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Immunization School Pupils Act (ISPA) 

• Ontario legislation  

• Aim: protect the health of children against certain 

diseases  

• Designated diseases in the Act: 

• Diphtheria 

• Tetanus 

• Polio 

• Pertussis (whooping cough) 

• Measles, mumps and rubella 

• Meningococcal disease 

• Varicella (chicken pox)  



 

 
Immunization School Pupils Act 

Parent are required to: 

• Have their child vaccinated according to the 

prescribed immunization schedule  
 

• OR 
 

• Have a valid exemption 

1. medical reasons; or  

2. conscience or religious belief: 
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Medical  

Exemption 

1. Medical Reasons: 

• Statement of 

Medical Exemption 

form, signed by 

physician or nurse 

and submitted to 

local public health 

unit 

• Proof of immunity 

• Medical 

contraindication to 

vaccination 
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Philosophical / Religious  

Exemption Process 

• Sept 2018, mandatory education sessions added to 

ISPA 

• Parent comes to local public health 

– Individual, small group or large sessions 

• Watches standard Ministry developed video (30 min) 

• Gets Certificate 

• Completes philosophical/religious exemption form 

• Gets notarized 

• Submit form (original) and certificate (copy) to get 

exemption for child(ren) 
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How much work is this 

• Under the ISPA, Toronto Public Health assess about 

350,000 student immunization records each year. 

 

• From public and private schools 

 

• 1.7% of students (<5,000) have a philosophical / religious 

exemption to MMR vaccine 
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Survey of parents who attend 

education session 

• Since Sept 2017-19, 1525 certificates were handed 

out in either large, small or one-on-one sessions. 

– 2017-18 school year – 593 certificates 

– 2018-19 school year – 932 certificates 
 

• 479 completed the paper survey handed at the end 

of the session 
 

• Response rate of 31% 
 

• Open text responses were analyzed and grouped 

into themes 
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Parental satisfaction with sessions 

 

% (N=479) 

The education session was provided in a 

respectful manner 
 

82% (n=394) 

I was satisfied with the interaction I had today 

with health unit staff 
 

55% (n=262) 

The video provided enough information to help 

me make a decision about  my child’s 

immunization 
 

41% (n=196) 

My questions about vaccines were answered 
 

27% (n=128) 

I learned something new about immunization 

from the education session 
 

26% (n=126) 
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Reasons for seeking an exemption 

 

% (N=479) 

Worried about side effects 
 

58% (n=279) 

Worried about ingredients 
 

58% (n=278) 

Religious beliefs 
 

27% (n=128) 

Not sure if vaccines work 
 

18% (n=86) 

Don’t have enough information about vaccines 
 

13% (n=64) 

Don’t’ think my child is at risk of getting sick from 

the diseases that vaccines prevent against 

11% (n=51) 

I’m not considering an exemption 1% (n=5) 

15 



 

 

Have you previously 

sought an exemption? 

 

% (N=479) 

Yes 
 

35% (n=168) 

No 
 

55% (n=265) 

Unsure/missing 
 

10% (n=46) 
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Impact of education session on feelings 

about immunization and intent to 

proceed with seeking an exemption 

% (N=479) 

Self-reported feelings about immunization prior 

to the education session 

Somewhat or very opposed 69% (n=329) 

Undecided about immunizations 16% (n=78) 

Somewhat or very supportive 
 

10% (n=49) 

Self-reported feelings about immunization after 

the education session 
 

Somewhat or very opposed 67% (n=319) 

Undecided about immunizations 14% (n=65) 

Somewhat or very supportive 13% (n=64) 
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Intent to proceed with obtaining an 

exemption after completing the 

education session 

 

% (N=479) 

Yes, plan to seek an exemption 
 

81% (n=388) 

No, don’t plan to seek an exemption 
 

6% (n=31) 

Unsure 
 

9% (n=41) 

Prefer not to answer 
 

4% (n=19) 
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Not enough information available 
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One size does not fit all 

• I think if you approach this in less of a “there’s one 

right answer” approach, you may have more 

success. I’m not anti-vaccine. But I take issue with 

your approach of indiscriminate vaccinations. Not 

every pharmaceutical is one size fits all. Therefore 

why do you present vaccinations as such? 
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Fairness 
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Objectivity of the video 
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Overall rate change? 

• Overall trend in rates before/after the legislation change = no 

decrease 

• Over 10+ years a slow increase in philosophical and religious 

exemptions and reduction in medical exemptions.  

• In Toronto –  

– 0.8% in 2006        1.7% in 2019  
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Health Services Review and Appeal 

Board 

• The parents have agreed to participate in the 

education session but continue to refuse to sign the 

Statement.  

 

• The reason for the parents’ refusal to sign the 

Statement is due to a section of the Form that states:  
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Health Services Review and Appeal 

Board 
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Health Services Review and Appeal 

Board 

• Parents do not want to sign the form on the basis of 

their belief that: 
 

• a. If they do so, they would be unnecessarily and 

unconstitutionally taking on Criminal and Civil liability if 

something tragic should happen to their child or 

another; 
 

• b. They have objections to signing and swearing to an 

affidavit under oath to a document that they do not feel 

is accurate, which in their opinion would constitute 

perjury. 
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Health Services Review and Appeal 

Board 

• c. They object to signing the form as they do not 

believe it is necessary to accomplish the purpose of 

the Act, and that by participating in the education 

session and notifying the Medical Officer of Health that 

participating in the varicella vaccination conflicts with 

their sincerely held convictions based on their 

conscience, the intent of the Act would be 

accomplished.  
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Ruling 

30 

• Board recognizes that the parents have raised 

their concerns in good faith;  

 

• however, completing the forms as they are and 

submitting them are reasonable  

 

• Suspension Order was upheld 
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