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Lesson 4
Voting Rights 

OVERVIEW 

The right to vote has been withheld from 
many groups throughout history based 
on gender, race, background and 
religion. Universal suffrage is the right  
of all citizens to vote in elections, but  
it took decades of people and groups 
campaigning for equality for this to  
be achieved. 

In this lesson students reflect on voting 
rights in Canada and explore the path to 
universal suffrage in Ontario. 

LEARNING GOALS

By the end of the lesson, students can:

• explain voting rights in Canada;
• analyze the importance of equality 

in democracy; and,
• work collaboratively with peers to 

research, analyze and effectively 
communicate information. 

GUIDING QUESTIONS 

❶  What voting 
rights do we 
have and how 
are they 
protected? 

❷  How have voting 
rights evolved in 
Ontario?

❸  What does 
equality look like 
in a democracy?



26 Lesson 4: Voting Rights

Starter 
1. Ask students if they know what voting rights we 

have in Canada. Where do these rights come from? 
Consider having students brainstorm on large chart 
paper or sticky notes on a part of the blackboard.

2. Review related sections in the Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms: 

• Section 3: Every Canadian citizen, 18 years of  
age or older, has the right to vote in a government 
election, and become a candidate and serve as  
an elected representative. 

• Section 4: Governments must hold elections at 
least every five years. 

Activities
1. Explain to students that the right to vote in Canada and 

Ontario has not always been universal. Many groups 
have been excluded throughout history based on 
gender, race, background and religion. Review Handout 
4.1 (condensed version and full text version provided).

2. Divide the class into groups to research the major 
developments in the history of voting rights in Ontario. 
Groups could focus on one particular period or be 
assigned a specific group, within or across periods. 
For example: 

• Women’s suffrage movement (1916-1918) 
• Indigenous suffrage movement (1960) 
• Asian Canadians
• Universal suffrage (1960) and/or Charter of  

Rights and Freedoms (1982) 
• Charter Challenges 1982-2004 (inmates and 

prisoners, persons with disabilities, persons with 
no fixed address)

Using Handout 4.1 as a starting point, have each group 
conduct research into which historical action or 
condition was most responsible for their designated 
group achieving the right to vote. Encourage students 
to reflect on events they have studied previously and 
consider how these events can help us understand the 
evolution of voting rights in Ontario. Record notes using 
the graphic organizer provided (Activity 4.2).Consider:

• How notable was the event at the time? What was 
the impact on the period? 

• How widespread and lasting were the 
consequences? Is it still significant today? 

• How does it help us understand why voting rights 
evolved in Ontario?

3. Have groups share their research through a  
classroom presentation or through a jigsaw method 
where findings are shared within groups. Depending  
on the method used, the presentation could 
incorporate different multimedia formats or be shared 
through a skit. Students can use the 6-point star 
diagram (Activity 4.3) to make notes related to each 
presentation/topic.

4. Through a discussion, have students consider 
connections between events that led to universal 
suffrage for different groups. 

Questions to prompt discussion:

• How does each group’s pathway to suffrage 
compare or differ? 

• Were suffrage movements linked to one another? 
If so, how? 

At the end of the sharing period, ask students to reflect 
on the question, "To what extent have equal voting 
rights been achieved in Ontario and in Canada?" 

Consolidation
Using a ‘Quick Write’ strategy, have students reflect on 
universal suffrage in Ontario using one of the prompts 
below. Provide students with 3-5 minutes to write a 
response on a piece of paper or within their learning 
journal. Inform students that they will be assessed on 
their ideas and content, not grammar or organization, 
so they should write freely.

• Equal voting rights in Ontario look like… 
• If someone said, “my vote doesn’t make a 

difference,” my response would be…. I would  
try to convince them otherwise by saying…
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Extension Activity
Although all Ontarians now have equal voting rights, this 
doesn’t necessarily mean they cast ballots in elections. 
Elections Ontario continues to modernize the registration 
process to make it easier for all Ontarians to vote.

Some recent changes include:

• Ontario Register of Future Voters (ORFV):  
Eligible 16- and 17 year-olds can register to be part 
of the ORFV. Once they turn 18, registrants will be 
automatically added to the voters list, and they will 
receive information about when and where to vote 
during the next election. Research shows that 
registered voters are more likely to show up at 
the polls.

• e-Registration: An online registration tool to 
simplify the voter registration process. The tool 
allows electors to confirm, update, add, or remove 
their information on the voters list. Simplifying the 
process for updating voter information makes it 
easier for voters to receive accurate information 
about where and when to vote during election time.

• Indigenous outreach: Elections Ontario has 
worked with First Nations to address barriers they 
face. In 2018 they created a proof-of-residency 
letter specific to electors living on reserves to 
address issues some Indigenous voters have in 
obtaining the ID they need to vote. 

Ask students to identify other ways in which Elections 
Ontario can reduce or eliminate barriers to voting, or 
further modernize the process. Students can present 
their argument in a variety of formats such as a rant, 
pitch slide deck or multi-media artwork.

ADAPTATIONS AND SUPPORTS

Language 
Learners

• Provide students with terms and definitions in advance.

Culturally 
Responsive 
Pedagogy

• Discuss the systemic barriers to democratic participation faced by Indigenous Peoples, 
and other diverse cultural groups.

• Students will come from different backgrounds and may represent the groups once 
excluded from democratic participation. 

• Ensuring a safe place for respectful discussion and diverse viewpoints is encouraged.

Accommodations 
& Accessibility

• If working in pairs or small groups in the classroom is not possible, consider using  
Google Docs or Google Jamboard for collaborative activities and discussion.
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BACKGROUND  
INFORMATION FOR  
TEACHERS 

The right to vote in Ontario has  
not always been universal. It has  
been withheld from many groups 
throughout history based on  
gender, race, background, religion  
and even occupation.

It took decades of people and  
groups campaigning for equality to  
be achieved. 

In Ontario’s first election as a province 
in 1867, only property-owning men 
over the age of 21 who had not 
committed a serious criminal offence 
were eligible to vote. Voting was done 
through a show of hands. 

Starting in the 1870s, women 
campaigned with petitions, speeches 
and public protests for the right to 
vote. It took nearly 50 years for 
change to happen. Women in Ontario 
received the right to vote and run for 
office provincially on April 12, 1917. 
Even once women were able to vote 
and run for office, it wasn’t until 
1943- 24 years later- that the first 
female Members of Provincial 
Parliament (MPPs) were elected. 

Even though many women in Ontario 
achieved suffrage in 1917, it was not 
applicable to all women. Women and 
men of several ethnic and racial 
minorities, such as Canadians of 
Chinese and Japanese origin and 
Indigenous Peoples, were still 
disenfranchised for several decades.

Indigenous Peoples could only vote  
if they gave up their treaty rights and 
registered Indian status. Indigenous 
Peoples were not given the 
unconditional right to vote in Ontario 
provincial elections until 1954. 

Universal suffrage is the extension  
of the right to vote to all adult citizens, 
including the removal of property 
ownership requirements and 
restrictions against women, First 
Nations and Inuit and ethnic and 
religious minorities. 

In addition to universal suffrage,  
more steps have been taken to  
reduce barriers and make voting more 
accessible. Some of these changes 
include longer voting hours on 
election day, advance voting, vote by 
mail, mobile polling stations, ensuring 
voting places are accessible for 
mobility devices and voting supports 
such as Braille and large-print ballots. 

Following the 2018 provincial election, 
Elections Ontario surveyed voters on 
the process. Youth had the highest 
rate of reported barriers to voting: 11% 
indicated they experienced a barrier 
to voting. The top barriers to voting  
for youth were problems with 
identification and finding information 
on where to vote. Indigenous electors 
identified not receiving a voter 
information card and ballot issues  
as the top barriers to voting.

The Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms has also helped several 
groups force changes to election laws. 
Federal judges, people with mental 
illness and prisoners have more 
recently received the right to vote. 

Ensuring all citizens have the  
right to vote and the right to run for 
office is essential in a democratic 
society. These rights underpin many 
democratic principles, such as 
political tolerance, equality rights, 
free and fair elections, and citizen 
participation.


