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Application 

It is the policy direction of the Ministry of Education that school boards establish and follow a protocol for the response to suspected 
sex trafficking occurrences. This policy framework will guide this work and is made pursuant to the authority of the Minister of 
Education. 

The policy applies to district school boards, school authorities and provincial and demonstration schools, including Centre Jules-Léger 
Consortium. As school boards build their protocols, they will include in their collaborative partnerships the alternative delivery sites in 
the public education system, such as Education and Community Partnership Programs/section 23 programs and alternative and adult 
secondary school programs. 

Purpose: the Ministry of Education's commitment 

The Keeping Students Safe policy – the first of its kind for an education sector in Canada – sets a strong foundation for Ontario school 
boards to build upon to create local anti-sex trafficking protocols. This new policy will ensure every school board has a plan with core 
components in place to protect students and empower school communities to play a key role in fighting sex trafficking and keeping 
children and youth safe from sexual exploitation. 

Developed in partnership with the Ministry of the Solicitor General and the Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services, the 
purpose of this framework is to provide a policy foundation to guide Ontario school boards across the province as they collaborate 
with their community police services, local child welfare agencies and other community organizations and service providers serving 
children, youth and their families to create community-centered anti-sex trafficking protocols. 

Once established, the final protocols will support coordinated action by all community partners to prevent, identify and recognize sex 
trafficking and develop responses to facilitate early and appropriate intervention. [1] 

The Ministry of Education's policy framework builds on the updated Health and Physical Education (HPE) curriculum for Grades 1 to 
8 announced by Minister Lecce in 2019. That updated curriculum positioned Ontario as a leader by including mandatory learning 
beginning in Grades 1 to 3 as students start to learn skills to identify, develop and maintain healthy relationships, to identify and 
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respond to exploitative and coercive behaviour, and how to seek help as needed. These skills help protect students from sex trafficking 
by teaching them to identify when they are in an unsafe situation. The curriculum is designed to be developmentally-appropriate, and 
in Grades 4 to 8 students continue to develop the skills they need to stay safe (in person and online), and how to help themselves and 
others. Students also learn about the impacts of sexually explicit media, including pornography. In every grade, students learn about 
consent, healthy relationships, and online safety, building foundational skills that support safe, healthy relationships throughout their 
lives. 

Setting the context 

Welcoming and engaging school environments lead to positive student experiences, especially when families and communities are 
intentionally involved in the students' learning. [2] Safe schools – both physically and psychologically – are a critical element to 
successfully nurturing positive student experiences. 

Schools are ideally placed to respond to sex trafficking and are a key factor in helping survivors of trafficking heal and rebuild their 
lives. They promote safety by building a culture of caring and by taking meaningful, culturally responsive and consistent action to 
prevent and respond to issues of safety and inappropriate behaviours. 

The Ministry of Education is making active changes to the education system to help break down barriers for Black, Indigenous and 
racialized students and to provide all students with an equal opportunity to succeed. These actions have included providing teachers 
with additional anti-racism and anti-discrimination training. Work continues to strengthen human rights and equity in the education 
system, which are important steps in the effort to ensure schools are the safe spaces they are intended to be for all students. 

The urgency to act 

Human trafficking is one of the fastest growing and most lucrative crimes worldwide. It is predatory and devastatingly damaging to 
victims, survivors, their families and communities. Human trafficking can include recruiting, harbouring or controlling a person's 
movements using force, physical or psychological coercion or deception. 

With the average age of recruitment into sex trafficking in Canada being 13 years old, school-aged children and youth are prime 
targets for traffickers for the purposes of sexual exploitation. Students face a multitude of diverse and intersecting factors that increase 
their vulnerability to violence and harm. They may have difficulty identifying warning signs of sex trafficking, recognizing when they 
may be in danger and knowing how to seek help. 

Given the high rates and destructive impacts of sex trafficking in Ontario, there is an urgent need to establish an active, province-wide 
role for education, in collaboration with other sectors and partners. While strong policies and programming are protective against 
these threats, teachers and school staff play a vital role in building student awareness, supporting student mental health and being a 
frontline contact for students in crisis. [3] 

The education sector can play a powerful role to safeguard the safety, mental health and well-being of school-aged children and youth 
by helping to recognize, prevent and respond to sex trafficking. Education staff can spot the warning signs and safely connect those 
who are, have been or are at risk of being trafficked to the appropriate supports and culturally responsive community programs and 
services. 

Ontario has the highest number of police-reported human trafficking cases in Canada 

Ontario had the most police-reported incidents of human trafficking in the country occurring within the province in 2019, accounting 
for the majority of all police-reported incidents of human trafficking nationally. [4] In addition, most police-reported cases of human 
trafficking in Ontario involve human trafficking for the purposes of sexual exploitation, which may also be referred to as sex 
trafficking. Young women and girls are particularly at risk, though boys and people who identify as 2SLGBTQQIA are also targeted. 
[5] 

The Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls highlighted that, “while Indigenous 
women represented only 4% of the Canadian population in 2016, they comprised nearly 50% of victims of human trafficking. Of 
those, nearly one-quarter were under the age of 18.” [6] 

Not all sex traffickers are adults. School-aged children and youth may also be involved in trafficking their peers. According to 
Statistics Canada, between 2009 and 2018, there were approximately 1,400 victims of human trafficking reported to police in Canada, 
and 6% of the accused persons identified were between the ages of 12 to 17. [7] 

School-aged children and youth will benefit from early intervention to reduce their vulnerability to sex trafficking and from 
connections to supports and help to rebuild their lives. 
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Increased risks and use of digital tools 

Frequent use of mobile phones and computers can make it harder for caring adults to recognize the signs that a student is being 
groomed and lured. This increases the importance of educating students about both the positive and negative potentials of the internet, 
including the harmful impacts of violent depictions in sexually explicit imagery. Traffickers and other sexual predators are 
increasingly using online social media platforms to lure, groom and recruit young people into sexual acts or services. Social media can 
provide an easy point of access into conversation and relationships with unsuspecting students. 

Why are some students at higher risk? 

While any student can be sex trafficked, some groups are at increased risk of being trafficked. 

• Systemic racism and discrimination have led to a disproportionate number of Indigenous and Black children and youth in care, 
which can lead to a lack of consistent relationships with caring adults and peers in schools. 

• Indigenous peoples are especially vulnerable to sex trafficking due to historic and ongoing systemic discrimination, including 
intergenerational trauma resulting from residential schools and the “Sixties Scoop”. [8] First Nation youth transitioning from 
remote Northern communities to schools in urban centres can also face increased safety risks. 

• Language barriers, isolation, economic disadvantage or a lack of community and social supports may leave newcomer youth 
with increased vulnerability to trafficking. 

• Students with disabilities may experience bullying and isolation in addition to having difficulty understanding the intentions 
of others. 

• Students who are 2SLGBTQQIA experience high rates of bullying, assaults and sexual abuse, and they may face isolation or 
displacement if they experience rejection from their family or the community. 

Tactics used by sex traffickers 

Traffickers use tactics to identify and groom vulnerable children and youth by fulfilling their unmet needs – such as love, affection, a 
sense of belonging and other basic needs like housing or food security – and/or by using threats, physical violence and control. An 
unstable home life and past trauma, as well as other factors such as a history of childhood abuse or involvement with the child welfare 
system, can leave students more susceptible to being trafficked. 

Traffickers can use tactics such as befriending students on online platforms and pretending to be a love interest or encouraging the 
student to leave their rural/remote community to come to the city for work. Isolating the victim from family and friends is the ultimate 
goal, followed by normalization of abuse through a gradual grooming process. 

Unique role of the education sector 

Due to almost daily contact with students, teachers and other education staff are well placed to educate on prevention and promote 
healthy relationships, notice troubling changes in behaviour, and connect with students as caring adults. By training staff to recognize 
the signs of sex trafficking, they will be better equipped to identify the cues and safely intervene if they suspect a student is being 
trafficked or involved in trafficking. Education can also serve as a key factor in helping survivors of trafficking heal and rebuild their 
lives, helping to prevent re-victimization and resetting students on a healing trajectory towards positive outcomes. 

Historical and ongoing trauma with the education system can be a barrier to the meaningful participation of Indigenous parents, 
caregivers, and communities. School boards should consider specific outreach and supports to Indigenous parents and caregivers, as 
well as groups that are disproportionately impacted by trafficking, to build their awareness and participation. 

Definition of sex trafficking 

Sex trafficking is a form of sexual exploitation and is a crime under the Criminal Code of Canada. It can include recruiting, 
harbouring, transporting, obtaining or providing a person for the purpose of sex. It involves the use of force, physical or psychological 
coercion or deception. Most individuals who are trafficked for the purpose of sexual exploitation are women and girls, but all people 
may be targeted. 

Statement of principles 

Define a role for parents/guardians/caregivers 

Parents, guardians and caregivers are key partners in the development, implementation and review of school board anti-sex trafficking 
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protocols. Care must be given when reaching out to parents, families and caregivers to ensure they are safe adults prior to engaging 
with them on matters regarding the student/s. Outreach to Indigenous parents and guardians, as well as outreach to Black and 
racialized parents and guardians, should be trauma-informed and recognize historic and systemic barriers that may impact their 
participation. Every effort should also be made to reduce cultural and/or linguistic barriers when reaching out to parents, guardians 
and caregivers about this work. 

Foster student voices 

Students are at the centre of this work and should be involved in efforts to develop actions against sex trafficking. Invite student 
groups to participate and inform the design, development, delivery and implementation of anti-sex trafficking protocols. Recognize 
that students with lived experience are experts and, if willing and appropriately supported through trauma-informed approaches, could 
share their story and insights as part of efforts to build awareness and empower students. 

Build multi-sectoral relationships with community organizations 

Ongoing consultation and engagement with community groups/agencies that support members of the school community are essential 
to supporting anti-sex trafficking approaches that are responsive to diverse students and the needs of local school communities. 

Interventions must be safe 

Caring adults and students within schools can promote a sense of student belonging, increase protective factors, help to reduce risk 
factors associated with sex trafficking, and support early intervention through identification and appropriate response, including 
connecting impacted persons to supportive services. 

School board employees require comprehensive anti-sex trafficking training so they are equipped to identify the signs of sex 
trafficking, safely respond to disclosures, be culturally relevant and responsive to diverse student populations, and support the 
immediate physical and emotional safety needs of students. Training must emphasize how to respond to immediate dangers and the 
need to avoid actions that will make an individual's situation worse or more unsafe. 

Build up school-based prevention 

The development of the protocol will complement existing prevention efforts in schools, including the teaching of consent, healthy 
relationships and healthy sexuality. It is important for school staff to understand the historical and social context of sex trafficking and 
implement prevention strategies that are responsive to the needs of students and members of the local school community. 

Respect confidentiality, privacy and informed consent 

The development of procedures must respect confidentiality and ensure that the student fully understands how their information may 
be used or with whom it may be shared. It is key to develop referral relationships with community service organizations while 
adhering to applicable legal requirements, including those under the Municipal Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act; 
the Ontario Human Rights Code; the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005; the Education Act; and the Child, Youth 
and Family Services Act, 2017. 

Promote equitable and culturally safe responses 

Protocols should demonstrate a human rights-based, non-judgemental, culturally responsive, survivor-centered and trauma-informed 
approach to raising awareness, preventing, identifying and responding to sex trafficking. 

The strength of the multi-sector approach 

The development of school board anti-sex trafficking protocols will require collaboration and partnerships with persons with lived 
experience of trafficking as well as Indigenous organizations, local Children's Aid Societies, victim services, police services and other 
community-based service providers. 

Some boards may opt to develop a regional protocol involving multiple school boards and local police services, in order to facilitate 
information-sharing and a coordinated response. Involving representatives from Indigenous, Black, racialized and newcomer groups 
and Francophone organizations, as well as American Sign Language and Québec Sign Language organizations, will help to develop a 
more culturally safe and equitable approach to the protocol. 

A school board's protocol may also build on existing local multi-sectoral processes that may have been established to respond to 
human trafficking. This might include local anti-human trafficking committees, local situation tables and processes with victim 
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services, sexual assault centres, youth shelters, public health units and other community-based organizations. 

Consideration may also be given to aligning with and leveraging local community safety and well-being planning efforts, such as 
community consultations, planning advisory committees or action teams, as well as human trafficking strategies or programs that have 
been identified and/or implemented through a local community safety and well-being plan. 

The development of a school board protocol: essential components and 
considerations 

It is the policy direction of the Ministry of Education that each school board's anti-sex trafficking protocol should have clearly 
articulated roles, responsibilities and accountability measures. It should also address threats associated with digital technology and 
the internet. 

The core and essential elements of the protocol are: 

• statement of principles 
• strategies to raise awareness and prevent sex trafficking 
• response procedures 
• training for school board employees 
• measuring success: accountability and evaluation 

Statement of principles 

The school board protocol must, at minimum, include the Statement of Principles outlined in this document. 

Strategies to raise awareness and prevent sex trafficking 

The school board protocol must include culturally safe strategies to raise awareness about sex trafficking with students, school board 
employees, parents, caregivers and the broader school community. Any protocol should apply to in-person and online learning and 
include all school and school board activities, including field trips, overnight excursions, board-sponsored sporting events and board-
operated before- and after-school programs. 

Strategies must include: 

• A plan to make the protocol and related procedures and resources publicly available and accessible on the school board website. 
• A process to raise awareness among parents and caregivers about: 

◦ cyber-safety 
◦ the signs that a student is being targeted, lured, groomed, trafficked or is trafficking another student; how to get help 

safely (for example, through the school board, community providers and/or support hotline) 
◦ how they can report concerns to the school board (including anonymous reporting) and the school board's process for 

responding to concerns 
◦ the process should include approaches to overcome barriers to participation that Indigenous, Black, newcomer and other 

parents/guardians may face 
• A process to raise awareness among students on the signs a student is being targeted, lured, groomed, trafficked or is trafficking 

another student, and how to bring concerns about luring, grooming, recruitment or exiting sex trafficking to the school without 
fear of reprisal. The process should allow for concerns to be brought forward anonymously. 

• A process to help prevent recruitment of students for sex trafficking, including through curriculum-based learning about healthy 
relationships, consent, mental health and well-being, coping skills, personal safety and online safety, as well as through work 
with local community-based organizations and survivors. 

• Consideration of the use of available technology and tools to identify and deter potential situations involving students who 
could be at risk of sex trafficking and other online threats, while using school board-provided technology. 

Awareness strategies could involve sending letters or emails, providing information in a student handbook, displaying posters, hosting 
information sessions, posting on the school/school board social media accounts, and/or posting information on the school board 
website. Schools may want to include the phone number for the Canadian Human Trafficking Hotline 
(https://www.canadianhumantraffickinghotline.ca/) to raise awareness about the supports and referrals it offers. 

Response procedures 

The school board protocol must establish procedures for school board employees to respond in situations where a student: 
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• may be at risk of or is being sex trafficked 
• may be targeting, luring, grooming or recruiting children and youth for the purpose of sex trafficking 
• is returning to school after they have been trafficked or involved in trafficking others 

Response procedures must address the needs of, among others: 

• students with special education needs, mental health needs, social or emotional needs or language/cultural barriers, and 
international students 

• students who are in care, receiving care or in customary care arrangements 
• students who are being trafficked and who may be involved in the recruiting of other victims, including students who are 

returning to school after they have been involved in a trafficking situation 
• parents, including those who may live overseas and/or may not speak English or French 
• students 18 years or older or who are 16 or 17 years old and have withdrawn from parental control 

Response procedures must be trauma-informed and culturally responsive and, at minimum, include the following elements or 
direction to school board employees: 

• A designated contact person at the school board who is familiar with the school board anti-sex trafficking protocol and can 
support school board employees with response procedures. 

• The process for responding to situations where a student may be at risk of or is being sex trafficked, including steps for safely 
reporting concerns, responding to disclosures and supporting the student's immediate physical and emotional safety. 

• The process for responding to situations where a student may be engaged in the trafficking of others, including steps for safely 
reporting concerns, responding to disclosures and supporting students' immediate physical and emotional safety. 

• The process for responding to and supporting students re-entering school after they have been involved in a trafficking situation, 
including efforts to ensure that adequate safety and security needs are being met to support re-integration into school. 

• Guidance on the requirements related to the duty to report a child in need of protection under Section 125(1) of the Child, Youth 
and Family Services Act, 2017 (https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/17c14) and under Policy/Program Memorandum 9: Duty to 
Report Children in Need of Protection (https://www.ontario.ca/document/education-ontario-policy-and-program-direction 
/policyprogram-memorandum-9) . 

• Clear information on legislated privacy and confidentiality requirements when responding to a suspected or confirmed instance 
of sex trafficking. 

• The process of notifying appropriate school/school board contacts and parents/guardians, as applicable. 
• The process for school administrators to communicate and collaborate with community-based service providers, local police 

services, local Children's Aid Societies and Indigenous Child and Family Well-Being Agencies, as applicable and/or required by 
law, in responding to situations of suspected or confirmed sex trafficking of students. 

• Direction on the approach to referring all affected students (including those indirectly affected, as needed) to supports. 
• Direction on the approach to responding to possible sex trafficking recruitment by a student within the school, including 

appropriate interventions, supports and/or consequences, as applicable. Expectations should be consistent with the school board 
policy on progressive discipline and the mitigating circumstances that must be considered when determining the intervention, 
consequences or supports. For students with special education needs, information in the student's Individual Education Plan 
must be considered. 

• Direction on the approach to appropriately respond to and meet the needs of students who are victims and survivors of sex 
trafficking, including access to education and facilitating school re-entry for those returning to school. 

• Direction on monitoring and following-up on incidents reported (for example, check-ins with affected students). 
• Direction on documenting suspected or reported sex trafficking situations and response procedures that were implemented. 
• Information on culturally responsive and trauma-informed personal supports available to school board employees responding to 

sex trafficking situations. 

Training for school board employees 

The school board protocol must outline a process for providing ongoing training for school board employees, including teachers, 
administrators, and other school staff. Training must include the following elements: 

• key definitions, common misconceptions and myths about sex trafficking, including tactics used for online luring, grooming 
and recruitment 

• learning about human rights-based approaches to combatting sex trafficking, including the application of an equity lens, anti-
racism, a gender-based lens, trauma-informed approaches and Indigenous cultural competencies 

• information on protective factors and prevention-focused supports and resources 
• information on risk factors and signs that a student is at risk, being lured, groomed or trafficked 
• signs that a student is or involved in luring, grooming or trafficking others 
• response procedures, including the duty to report, how to handle disclosures to support students' safety, how to support students 
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impacted by sex trafficking and how to share information to ensure privacy and confidentiality 
• supports available to students and affected staff, including culturally responsive supports 
• additional training resources to support staff to understand and safely respond to sex trafficking 
• roles and responsibilities of school board employees in raising awareness, identifying and responding to sex trafficking 

The training must be tracked and be available throughout the year to all new and existing school board employees. Training must be 
updated and delivered regularly to stay current with emerging issues relating to trafficking and changes in community services 
and response. 

Measuring success: accountability and evaluation 

During the first year of implementation, the Ministry of Education will provide support for the review of the school board's anti-sex 
trafficking protocol and offer advice and suggestions, as requested by individual boards. 

School boards should review their protocol, at minimum, every five years, or as part of their regular policy review cycle – whichever 
is the shorter period. Following the first year, school boards may be required to report to the Ministry of Education, upon the 
ministry's request, on their activities to achieve the expectations outlined in this policy framework. 

The Ministry of Education will facilitate a community of practice to support implementation and review of school board anti-sex 
trafficking protocols. 

The Ministry of Education will collaborate with school boards, as well as anti-human trafficking partners, to develop a performance 
measurement framework. This framework will monitor the effectiveness of training (for example, whether staff feel they are more 
aware and more able to safely identify and intervene in situations where a student is suspected of being trafficked or trafficking) and 
whether the protocols respond to the needs of students. 

Community anti-human trafficking partners and local agencies, such as child protective services like Children's Aid Societies and 
Indigenous Child and Family Well-Being Agencies, should be invited to participate in the reporting process to the Ministry of 
Education, in collaboration with school boards, to determine how the protocols have helped children and youth in care stay out of, or 
exit, human trafficking. This should be measured carefully with performance indicators on how the protocols are preventing 
trafficking in Ontario communities. 

Appendix A: glossary of terms 

2SLGBTQQIA: Refers to two-spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, intersex and asexual. 

Anti-racism: Anti-racism is a process, a systematic method of analysis, and a proactive course of action rooted in the recognition of 
the existence of racism, including systemic racism. Anti-racism actively seeks to identify, remove, prevent and mitigate racially 
inequitable outcomes and power imbalances between groups and change the structures that sustain inequities. 

Cultural responsiveness: “Extends beyond language to include a much larger set of professional attitudes, knowledge, behaviours 
and practices, and organizational policies, standards and performance management mechanisms to ensure responsiveness to the 
diversity of [students] who walk through [schools'] doors.” [9] 

Cultural safety: Refers to “an environment that is spiritually, socially and emotionally safe, as well as physically safe for people; 
where there is no assault challenge or denial of their identity, of who they are and what they need. It is about shared respect, shared 
meaning, shared knowledge and experience of learning together.” [10] 

Equity lens: Involves “strategically, intentionally and holistically examining the impact of an issue, policy or proposed solution on 
underserved and historically marginalized communities and population subgroups, with the goal of leveraging research findings to 
inform policy.” [11] 

Human rights-based approach: A “conceptual framework for the process of human development that is normatively based on 
international human rights standards and operationally directed to promoting and protecting human rights. It seeks to analyze 
inequalities which lie at the heart of development problems and redress discriminatory practices and unjust distributions of power that 
impede development progress.” [12] 

Survivor: Used to refer to an individual who has escaped a trafficking situation, whereas victim is used to refer to an individual who is 
in the process of being recruited or is being trafficked. The term survivor may also be used to refer to an adult with lived experience of 
being trafficking. This approach is used for clarity and not intended to label or define an individual's experience. Individuals who have 
experienced sex trafficking may prefer one term over another in order to describe their experiences. School board employees should 
confirm how an individual impacted by trafficking prefers to be referenced. 
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Tactics: Traffickers may use a range of tactics to target, recruit, manipulate and coerce victims. This can often involve a process of 
targeting an individual's vulnerabilities then luring, grooming, isolating, manipulating, controlling and exploiting a victim to then 
conduct sexual acts (for example, forcing a victim to have sex, to take images of child sexual abuse). Often, a victim may not be aware 
that exploitation is happening, and victims may be forced to recruit other victims. 

Trauma-informed approaches: Are “policies and practices that recognize the connections between violence, trauma, negative health 
outcomes and behaviours. These approaches increase safety, control and resilience for people who are seeking services in relation to 
experiences of violence and/or have a history of experiencing violence.” [13] 

Victim: Used to refer to an individual who is in the process of being recruited or is being trafficked, whereas survivor is used to refer 
to an individual who has escaped a trafficking situation. The term victim is often used to refer to a child who has experienced sexual 
exploitation. This approach is used for clarity and not intended to label or define an individual's experience. Individuals who have 
experienced sex trafficking may prefer one term over another in order to describe their experiences. School board employees should 
confirm how an individual impacted by trafficking prefers to be referenced. 

Updated: June 15, 2022 
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