26 that includes a more limited definition. The AUCC 

statement provides for the possibility that academic freedom may be limited by the 

“academic mission” of the educational institution. Key provisions of the statement include 

the following: 

 

Unlike the broader concept of freedom of speech, academic freedom must be based 

on institutional integrity, rigorous standards for enquiry and institutional autonomy, 

which allows universities to set their research and educational priorities. 

                                                 
21

 Report of an Inquiry Regarding Trinity Western University, p. 10, 
http://www.caut.ca/docs/reports/report-of-caut-ad-hoc-investigatory-committee-on-twu.pdf?sfvrsn=0. 
22

 Ibid, at p. 1. 
23

 Ibid, at p. 4. 
24

 http://www.caut.ca/about-us/caut-policy/lists/general-caut-policies/policy-statement-on-academic-
freedom. 
25

 The AUCC is a member-based organization representing 97 universities and colleges. 
26

 http://www.aucc.ca/media-room/news-and-commentary/canadas-universities-adopt-new-statement-on-
academic-freedom/. 

http://www.caut.ca/docs/reports/report-of-caut-ad-hoc-investigatory-committee-on-twu.pdf?sfvrsn=0
http://www.caut.ca/about-us/caut-policy/lists/general-caut-policies/policy-statement-on-academic-freedom
http://www.caut.ca/about-us/caut-policy/lists/general-caut-policies/policy-statement-on-academic-freedom
http://www.aucc.ca/media-room/news-and-commentary/canadas-universities-adopt-new-statement-on-academic-freedom/
http://www.aucc.ca/media-room/news-and-commentary/canadas-universities-adopt-new-statement-on-academic-freedom/
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. . . 

Academic freedom is constrained by the professional standards of the relevant 

discipline and the responsibility of the institution to organize its academic mission. 

The insistence on professional standards speaks to the rigor of the enquiry and not 

to its outcome. 

 

49. The criteria for membership in the AUCC include a requirement to respect the spirit of the 

AUCC Statement on Academic Freedom.27 

 

50. The academic freedom policy of TWU, a member of the AUCC, recognizes that it “is an 

essential ingredient in an effective university program.”28 The full policy reads as follows: 

 

Trinity Western University recognizes that academic freedom, though varyingly 

defined, is an essential ingredient in an effective university program. Jesus Christ 

taught the importance of a high regard for integrity, truth, and freedom. Indeed, He 

saw His role as in part setting people free from bondage to ignorance, fear, evil, and 

material things while providing the ultimate definition of truth. 

 

Accordingly, Trinity Western University maintains that arbitrary indoctrination and 

simplistic, prefabricated answers to questions are incompatible with a Christian 

respect for truth, a Christian understanding of human dignity and freedom, and 

quality Christian educational techniques and objectives. 

 

On the other hand, Trinity Western University rejects as incompatible with human 

nature and revelational theism a definition of academic freedom which arbitrarily and 

exclusively requires pluralism without commitment, denies the existence of any fixed 

points of reference, maximizes the quest for truth to the extent of assuming it is 

never knowable, and implies an absolute freedom from moral and religious 

responsibility to its community. 

 

Rather, for itself, Trinity Western University is committed to academic freedom in 

teaching and investigation from a stated perspective, i.e., within parameters 

consistent with the confessional basis of the constituency to which the University is 

responsible, but practiced in an environment of free inquiry and discussion and of 

encouragement to integrity in research. Students also have freedom to inquire, right 

of access to the broad spectrum of representative information in each discipline, and 

assurance of a reasonable attempt at a fair and balanced presentation and 

evaluation of all material by their instructors. Truth does not fear honest investigation. 

 

                                                 
27

 Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, Criteria to Become a Member, 
http://www.aucc.ca/about-us/member-universities/membership-eligibility/criteria-to-become-a-member/.  
28

 https://twu.ca/academics/calendar/2012-2013/academic-information/academic-policies/. 
 

http://www.aucc.ca/about-us/member-universities/membership-eligibility/criteria-to-become-a-member/
https://twu.ca/academics/calendar/2012-2013/academic-information/academic-policies/


15 
 

51. In the view of the Special Advisory Committee, the qualification in the TWU policy that 

academic freedom be exercised from “a stated perspective” is consistent with the provision 

in the AUCC statement recognizing the right of an institution to constrain academic freedom 

to accord with its academic mission. In these circumstances, it is not open to the Special 

Advisory Committee to conclude that academic freedom will not be respected at the 

proposed law school. 

 

Whether approving TWU’s proposed law school would result in LGBT students having 

fewer opportunities and choices than others 

52. If approved, a law school at TWU will bring to 2029 the number of law schools in Canada 

offering common law programs and will result in an increase of the overall number of 

available law school places. Some have argued that even with this increase, approval of the 

TWU proposal would result in fewer choices for LGBT individuals wishing to attend law 

school than would exist for other students as TWU would not be a choice for LGBT 

students. 

 

53. As a starting point, we are not aware of any evidence that TWU limits or bans the admission 

to the university of LGBT individuals.  A number of those who made submissions to the 

Federation noted that there are LGBT students at TWU.  It is reasonable to conclude that 

the requirement to adhere to the Community Covenant would make TWU an un welcoming 

place for LGBT individuals and would likely discourage most from applying to a law school 

at the university, but it may also be that a faith-based law school would be an attractive 

option for some prospective law students, whatever their sexual orientation. It is also clear 

that approval of the TWU law school would not result in any fewer choices for LGBT 

students than they have currently. Indeed, an overall increase in law school places in 

Canada seems certain to expand the choices for all students. 

 

The ABA standards on discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation 

54. In their joint submission30 urging the Federation to consider the public interest issues related 

to TWU’s proposed law school, the Canadian Bar Association’s Sexual Orientation and 

Gender Identity Conference (“SOGIC “) and its Equality Committee referred to the 

experience in the United States. The submission cites the American Bar Association’s 

(“ABA”) Standards and Rules of Procedure for Approval of Law Schools and in particular 

Standard 211 as a potential source of “inspiration” as to how to balance freedom of religion 

and equality. 

 

                                                 
29

 This number includes existing law schools and law schools that have received preliminary approval 
from the Approval Committee. 
30

 March 18, 2013 letter to Gérald R. Tremblay, Submissions to the Special Advisory Committee, 
http://www.flsc.ca/en/twu-submissions/  

http://www.flsc.ca/en/twu-submissions/


16 
 

55. ABA Standard 211 prohibits discrimination in law school admission and hiring practices. 

Since 1981, when Standard 211 was amended in settlement of a lawsuit brought by Oral 

Roberts University, law schools with religious affiliations have been permitted to have 

admission or employment policies that relate to the institution’s religious affiliation. The 

relevant section of Standard 211 reads: 

 

(c) This Standard does not prevent a law school from having a religious affiliation or 

purpose and adopting and applying policies of admission of students and employment of 

faculty and staff that directly relate to this affiliation or purpose so long as (i) notice of 

these policies has been given to applicants, students, faculty, and staff before their 

affiliation with the law school, and (ii) the religious affiliation, purpose, or policies do not 

contravene any other Standard, including  standard 405(b) concerning academic 

freedom. These policies may provide a preference for persons adhering to the religious 

affiliation or purpose of the law school, but shall not be applied to use admission policies 

or take other action to preclude admission of applicants or retention of students on the 

basis of race, color, religion, national origin, gender, sexual orientation, age or disability. 

This Standard permits religious affiliation or purpose policies as to admission, retention, 

and employment only to the extent that these policies are protected by the United States 

Constitution. It is administered as though the First Amendment of the United States 

Constitution governs its application. 

56. Pursuant to the current version of the standard, law schools are precluded from 

discriminating against applicants or students on the basis, inter alia, of sexual orientation. 

According to Interpretation 211-2 (which forms part of the official standard), however, “the 

prohibition concerning sexual orientation does not require a religiously affiliated school to act 

inconsistently with the essential elements of its religious values and beliefs.” The ABA has 

confirmed that the standard distinguishes between discrimination on the basis of a person’s 

status, and rules or codes that prohibit certain conduct. The former is prohibited, the latter 

permitted.  

 

57. In considering the American treatment of religiously affiliated law schools, the Special 

Advisory Committee also considered the bylaws of the Association of American Law 

Schools (“AALS”), a voluntary member-based organization dedicated to “the improvement of 

the legal profession through legal education.”31
 Membership is open to law schools that have 

been operating for at least five years and have graduated their third class. Members are 

also required to adhere to a comprehensive list of requirements set out in the association’s 

bylaws similar to those contained in the ABA standards.32
 The list of members of the AALS 

includes a number of religiously- affiliated schools. Several other religiously-affiliated 

schools are in a category of “non-member, fee paid schools”, which receive many of the 

benefits of full membership, including access to AALS publications and resources, but are 

not required to conform to all of the membership requirements.  

 

                                                 
31

 AALS Bylaws, Article 1, Section 1-2, http://www.aals.org/about_handbook_bylaws.php. 
32

 AALS Bylaws, Article 6. 

http://www.aals.org/about_handbook_bylaws.php
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58. Section 6-3(a) of the bylaws of the AALS prohibits discrimination on the basis, inter alia, of 

sexual orientation. Guidance on the application of this section of the bylaws to religiously-

affiliated law schools is provided by the AALS Executive Committee Regulations. Like ABA 

Standard 211, AALS Executive Committee Regulation 6-3.1 permits religiously-affiliated 

schools to have admissions and employment policies based on their religious affiliation 

provided such policies do not directly discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation and are 

consistent with the association’s regulations on academic freedom. Notice of such policies 

must be provided in advance of a student, faculty or staff member becoming affiliated with 

the school. 

 

59. Further guidance on the application of the non-discrimination bylaw to religiously affiliated 

law schools is provided in the AALS Statements of Good Practices. Interpretive Principles to 

Guide Religiously Affiliated Member Schools as They Implement Bylaw Section 6-3(a) and 

Executive Committee Regulation 6-3.133 opens with the following paragraph: 

 

These principles are intended to guide religiously affiliated member schools as they 

implement Bylaw Section 6-3(a) and revised ECR 6-3.1. They seek to strike a fair and 

sensitive balance between the values of religious liberty and nondiscrimination based 

upon sexual orientation. These principles are based on the premise that Bylaw 6-3(a) 

protects against discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. When applied to 

religiously affiliated schools, that absolute protection of the status of sexual orientation 

continues, but in the unique context of religious liberty, Bylaw 6-3(a) and ECR 6-3.1 

should be interpreted to permit the regulation of conduct when that conduct is directly 

incompatible with the essential religious tenets and values of a member school. These 

principles will guide the Accreditation Committee in reviewing whether a member school 

is in compliance with the Association’s Bylaws and Executive Committee Regulations. 

 

60. There are currently more than 50 religiously affiliated law schools in the United States, the 

majority of them ABA approved schools. Many religiously affiliated law schools are also 

members of the AALS. Religiously-affiliated law schools in the United States span a broad 

spectrum of religious beliefs.  In some, there is little overt focus on the religious orientation 

of the institution, but in others the religious affiliation is reflected in the course content and 

the perspective from which the law is taught. At least some law schools approved by the 

ABA require students, faculty and staff to abide by codes of conduct or policies that include 

prohibitions on same-sex sexual conduct. Examples of such law schools include  Baylor 

University, a Baptist institution, that bans “sexual misconduct” defined as “sexual abuse, 

sexual harassment, sexual assault, incest, adultery, fornication and homosexual acts;34 J. 

Reuben Clark Law School at Brigham Young University (affiliated with the Mormon Church), 

which requires students to abide by an Honour Code that expressly prohibits homosexual 

                                                 
33

 http://www.aals.org/about_handbook_sgp_rel.php. 
34

 Baylor University, Sexual Misconduct Policy, 
http://www.baylor.edu/content/services/document.php?id=39247.  

http://www.aals.org/about_handbook_sgp_rel.php
http://www.baylor.edu/content/services/document.php?id=39247
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conduct;.35 and Liberty Law School, a self-described Christian institution, whose non-

discrimination policy states expressly that while not discriminating on the basis of sexual 

orientation the school does “discriminate on the basis of sexual misconduct including . . . 

any form of sexual behaviour that would undermine the Christian identity or faith mission of 

the University.”36 

 

61. Approval by the ABA and membership in the AALS of religiously-affiliated schools that 

restrict same-sex sexual conduct is consistent with the distinction that the policies of both 

organizations draw between discrimination on the basis of status and restrictions on 

specified conduct. Although both the ABA and the AALS require as a condition of approval 

or membership that law schools not “preclude admission of applicants or retention of 

students on the basis of . . . sexual orientation . . .”   neither the ABA standard nor the 

bylaws of the AALS prevent religiously-affiliated law schools from imposing restrictions on 

sexual conduct similar to those imposed by the TWU Community Covenant. 

 

62. The Special Advisory Committee sees merit in the non-discrimination provisions of the ABA 

and the AALS discussed above and recommends that the Federation consider whether it 

would be desirable to add a similar provision to the national requirement. We note, however, 

that if the national requirement included a standard similar to that of the ABA and the AALS 

it would not be a bar to approval of the TWU proposal. Although those standards prohibit 

discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation, both permit the prohibition of certain 

conduct deemed incompatible with the religious values of the institutions.   

 

Conclusion 

63. The Special Advisory Committee was asked to consider whether the requirement that 

students and faculty at TWU must agree to abide by the Community Covenant raises 

additional considerations that should be taken into account in determining whether 

graduates of the proposed law school program should be permitted to enter law society 

admission programs.  

 

64. Although the Approval Committee is charged with reviewing TWU’s proposal to determine 

whether it would, if implemented as described, meet the national requirement, it is the 

individual law societies that must decide on the eligibility of each individual applicant to their 

bar admission programs. The public interest issues considered by the Special Advisory 

Committee are expected to be relevant to those decisions.  

 

65. In carrying out its mandate, the Special Advisory Committee carefully reviewed all of the 

submissions received by the Federation, and reviewed and analyzed applicable law and 

statutes.  While the arguments made in the various submissions raise important issues that 

                                                 
35

 Brigham Young University, Honor Code, 
http://www.law2.byu.edu/page/categories/admissions/pdf_documents/part3_byu_law_application.pdf.  
36

 Liberty University, Notice of Nondiscrimination, http://www.liberty.edu/law/index.cfm?PID=8533. 

http://www.law2.byu.edu/page/categories/admissions/pdf_documents/part3_byu_law_application.pdf
http://www.liberty.edu/law/index.cfm?PID=8533
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implicate both equality rights and freedom of religion, in light of applicable law none of the 

issues, either individually or collectively raise a public interest bar to approval of TWU’s 

proposed law school or to admission of its future graduates to the bar admission programs 

of Canadian law societies.  

 

66. It is the conclusion of the Special Advisory Committee that if the Approval Committee 

concludes that the TWU proposal would meet the national requirement if implemented as 

proposed there will be no public interest reason to exclude future graduates of the program 

from law society bar admission programs. 
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MEMORANDUM 

PRIVILEGED AND CONFIDENTIAL 
  

To Gérald R. Tremblay, C.M., O.Q., Q.C., 
Ad. E. 
President 
Federation of Law Societies of Canada 

Jonathan G. Herman 
Chief Executive Officer 
Federation of Law Societies of Canada 

Date March 21, 2013 

From John B. Laskin   

Re Trinity Western University School of Law Proposal –  
Applicability of Supreme Court decision in Trinity Western University v. British 
Columbia College of Teachers 

 

Overview 

You have asked for my advice on the extent to which the decision of the Supreme Court of 
Canada in Trinity Western University v. British Columbia College of Teachers,1 rendered in 
2001, applies to consideration of the Trinity Western University School of Law proposal, which 
TWU has submitted to the Canadian Common Law Program Approval Committee.  

Before setting out my advice on this question I will first review in some detail the Supreme 
Court’s decision. Next, I will discuss the stage of the approval process at which the BCCT case 
could come into play. I will then proceed to my conclusion: that if approval of the TWU proposal 
were refused on the basis of concerns about its discriminatory practices, and that decision were 
challenged, the BCCT decision would govern the result. As discussed below, I base that 
conclusion on the parallels between the circumstances in BCCT and those posited here, the 
currency of the approach taken in BCCT to the balancing the Charter values of equality and 
religious freedom, and the likelihood of an absence of evidence of the type of harm that would 
justify upholding the decision. I conclude by considering a number of the arguments that have 
been put forward in support of the view that BCCT would not apply. 

The Supreme Court decision in BCCT 

Factual background 

The BCCT case arose from an application by TWU to the College of Teachers for approval of its 
program of teacher education for the purpose of certifying its graduates as eligible to teach in 
the province’s public schools. The BCCT was authorized by statute to carry out this approval 

                                                        
1 2001 SCC 31 (“BCCT” or “the BCCT case”)  
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function. Its statutory objects included “to establish, having regard to the public interest, 
standards for the education, professional responsibility and competence of its members, persons 
who hold certificates of qualification and applicants for membership.” Its policies for approval of 
teacher education programs for certification purposes set three criteria for approval: context 
(including depth and breadth of personnel, research and other scholarly activity), selection 
(including an admission policy that recognized the importance of academic standing, interest in 
working with young people and suitability for entrance into the teaching profession) and content 
of the program. 

Though there was no evidence that the TWU program would not meet these criteria, the BCCT 
rejected the request for approval. It did so on the basis that TWU’s proposed program followed 
discriminatory practices, which were contrary to the public interest and public policy. The focus 
of the BCCT’s concern was the requirement for students at TWU to sign a “Community 
Standards” document. This document included an agreement to “refrain from practices that are 
biblically condemned.” Among the practices specified were “sexual sins including premarital 
sex, adultery, homosexual behaviour, and viewing of pornography.” Faculty and staff were to 
sign a similar document. The requirement, in the view of the BCCT, had the effect of excluding 
persons from TWU on the basis of their sexual orientation. 

TWU sought judicial review of the BCCT’s decision. It challenged the BCCT’s jurisdiction to 
consider the TWU practices that it regarded as discriminatory, and asserted that even if the 
BCCT had jurisdiction, there was no evidence of discriminatory consequences resulting from 
these practices. 

Jurisdiction to consider alleged discriminatory practices 

The Supreme Court first held that it was within the jurisdiction of the BCCT to consider TWU’s 
discriminatory practices. Since teachers were a medium for the transmission of values, it was 
important that future teachers understand the diversity of Canadian society. In determining 
suitability for entrance into the teaching profession, the BCCT was therefore entitled to take into 
account “all features of the education program at TWU,” and it would not be correct “to limit the 
scope of [the BCCT’s statutory objects] to a determination of skills and knowledge.” The BCCT’s 
public interest jurisdiction made it appropriate for it to consider concerns about equality. 
Though it was not directly applying either the Charter or human rights legislation, it was 
entitled to consider them in determining whether it would be in the public interest to allow 
public school teachers to be trained at TWU.2 

The Court determined, based on the prevailing standard of review jurisprudence and 
consideration of the nature of the BCCT’s expertise, that the BCCT’s decision should be reviewed 
on the standard of correctness.3 It went on to consider two questions: first, whether the 
requirement of adherence to the “Community Standards” document, and the program and 
practices of TWU, showed that TWU was engaging in discriminatory practices; and second, 
whether, if so, these discriminatory practices established a risk of discrimination sufficient to 
conclude that TWU graduates should not be admitted to teach in the public schools. 

                                                        
2 Id. at paras. 13, 26-27 
3 Id. at paras. 15-19 
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Existence of discriminatory practices 

In considering the first question, the Court found that a homosexual student would not be likely 
to apply to TWU. It observed, however, that TWU was “not for everybody” – rather, it was 
designed to address the needs of people who share certain religious convictions. Its admissions 
policy, the Court found, was not sufficient to establish discrimination within the meaning of the 
Charter. It went on: “To state that the voluntary adoption of a code of conduct based on a 
person’s own religious beliefs, in a private institution, is sufficient to engage s. 15 [of the 
Charter] would be inconsistent with freedom of conscience and religion, which co-exist [sic] 
with the right to equality.”4 While the BCCT was entitled to consider concerns about equality, it 
was also required to consider issues of religious freedom.  

The Court noted in this connection that British Columbia’s human rights legislation 
accommodates religious freedom by providing that a religious institution does not breach the 
legislation when it prefers adherents of its religion, and that the B.C. legislature must not have 
considered that university education with a Christian philosophy was contrary to the public 
interest, since it had passed legislation in favour of TWU.5 It also referred to the contribution 
made by religious institutions to the diversity of Canadian society, and the tradition in Canada of 
religion-based institutions of higher learning.6 While homosexuals might be discouraged from 
attending TWU, that would not prevent them from becoming teachers. On the other hand, the 
Court stated, the freedom of religion of students at TWU would not be accommodated if they 
were denied that opportunity.7  

Sufficient risk of discrimination 

The central issue in the case, therefore, was how to reconcile the religious freedom of individuals 
wishing to attend TWU with the equality concerns of public school students, their parents, and 
society generally. The Court held that the potential conflict between the two sets of rights and 
values should be resolved though their proper delineation.8 

The proper place to draw the line, the Court held, was between belief and conduct. It followed 
that “[a]bsent concrete evidence that training teachers at TWU fosters discrimination in the 
public schools of B.C., the freedom of individuals to adhere to certain religious beliefs while at 
TWU should be respected.”9 There was no evidence that graduates of TWU would not treat 
homosexuals fairly and respectfully, and no evidence of discriminatory conduct by any graduate 
of the teaching program that TWU had been offering jointly with Simon Fraser University. 
Absent evidence that training teachers at TWU would “pose a real risk to the public educational 
system,” the BCCT had been wrong to refuse approval. “In considering the religious precepts of 
TWU instead of the actual impact of those beliefs on the school environment, the BCCT acted on 
the basis of irrelevant considerations.”10 If there were evidence that particular teachers in the 
public school system actually engaged in discriminatory conduct, discipline proceedings before 

                                                        
4 Id. at para. 25 
5 Id. at paras. 28, 35 
6 Id. at paras. 33-34 
7 Id. at para. 35 
8 Id. at para. 28 
9 Id. at para. 36 
10 Id. at paras. 35, 42-43 
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the BCCT could be taken.11 But there was no basis in the evidence for concluding that graduates 
of TWU would engage in conduct of this kind. 

Stage of the approval process at which BCCT could apply 

It is not likely in my view that the BCCT decision would be applicable to a decision made by the 
Approval Committee within the scope of its current mandate. On my understanding of the 
current mandate of the Approval Committee, it is limited to considering the dimension of the 
public interest reflected in the national requirement. It may therefore consider the practices of 
TWU that are alleged to be discriminatory only to the extent of considering whether TWU’s 
mission and perspective would constrain in any respect the teaching of the competencies set out 
in the national requirement. If the Approval Committee were to conclude that the teaching of 
the required competencies would be constrained so as to render the TWU School of Law unable 
to meet the national requirement, that decision would likely not engage the concerns about 
Charter values that underlay the decision in BCCT. It would be based not on generalized 
concerns about discriminatory practices grounded in religious beliefs, but on the conclusion that 
the TWU program would fail to teach a set of competencies that are required irrespective of 
religion.12 

The BCCT decision could however come into play if the mandate of the Approval Committee 
were expanded to include other dimensions of the public interest, and it then decided to refuse 
approval of the TWU program based on concerns about discriminatory practices. It could also 
come into play if, despite the conclusion of the Approval Committee that the TWU program 
should be approved, one or more of the law societies decided, based on concerns about 
discriminatory practices and its view of the public interest, to refuse to accept completion of the 
TWU program as meeting the academic requirements for admission to the profession. Like the 
BCCT, law societies have been given a public interest mandate. 

A variety of threshold issues could arise depending on precisely how and when in the approval 
process a challenge based on the BCCT decision was brought. These include issues of 
appropriate procedure and the manner in which Charter values may be invoked in relation to a 
decision of a committee of the Federation. I would be pleased to consider these matters further 
if you would like me to do so. In this discussion, I will focus on the substantive question 
whether, if a decision to refuse approval of TWU’s program were made based on the practices 
that are alleged to be discriminatory, BCCT would govern the result.  

Applicability of BCCT 

In my view the answer to that question is that it would. I come to this view for three main 
reasons. 

First, if a decision to refuse approval of TWU’s program were made based on the practices that 
are alleged to be discriminatory, there would be a great many parallels between the 
circumstances that would then prevail and those in BCCT. These parallels would include the 
following. 

                                                        
11 Id. at para. 37 
12 In making this point I do not intend to suggest that the Approval Committee would or should come to 
this conclusion. 
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 As in BCCT, the decision under review would be a decision whether completion of a 
program offered by TWU would meet the academic requirements for entry into a 
profession. 

 As in BCCT, the decision would have been made by a body having a mandate to act in the 
public interest. 

 As in BCCT, the concerns on which the decision was based would focus on the 
requirement that students at TWU sign a document in which they agree to abstain from, 
among other things, homosexual sexual activity while attending TWU. (The current 
document, entitled “Community Covenant Agreement,” is cast in somewhat less pointed 
terms than the document considered in BCCT. It no longer speaks of homosexual 
behavior as a “sexual sin” that is “biblically condemned.” Instead it calls on members of 
the TWU community, “[i]n keeping with biblical and TWU ideals,” to voluntarily abstain 
from, among other things, “sexual intimacy that violates the sacredness of marriage 
between a man and a woman.”) 

 As in BCCT, TWU remains a private, faith-based university, founded by the Evangelical 
Free Churches of Canada and America, established as a university by British Columbia 
statute, and exempted, in part, from the B.C. Human Rights Code. 

Second, the Supreme Court of Canada continues to apply the balancing approach that it took in 
BCCT where more than one set of Charter rights or values –in that case the values associated 
with equality and freedom of religion – are engaged. 

The Supreme Court has consistently rejected a hierarchical approach to rights and values, which 
places some over others.13 It did so yet again in its very recent decision in Saskatchewan 
(Human Rights Commission) v. Whatcott.14 In that case the Court engaged in a balancing of the 
same two sets of values (along with freedom of expression) that it considered in BCCT, in a 
manner very analogous to that in BCCT. In so doing it reiterated the statement the Court first 
made in Big M Drug Mart, the seminal Charter freedom of religion case, that the right to 
manifest religious belief by teaching is part of “[t]he essence of the concept of freedom of 
religion.”15 

In Whatcott, the Court addressed the constitutional validity of the prohibition of hate speech in 
Saskatchewan human rights legislation. It was alleged that certain flyers distributed by Whatcott 
infringed the prohibition by promoting hatred on the basis of sexual orientation; Whatcott 
maintained that the flyers constituted the exercise of his freedom of expression and freedom of 
religion. The Court saw the case as requiring it 

to balance the fundamental values underlying freedom of expression (and, later, 
freedom of religion) in the context in which they are invoked, with competing 
Charter rights and other values essential to a free and democratic society, in this 
case, a commitment to equality and respect for group identity and the inherent 
dignity owed to all human beings.16 

                                                        
13 Dagenais v. Canadian Broadcasting Corp., [1994] 3 S.C.R. 835 at 877 
14 2013 SCC 11 
15 Id. at para. 159 
16 Id. at para. 66 
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In striking this balance, which resulted in its severing certain portions of the prohibition but 
upholding the remainder, and finding the conclusion that there was a contravention of the 
legislation unreasonable for two of the four flyers in issue and reasonable for the other two, the 
Court stated that “the protection provided under s. 2(a) [the freedom of religion guarantee] 
should extend broadly,” and that “[w]hen reconciling Charter rights and values, freedom of 
religion and the right to equality accorded all residents of Saskatchewan must co-exist.”17 It also 
referred to the “mistaken propensity to focus on the nature of the ideas expressed, rather than 
on the likely effects of the expression.” 

Just as in BCCT, the Supreme Court in Whatcott found the proper balance point between 
equality and freedom of religion values to be the point at which conduct linked to the exercise of 
freedom of religion resulted in actual harm. Absent evidence of actual harm, it held in both 
cases, freedom of religion values must be given effect.  

This leads to the third reason for concluding that BCCT would govern the result in the 
circumstances posited here: the likely absence of evidence of actual harm. I recognize of course 
that lawyers in Canada are subject to ethical duties to treat others with respect and avoid 
discrimination.18 But in BCCT, the Supreme Court was acutely sensitive to the role of teachers as 
a “medium for the transmission of values.” The Court considered it “obvious that the pluralistic 
nature of society and the extent of diversity in Canada are important elements that must be 
understood by future teachers.” 19 The Court nonetheless had no difficulty concluding that 
graduates of TWU would “treat homosexuals fairly and respectfully.”20  

If the TWU teachers program could be relied upon to equip its graduates to be respectful of 
diversity, there appears to be no reason to conclude that its law program cannot do the same. It 
seems very unlikely that evidence could be mounted that lawyers educated at TWU would 
actually engage in harmful conduct. Just as the Court observed in BCCT, disciplinary processes 
would be available to deal with individual cases of discriminatory behaviour, whether by TWU 
or by graduates of other common law programs. 

Arguments against the applicability of BCCT 

Though I conclude for the three reasons just set out that the BCCT decision would be dispositive 
of a challenge to a decision refusing to approve the TWU school of law program based on TWU’s 
alleged discriminatory practices, I will nonetheless consider further the arguments that have 
been made to the contrary. A number of these arguments are set out in a paper by Professor 
Elaine Craig entitled “The Case for the Federation of Law Societies Rejecting Trinity Western 
University’s Proposed Law Degree Program.”21 In her paper Professor Craig argues that the legal 

                                                        
17 Id. at paras. 154, 161 
18 See, for example, rule 5.04 (1) of the Law Society of Upper Canada Rules of Professional Conduct, which 
provides that  

[a] lawyer has a special responsibility to respect the requirements of human rights laws in force in 
Ontario and, specifically, to honour the obligation not to discriminate on the grounds of race, 
ancestry, place of origin, colour, ethnic origin, citizenship, creed, sex, sexual orientation, age, record 
of offences (as defined in the Ontario Human Rights Code), marital status, family status, or disability 
with respect to professional employment of other lawyers, articled students, or any other person or in 
professional dealings with other licensees or any other person.  

19 Note 1 above at para. 13 
20 Id. at para. 35 
21 Canadian Journal of Women and the Law, Vol. 25, No. 1, 2013 
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context has changed in two respects since BCCT was decided, and that the basis for refusing 
approval to the TWU school of law would be different from the basis on which the BCCT sought 
to refuse approval of TWU’s teaching program. She argues that the courts’ treatment of a 
decision to refuse approval of the TWU school of law proposal would therefore be different from 
that reflected in the Supreme Court’s decision in BCCT.22 

The first change in legal context, according to Professor Craig, is the change in the standard of 
review that the courts would apply to the approval (or non-approval) decision.23 As indicated 
above, the Supreme Court applied the correctness standard in considering whether the BCCT’s 
decision was justified.  

It is possible that Professor Craig is right in asserting that a court reviewing today a decision like 
that made by the BCCT would apply the reasonableness standard. In its 2012 decision in Doré v. 
Barreau du Québec,24 the Supreme Court held that in reviewing discretionary decisions of 
administrative decision-makers that are required to consider Charter values, it is appropriate to 
apply the approach to standard of review generally applied in judicial review proceedings, under 
which the standard of review is ordinarily reasonableness rather than correctness where the 
decision-maker has specialized expertise and discretionary power.25 The Court stated that “if, in 
exercising its statutory discretion, the decision-maker has properly balanced the relevant 
Charter value with the statutory objectives, the decision will be found to be reasonable.”26 Even 
before Doré, the Court had held in a series of decisions that an administrative body interpreting 
and applying its home statute (as a law society might be regarded as having done in this case if it 
decided against approval) should normally be accorded deference, through application of the 
reasonableness standard, on judicial review.27 In its very recent decision in Whatcott,28 
discussed above, the Supreme Court applied the reasonableness standard in reviewing a 
decision of a human rights tribunal rendered in a context in which equality values, as well as 
those associated with freedom of expression and freedom of religion, were engaged. 

Despite Doré and its antecedents, there also remains in my view a realistic possibility that a 
reviewing court would apply the correctness standard. The Supreme Court’s standard of review 
case law contemplates that the correctness standard will apply to the determination of at least 
some constitutional issues, including those in which competing constitutional provisions must 
be accommodated.29 In Doré itself, the Supreme Court implicitly recognized that the correctness 
standard may be appropriate in this context when it referred to its decision in BCCT as an 
example of the application of “an administrative law/judicial review analysis in assessing 
whether the decision-maker took sufficient account of Charter values.”30 Unlike Doré and 
Whatcott, this is not merely a case in which Charter values would have to be balanced with 

                                                        
22 Id. at 22-26 
23 Id. at 22 
24 2012 SCC 12 
25 Id. at paras. 23, 52-56 
26 Id. at para. 58 
27 Dunsmuir v. New Brunswick, 2008 SCC 9 at para. 54; Smith v. Alliance Pipeline Ltd., 2011 SCC 7 at 
para. 26; Alberta (Information and Privacy Commissioner) v. Alberta Teachers’ Association, 2011 SCC 
61 at para. 39 
28 Note 16 above at para. 168 
29 Dunsmuir v. New Brunswick, note 28 above at paras. 58, 61 
30 Note 25 above at para 32 
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statutory objectives, but one in which competing Charter values must themselves be balanced.31 
The Supreme Court has laid down a legal rule as to how that balance is to be struck. 

Even if a reasonableness standard applied, it does not follow that the decision would be upheld 
on judicial review. The key factor in the decision in BCCT was that there was no evidence of any 
harm to the public education system arising from the training of teachers at TWU. A finding 
based on no evidence is not just incorrect; it is unreasonable.32 In Whatcott, the Supreme Court 
set aside two of the human rights tribunal’s four determinations on the basis that, having regard 
to the evidence, the tribunal could not reasonably have reached the result it did by applying the 
proper legal test.33 Absent evidence of actual harm, a decision in this case not to approve based 
on concerns about discriminatory practices would likely be regarded as unreasonable. 

The second change in legal context, according to Professor Craig, is that social values have 
evolved, and that “[t]oday’s decision-makers are expected to be much more protective of gay and 
lesbian equality than were the decision-makers of ten, fifteen or twenty years ago.”34 

Assuming that this is the case, it is doubtful, in my view, that this evolution of social values 
would lead to a different outcome today from that in BCCT. As discussed above, BCCT was not 
simply an equality case. The core of the Supreme Court’s decision in BCCT was the appropriate 
balancing of two sets of Charter values, those associated with equality and with freedom of 
religion.35 

The values associated with freedom of religion are at least as deeply embedded today as they 
were in 2001. I have already discussed the Supreme Court’s very recent decision in Whatcott, in 
which the Court spoke of the right to manifest religious belief by teaching, and stated that the 
protection of freedom of religion “should extend broadly.” The Supreme Court’s approach to the 
balancing of values in Whatcott in 2013 appears little different from that in BCCT in 2001. It is 
in my view not correct to conclude that changes in social values since the BCCT case was decided 
would lead to a different outcome today. 

As already mentioned, Professor Craig also relies, in arguing that the outcome of a challenge to a 
decision to refuse approval of TWU’s law program would be different from that in BCCT, on the 
proposition that the basis for refusing approval to the TWU school of law would be different 
from the basis on which the BCCT sought to refuse approval of TWU’s teaching program.36 She 
asserts that a decision not to approve the school of law could, and presumably would, be 
justified on two grounds. The first is that “it is reasonable to conclude that principles of equality, 
non-discrimination, and the duty not to discriminate … cannot competently be taught in a 
learning environment with discriminatory policies.” The second is that “it is reasonable to 
conclude that the skill of critical thinking about ethical issues cannot adequately be taught by an 
institution that violates academic freedom and requires that all teaching be done from the 

                                                        
31 Whatcott did entail a balancing of constitutional values, but at the first stage of determining the 
constitutionality of the provision of the human rights legislation was in issue, not at the subsequent stage 
of reviewing the decision of the human rights tribunal and applying the statute as the Supreme Court had 
interpreted it. It was only at the second stage that the Court applied the reasonableness standard of 
review. At the first stage, the standard applied was correctness. 
32 Toronto (City) Board of Education v. O.S.S.T.F., District 15, [1997] 1 S.C.R. 487 at para. 44 
33 Note 16 above at para. 201 
34 Note 23 above at 25 
35 Dagenais v. Canadian Broadcasting Corp., [1994] 3 S.C.R. 835 at 877 
36 Note 23 above at 26 
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perspective that the Bible is the sole, ultimate, and authoritative source of truth for all ethical 
decision making.” 

In my view, both of these asserted grounds for refusing approval would be highly questionable. 
As for the first, as also already mentioned the Supreme Court concluded that graduates of TWU 
would “treat homosexuals fairly and respectfully.”37 It was implicit in its decision that their 
education at TWU did not detract from their ability to comply with “principles of equality, non-
discrimination, and the duty not to discriminate.” Professor Craig provides no evidence to 
support the contention that the position would somehow be otherwise for law students.  

As for the second, it proceeds from a view of academic freedom that is by no means universally 
shared.38 Following its logic would lead to the conclusion that no individual lawyer who adheres 
to a set of religious principles could engage in critical thinking about ethical issues. This 
conclusion cannot be tenable. The second argument, like the first one, also fails to give any 
recognition to the positive value of religious diversity that the Supreme Court embraced in 
BCCT.  

* * * * * 

I hope that this memorandum provides the advice that you require on this aspect of the matter. 
Please let me know if you have any questions arising from it. 

JBL/as 

                                                        
37 At para. 35 
38 The TWU policies on academic freedom (available online at 
http://www.twu.ca/academics/calendar/2012-2013/academic-information/academic-policies/) include 
these statements: 

Trinity Western University is committed to academic freedom in teaching and investigation from a 
stated perspective, i.e., within parameters consistent with the confessional basis of the constituency to 
which the University is responsible, but practiced in an environment of free inquiry and discussion 
and of encouragement to integrity in research. Students also have freedom to inquire, right of access 
to the broad spectrum of representative information in each discipline, and assurance of a reasonable 
attempt at a fair and balanced presentation and evaluation of all material by their instructors. Truth 
does not fear honest investigation. 
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