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Abstract 

 
Learning for All (2013) is a resource guide, published by Ontario’s Ministry of Educa-

tion, that aims to “raise the bar and close the gap in achievement for all students” (p. 3). It is in-

tended to be used by school boards to support system level planning and informs professional de-

velopment and local policy directives (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013). Learning for All 

does acknowledge that outcome disparities are more prevalent between certain demographic 

groups, but it avoids any discussion of the complex factors that cause this inequity. This paper 

explores the research on economically and racially marginalized students in Canada, to reveal the 

institutional, pedagogical, and ideological factors that produce this education inequity. From this 

research informed position, I offer a critical policy analysis of Learning for All guided by Paul 

Gorksi & Katy Swalwell’s Equity Literacy Framework (2015), which demonstrates that the strat-

egies prescribed in Learning for All will not only fail to ‘close the gap’ but may also reinforce 

deficit thinking amongst educators, thereby exacerbating the problem. Finally, this paper con-

cludes with recommended structural and pedagogical changes, as well as opportunities for future 

research to better address the barriers that marginalized students face and the shortcomings of 

Learning for All. 
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Introduction 

Canada may rank highly for its equitable education system amongst member countries of 

The Organization for Economic Co-operations and Development (OECD), but profound oppor-

tunity gaps persist between students based on social class and race (Mayor & Suarez, 2019). 

These disparities have become increasingly evident amidst a global pandemic in which all stu-

dents have suffered, but those who lack social and financial resources are falling even further be-

hind academically (Walner, 2021). This stubborn inequity between marginalized students and 

their more privileged peers continues despite the implementation of education policy initiatives 

intended to improve the academic achievement of low-performing students. Learning for All 

(2013) is one such policy that espouses this goal but, as I will demonstrate, is doomed to fail.  

Learning for All (2013) is a resource guide, published by Ontario’s Ministry of Education, 

that aims to “raise the bar and close the gap in achievement for all students” (p. 3). It is intended 

to be used by school boards to support system level planning and informs professional develop-

ment and local policy directives (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013). As such, the recommen-

dations outlined in Learning for All have a considerable impact on teachers’ instruction, assess-

ment, and interventions, and, by extension, on students across Ontario. Learning for All asserts 

that students learn best when instruction is ‘personalized’ and ‘precise’ (p. 8). As a result, the au-

thors encourage teachers to investigate their students’ strengths, needs, and interests, using diag-

nostic assessments, ‘get to know you’ activities, and reading their records (e.g., past report cards, 

Individual Education Plans, Ontario Student Records, etc.). Teachers would then record that in-

formation in a class profile as well as individual student profiles, which should be used to inform 

individualized instruction and assessment. This iterative process of investigation, instruction and 

assessment is what the authors argue will lead to precise instruction which will improve student 
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achievement. There are likely practical difficulties associated with implementing these strategies 

in large classes with increasingly diverse learning needs, but my hypothesis is that even if they 

could be successfully applied, these strategies would be insufficient to close the achievement 

gap. If education reform is focused exclusively on improving instruction and assessment, it is 

likely that other factors which contribute to the achievement gap, both within and outside the 

school system, will be overlooked. 

This paper examines the coherence and efficacy of Learning for All (2013), and its capacity 

to meet the needs of marginalized students in Ontario, Canada. In this introductory section, I 

begin with a reflexive discussion which illuminates how I came to this research. Next, I will de-

fine some of the key terms used in this paper, outline the theoretical framework which will guide 

my analysis of Learning for All, and describe my methodology. In Chapter 1, I explore literature 

regarding the experience of marginalized students in Canada, particularly as it relates to 

‘achievement gaps’ and their designation as ‘at-risk’. In Chapter 2, I will analyze the Ontario 

Ministry of Education’s policy guide, Learning for All, and assess its ability to improve educa-

tional outcomes for all using the Equity Literacy Framework. Finally, in Chapter 3, I will discuss 

implications of this research, which include changes to education policy, teaching practice and 

future research that better address the issues identified in the first chapter, and the shortcomings 

of Learning for All.  

Reflexivity 

In the fall of 2019, as a history teacher at an Ontario high school, I was invited by my ad-

ministrator to participate in a professional learning community (PLC) with several other teachers 

from the same school. Broadly, our focus was assessment and evaluation, but Learning for All 
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was the text provided to all participants and the main source of discussion and learning. The cen-

tral tenets of Learning for All (e.g., differentiated instruction, incorporating formative assess-

ment, ongoing professional learning, etc.) were familiar, as I attended teacher’s college a few 

years after its publication. However, by 2019, I had been teaching for a couple years and was be-

ginning to realize that meeting the unique needs of each of my students was more challenging 

than Learning for All describes. But during this time, I was a new teacher, precariously em-

ployed, and it was difficult to ask for help or even reassurance.  

At our first full day session, a board consultant facilitated a presentation in the morning re-

inforcing the key elements of Learning for All with an emphasis on equity. In this context, the 

facilitator described how equity requires educators to account for individual differences, in con-

trast to equality which equates fairness with sameness. This perspective was reinforced using the 

common image of three children of varying heights, attempting to watch a baseball game beyond 

a fence (See Figure 1). In the first panel, they 

are all standing on one box which is an exam-

ple of equality but only permits two of them 

to see the field. In the second panel, to 

demonstrate equity, the box the tallest child 

was standing on has been given to the short-

est, allowing all three children to see. While 

it’s certainly admirable to ensure all chil-

dren can see the game, there was limited 

discussion about why the fence was there, whether baseball is culturally relevant for all children, 

or what to do if the children do not want to watch the game.   

Figure 1: Illustrating Equality vs Equity (Maguire, 2016).  
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These critiques emerged in conversations amongst the teachers during lunch however, once 

we were away from admin and the board consultant. As we ate, I listened to my more experi-

enced colleagues share stories about students who remained disengaged and disruptive, despite 

having implemented the strategies suggested in our session. These strategies include offering stu-

dents more choice in content and output, use of technology to complete assessments, and diversi-

fying instructional techniques to appeal to a variety of learning styles (e.g., auditory, visual, kin-

esthetic, etc.). They also indicated that enlisting support in these situations rarely produced posi-

tive results. Teachers were often advised to do more (e.g., contact home, try a different instruc-

tional technique, strategic seating, etc.), or in extreme cases, students were removed and placed 

in alternative programs. Regardless of their frustration, the teachers were reluctant to blame indi-

viduals, and instead attributed the issues to a vague notion that the system is broken. I too was 

growing frustrated with suggestions to incorporate more visual aids or Kahoot! into my lessons 

as though that would improve engagement when my students were being evicted from their 

homes or working long hours after school to help pay the family bills.  

 During this same semester, I took an additional qualification course (AQ) entitled “First 

Nations, Métis and Inuit Peoples: Understanding Traditional Teachings, Histories, Current Issues 

and Cultures”. In it, I developed a deeper understanding of how colonialism and racism has and 

continues to operate in our schools. My participation in the PLC and AQ, combined with my 

teaching experience, exposed cracks in the system that had previously been invisible to me as a 

White, middle-class student turned teacher. I was frustrated that the prescribed interventions, de-

scribed in Learning for All and reinforced in the PLC, did not meaningfully address the systemic 

barriers many students face, and I was unwilling to accept the status quo. So, inspired by my re-

cent professional learning, I took the next step and applied to Brock’s graduate program in Social 
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Justice and Equity Studies. However, it was not until part way through the fall semester in 2020, 

based on the advice of my supervisor, that I decided to conduct a policy analysis. Due to its 

scope, intent, and influence on educational discourse and practice in the province of Ontario, 

Learning for All is the ideal starting position to investigate why achievement gaps persist despite 

efforts to narrow them. 

Key Terms 

The term ‘marginalized students’ has been used to describe youth who face barriers in edu-

cation due to socioeconomic status (SES) (Callingham, 2017) or both race and social class 

(Winans-Solis, 2014; Ehst & Caskey, 2018; Rittle-Johnson et al., 2020). However, the term can 

be applied to students based on other demographic factors including ethnicity and country of 

origin (James & Taylor, 2008), or those stigmatized for being LGBTQ (Goodman, 2020). Kitty 

te Riele (2006) describes how other terms like ‘youth-at-risk’ situate the problem in the student 

or their family, by instead using ‘marginalized students’ it shifts “definitional attention from de-

ficiencies in students and their families to critical reflection on the process of schooling” (p. 60).  

For the purpose of this study, ‘marginalized students’ refer to those who have been underserved 

by the education system due to their SES and race. While all of the aforementioned groups expe-

riencing marginalization are worthy of study, given the scope of this project it was necessary to 

narrow the focus. Economic and racial marginalization were selected as they were of keen inter-

est to the researcher, are frequently studied together in research about ‘achievement gaps’ and 

‘at-risk students’, and oppression along these lines, while distinct, often overlap. 

The term ‘SES’ is also difficult to define and to delineate clearly between those categorized 

as ‘high’ and ‘low’ on the socioeconomic spectrum. Caro et al. (2009) used family income, par-
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ents’ education and ‘occupational prestige’ to determine SES. In their scoping review of Cana-

dian research on achievement, Mayor and Suarez (2019) found that most researchers use proxy 

factors to determine SES. These include drawing on neighbourhood census data to approximate 

income or survey results including parents’ level of education, number of educational materials 

in the home, or participation in various social and cultural activities (Mayor & Suarez, 2019). 

Rogers et al., (2006) used indirect factors including the number of educational possessions in the 

home or number of social-cultural activities in which students participate to differentiate between 

students of low and high SES. The effects of SES on achievement in this study were more lim-

ited than other studies, which the authors acknowledge may be due to the indicators used to de-

termine SES. In American studies, researchers reference the proportion of students who qualify 

for free or reduced-price lunches to illustrate that specific students or an entire school community 

are economically disadvantaged, (Ngo, 20101; Ladd, 2012). Mayor and Suarez (2019) are critical 

of using these proxies as they may be an imprecise metric to calculate SES, but to exclude all 

studies that use proxies to determine SES would severely limit the scholarship I can examine. 

Rather, I point this out to acknowledge that distinguishing between students of high and low SES 

is not always precise nor consistent across education research.  

Theoretical Framework 

Equity Literacy is a framework, developed by Paul Gorski and Katy Swalwell (2015), de-

signed to centre (in)equity and (injustice) in discussions or initiatives associated with multicul-

tural education. This framework “…refers to the knowledge and skills we need as educators to be 

a threat to the existence of bias and inequity in our spheres of influence” (Gorski & Pothini, 

2018, p. 10). The authors argue that the barrier in addressing education inequity, including 
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achievement gaps, is not due to a lack of viable strategies nor a desire amongst professionals. Ra-

ther it is a fundamental misunderstanding of the conditions that cause outcome disparities in edu-

cation which ultimately limit the potential of any well-intentioned initiative to bring about posi-

tive change (Gorski & Pothini, 2018). Gorski argues that existing equity and diversity frame-

works place a disproportionate emphasis on culture rather than (in)justice. These frameworks 

risk propagating an essentialist understanding of students’ complex identities, are often rooted in 

deficit ideology, and fail to examine the complex power dynamics that create the inequities in 

our education system (Gorski, 2016a). Therefore, the Equity Literacy framework aims to equip 

educators with an understanding, or way of seeing, which “positions us to respond to classroom 

challenges involving matters of diversity and social justice in more nuanced, just, and transform-

ative ways” (Gorski & Pothini, 2018, p. 11). Equity Literacy is comprised of four foundational 

abilities, 

These include the ability to: 

● Recognize even the subtlest biases and inequities. 

● Respond to bias, discrimination and inequity in a thoughtful and equitable man-

ner.  

● Redress bias, discrimination, and inequity, not only by responding to interper-

sonal bias, but also by studying the ways in which bigger social change happens. 

● Cultivate and sustain bias-free and discrimination-free communities, which re-

quires an understanding that doing so is a basic responsibility for everyone in a 

civil society (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015, p. 37) 

Furthermore, the Equity Literacy framework is guided by a structural rather than deficit 

ideology, which understands outcome disparities, like those related to poverty, as a symptom of 

economic injustice rather than individual failure. This orientation challenges the prevailing meri-

tocratic narrative in education which insists that achievement is proportional to individual effort 

(Gorski, 2016b). Gorski asserts that identifying and understanding the ideology guiding policy 

and practice is critical as, “No set of curricular or pedagogical strategies can turn a classroom led 
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by a teacher with a deficit view of families experiencing poverty into an equitable learning space 

for those families” (Gorski, 2016b, p. 381). Learning for All does not explicitly state its ideologi-

cal position; however, I suspect that its emphasis on individual students’ performance, divorced 

from an understanding of the structural conditions which contribute to student success, may un-

intentionally promote a deficit view of marginalized students amongst education professionals. 

Equity Literacy will guide all three sections of this paper. By applying the Equity Literacy 

framework, I hope to reveal Learning for All’s underlying ideological position or that which it 

may unintentionally support. 

Methodology 

This paper is guided by the following question: Can the recommendations in Learning for 

All (2013) improve educational outcomes for all students and narrow the achievement gap? The 

structure is inspired by Judith Franzak (2016), an American education researcher, who conducted 

a three-part literature review, focused on policy and practices that support “marginalized read-

ers”. Franzak used the term ‘marginalized readers’ to describe students who struggle with 

school-based reading. First, she examined theoretical understandings of what constitutes literacy 

and how literacy skills are developed. Secondly, she explored a variety of studies that provided a 

multi-faceted explanation describing why certain groups of students struggle to develop adequate 

literacy skills. With this theoretical and practical framework, she was able to evaluate existing 

policies intended to address these achievement gaps. However, Franzak’s study explored policy 

and student data in the American context and was limited to literacy. 

Drawing on Franzak’s approach, the first chapter of my review will explore education re-

search focused on marginalized students in Canada since 1990. The purpose is to highlight the 

gaps in achievement and the systemic barriers that cause them. The second chapter is a critical 
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policy analysis of Learning for All (2013), as well as the sources cited therein. A critical policy 

analysis is different from a more traditional policy analysis, in that it moves beyond questions of 

whether a policy works or has been implemented effectively, and instead explores what policy is 

and does, and most importantly, it considers issues of power (Levinson et al., 2009).  Critical ap-

proaches to policy analysis “suggest that policy, even in the most apparently democratic polity or 

institution, codifies and extends the interests of those who disproportionately wield power” (Lev-

inson et al., 2009, p. 769). By applying Gorski and Swalwell’s (2015) Equity Literacy Frame-

work in my critical policy analysis, I will illuminate how Learning for All fails to consider the 

identities, experiences, strengths, and needs of marginalized students, thereby privileging certain 

groups of students over others and reinforcing education inequity. In addition, critical policy re-

searchers “critique existing forms of domination, that which is made to seem natural or inevita-

ble, to clear the way for a possible world of social justice and nondomination” (Levinson et al., 

2009, p. 769). Thus, the third chapter of this paper offers recommendations for change to educa-

tion policy, teaching practice, and potential for future research, to promote equity and justice for 

marginalized students.  

An array of search terms was used to identify sources. For the first section, I used terms 

including ‘achievement gap’, ‘education inequality’, ‘marginalized students’, and ‘at risk stu-

dents/youth’ in combination with terms like ‘socioeconomic status’, ‘poverty’, or ‘low income’. 

Initially, I searched using Brock’s Omni database but found that Canadian journals were often 

missed in this database. Therefore, I conducted searches within the Canadian Business & Cur-

rent Affairs, ERIC, Academic Search Complete, and Education Source databases. I also searched 

within specific journals including the Canadian Journal of Education and the Canadian Journal 

of Education Administration and Policy. Both quantitative and qualitative studies are included in 
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this review. The quantitative studies offer insights regarding patterns of inequality based on sta-

tistical relationships, while the qualitative studies will potentially illuminate how these large-

scale trends shape students’ functioning in the classroom (Denney, 2013).  

In the first phase of research, all sources were collected in Zotero and organized into 

three folders, one for each section of the review. Once all of the search terms were exhausted, the 

sources were assessed for relevance at the abstract level. Articles were eliminated if they did not 

focus on K-12 education, were not within the Canadian context, or if they discussed systemic 

barriers to factors outside of race and class (e.g., disability). Also, given the Equity Literacy 

framework that is guiding this paper, certain sources (Minnis 2006; Richards, 2013) were elimi-

nated for their explicitly deficit and neoliberal orientation, which reinforced racist and colonial 

assumptions about Indigenous people. The initial search produced 150 sources, in the end 84 

were kept and were marked with tags to note the type of study, the geographic location, key 

terms and themes. In the third phase, articles were read thoroughly, detailed notes were made in 

Zotero, and each article was added to a table organizing the articles by theme with a brief (1 - 2 

sentence) summary (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). The thematic table evolved throughout this phase 

as themes across the literature emerge. After this stage, it was determined that I had reached an 

informational saturation point at which no new concepts were emerging (Webster & Watson, 

2002).  
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Chapter 1:  

Marginalized Students in Canada 
 

This chapter is a literature review of Canadian research as it relates to ‘at risk students’ and 

‘achievement gaps’ between students' based on socioeconomic status (SES) and race. It is guided 

by the question: What does the research say about marginalized students in Canada? To address 

this question, I will begin by demonstrating the existence and persistence of achievement gaps 

between students based on race and class. Then, I will outline three broad causes of this inequity 

which emerged in the literature: structural inequities, biased practices and problematic designa-

tions, and the dominance of neoliberal discourse.  

 

Achievement Gaps 

Canadian research has consistently demonstrated the correlation between lower academic 

achievement and being from a lower socioeconomic background (Edgerton et al., 2008; Ma, 

2000; Ma, 2001; Mayor & Suarez, 2019; Roos et al., 2006; Sloat & Wilms, 2000). Xin Ma 

(2000) states that the relationship between lower academic achievement and social class is “the 

most enduring sociological research finding” (p. 338). In another study, Ma (2001), drawing on 

Lytton & Pyryt (1998), states that between 35% and 50% of the variation in students’ achieve-

ment could be attributed to the SES. Roos et al. (2006) found an even larger gap in achievement. 

In their Winnipeg-based study, they found that 89% of children born in 1984 taking the Grade 12 

language exam passed. However, that success rate dropped to 12% for students who were from a 

home that received social assistance (Roos et al., 2006). It should be noted, however, that for the 

purpose of this study only those students who completed the assessment on time, with their 

same-age cohort were considered successful. The authors argue that including students who left 
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school early or were held back, provides a more complete understanding of the impact of SES on 

achievement gap (Roos et al., 2006). Drawing on data from the 2003 Programme for Interna-

tional Student Assessment (PISA) survey, involving 28,000 15-year-old Canadian students, re-

searchers found that higher socioeconomic status was a strong predictor of students’ performance 

in math, science and reading (Edgerton et al., 2008). However, achievement gaps between stu-

dents can be observed much sooner in students’ learning journey.  

Research indicates that achievement gaps due to SES are evident upon or prior to school 

entry. Lower SES is associated with reduced school readiness (Canning, 1991; Janus & Duku, 

2007), literacy skills (D’Angiulli et al., 2004) and number knowledge (Garon-Carrier et al., 

2018) amongst children aged three to five years old. Identifying and addressing these gaps early 

is important as research also suggests that these gaps widen over time (Maggi et al., 2004; Caro 

et al., 2009; McNamara et al., 2011). The impacts of poverty on children’s academic perfor-

mance can be exacerbated by factors including summer learning loss (Davies & Aurini, 2013) 

and being involved with child welfare services (Sanders & Fallon, 2018). Lastly, there can be in-

tragroup differences amongst students from low-income households based on subject area and 

gender. Ma (2000) found that within the same school gaps were not consistent across subject ar-

eas (e.g., large gaps in math, smaller in writing), this discrepancy, Ma argues, may suggest that 

teachers are “differentially effective in reducing socioeconomic inequalities in academic out-

comes” (p. 353). Students from low-income households also struggle with the transition from el-

ementary to secondary school as evidenced by their declining academic achievement. However, 

researchers found that boys declined at a much faster rate than girls (Serbin et al., 2013; Kingdon 

et al., 2017).  
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It is impossible to discuss the impact of poverty on academic achievement without con-

sidering race because poverty is more likely to affect students of colour. According to the 2016 

Census, 14.2% of Canadians are considered low-income but it climbed to 20.8% for Canadians 

who identify as a visible minority (Statistics Canada, 2019; Statistics Canada, 2017). In urban 

centres like Vancouver and Toronto, more than half of people living in poverty were from racial-

ized groups; 58% and 62% respectively (National Council of Welfare, 2012). This income ine-

quality is rooted in the historic beliefs and practices that guided the establishment of the colonial 

Canadian state, which excluded, exploited, and oppressed Black and Indigenous peoples to en-

sure White prosperity (Allahdini, 2014; Nguyen, 2011). While many of the formal and explicit 

mechanisms for Black and Indigenous oppression have been eliminated, the racial inequity is 

maintained via systemic racism which continues to impact racialized people’s access to educa-

tion, employment, housing and a myriad of other services and opportunities (Allahdini, 2014; 

Bonilla-Silva, 2015). However, racial achievement gaps cannot be fully explained by income in-

equality, since studies have found that when we control for income, the gap may narrow but it 

remains in place (Ma & Klinger, 2000; Kober, 2001). Unfortunately, research in Canada about 

the racial achievement gap is limited (George, 2020), but a landmark study conducted on the To-

ronto District School Board in 2017 found that Black students are less likely to be placed in ‘aca-

demic’ stream courses, be identified as gifted, or even graduate (James & Turner, 2017). These 

persistent racial achievement gaps could be attributed to biased teacher practices and decision-

making, culturally irrelevant pedagogy and curriculum, and an unequal distribution of resources 

(James, 2019).  

 Lower SES can also increase the likelihood of early school leaving - typically referred to 

as ‘dropping out’ (Parr & Richardson, 2006). Brownell et al. (2010) investigated adolescents in 
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Manitoba born between 1984 and 1985 who were identified as ‘high risk’. ‘High risk’ in this 

study included those who were involved with child welfare services, lived in poverty, or who had 

a mother who was a teenager at their birth. They found that having just one of these factors in-

creased the likelihood of early school leaving by 41% to 57% as compared to 18% for the gen-

eral population. Of the three however, living in poverty had the most significant impact 

(Brownell et al., 2010). Véronneau et al. (2008) investigated other risk factors associated with 

early school leaving, including perceived peer acceptance, but researchers also noted that SES 

had a profoundly negative impact on students’ failure to graduate (Véronneau et al., 2008). 

While this issue may be more closely associated with urban environments, Dupéré et al. (2019) 

found that the relationship between low-income and early school leaving affects students in both 

urban and rural environments. In their review of the literature, they report that “some rural 

schools have poverty and dropout rates rivalling those found in the most disadvantaged urban 

schools… and this problem is likely to endure, given the increasing presence of pockets of deep 

poverty in rural communities” (Dupéré et al., 2019, p. 1).  

Black and Indigenous students are also at an increased risk of early school leaving (James 

& Dei, 2002; Richards, 2009; Julien, 2016). In Saskatchewan, 16% of non-Indigenous students 

fail to complete high school within three years of starting Grade 10 but that number jumps to 

63% for Indigenous students (Julien, 2016). MacIver (2012) attributes this disparity to the conse-

quences of Canada’s residential school system, experiences of racism and feeling that they do 

not belong in school, and a lack of Indigenous role models in the school system as reasons for 

the disparity in school completion between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students. Butler 

(2021) points out that while Black Canadian students have lower rates of high school comple-

tion, these outcomes are gendered, as Black Canadian females have higher graduation rates than 
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their male counterparts. Livingstone and Weinfield (2017) drew on 2006 census data to assess 

the Black/White gap in high school completion and found that while there was a gap in high 

school completion rates, it disappeared when researchers controlled for other variables including 

income, family structure, gender, and residence in a Census Metropolitan Area. Though the re-

searchers point out that “[the] finding that income and family structure together explain a large 

part of any black/white gap in high school completion does not imply that antiblack racism in 

schools is either inconsequential or nonexistent" (p. 193). They recognize that anti-Black racism 

in schools often manifests in Black students being subjected to higher rates of discipline, special 

education identification, and unfair streaming decisions (James & Turner, 2017; Robson et al., 

2018). Furthermore, they acknowledge that poverty in Canada disproportionately impacts racial-

ized folks. Thus, in a sense, this gap is a product of anti-black racism.  

 

Causes of Racial and Class-Based Inequities 

The correlation between SES and achievement in Canada is well-documented (Edgerton et 

al., 2008; Ma, 2001; Ma & Klinger 2000; Janus & Daku, 2006; Mayor & Suarez, 2019), which is 

concerning given that one in eight Canadians live in poverty (Government of Canada, 2018). 

However, poverty is not experienced equally by all racial groups. While the general poverty rate 

in Canada was 14% in 2020, it was 24% for racialized people (Butler, 2021). More specifically, 

poverty affects 24% of Black Canadians (Butler, 2021) and 25% of Indigenous people (Rashid, 

2021). Researchers have proposed different reasons to explain these achievement gaps, including 

the trend that students with higher SES tend to be connected to “networks of support, infor-

mation, and services” which contribute to their academic success (Mayor & Suarez, 2019, p. 51). 

Middle class parents are more likely to have the time and resources to supplement their child's 
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learning at school by hiring a tutor or providing extra-curricular learning opportunities (Edgerton 

et al., 2008). Children from low-income households may struggle to achieve due to poorer health 

outcomes, frequent changes in housing, and limited access to enriching preschool programs 

(Ladd, 2012).  Lower parent income and education is also associated with fewer opportunities for 

reading and oral language activities in early childhood, which may contribute to the literacy 

achievement gaps when students start school (Kieffer, 2012). Consequently, some argue that 

larger social change is necessary to ultimately improve the achievement of marginalized stu-

dents. 

Cummins (2009) argues that the reason many initiatives to improve the achievement of 

marginalized students fail is because they do not address the socioeconomic circumstances that 

contribute to this inequity. It is evident that non-school interventions which include “increasing 

family income, ensuring adequate nutrition, provision of prenatal and general health care were 

associated with increased cognitive ability and/or academic achievement among low-income stu-

dents” (p. 39). In wealthy countries, differences in social spending have a profound impact on 

child poverty: “No OECD country devoting 10% or more of GDP to social transfers has a child 

poverty rate higher than 10%. No country devoting less than 5% of GDP to social transfers has a 

child poverty rate of less than 15%” (UNICEF, 2007). However, we cannot simply wait for these 

issues of economic and racial injustice to be resolved, as they are unlikely to be fully addressed 

in the near future (Parr & Richardson, 2006). Rather, it is important to focus on the inequities 

and barriers within the system and our teaching practice to bring about change in the meantime. 

In the following sections, I will identify causes of education inequity within schools that are pos-

sible for policymakers and even individual educators to address, these include: parent involve-

ment, institutional barriers, biased practices and designations, and ideological limitations.  
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Parent Involvement 

 Parental involvement in a child’s education including attending school events, helping 

with homework, and generally encouraging their children, is considered a strong predictor of 

children’s academic success (Caissie et al., 2017). Consequently, a lack of parent involvement is 

an oft-cited explanation for the achievement gap between marginalized students and their more 

privileged peers (Acton, 2018; Butler, 2021; Janus & Daku, 2007).  Parents of marginalized stu-

dents are assumed to be less invested in their child’s education or, worse, perceived as less capa-

ble parents (Butler, 2021). Christofides et al. (2015) found that aspirations to attend post-second-

ary were a significant predictor of academic success in high school and that those aspirations are 

influenced by one’s parents. Thus, the authors argue, it is important to engage parents in their 

children’s schooling and impress upon them the value of a post-secondary education (Chris-

tofides et al., 2015). But implicit in these recommendations is that low-income and racialized 

parents are not and do not wish to be engaged in their child’s education, nor do they hold their 

children to high standards. In reality, parents of marginalized students do wish to be involved but 

face significant barriers, both structural and ideological.  

Butler (2021) challenges the stereotypes that low-income, in this case specifically Black 

parents, are disinterested in their child’s education: “In general, the findings challenge stereo-

types about low-income Black parents by illustrating that they are heavily invested in their chil-

dren’s academic excellence. It is a widely held misconception that low-income parents have little 

value for education...” (p. 109). In this study, parents indicated that they made considerable and 

consistent efforts to connect with the school, in spite of the racist microaggressions they often 

experienced at the hands of teachers and school staff. Therefore, to navigate the system, Black 
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parents, especially mothers, established informal support networks (Butler, 2021). Dei (1993), in 

a study with Black Canadian parents from different socioeconomic backgrounds, found that par-

ents were concerned about their children’s academic success. But they were also aware of the ra-

cial bias in the curriculum and the school’s practices and felt that the current channels of commu-

nication with families needed improvement (Dei, 1993). Similarly, a study involving eight low-

income, single Francophone mothers in New Brunswick, revealed that these women held high 

aspirations for their children’s academic success and viewed it as a way to improve their life, or 

‘break the cycle’ (Caissie et al., 2017). Unfortunately, due to the financial instability they experi-

enced and the limited education they held these women felt ill-equipped to adequately support 

their children’s education. However, they did indicate feeling more comfortable when the teacher 

initiated and maintained regular contact (Caissie et al., 2017). DeRoche (2015) found that fami-

lies were differentially equipped to access special education resources for their children because 

“parents with more social, cultural, and economic capital” could more easily access or advocate 

for the support and services their children needed (DeRoche, 2015, p. 18). Perhaps then there are 

ways that schools and teachers might engage parents differently to promote greater participation 

and ensure equitable access to resources.  

Certain kinds of events are more accessible than others. In a narrative inquiry study with 

two Ontario elementary principals in high poverty communities, Acton (2008) found that attend-

ing highly structured events with an academic focus “felt vulnerable” to many of the parents. In-

stead, “Smith [the principal] decided to stop worrying about whether the events had an academic 

focus and instead embraced hosting fun activities designed to build relationships” (p. 310). These 

types of informal, community-oriented events can help build authentic relationships between par-

ents and staff, which in turn helps to eliminate the harmful stereotypes teachers carry about the 
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parents of marginalized students and their level of engagement in their child’s schooling (Flessa 

et al., 2010).  In addition, it is important to consider the accessibility of these events in terms of 

the location, time of day and whether parents can attend with their other children, as all of these 

may be insurmountable barriers particularly for marginalized families (Flessa et a., 2010). There-

fore, given the importance of parent involvement for a child’s overall academic success (Caissie 

et al., 2017) it is incumbent upon schools to facilitate opportunities to meaningfully build rela-

tionships with parents, particularly those from marginalized communities. However, the blame 

for marginalized students’ achievement gaps cannot be placed on parents “without a critical ex-

amination of the structures within which the learning, teaching and administration of education 

take place in our schools” (Dei, 1993, p. 17). In the following section, I will identify and describe 

the numerous structural inequities and barriers that marginalized students face.  

Institutional Barriers 

While our education system may espouse values like equal opportunity and accessibility 

for all students, the structure of schools is actually creating conditions in which only some can 

succeed. Dei and James (2002) contrast personal and institutional forms of exclusion in school. 

Personal exclusion refers to how students may deny one another access to different spaces and 

social opportunities based on personal interests whereas institutional forms of exclusion operate 

at the structural level of schooling, which include relationships between teachers and students, 

and schools and the community. Institutional forms of exclusion also refers to the curriculum, as 

well as teaching and assessment practices. In this section, I will illuminate the ways in which 

marginalized students experience institutional exclusion due to biased curriculum and teaching 
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practices, and inequitable funding and resource distribution. I will then explore how the very in-

struments intended to improve the academic achievement of marginalized students is falling 

short or may in fact be exacerbating the problem.   

Ladson-Billings developed the concept of culturally relevant pedagogy “which is an edu-

cational approach that sets high expectations for the academic achievement of marginalized chil-

dren and values the cultural background of the students” (as cited in Butler, 2021, p. 110). Unfor-

tunately, this pedagogical approach is not often implemented. The parents in Dei’s (1993) study 

identified the issue of bias in the curriculum, which negatively impacts students, particularly for 

racialized individuals. Despite these findings being nearly thirty years old, the problem of cultur-

ally irrelevant curriculum and pedagogy persists. In two studies Carl E. James (2012 & 2019) de-

scribes how the limited steps educators take to use content that is inclusive and relevant to their 

experience, contributes to Black students feeling alienated in their school community and, by ex-

tension, hinders their achievement. If this content is used in the classroom, it is often limited and 

tokenistic (Dei & James, 2002), and this phenomenon is illustrated in this focus group exchange:  

When asked if they learned ‘anything about Black people in their classes’ – particularly 

things that would help prepare them for high school and life thereafter – the general con-

sensus was ‘No.’ Sam said: ‘Well, the only class time we usually talk about Black folks is 

during Black history month’ which, as some participants pointed out, a few teachers 

brought up, but ‘only for a short period.’ Furthermore, the few Black “leaders” they were 

able to recall from what they covered in school were the usual non-Canadian personali-

ties – Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela (James, 2019, p. 383-384). 

 

A lack of culturally relevant pedagogy also negatively impacts Indigenous students in Canadian 

schools. Interviews with ten Indigenous high school students, who were identified as at-risk of 

early school leaving, revealed a strong desire for opportunities to connect with their culture via 

(co)curricular learning opportunities (MacIver, 2012). However, the issue here is not just that the 

content is Eurocentric but also that teaching practices in Canadian public schools are inconsistent 
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with Indigenous ways of knowing (Cherubini et al, 2010; Nguyen, 2011).  In Canada, teaching 

styles tend to be task-oriented, rely on passive-learning, and promote linear-thinking, as opposed 

to “more holistic and cooperative learning models that are more closely aligned to Aboriginal 

epistemologies” (Cherubini et al., 2010, p. 340). Drawing on Marie Battiste (1988), Nguyen 

(2011) argues that schools need to create space for Indigenous Knowledge (IK). But given that 

educators are overwhelmingly White and “not prepared to address the uniqueness of Aboriginal 

epistemology and linguistic traditions”, this is perhaps not a problem individualized instruction 

can solve and is, instead, an issue of education policy design and representation within the teach-

ing profession (Cherubini et al., 2010, p. 340).  

Interviews with Indigenous students in Maciver’s (2012) study revealed that a teacher or 

principal’s ethnicity was less of a concern for these specific Indigenous students. Instead, they 

emphasized the value of teachers’ capacity to build a positive relationship with students. How-

ever, parents interviewed in Dei and James (2002) highlighted this lack of representation as a 

problem in Canadian schools. They acknowledged that their children could learn from teachers 

from the dominant culture, but that they would also benefit from seeing people from minority 

cultures serving in different roles in education. Improving representation in schools is important 

not just because it may result in a change in the content but also because it signals that all people 

can serve in those capacities. If the staff and administration is all White “you might start thinking 

that there’s no place for Black [people] there” (Dei & James, 2002, p. 11). 

 There is much to celebrate about the funding and resource distribution within Ontario’s 

education system. Since 1998, the funding schools receive in Ontario is determined based on a 

formula related to student enrolment (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2002), though additional 
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funding can be allocated for special education needs, language instruction, and Indigenous edu-

cation (People for Education, n.d.). This funding formula replaced a different system that relied 

more on property tax revenue, which led to inequitable outcomes as boards with larger tax bases 

were able to raise more funds (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2002). Furthermore, the govern-

ment of Ontario, in partnership with community organizations, offers school nutrition programs 

across the province (Government of Ontario, 2021).  While these programs do not eliminate food 

insecurity, offering all students breakfast and/or lunch during the school day is an excellent way 

to reduce the impact of poverty on student achievement (Roustit et al., 2010). Despite these posi-

tive elements, there are still some areas of improvement as it relates to resource distribution.  

 While some Indigenous students attend provincially funded public schools, many attend 

schools on reserve. Stewart (2006) highlights that these schools are under federal jurisdiction and 

do not receive equitable funding and services as compared to their provincial counterparts. The 

authors attribute this inequity to, “the lack of educational focus within Indian Affairs, the inap-

propriateness of the Indian Act as a vehicle to deliver educational services, and the lack of finan-

cial and governance support for First Nations educational delivery of effective schools for First 

Nations students” (Stewart, 2006, p. 1006). Yoon and Lubienski (2017) describe how market 

mechanisms are increasing their influence in K-12 education. Governments are offering subsi-

dies in the form of tax credits and vouchers to empower parents with greater choice in their 

child’s education, meanwhile, many public school boards are struggling to cope with reduced 

budgets and rising costs. The authors argue that this neoliberal funding approach benefits the 

wealthy, as “most low-income [and] racially marginalized families choose schools close to 

where they live” due to “economic constraints and housing choices” (Yoon & Lubienski, 2017, 
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p. 3). Consequently, ‘school choice’ does not always exist for students from marginalized fami-

lies. The subsidies offered are usually insufficient to allow them access to private schools and the 

highly sought-after public schools operate in affluent neighbourhoods that are too expensive for 

low-income families to buy or rent housing (Yoon & Lubienski, 2017). In a study reviewing the 

distribution of academic programs across the Toronto District School Board, Parekh et al. (2011) 

found that schools in low-income areas were less likely to have full course offerings or French 

immersion programs which lead to post-secondary education. These structural conditions rein-

force existing class divides by limiting the opportunities of students from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds (Parekh et al., 2011). Genesee (1992) states that while there is considerable evi-

dence that second-language immersion programs are effective for middle-class students, some 

parents and educators had raised concerns that such programs may not be appropriate for chil-

dren of lower SES because of their perceived propensity for lower academic achievement. But, 

in their study, researchers found that "children [from working class families] do benefit from par-

ticipation in immersion without loss to their first language development or academic achieve-

ment" (Genesee, 1992, p. 199). Unfortunately, education reform efforts appear to have been di-

rected elsewhere. 

 Ontario education policy, like that of other jurisdictions, emphasizes accountability 

through standardized testing as a means to improve academic achievement (Kearns, 2011). On-

tario’s Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) facilitates four standardized tests 

throughout a student’s K-12 learning journey. In grades 3 and 6, students complete a joint read-

ing, writing and math assessment. In high school, students write a standardized math test in grade 

9 and a literacy test in grade 10 (EQAO, 2020), the latter is considered a ‘high-stakes standard-
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ized test’ because it is a diploma requirement (Kearns, 2011). EQAO asserts that improving stu-

dent achievement and promoting more equitable outcomes is central to their mandate. They ar-

gue that the data their tests produce can help to identify youth who need additional support 

(Kearns, 2011). However, standardized tests, unlike qualitative studies, fail to capture why mar-

ginalized students are not performing well (Cummins, 2009), and may reinforce harmful stereo-

types about the so-called ‘at risk students’ (James, 2012). Furthermore, results from these assess-

ments do not illuminate solutions for these achievement gaps, but instead they apply unhelpful 

pressure that can negatively impact student learning (Nagy, 2000).  

There are certainly other jurisdictions that engage in more frequent and consequential 

testing, but even Ontario’s model of testing has proven to function as a barrier for some students. 

Cummins (2009) argues that the pressure, particularly on low-income schools, to improve results 

often leads to “teaching to the test and greater focus on drill-and-practice instructional activities” 

(p. 39).  Similarly, Merchant et al. (2020), found that Grade 9 Applied English teachers reori-

ented their instruction and assessment around the components of the OSSLT at the expense of 

other content to mitigate their students’ risk of failure. This approach is understandable given 

that while the overall pass rate in Ontario is 80%, it is only 44% amongst students enrolled in ap-

plied level English (Merchant et al., 2020). It should be noted that students from lower socioeco-

nomic backgrounds are more likely to be in applied level courses (Merchant et al., 2020). In ad-

dition to compromising the quality of instruction students receive, writing (and failing) these as-

sessments can compromise students’ self-concept (Sharma, 2018). Kearns (2011) conducted a 

qualitative study with marginalized students who failed the Ontario Secondary School Literacy 

Test (OSSLT), a high-stakes EQAO assessment that students are required to pass in order to 



25 

 

graduate. The interviews with 16 adolescents revealed the shame and insecurity students experi-

enced upon failing the test: “The power of the test results made some students feel as though 

they did not belong in courses they previously enjoyed, and even caused some of them to ques-

tion their school class placement” (Kearns, 2011, p. 119). In addition, standardized tests are be-

lieved to be neutral, scientific measurements of students’ capacity, but a ‘one-size-fits-all’ as-

sessment cannot possibly account for students’ diverse learning needs (Sharma, 2018). For ex-

ample, these bureaucratic assessments rely on a narrow definition of literacy, which prioritize 

print texts and devalue oral traditions (Kearns, 2016). This limited conceptualization of literacy 

has a particularly negative impact on Indigenous students. Cherubini et al. (2010) argue that 

“Provincial external assessments are not legitimate means to measure Aboriginal student perfor-

mance and instead covertly celebrate a Eurocentric cultural relativism that discounts the episte-

mological, linguistic, and knowledge traditions of Aboriginal students” (p. 339). Thus, it is un-

clear how standardized tests can produce more equitable outcomes due to the lack of culturally 

relevant content in them (Sharma, 2018) and given that a uniform assessment of students’ 

knowledge and abilities fail to account for their varying social conditions, which we know con-

tributes to their academic performance (James, 2012).  

Furthermore, other institutional practices, like implementing equity policies and offering 

social services are sometimes insufficient. Shewchuk and Cooper (2018) reviewed the equity 

policies from all 72 school boards, and while it is encouraging that all boards have a policy, the 

contents of these documents are inconsistent. For example, only 3.05% explicitly addressed anti-

racism and only one had a procedure that directly addressed classism and socioeconomic equity 

(Shewchuk & Cooper, 2018). Rezai-Rashti et al. (2021) reviewed equity policies from eight 

school boards in southwestern Ontario. Researchers found that while many of the policies 
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acknowledged the systemic barriers students faced, the emphasis was still placed on intervention 

at the individual level rather than system-wide change. Additionally, there was little to no discus-

sion of accountability measures, or allocation of funding or staff to bring about these changes or 

address issues of discrimination or inequity when they arise (Rezai-Rashti et al., 2021). Schools 

have also made an effort to have more support staff available within schools for students to ac-

cess, but these are only valuable if all students feel safe connecting with them. In focus groups 

with 14 Indigenous youth, Richmond & Smith (2012) found that these students experienced con-

siderable violence and racism, but they did not seek support from school staff due to a lack of 

trust. These students did not feel that the staff fully understood them and thus,  

the mere existence of a social support… is not good enough if/when the person hired to do 

the work of ‘supporting’ cannot appreciate the distinct socio-economic context within 

which many urban Aboriginal youth navigate their daily lives, nor of the complex histori-

cal context (e.g., residential school legacy) that strongly figures in their contemporary 

health and social realities (Richmond & Smith, 2012, p. 13).  

 

Therefore, while these institutional policies and supports may be well-intentioned, these offer-

ings may be more symbolic than functional.  

 

Biased Practices and Problematic Designations 

 In addition to the institutional barriers marginalized students face, there is considerable 

evidence that harmful biases influence education professionals in terms of their teaching practice 

and decision-making. All of which can produce negative consequences for marginalized stu-

dents. Children from low-income households are assumed to be less academically competent and 

more likely to demonstrate “behaviour problems” than their higher income peers (Butler, 2021; 

Sharma, 2018). These assumptions produce lower expectations amongst educators and can lead 

educators to rely on rote-based learning, which does not promote critical thinking in students. 
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Since critical thinking2 is required for many professions, particularly those that are higher paying 

and confer more social power, schools may in fact be reproducing inequity by limiting students’ 

potential (Sharma, 2018). Riley and Ungerleider (2012) conducted an experiment with 21 teach-

ers from western Canada, who were asked to place fictional students in a ‘supportive’, ‘regular’ 

or ‘advanced’ grade 8 program based on student record cards that included students’ academic 

information, and gender, and some students were identified as Aboriginal or ESL. Eight of the 

teachers noted the high-achieving Aboriginal students, and despite their high grades, some raised 

concerns about their capacity to navigate a more advanced program, assuming they would not 

have the support at home. These concerns were not raised about non-Aboriginal students (Riley 

& Ungerleider, 2012). However, in a study where teachers were interviewed about ‘at risk’ stu-

dents in their own class, Leroy and Symes (2000) found that teachers’ reflections on their stu-

dents’ achievement were rooted in the students’ actual experiences and avoided a deficit orienta-

tion by emphasizing the structural conditions that supported, or hindered, the students’ learning. 

There are many potential reasons why these studies produced different results, including the par-

ticipating teachers’ identity, education and experience. But the results are also likely impacted by 

the fact that the teachers in Leroy and Symes’ (2000) study had relationships with the students 

while those in the Riley & Ungerleider (2012) study were fictional and only existed on record 

cards.  

Carl James (2012) describes, and challenges racist stereotypes often attributed to Black 

male students, including beliefs that they are ‘immigrants’, ‘fatherless’, ‘athletes’, ‘underachiev-

ers’ or ‘troublemakers'.  The assumption that Black students are ‘troublemakers’ encourages edu-

cators to engage in more strict disciplinary measures (James, 2012; James, 2019). The racist be-

lief that Black students are ‘underachievers’ promotes a culture of low expectations amongst 
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teachers that can negatively impact students’ learning (James, 2012). These low expectations of-

ten manifest in teachers steering racialized students away from academic or leadership-oriented 

activities towards non-academic activities, like athletics (Dei & James, 2002; James, 2012). In 

response to these stereotypes, Black students are forced to resist by working harder to prove their 

teachers wrong (James, 2012). While this resilience is admirable, Black students should not have 

to learn in classrooms where the “general assumption [is] that you are more likely to fail and 

you’re a potential dropout” (Dei, 1993, p. 9). Other students may internalize these racist beliefs 

and conform to low expectations. This internalization may lead students to leave school before 

graduating or “[disengage] in their schools by being present in their physical bodies but absent in 

mind and soul” (Dei & James, 2002, p. 7). James argues that these stereotypes are embedded in 

seemingly benign designations like ‘at risk’ and are dangerous because they “operate to catego-

rize, essentialize, and disenfranchise young Black male students as they navigate the school sys-

tem” (James, 2012, p. 471). 

Students may be classified as ‘at risk’ for different reasons, but most commonly it is re-

lated to their capacity to graduate (Wishart et al., 2006). However, concerns about students’ abil-

ity to graduate is a relatively new concept. In the early 1900s, nearly 90% of students left school 

prematurely to pursue employment opportunities in North America. By the 1950s, the dropout 

rate was closer to 50% (Parr & Richardson, 2006). Despite the fact that graduation rates continue 

to improve, concern about dropout rates has increased because today’s economy does not have 

many jobs for those without a high school diploma as compared to generations past (Parr & 

Richardson, 2006). Thus, while there may be benevolent concern about students’ ability to grad-

uate, these efforts are largely rooted in anxiety about economic productivity and prosperity 

(Wishart et al., 2006). This economic motivation is evident in some education policy documents 
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which argue that increasing school completion rates will make a region more attractive for in-

vestment (Wishart et al., 2006).  

Identifying students as ‘at risk’ is often associated with the deficit thinking model that 

blames the student’s achievement on their limited intellectual capacity, motivation, behaviour or 

aspects of their identity (Parr & Richardson, 2006; Kearns, 2016). This bias may also be con-

nected to the long held ‘culture of poverty’ myth, which blames those living in poverty “as the 

agents of their own economic conditions” (Gorski, 2016b). Wotherspoon and Schissel (2001) are 

critical of this deficit discourse and acknowledge that while it may be necessary to identify 

groups of students who are in need of intervention, “labelling of problem populations may create 

stigma, self-fulfilling prophecies, or inappropriate attention on certain individuals to the neglect 

of real problem sources” (p. 331). Classifying youth as at risk can be a euphemism for racist or 

classist beliefs about students and diverts attention away from the systemic inequalities that pro-

duce this academic disparity (Wotherspoon & Schissel, 2001; James, 2012. In her discussion of 

Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT), Kearns (2016) describes how this high stakes 

standardized test creates a class of students identified as ‘illiterate’. Labelling certain students as 

illiterate, similar to ‘at risk’, “falsely [names] the student as the holder of the ‘at riskness’ as op-

posed to multiple and complex social, political and economic forces” (Kearns, 2016, p. 127).  

Therefore, it seems our current strategies to address achievement gaps, particularly those 

that involve standardized testing and labelling students, may in fact be maintaining, if not exacer-

bating, these inequalities. If so, this raises questions about why these practices persist. In the fol-

lowing section, I will discuss the dominant ideological orientations in education which, I argue, 

is currently limiting our capacity to realize more socially just schools for all students. 

 



30 

 

Ideological Limitations 

 Education policy, in Ontario and beyond, has embraced a neoliberal orientation. Neolib-

eralism refers to the resurgence of ideas from the 19th century, which celebrate free market capi-

talism. In education, neoliberalism manifests in a narrow, quantifiable version of education that 

is focused on the development of literacy and numeracy skills that prepare students for the work-

force (Chitpin, 2021).  Neoliberal policymakers prioritize efficiency and accountability, and rely 

on standardized testing to assess student learning, identify those ‘at risk’, and hold educators re-

sponsible for disparities in student achievement (Chitpin, 2021; Sharma, 2018). In this section, I 

will demonstrate how neoliberalism identifies economic prosperity as the purpose of education, 

and then discuss how this motivation limits education reform that would better support marginal-

ized students.  

Neoliberal-infused education policy asserts, implicitly and explicitly, that education must 

prepare students to participate in the economy, both for their own benefit as well as society. 

Fears of competition in a globalized economy intensify this call as demonstrated by this excerpt 

from a 2009 progress report by Ontario’s Ministry of Education: “In a world where you can bor-

row capital, copy technology and buy resources the only thing that sets you apart from the com-

petition are the skills and education of your people” (as cited in Chitpin, 2021, p. 395). Conse-

quently, ‘at risk’ students, often those who are marginalized due to their race and social class, are 

seen to be compromising not only their own future but also that of Canadian society. This fram-

ing of ‘at risk’ students, as threats to Canadian prosperity, contributes to a sense of panic, which 

justifies education reform that promotes workforce integration over any other forms of well-be-

ing (Pinto & Blue, 2016). This is exemplified by programs like the Aboriginal Youth Entrepre-
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neurship Program (AYEP), which has been implemented in many jurisdictions to offer entrepre-

neurial education to Indigenous youth, especially those identified as 'at risk'. In their analysis of 

publications from and about this program, Pinto & Blue (2016) demonstrate how "colonial prac-

tices, deficit discourse and discursive neoliberalism are embedded and perpetuated through entre-

preneurial education targeted at Aboriginal students via AYEP" (p. 1). Their discourse analysis 

demonstrates how AYEP reduces students, in this case Indigenous learners, to their economic 

output and assumes one goal for everyone: middle class success (Pinto & Blue, 2018). Neoliber-

alism also values certain character traits over others, especially those associated with the ‘busi-

ness leader’, including initiative, efficiency, and assertiveness all of which are fostered in school 

(Sharma, 2018). Students who do not possess these attributes are considered inferior, which can 

have particularly negative impacts on racially marginalized students whose “sociological and 

cultural values are deemed unworthy or require ‘correction’”, which will likely result in these 

students becoming disengaged (Sharma, 2018, p. 145). Thus, neoliberal education reform, which 

purports to improve students’ academic achievement and future success, can be paternalistic, Eu-

rocentric and inconsistent with students’ current realities and goals for the future. Furthermore, 

the emphasis on participating in the economy ignores the fact that the economy is an inherently 

unequal, stratified system. Therefore, even if we could assume that this was everyone’s end goal 

of education, we cannot truly promise that participation in said system will lead to positive out-

comes (Dei & James, 2002; Wishart et al., 2006). 

 Given that neoliberal education policy identifies a narrow and uniform goal for all stu-

dents, it is perhaps unsurprising that it uses standardized tests to assess the efficacy of its re-

forms. In the previous section, I discussed how participating in standardized testing can nega-
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tively impact students’ self-concept, limit pedagogy, and that they are unfair assessments be-

cause of their Eurocentric nature. In what follows, I will discuss the intended purpose of the 

tests, and how the results of these assessments are used to conceal and obscure that which actu-

ally drives education inequity.  

 Under a neoliberal education regime, accountability through testing is considered an ef-

fective way to improve education for all students. The assumption is that by collecting and pub-

lishing data on students’ performance, schools and the ministry will be able to reduce ‘achieve-

ment gaps’ (Sharma, 2018; Chitpin, 2021). However, this meritocratic belief ignores the afore-

mentioned institutional barriers that marginalized students face, and consequently can reinforce 

deficit thinking about marginalized students (James, 2019). Raptis (2013) raises questions about 

how reports on standardized tests, specifically the school rankings published by the Fraser Insti-

tute, reproduce inequity. These rankings are touted as a mechanism to improve school achieve-

ment through accountability and providing parents with choice (Raptis, 2012). Even if standard-

ized tests could be considered a valid way to assess student ability, these rankings rely on other 

indicators that discriminate against schools with a greater low-income population. For example, a 

school’s rank was negatively impacted based on the number of students who were absent or una-

ble to write the test. Given that absenteeism tends to be higher amongst low-income students, 

due to complications of poverty, “this indicator artificially deflates the academic standing of low-

SES schools” (Raptis, 2012, p. 192).  

 Martino and Rezai-Rashti (2013) demonstrated that how results are presented can influ-

ence what types of achievement gaps receive attention and concern. In their analysis of the re-

sults from and subsequent publications about the 2009 Programme for International Student As-

sessment (PISA), researchers found that concerns about a gender gap were the primary focus. 
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This emphasis on gender, specifically the ‘failing boys’ rhetoric, avoids discussing how racial 

and socioeconomic inequity contributes to achievement: “Such disaggregation of data to include 

a specific focus on gender elides a more thoughtful and nuanced consideration of race and class 

inequalities in performance gaps, which significant literature in the field has shown to be much 

greater than any gender gap, particularly in countries such as the UK, US and Canada” (Martino 

& Rezai-Rashti, 2013, p. 594). The authors also demonstrate how PISA test scores are used to 

celebrate Ontario as a top performer in education, due to its ‘commitment to equity, to multicul-

turalism’ (p. 605). Unfortunately, what the promotional video fails to mention is that the diverse 

community showcased in the video, Unionville, is amongst the most affluent areas in the Greater 

Toronto Area, and thus does not capture the experience of all students (Martino & Rezai-Rashti, 

2013).  

 

Conclusion 

The literature presented in this first section demonstrates the profound outcome dispari-

ties between students based on socioeconomic status (SES) and race in Canada and reveals the 

complex causes that contribute to this inequity. These causes include structural inequities, biased 

practices and problematic designations, and the dominance of neoliberal discourse. In the follow-

ing chapter, guided by the findings of this literature review and the principles of the Equity Liter-

acy framework, I will assess Learning for All’s capacity to address these profound inequities in 

our education system.    
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Chapter 2:  

Assessing Learning for All 

 
 In this section, I will assess Learning for All (2013), a resource guide published by On-

tario’s Ministry of Education, that aims to “raise the bar and close the gap in achievement for all 

students” (p. 3). First, I will offer a general critique related to the research used to develop the 

strategies in this guide. Second, I will conduct a critical policy analysis of Learning for All, using 

Paul Gorski & Katy Swalwell’s Equity Literacy framework, to demonstrate that Learning for All 

(LFA) is incapable of addressing the needs of marginalized students as described in the previous 

chapter. 

Questioning the Research 

Evidence-Based Approach? 

In 2005 Ontario’s Ministry of Education published Education for All (2005) and provided 

$25 million for school boards to implement the strategies therein. The recommendations in Edu-

cation for All are similar to Learning for All, including a focus on varied assessments, differenti-

ated instruction, and universal design for learning. (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005; Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2013). However, Education for All is focused on numeracy and literacy 

from Kindergarten to grade 6, so it contains chapters exploring these specific areas in more de-

tail. In 2009, Professors Andy Hargreaves and Henry Braun from Boston College were invited 

by the Council of Ontario Directors of Education (CODE) to assess the impact and efficacy of 

the reforms school boards had implemented based on Education for All.  This study is cited in 

Learning for All as evidence that these adjustments to instruction and assessment are effective: 

“the initiative ultimately benefited all students and their teachers in school boards across the 
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province” (p. 4, italics present in the original). However, the assertion that these changes led to 

significant improvements for all students may have been overstated.  

Over a two-and-a-half-year period, the research team conducted site visits which included 

interviews with staff in ten school boards. The school boards that participated were self-selected, 

but the researchers assert that the boards involved represent Ontario’s diversity and Ontario’s 

three different school sectors: Public, Catholic, and Franco-Ontarian (Hargreaves & Braun, 

2012). They also distributed a survey to staff to learn more about participants’ perspectives on 

the project and the context within which they work (Hargreaves & Brown, 2012). To assess 

achievement outcomes, researchers reviewed Grade 3 EQAO scores before and after the pilot 

program to assess improvements in reading and writing. EQAO data indicated slight improve-

ments in both reading and writing, but more significant increases in the latter. The achievement 

gap between special needs and other students also decreased. However, these gains coincided 

with the policy change that allowed test accommodations for special needs students (Hargreaves 

& Brown, 2012). Therefore, it is difficult to determine if, and to what degree, the gains made 

were due to the instructional practices or students having access to additional tools on the day of 

the test.  Furthermore, one of the goals of this program was to reduce the number of students 

identified with special education needs, but the researchers note that identification rates contin-

ued to increase during this period (Hargreaves & Braun, 2012).  

Staff responses through the interviews and surveys demonstrated several positive out-

comes. These include greater inclusion of students with special education needs in the main-

stream classroom, increased collaboration amongst teachers, and a greater variety of instructional 

strategies being used (Hargreaves & Braun, 2012). However, several staff members also raised 
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concerns about the emphasis on EQAO results as a metric of success. They argued that these re-

sults fail to capture all that students are capable of, and standardized testing is inconsistent with 

the differentiated instruction they receive. Furthermore, there was evidence that some schools 

concentrated more attention on students performing close to the proficiency target than those 

with greater learning needs (Hargreaves & Braun, 2012a).  This is consistent with the findings of 

Heilig, Young, and Williams’ (2011) study in Texas, which demonstrated that high-stakes ac-

countability testing can lead to fear-based, risk management behaviours by staff, including the 

aforementioned educational triage (Heilig et. al, 2011). Proponents of EQAO assessments insist 

that these tests cannot be compared to those used in the United States because the grades students 

receive do not go on their report cards (with the exception of the grade 9 math assessment) nor 

do they impact teacher compensation (EQAO, 2015). However, the engagement in these risk 

management behaviours by Ontario education workers suggests the pressure to perform on 

standardized tests can cause harm regardless of the stakes. Furthermore, the notion that EQAO 

assessments, especially the Grade 10 Literacy Test, promote education reform or improves edu-

cation outcomes for all students is contradicted by the aforementioned studies conducted in On-

tario (Kearns, 2011; Merchant et al., 2020). Therefore, Leading for All’s reliance on EQAO data 

(Hargreaves & Braun, 2012), undermines the assertion that the recommendations put forth in 

Learning for All are evidence-based.  

(Over) Emphasis on Early Literacy 

 Learning for All (2013) is branded as a resource guide for K-12, yet two of its primary 

references, Leading for All (2012b) and Breakthrough (2006) are focused on improving early lit-

eracy (Kindergarten to Grade 3). The majority of participating schools in Leading for All’s study 
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were focused on improving student achievement in early literacy and the assessment of these re-

forms were in large part based on students’ performance on the Grade 3 EQAO (p. 25). The 

framework described in Fullan, Hill and Crevola’s Breakthrough is the basis for Learning for 

All. Breakthrough is a book that proposes education reform focused on improving classroom in-

struction so that it is “a more precise, validated, data-driven expert activity” (Fullan et al., 2006, 

p. xv). The authors develop the “Three P Model: Personalization, Precision, and Professional 

Learning”, which Learning for All quotes in full (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 8; Ful-

lan et. al, 2006, p. 15). To support this model, the authors of Breakthrough argue that education 

needs to develop expert systems called ‘critical learning instructional paths’ (CLIPs), which will 

map a student’s typical learning trajectory toward a specific objective. CLIPs are inspired by 

‘critical care paths’ in healthcare which provide a consistent, evidence-based protocol for physi-

cians to follow for different medical events with accommodations for individuals with unique 

needs (Fullan et al., 2006).  In education, a CLIP would be developed for a specific learning ob-

jective. The CLIP would include the different learning stages, indicators for each stage, and po-

tential interventions to support those who are deemed to be struggling (Fullan et. al, 2006).  

 To illustrate the value and process of developing a CLIP, the authors walk readers 

through one example for early literacy. They describe six stages children from Kindergarten to 

Grade three typically move through as they learn to read and describe specific behaviours or 

skills children will demonstrate at each stage. Learning to read, the authors argue, is a process 

that typically follows a linear trajectory that educators can map out, in the same way that 

healthcare professionals can predict the typical path of a patient who needs a knee replacement. 

Though it should be noted that neither Ontario curriculum documents nor research for this learn-

ing pathway, including the stages and skills are well referenced in this section. Afterwards, they 
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acknowledge that CLIPs may be best for ‘critical’ concepts or skills that all students must know, 

which according to the authors includes literacy, science and math. But CLIPs may not be as val-

uable for ‘content-rich’ subjects like history, music, or visual arts (Fullan et. al, 2006, p. 79). 

Thus, it is unclear if the process Breakthrough describes is applicable to all (or any) grades and 

subject areas, as Learning for All implies.  

Both Breakthrough (2006) and Learning for All (2013) state that their intent is to raise 

achievement for all students and to reduce the achievement gap between groups of students 

based on factors like socioeconomic status. However, it is unclear if their recommendations are 

uniquely suited to accomplish this goal nor if efforts applied in primary grades endure or are suit-

able beyond third grade. A study conducted by D’Angiulli et al. (2004) demonstrated that it is 

possible to attenuate the impact of socioeconomic status on early literacy. In this longitudinal 

study, over 1,200 students in Vancouver were followed from Kindergarten to Grade 3, as teach-

ers provided explicit and intensive literacy instruction in their classrooms. The instruction fo-

cused on twelve (‘daily dozen’) reading strategies to improve comprehension, six forms of read-

ing (e.g., guided, shared, independent, etc.), and activities emphasizing sound-symbol relation-

ships (D’Angiulli, 2004).  

There was no mention of differentiated instruction or the other strategies Learning for All 

suggests, instead the authors explain that all activities were structured in a similar fashion and 

were “delivered systematically” (D’Angiulli, 2004, p. 873). Regardless, based on the research-

ers’ annual assessments, the achievement gap present in Kindergarten diminished after one year 

and by Grade Three the risk of reading failure was “similarly low across the socioeconomic 

spectrum” (D’Angiulli, et. al, 2004, p. 876). While these results are encouraging, an American 

study, which followed students’ progress through to Grade Eight, found similar results between 
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Kindergarten and Grade Three, but after Grade Three, these growth rates invert, and the gap wid-

ens again (Kieffer, 2012). Kieffer (2012) did not provide definitive answers for this trend, but the 

author suggests that the effects of SES may become more pronounced during this period and the 

learning needs and required interventions more complex (Kieffer, 2012). These studies reveal 

that there may need to be multiple methods to address achievement gaps in early literacy and 

raises questions about the endurance of these improvements. Unfortunately, neither Learning for 

All, nor Breakthrough, address these additional complexities and thus, the effectiveness of their 

proposed methods and their efficacy in or beyond early literacy is questionable.  

Assessing Learning for All using Equity Literacy 

Defining the Problem 

In order to develop an effective solution, one must first fully understand the problem. 

LFA brands itself as a solution, a guide to “help raise the bar and close the gap in achievement 

for all students” (p. 3). Before outlining the instructional strategies, its authors believe will radi-

cally improve students’ academic performance, LFA briefly (one page out of a 70-page docu-

ment) defines achievement gaps and identifies between which groups they are most prevalent 

(i.e., the ‘problem’). In this section, LFA is correct in that there are achievement gaps between 

different demographic groups of students, most notably between differing levels of socioeco-

nomic status. However, the language used in this section and the absence of any discussion as to 

why these gaps exist can produce negative consequences. Gorski (2016b) explains that Equity 

Literacy is a lens through which to examine inequity in education and provides teacher-educators 

with three reflective questions to guide their practice: 

(1) Am I helping my students develop a language that problematizes deficit framings? (2) Am I in 

any way suggesting that educational outcome disparities can be eradicated by fixing economically 

marginalised people’s mindsets rather than by fixing the conditions that economically marginalise 

people? (3) Am I providing students with adequate structural context so that they will understand 

and learn how to respond to the core causes of educational outcome disparities? (Gorski, 2016b, pp. 
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384-385) 

 

While these questions are designed for individual reflection, Learning for All, like teacher-educa-

tors, has and continues to guide the practices and beliefs of current and future teachers. Thus, in 

what follows, I will adapt the first and third questions to illuminate how LFA’s explanation of 

‘achievement gaps’ promotes a deficit framing of students, which undermines its ability to bring 

about substantive change.  

 

Does Learning for All help teachers “develop a language that problematizes deficit framings?” 

(Gorski, 2016b, p. 384) 

Gorski (2016a) points out that “language informs interpretation and interpretation in-

forms substance. Achievement gap or opportunity gap? Dropout or push-out?... How we frame 

the problem drives what we are capable of imagining as solutions” (p. 225). This raises concerns 

about LFA’s definition of the problem. By using the term ‘achievement gap’ rather than ‘oppor-

tunity gap’, it situates the blame within the student and perhaps their family, rather than consid-

ering the unequal distribution of resources and opportunity that leads to these outcome dispari-

ties. Consequently, LFA may encourage educators to hold a deficit view of their students (Gor-

ski, 2016b). LFA states that “Gaps in achievement can be measured in terms of various factors, 

such as gender, ethnocultural background, socio-economic status, special education needs, lan-

guage proficiency, or number of credits by the end of a particular grade” (emphasis added; p. 3). 

The use of the term ‘various factors’ suggests that poor academic achievement is attributable to 

certain, often immutable, aspects of a students’ identity. This framing conceals how power and 

opportunity are differentially exerted and distributed along these axes of identity (Gorski, 

2016a). The subtext of this section would have been wildly different had they instead described 

students as racially and economically marginalized.  
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Notably, race is not listed amongst the social categories in their description of achieve-

ment gaps, instead they refer to ‘ethnocultural background’ (p. 11). This lack of specificity is un-

surprising given that race tends to be under-theorized in education (Milner, 2008), though it is 

concerning given the salience of racial inequity in education. This reluctance to discuss how race 

and racism contributes to educational inequity suggests educational discourse, including Learn-

ing for All, may be informed by ‘colourblind racism’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2015). Colourblind racism 

emerged in the post-civil rights era and is characterized by its covert nature, in which direct ra-

cial references are avoided but racial hierarchies are maintained through continued discrimina-

tion (Bonilla-Silva, 2015). In education, this colourblind orientation, which assumes “neutrality, 

democracy, objectivity and equality” (López, 2003, p. 85), fails to consider systemic barriers and 

instead encourages teachers to attribute educational disparities to a failure of the individual (Ben-

nett et. al, 2019), and potentially reinforces racist stereotypes about Black students as ‘lazy’, ‘un-

derachievers’, and ‘dangerous’ (James, 2012; Allen, 2013).  

To address these deficit framings and systemic barriers in the education system, Milner’s 

(2021) Opportunity Gap Framework offers 5 principles to “challenge educators to broaden their 

belief systems, shift their mind-sets, and transform their practices in order to better address op-

portunity gaps” (pp. 24-25). Interestingly, the first principle is to ‘reject color blindness’ (p. 26), 

and instead encourages educators to consider how race and racism function at all levels, both in 

and beyond our schools, and how our own practices maintain racial injustice.  The third and 

fourth principles require teachers to ‘recognize the myth of meritocracy’ and ‘disrupt low expec-

tations and deficit mind-sets’ (Milner, 2021, pp. 27-28). These interconnected principles require 

teachers to rethink student success through a lens that recognizes the differential access students 
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have to opportunity and how our perception of students may (un)intentionally influence a stu-

dent’s engagement and success. Unfortunately, LFA fails to consider these complexities in its 

discussion of ‘achievement gaps’. While the authors recognize that “Every student’s learning ex-

perience can be improved when there is a shared commitment to high expectations for every stu-

dent” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 53), they do not consider how entrenched racist 

and classist beliefs may influence the expectations educators have for their students. Therefore, 

the language used in the LFA’s description of the problem, ‘achievement gaps’, will likely rein-

force deficit framings of students and lead to inadequate solutions.  

 

Does Learning for All provide “adequate structural context so that [educators] will understand 

and learn how to respond to the core causes of educational outcome disparities?” (Gorski, 

2016b, p. 385) 

While it may be important to raise awareness about achievement gaps, without discussing 

the structural barriers that marginalized students face, teachers are likely to adopt a deficit view 

of these students (Gorski, 2016b). Gorski (2016b) describes an ideological spectrum on poverty, 

with deficit and structural ideologies on either end. Those with a deficit orientation embrace the 

meritocratic view that individuals are responsible for their circumstances, whereas those on the 

structural end understand poverty as an outcome of an economically unjust society. The ideologi-

cal perspective an educator holds is more important than any strategies used because, “As a 

teacher, can I believe a student’s mindset is deficient, that she is lazy, unmotivated, and disinter-

ested in school and also build a positive, high-expectations relationship with her?” (Gorski, 

2016b, p. 382). Therefore, the crux of the problem with LFA is that it is providing a solution to a 

problem it does not adequately define, thereby the solutions it offers will always be insufficient. 



43 

 

Inadequate Solutions 

 Immediately following the brief description of ‘achievement gaps’, the authors identify 

what they view as the two critical components required to narrow gaps and improve overall stu-

dent achievement. First, improving student achievement is a responsibility equally shared by all 

stakeholders, including students, parents, educators and community partners. Secondly, educa-

tion outcomes are improved through “a sustained and deliberate focus on individual students’ 

strengths and needs, assessment for learning, and precision in instruction through evidence-in-

formed interventions” (p. 11). In this section, I will outline how these interventions will likely 

fall short of their intended promise, particularly in how they are defined in this guide. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, parental engagement in a child’s education is con-

sidered a strong predictor of a student’s academic success (Caissie et al., 2017). Involvement 

may include attending school events, helping with homework, and communicating with school 

staff. By extension, a lack of parent involvement is an oft-cited explanation for the achievement 

gap between marginalized students and their more privileged peers (Acton, 2018; Butler, 2021; 

Janus & Daku, 2007). Thus, LFA is correct in identifying this as a priority for educators to im-

prove student achievement. However, LFA offers a limited discussion on how to engage parents 

in their child’s education and what barriers may exist. Throughout the document, ‘parents’ are 

mentioned 24 times. In most instances, the reader is encouraged to consult parents about a stu-

dent's learning needs (pg. 28, 33, 36, 46) and to ‘collaborate’ with them to promote student suc-

cess (pg. 30, 32, 34, 35, 43, 51, 52, 56, 58, 59). Unfortunately, none of these references to con-

sulting or collaborating with parents discusses how to cultivate a respectful relationship with par-

ents nor how systemic barriers may make it challenging for the parents of marginalized students 

to participate.  
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Consequently, if educators attempt to form these relationships with parents with limited 

success, teachers may make assumptions that parents of marginalized students do not want to 

support their child’s education. To avoid falling into this deficit view, an Equity Literacy frame-

work invites educators and administrators to reflect on the following questions: “Do we organise 

opportunities for family involvement in ways that are responsive to the challenges economically 

marginalised families face, perhaps a lack of paid leave, difficulty securing transportation, the 

inability to afford childcare, and the necessity of working multiple jobs? Even if we cannot elim-

inate these barriers entirely, can we create policy and practice that do not exacerbate them?” 

(Gorski, 2016b, p. 384). In so doing, we reorient our perspective to an understanding that all par-

ents wish to be engaged in their child’s education but some face barriers which limits their par-

ticipation (DeRoche, 2015; Acton, 2018; Flessa et. al., 2010; Caissie et al., 2017). 

Interestingly, LFA acknowledges “that contextual and background factors, particularly 

socio-economic status and parent education, have a significant influence on student achieve-

ment” (p. 11). This conclusion, especially the socioeconomic status component, is supported by 

the research discussed in Chapter 1 of this paper. However, instead of discussing why these out-

come disparities exist or referencing any literature on the topic, the authors assure readers that 

their “integrated process of assessment and instruction that helps every student reach his or her 

potential and, as a consequence, helps to close the achievement gap” (p. 11). This type of solu-

tion suggests that students are unsuccessful because they are not having their individual learning 

needs met, when, according to their own (partial) statement of the problem, there are notable 

achievement gaps between different groups. Canadian achievement data has consistently demon-

strated that being from a lower socioeconomic background has a negative impact on academic 

achievement (Edgerton et al., 2008; Ma, 2000; Ma, 2001; Mayor & Suarez, 2019; Roos et al., 
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2006; Sloat & Wilms, 2000). These between group trends are evident in data from the standard-

ized tests facilitated by Ontario’s Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO). While 

the overall pass rate for Ontario’s Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) is 80%, it drops to 

44% for students enrolled in applied level English courses (Merchant et. al., 2020), which tend to 

have higher representations of racialized students (James & Turner, 2017) and those from lower 

socioeconomic background (Merchant et. al., 2020). These outcome disparities are also evident 

between schools in neighbourhoods with different average household incomes (See Table 1). 

Therefore, if student achievement is so profoundly impacted by processes of racial and economic 

marginalization, it is unclear how individualized instruction will ameliorate these outcome dis-

parities.  

Table 1 

Comparing OSSLT Scores Based on Average Neighbourhood Income 

Criteria School A* School B* 

Average Household Income in Surrounding Neighbour-

hood** 

$27,600 - $61,600 $80,800 - $125,000 

% of First-Time Eligible Students who Participated in the 

Assessment*** 

53% 97% 

% of Students Identified as English Language Learners 12% 2% 

% of Students Identified with Special Education Needs 58% 11% 

% of Students Identified with Special Education Needs who 

Received Accommodations 

33% 7% 

2017-2019 Success Rate 65% 81% 

 
Notes. *School names were intentionally withheld in this comparison. They are two public secondary schools within 

the same Ontario school board, located approximately 5 km apart.  

**Average household income data is from Canada’s 2016 Census as published on censusmapper.ca.  
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***School information, including student participation rate, special education needs, and success rates were drawn 

from the EQAO website through the ‘Find My School’ database (https://www.eqao.com/the-assessments/find-my-

school/).  

 

An Equity Literacy lens encourages educators and policymakers to consider inequities 

not just at the micro level (i.e., between individual students) but also at the macro level (Gorski 

& Pothini, 2018). This orientation reveals that our problem is not a lack of available strategies 

nor desire amongst educators to support their students, rather it is a fundamental misunderstand-

ing of the conditions that compromise student engagement and achievement: “we [educators] 

adopt and apply a steady stream of strategies and build a variety of initiatives for ‘closing’ the 

‘achievement gap’, but do we understand the conditions that underlie the ‘achievement gap’ well 

enough to build initiatives that respond to them adequately?” (Gorski & Pothini, 2018, p. 9). 

Gorski (2016b) acknowledges that addressing structural barriers likely feels insurmountable and 

outside the scope of the education system, which is why these issues may be avoided. But even if 

educators cannot eliminate the systemic barriers that marginalized students face, at very least, we 

must be aware of their existence and consider how our practice is responsive to the needs they 

may produce (Gorski, 2016b). Equity Literacy is comprised of four abilities, “These include the 

ability to 

● Recognize even the subtlest biases and inequities. 

● Respond to bias, discrimination and inequity in a thoughtful and equitable man-

ner.  

● Redress bias, discrimination, and inequity, not only by responding to interper-

sonal bias, but also by studying the ways in which bigger social change happens. 

● Cultivate and sustain bias-free and discrimination-free communities, which re-

quires an understanding that doing so is a basic responsibility for everyone in a 

civil society” (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015, p. 37) 

Since the academic performance of racially and economically marginalized students is 

likely to be compromised by structural inequities, biased practices and the dominance of neolib-

eral discourse, educators ought to cultivate their Equity Literacy abilities. If not, when teachers 
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implement well-intentioned strategies like individualized instruction, they might ignore the back-

ground and contextual factors that compromise student achievement.  

Within the discussion of ‘Differentiated Instruction’, one of LFA’s core recommenda-

tions, the authors identify three fundamental needs students have, which demonstrate the value of 

this type of instruction. Students need a (1) “safe and non-threatening environment”, (2) they 

need to “be appropriately challenged”, and (3) they should “be able to make meaning of new 

ideas and skills through significance association with elements of previous knowledge and expe-

rience” (p. 17). Unfortunately, the subsequent discussion in the document is limited to strategies 

like different ability groupings and tailoring instruction to students’ interests, learning style, and 

‘readiness to learn’ (pg. 17-20). These strategies are not unimportant but are unlikely to funda-

mentally change the academic achievement of marginalized students, because they fail to address 

the aforementioned needs of students or challenge oppressive practices and structures.  

Marginalized students are more likely to be held to lower expectations (Butler, 2021; Dei 

& James, 2002; Sharma, 2018 ), face harmful stereotypes (James, 2012; James 2019; Dei, 1993), 

encounter curriculum and pedagogy that is not reflective of their identity (James, 2012; James, 

2019; Cherubini et al., 2010; Nguyen, 2011; ), and have differential access to educational re-

sources and programming (Stewart, 2006; Parekh et al., 2011; Yoon & Lubienski, 2017). All of 

which can have negative impacts on academic achievement, school completion, and student 

well-being. Thus, addressing issues of equity and inclusion in the classroom ought to be a central 

focus in our efforts to “raise the bar and close the gap”. Regrettably, LFA does not prioritize 

these issues in their recommendations.   

LFA references the importance of creating a ‘safe learning environment’ for all students 

throughout the guide (pg. 15, 16, 17, 22, 55). However, the description of what constitutes a safe 
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environment is limited and there is no discussion of how educators can create such a space for 

their students. The authors simply instruct teachers to “provide a caring and safe environment 

that is engaging, inclusive, and respectful of all students” (p. 15). While this is certainly an im-

portant goal for teachers to aspire to, the subjectivity in these terms may lead to vastly different 

outcomes.  

Gorski and Swalwell (2015) describe an exchange with a group of students that illumi-

nates how even well-intentioned efforts to promote equity and inclusion can fall short. The re-

searchers were conducting a focus group with students at a high school described as predomi-

nantly White and economically diverse. When asked about the school’s ‘Multicultural 

Curriculum Initiative’ one student responded saying that the “‘...multicultural initiative means 

nothing. There’s racism at this school, and nobody’s doing anything about it!’” (Gorski & Swal-

well, 2015, p. 34). The distance between the intention and the result, is that equity programming 

is often focused on celebrating diversity but fails to attend to issues of racism, homophobia, sex-

ism or economic injustice within the school. Consequently, schools are effectively “asking stu-

dents and families who experience these inequalities to allow students and families who don’t 

experience them to grow their knowledge, while the inequalities themselves go unaddressed” 

(Gorski & Swalwell, 2015, p. 36). These types of school events and curricular initiatives are not 

an inherently bad thing, as long as the principles of equity and social justice are at the center.  

Therefore, LFA’s call to create a ‘safe environment’ is a valuable recommendation, but 

without specific guidance on what can compromise classroom safety and how to address those 

issues, educators’ efforts will likely fall short. Part of the reason for this is that inequities in our 

classrooms and school can be hard to see, as they are often “...implicit and unintentional, hidden 

in day-to-day practices, school traditions, and quiet interactions” (Gorski & Pothini, 2018, p. 14). 
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It can be particularly difficult for educators to recognize and address the barriers students’ face, 

if they are not ones educators have had to face themselves. This is of particular concern given the 

demographic divide between teachers and students. Turner (2014) found that 26% of Ontario’s 

population identify as racial minorities, but racial minorities make up only 10% of high school 

teachers and 9% of elementary teachers. While Ontario school boards should work to address 

this, and other issues of representation in the profession, individual teachers can cultivate an 

awareness that extends beyond their default perspective. The four abilities of Equity Literacy are 

a great place to begin.  

Gorski and Pothini (2018) provide examples of skills and dispositions associated with 

each of the abilities to help educators operationalize these ideas. For example, an equity literate 

educator working on the first ability (“to recognize even the subtlest biases and inequities”) 

should work to notice bias not just in their classroom materials, but also in school policies and 

the way students, and students and staff, interact. Staff are also encouraged to “reject deficit 

views that locate the sources of outcome inequalities (such as test score or graduate rate dispari-

ties) as existing within students’ ‘mindsets’ or ‘cultures’ rather than as resulting from disparate 

levels of access to resources and experiences in and out of school” (Gorski & Pothini, 2018). 

Gorski (2017) also published a list of behaviours that equity literate educators can commit to, 

which include learning to pronounce each student’s name correctly, recognizing that not all stu-

dents have the same access to educational materials, and asking students for feedback to inform 

one’s practice. These practical steps and examples move concepts like ‘classroom safety’ and 

‘inclusion’ from nebulous to actionable. Given the length with which LFA described other strate-

gies associated with differentiated instruction, it is disappointing that issues around classroom 

safety and inclusion did not receive the same attention.  
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The recommendations offered in Learning for All are not necessarily harmful but are un-

likely to address the needs of marginalized students and therefore will fail to achieve its intended 

purpose. The evidence used to support the efficacy of the strategies suggested in the guide is in-

sufficient, or at very least not applicable to all students, in all grades and subject areas. In addi-

tion, while LFA does acknowledge the presence of achievement gaps, the shallow discussion of-

fered is likely to promote deficit thinking in educators. Lastly, the strategies presented to ‘raise 

the bar and close the gap’, which are largely focused on individualizing instruction, are incon-

sistent with the reasons these gaps exist. 
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Chapter 3:  

Recommendations, Limitations & Conclusion 
 

Recommendations 

It would be unfair to criticize Learning for All for failing to deliver on its promise to ‘raise 

the bar and close the gap ’without offering potential solutions and alternatives. In an article de-

scribing ‘alternative visions of schooling’, Dei (2010) critiques current efforts to improve student 

achievement as these well-intentioned policies are “often short-sighted responses and not far-

reaching in their effects” (p. 124). He argues that transformative change must occur in two veins: 

structural and pedagogical. Structural change requires investment in targeted programs that sup-

port the most marginalized students and pedagogical improvements are focused on the delivery 

of education. Thus, Learning for All might be understood as one such ‘well-intentioned policy ’

that is unlikely to succeed in its aims because it fails to consider or do what is necessary to enact 

transformative change. Gorski (2016b) acknowledges that a structural understanding of educa-

tional inequities can be frustrating or discouraging to educators as the changes required appear 

outside of our sphere of influence. As a result, it may be more appealing to attribute gaps to indi-

vidual effort and education quality, which are more easily rectified by discrete pedagogical strat-

egies. However, if teachers and administrators are not invited to understand the structural barri-

ers that marginalized students face, it may encourage deficit thinking (Gorski, 2016b). Further-

more, it places an undue burden on teachers. While there are certainly opportunities for individ-

ual educators to better respond to the needs of marginalized students, it is irresponsible to sug-

gest that the complex needs created by economic and racial injustice are mitigated by differenti-

ated instruction.  
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As a result, the recommendations in this section are consistent with Dei’s (2010) call in that 

they will include both structural and pedagogical changes and are influenced by Gorski and 

Swalwell’s (2015) Equity Literacy framework. More specifically, these recommendations will 

incorporate the 5 Guiding Principles associated with the Equity Literacy Framework: 

• (1) Equity literacy is important in every subject area.  

• (2) The most effective equity literacy approach is interdisciplinary and integrative.  

• (3) Students of all ages are primed for equity literacy.  

• (4) Students from all backgrounds need equity literacy.  

• (5) Teaching for equity literacy is a political act—but not more so than not teaching for 

equity literacy (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015).  

 

The recommendations for change are organized into three categories: ideological, pedagogical, 

and structural. The purpose here is to equip educators with a nuanced, structural understanding of 

education inequity so that they might avoid adopting a deficit understanding of their students, 

consider strategies that respond to or minimize the impact of the barriers marginalized students 

face, and advocate for the broader social change required to realize true education equity (Gor-

ski, 2016b). 

 

Ideological Change 

 

 As a teacher and participant in several professional development sessions and courses, I 

have noticed a limited appetite for ideological discussion and instead a preference for lists of 

strategies and resources amongst education professionals. In a challenging, ever-evolving profes-

sion like education, this desire for concrete, actionable tools is understandable. But if we do not 

attend to the underlying beliefs that produce the inequity in our education system, any efforts to 

improve the engagement and success of marginalized students is doomed to fail. Therefore, dis-

cussions about ‘closing the gap ’must first acknowledge that in Canada profound disparities exist 

along lines of race (James & Turner, 2017) and class (Edgerton et al., 2008; Ma, 2000; Ma, 
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2001; Mayor & Suarez, 2019; Roos et al., 2006; Sloat & Wilms, 2000). Secondly, and more im-

portantly, educators must be invited to consider the complex factors, both within and outside of 

school, that create this inequity. Simply stating the presence of these gaps may encourage teach-

ers and administrators to embrace a deficit mindset that ascribes student achievement to individ-

ual effort or ‘cultural mindset ’(Gorski & Pothini, 2018).  The causes of education inequity in 

Canada for marginalized students were discussed in detail in Chapter 1, but I will briefly high-

light some of the causes here.  

Researchers have proposed different reasons to explain these gaps, including that students 

with higher SES tend to be connected to "networks of support, information, and services” which 

contribute to their academic success (Mayor & Suarez, 2019, p. 51). Middle class parents are 

more likely to have the time and resources to supplement their child's learning at school by hir-

ing a tutor or providing extra-curricular learning opportunities (Edgerton et al., 2008; Martino & 

Rezai-Rashti, 2013). Children from low-income households may struggle to achieve due to 

poorer health outcomes, frequent changes in housing, and limited access to enriching preschool 

programs (Ladd, 2012; Martino & Rezai-Rashti, 2013).  Lower parent income and education is 

also associated with fewer opportunities for reading and oral language activities in early child-

hood, which may contribute to the literacy achievement gaps when students start school (Kieffer, 

2012). Policy changes to address these barriers will be discussed in the third section of this chap-

ter: Structural Change. 

There is considerable evidence that marginalized students ’achievement is also compro-

mised by culturally irrelevant pedagogy and curriculum (James, 2012; James, 2019; MacIver, 

2012; Cherubini et al., 2010; Nguyen, 2011). While there has been some effort to diversify class-
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room content in recent years, inclusion is often tokenistic and peripheral, rather than being mean-

ingfully and consistently incorporated into the mainstream curriculum (Dei & James, 2002). Fur-

thermore, these efforts often fall into the ‘celebrating diversity ’category, which is not inherently 

negative, but it does fall short of bringing about justice for racially and economically marginal-

ized students (Gorski, 2016a). Unfortunately, this idea was not adequately explored in Learning 

for All. Near the end of the guide, in a chapter on professional learning, the authors state that it is 

valuable for students to “see themselves represented in the curriculum, programs, and culture of 

their school”, to support their sense of belonging (p. 55). The document frequently mentions tai-

loring content to reflect students interests and learning needs, however, these brief statements are 

the closest Learning for All comes to discussing the importance of culturally relevant pedagogy. 

Recommendations to enhance our teaching practice to better reflect the strengths, needs and ex-

perience of marginalized students is discussed in the second section of this chapter: Pedagogical 

Change. 

Marginalized students are also more likely to be stereotyped as less academically capable 

and more behaviourally challenging (Butler, 2021; Sharma, 2018; James, 2012; James, 2019). 

These assumptions encourage staff to adopt lower expectations of students, rely on rote-based 

learning and embrace strict disciplinary measures (Sharma, 2018; James, 2012). In a focus 

group, Carl James (2019) interviewed a group of Black middle school boys about their schooling 

experience. The students shared instances in which teachers reacted swiftly and harshly to their 

behaviour, while often ignoring similar actions by White students. To illustrate how racial stere-

otypes inform these teacher-student interactions, one participant described how a group of stu-

dents, all people of colour, were doing a handshake on the playground and a teacher asked “Are 

you guys dealing drugs or something” (James, 2019, p. 385). While some marginalized students 
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are able to resist these harmful stereotypes and overcome the low bar set for them, no student 

should be expected to learn in a classroom where it is assumed they will misbehave or perform 

poorly. Thus, when making decisions about classroom management or academic expectations, 

teachers must critically examine the beliefs, assumptions and previous experiences motivating 

our choices. Given the evidence of bias in streaming practices and the underrepresentation of 

marginalized students in enriched and gifted programming (James & Turner, 2017; James, 

2020), we must consider how our behaviour in the classroom might also be influenced by harm-

ful stereotypes about race and class and contributing to these outcomes (Milner, 2021). Critical 

self-reflection is also a pivotal step for educators seeking to include Indigenous ways of knowing 

into their classroom. Belczeski (2009), a non-Indigenous educator, encourages other teachers to 

engage in critical self-reflection because “without personal transformation, the educational pro-

cess for First Nations students, regardless of the extent of decolonized curriculum used, remains 

colonial” (p. 197). This process requires us to face the uncomfortable truth that our teaching 

practices may have reinforced colonial myths (Bissell & Korteweg, 2016). 

Reform efforts in the past have likely been stunted by false, meritocratic beliefs that our ed-

ucation system is already functioning as “the great equalizer”, when disparities based on race and 

class persist (Edgerton et al., 2008, p. 826). In order to create bias- and discrimination-free envi-

ronments for all students, teaching professionals must critically examine not only their beliefs 

about students but also their beliefs about the very purpose of education and the means by which 

we achieve those aims. First, this work requires educators to accept that equity efforts may at 

times appear ‘unequal’. Typically in education, whether it be in policy guides or curriculum doc-

uments the emphasis is on improving outcomes for all students. However, when redressing injus-
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tice, it may be necessary for attention and resources to be focused in a particular area or on spe-

cific students. It is incumbent upon the equity literate educator to “demonstrate a willingness to 

withstand complaints about changes meant to redistribute educational access and opportunity 

more equitably” (Gorski & Pothini, 2018, p. 12).  

Furthermore, if the purpose of education is determined by the ways in which we measure 

success, incorporating the more socially just pedagogical methods may prove difficult. Improve-

ments to student engagement, sense of belonging, and critical understanding of the world, all 

outcomes associated with the pedagogical changes to be discussed in the next section, are un-

likely to be captured in the types of assessment commonly used in schools–especially those used 

to reveal achievement gaps. Standardized tests, including those performed by the Education 

Quality & Accountability Office (EQAO) in Ontario, are designed to assess students ’literacy 

and numeracy skills, narrowly defined as those applicable in the workforce (Chitpin, 2021). 

Milner (2017), drawing on Gloria Ladson-Billings’ work, explains that improving academic 

achievement ought to be focused on improving students’ learning experience and creating oppor-

tunities for students to feel connected to what is being taught.  All of which, Milner acknowl-

edges, may not be captured in test scores. Furthermore, standardized assessments encourage edu-

cators to limit learning opportunities by ‘teaching to the test ’(Cummins, 2009; Merchant et al., 

2020) and can compromise students ’self-concept (Kearns, 2011). Thus, pedagogical changes 

must be accompanied by expanding both the definition of educational success and redesigning 

the metrics by which it is assessed (Dei, 2010). This likely requires a disentangling of education 

reform from neoliberal discourse, which requires education to meet the needs of the labor mar-

ket. Instead “the question of educational relevance for global capital needs should be secondary 

to the satisfaction of local needs first” (Dei, 2010, p. 127).  
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I recognize that this distance between socially just teaching practices and the ways in 

which student achievement is defined and assessed places equity-minded educators in a difficult 

position. Additionally, deemphasizing (or eliminating) practices like standardized testing is not 

necessarily within our power as educators. Though perhaps instead it is possible, within the con-

fines of the system, to cultivate and sustain environments that reduce bias and discrimination, 

while simultaneously advocating for the structural changes required to eliminate it. The follow-

ing two sections contain recommendations to achieve these two goals. 

 

Pedagogical Change 

 

As previously stated, Learning for All’s central claim that ‘precise ’and ‘personalized ’

instruction can both improve overall achievement and attenuate achievement gaps is both un-

likely and problematic. However, the guide does allude to strategies which may support student 

achievement. These strategies include getting to know the whole student, engaging students as 

equal partners in their learning, and including relevant content. Unfortunately, Learning for All 

undermines these strategies with its subsequent explanation, or lack thereof, which will likely 

impede any meaningful implementation.  

In ‘Chapter 4: Planning Assessment and Instruction’, the authors of Learning for All begin 

by emphasizing the importance of knowing your students and moving towards a “reciprocal 

model” of learning “that ensures students are listened to, valued, respected for who they are, and 

recognized as partners in their education” (p. 33). But this recommendation is compromised by 

the remainder of the chapter, which is focused on developing class and student profiles. To build 

these profiles teachers are encouraged to gather information from a variety of sources: Ontario 

Student Record (OSR), Individual Education Plan (IEP), past report cards, consults with previ-

ous teachers, and, of course, performance on EQAO assessments. It is disappointing that in a 
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section dedicated to learning about students the authors fail to discuss the importance of relation-

ships. Liebenberg et al. (2016) investigated what role school staff can have in supporting positive 

psychosocial outcomes in youth living in economically marginalized communities. Their find-

ings suggest that the respectful relationships teachers cultivate with their students and the “agen-

tic education experiences” teachers provide students, bolsters students' resiliency (p. 150). Simi-

larly, interviews with ‘at risk ’Indigenous students in MacIver’s (2012) study revealed positive 

relationships between students and teachers significantly improved students ’engagement and 

overall school experience. Ultimately, it is unclear how accessing sources, primarily outside the 

student, is going to help the teacher know the whole student, nor ensure students play an active 

role in their learning. Fortunately, there are examples of educators building meaningful connec-

tions with students, which allows them to better support and engage marginalized students.  

Creating an environment in which all students feel safe and included often requires reimag-

ining how we structure our classrooms and enact the curriculum. This requirement is consistent 

with Gorski and Swalwell’s (2015) second principle, “Cultivating equity literacy is most effec-

tive when it’s integrated into the broader curriculum rather than segregated into disconnected ac-

tivities” (p. 38). Gardner & Troope (2011) interviewed teachers who are engaging in the 

strengths-based approach to support marginalized students. The educators shared how they built 

authentic connections with students and “enacted the curriculum in creative and flexible ways in 

the interests of students” (p. 93). The teachers questioned ‘top-down’, external assessments be-

cause they cannot fully capture a student’s intelligence or their ways of knowing. The educators 

recognized students ’knowledge from both within and beyond school and encouraged students to 

share their expertise with their peers. In one instance, a teacher who did not have children her-

self, encouraged a student who did have a child to share their insights about parenting. Another 
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student had a gift for woodworking and was afforded opportunities to work on that skill and 

mentor his peers. In this way, teachers are not only diversifying what is taught and learned in 

school but are also challenging traditional classroom hierarchies by encouraging students to em-

brace a leadership role in the classroom. Wotherspoon and Schissel (2001) discuss similar prac-

tices at the Won Ska Cultural School in PA, Saskatchewan. Teachers embrace a democratic ap-

proach to ensure students have agency in their learning and the social programming at the school. 

The leadership also refuses to punish students as they believe it will negatively impact their de-

velopment and deepen students ’distrust of authority. Instead, the school focuses on cultivating 

an environment in which students are able to express themselves and actually be heard by those 

in leadership, which has not often been the case for students in this school. If necessary, students 

are given the opportunity to make reparations to those they may have wronged (Wotherspoon & 

Schissel, 2001). Though this policy is likely controversial, students in this school community re-

port a strong sense of emotional and physical safety. Both of these studies fulfill Learning for 

All’s intention to get to know the whole student and include students as equal partners in their 

learning. 

Supporting marginalized students also requires that curriculum reflects the diverse identi-

ties of our students. Unfortunately, discussion of culturally relevant pedagogy or curriculum is 

limited in Learning for All. Regardless, for those educators who wish more toward more cultur-

ally responsive pedagogy it is important that curriculum changes go beyond tokenistic inclusions 

of certain histories within commemorative months (James, 2019) or occasionally ‘celebrating di-

versity ’in ways that that essentialize students ’culture and avoid issues of justice (Gorski, 

2016a). Furthermore, it is essential that topics related to equity permeate all subjects.  
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In order to ensure that culturally responsive pedagogy meets these criteria, McMahon 

(2003) advocates implementing an approach informed by critical and antiracist multicultural 

pedagogy. The author explains that this approach will help all students to feel represented and 

engaged in school and describes three levels at which teachers might engage in this work. The 

first is teacher-centered, in which the educator determines the material but attempts to present it 

in engaging ways by including media or guest speakers. The second method involves the teacher 

acting more as a facilitator, providing students inquiry opportunities to investigate topics of inter-

est to them. Learning for All’s recommendations around individualized and inquiry-based learn-

ing align closely with these first two methods but fall short of the third. The third approach to 

promote student engagement requires teachers to allow the students ’interests to inform the 

learning and works with students to make connections beyond the prescribed curriculum to stu-

dents ’lived experience (McMahon, 2003). In this model, students and teachers are invited to 

“uncover and articulate the implicit and explicit biases inherent in the prescribed curriculum”, 

which “encourages the development of students as critical thinkers and change agents” (pg. 260-

261).  

Ng-A-Fook et al. (2013) demonstrated the benefits of this third method in their research 

with marginalized high school students in Ottawa. They developed and facilitated a year-long so-

cial action curriculum project with students from economically marginalized communities, who 

faced additional challenges including family instability, drug and alcohol abuse, homelessness, 

violence, and racism. In one unit, students investigated social justice issues that affect marginal-

ized youth and strategies to engage in youth activism, with which students developed a multime-

dia PSA to be shared with the broader community (Ng-A-Fook et al., 2013). Researchers found 

that many of the students involved “improved their overall attendance, worked to foster a sense 
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of community, created spaces for both their voices and others to be heard, enacted multiple liter-

acies, and became politically engaged citizens within the larger school community” (Ng-A-Fook 

et al., 2013, p. 47). Within this approach, teachers are not imposing learning on students, it is a 

holistic model of learning where teachers and students are understood as co-learners (McMahon, 

2003). This method invites students not only to engage with diverse ideas and ways of knowing, 

but also to consider how power operates within social institutions, including schools, to mediate 

our individual experience based on different aspects of our identity including race, class, ability, 

and sexuality (McMahon, 2003). In this approach, the educators move from simply providing 

more diverse content to empowering students to connect it to their own experience and take ac-

tion to address it. In so doing, teachers are not only ‘responding to bias, discrimination, and ineq-

uity ’(Gorski & Swalwell, 2015) but inviting students to do the same. While some stakeholders 

might argue that these topics (e.g., racism, sexism, classism, homophobia, etc.) are too mature 

for students to engage with, it is important to remember that “[m]any students already knowingly 

experience bias and discrimination” (Gorski & Swalwell, p. 38), thus it is important to consider 

whose innocence we are trying to protect. 

In recent years, there has been an increased emphasis on including Indigenous content in 

Ontario schools. Elementary students are beginning to learn about Canada’s history of Residen-

tial Schools through commemorating ‘Orange Shirt Day ’(now the National Day for Truth and 

Reconciliation) or reading Gord Downie and Jeff Lemire’s Secret Path. In many secondary 

schools, students now have the opportunity to take Indigenous-focused courses in art, history, lit-

erature and social science (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2019). These examples are valuable, 

preliminary steps that might help more students see their identities reflected in their schooling. 

However, education ought to be ‘multi-centric’, not only to improve students ’engagement and 



62 

 

sense of belonging, but also to challenge “the dominance of particular ways of knowing” (Dei, 

2010, p. 123). From this perspective, diversifying classroom content is not only beneficial for ra-

cially or economically marginalized students, but also for White and more privileged students 

who likely face “the steepest learning curves when it comes to learning about bias, discrimina-

tion and inequity” (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015, p. 39).  

To move beyond including more Indigenous content towards such a ‘multi-centric ’ap-

proach, educators must begin by engaging in a process of critical self-reflection. More specifi-

cally, this reflection requires us to challenge the dominance of Eurocentric knowledge systems 

(Aikenhead & Elliott, 2010). Many subjects, particularly math and science, are often viewed as 

objective and neutral but are in fact culturally situated (Nicol et al., 2020), “Eurocentric science 

is culturally anchored in paradigmatic communities of practice, most of which are Eurocentric in 

character, just as Indigenous knowledge is anchored in local, place-based Indigenous cultures” 

(Aikenhead & Elliott, 2010, p. 330). Consequently, if we accept that our Eurocentric curriculum 

is not objective nor neutral, but is situated within specific cultural, social and historical contexts 

(Nicol et al., 2010), it raises questions about the dominance or superiority of any one knowledge 

system and thus creates space to meaningfully integrate Indigenous knowledge alongside Euro-

centric knowledge as an equally valuable and legitimate worldview (Aikenhead & Elliott, 2010). 

Due to a lack of representation in the teaching profession, most educators incorporating In-

digenous ways of knowing into their classroom will likely be non-Indigenous. Consequently, it is 

important that teachers engage in this work responsibly and in the context of respectful and re-

ciprocal relationships with Indigenous community members. Belczeski (2009), in partnership 

with the education director from her local Mi’kmaq community, led a First Nations Science Out-

reach program. One of the program’s activities involved building a geodesic dome as a sweat 
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lodge. Belczeski describes the learning in this project as multidirectional. The non-Indigenous 

facilitators, with a background in Eurocentric science, were not the ‘experts ’in the space, instead 

they were also learning through meaningful exchange with Indigenous community members col-

laborating on this project (Belczeski, 2009). Bissell and Korteweg (2016) describe a project, led 

by three non-Indigenous teacher candidates, in which Indigenous students at a First Nations ma-

jority school, participated in a six-session land-based dogsledding unit, followed by six in-class 

sessions where students created a digital-visual essay using an iPad equipped with iMovie. This 

project disrupted colonial power structures which typically place the power in the hands of the 

researcher or the teacher, and instead empowered Indigenous students with absolute control over 

their self-representations. In addition, since many of the students were more confident with the 

technology than the teachers, it created an authentically collaborative dynamic between teachers 

and students (Bissell & Korteweg, 2016). 

The intention behind sharing these examples is not to provide teachers with replicable pro-

jects to be implemented in their own schools, but rather to show what is possible through re-

spectful collaboration with Indigenous leaders in one’s own community. Rickard (2005) de-

scribes an initiative in which he worked with Alaskan students to design fish racks to support 

their understanding of area and perimeter (as cited in Stavrou & Miller, 2017). However, this in-

credible example of incorporating Indigenous ways of knowing in the classroom is a product 

working alongside the Yup’ik Alaskan community over an extended period and is not intended 

to be “extracted and generalized, categorized, and disseminated as some kind of standard Indige-

nous identity” (Stavrou & Miller, 2017, p. 109). Similarly, Aikenhead and Elliott (2010) encour-

age teachers to partner with Elders and Knowledge Keepers in your community to ensure the 

content shared in class is reflective of your students.  
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The pedagogical changes discussed in this section are not a discrete set of strategies that are 

ready to be easily implemented into the classroom. Rather, they are examples of researchers and 

educators building meaningful relationships with students and community members to collabora-

tively reimagine the curriculum and how it is enacted to better support the needs of marginalized 

students. This collective reimagining requires the teacher to engage in critical self-reflection, re-

linquish control, challenge knowledge hierarchies, and accept the role of co-learner. Educators in 

these studies understood that the challenges their students face are the product of systemic barri-

ers rather than individual deficits, and therefore it is incumbent upon them to create spaces and 

content that reduce the impact of these barriers. These examples are intentionally inspirational, 

rather than prescriptive, so that they might be adapted to the specific strengths and needs of the 

students in your classroom. Lastly, these types of pedagogical changes may feel uncomfortable, 

and engaging with various social justice topics may feel ‘too political’ (Gorski & Swalwell, 

2015). But it is important to remember that choosing not to engage in conversations about racism 

or classism does not mean we are operating from a place of  neutrality, it is simply a different po-

litical position—one which maintains the status quo., 

Structural Change 

 

Admittedly, addressing the structural barriers that marginalized students face might be out-

side of the scope of Learning for All. But any discussion of ‘achievement gaps ’must be accom-

panied by a description of the complex causes that create outcome disparities. Failing to do so, 

may encourage teachers to develop deficit views of marginalized students and accept false 

claims that these challenges can be overcome by simple changes to teaching and instruction. 

Martino and Rezai-Rashti (2013) elucidate why this is an unrealistic expectation:  
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differences in home literacy support… differential access to out-of-school experiences 

such as summer camp, health conditions, housing and social mobility, racial discrimina-

tion which are exacerbated by living in poverty and the accumulated, generational and 

persistent effects of such factors over time for specific populations cannot be overcome 

by contending that higher quality teachers and schools can compensate for such structural 

deficits (p. 598). 

 

Given the magnitude of these challenges, it may be tempting to avoid these topics or surrender 

because the problem seems too large to solve. However, if educators are aware of the structural 

barriers that marginalized students face, they may at very least adopt practices that are “respon-

sive to those conditions and [do] not punish economically marginalized students for their impli-

cations” (Gorski, 2016b, p. 383). Even better, they may begin to advocate for these changes in 

their schools and broader communities.  

To address some of these external barriers children from low-income communities face, 

Wotherspoon and Schissel (2001) suggest that schools might become hubs that connect children 

and youth with relevant social services and supports. For example, one of the schools in their 

study offered a daycare program which not only allowed students to continue their education but 

also helped to destigmatize young parenthood (Wotherspoon & Schissel, 2001). Ladd (2012) 

echoes this call, suggesting that schools could offer school-based health clinics that provide stu-

dents with regular, comprehensive health screenings as well as access to social workers who can 

offer individual and group mental health support. This is exemplified by the community school 

program offered in Manitoba, which provides additional provincial funding to hire “community 

school connectors” who work with the school’s administrator to facilitate partnerships with a va-

riety of social services (Bartlett, 2018). To be designated a community school, it must be in a 

low-income neighbourhood and have a high proportion of students from single parent families. 

Other factors considered are high rates of engagement with child welfare agencies, transience, 

and academic difficulty (Bartlett, 2018). Results indicate that the program positively influenced 
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students ’achievement, attendance, and graduation rates, but it also had a positive impact on the 

community as a whole. If more schools could offer social services to better meet the needs of 

their community, outcome disparities linked to economic marginalization would likely be re-

duced. 

Discussions related to addressing achievement gaps are often limited to K-12 education but 

given the significance of early childhood education to children’s future success, these boundaries 

on education ought to be extended. Perhaps, if we are able to address the opportunity gaps in 

early childhood future academic participation and performance may be reduced. Young children, 

ages three to five, from low-income households demonstrate reduced school readiness (Canning, 

1991; Janus & Duku, 2007), literacy skills (D’Angiulli et al., 2004) and number knowledge (Ga-

ron-Carrier et al., 2018). Research also suggests that these gaps can widen as students progress 

through school (Maggi et al., 2004; Caro et al., 2009; McNamara et al., 2011). Thus, investment 

in high quality, affordable early childhood education ought to be a priority to ensure students 

have the best possible start. Polyzoi et al. (2020) investigated whether having access to subsi-

dized licensed childcare had an impact on children’s development and school readiness. Re-

searchers used the Early Development Instrument (EDI) and found that children from low-in-

come homes who were able to access childcare services “displayed stronger language, literacy, 

and communication skills than those who did not” (Polyzoi et al., 2020, p. 322). Similarly, Geof-

froy et al. (2010) explored whether participation in formal childcare in early childhood could at-

tenuate learning gaps in Kindergarten and Grade 1 attributable to social disadvantage. Research-

ers found a strong correlation between children who performed better on school readiness assess-

ments and received formal childcare. Thus, in order to bring about social change with regards to 

education inequity, addressing systemic barriers outside of K-12 education is critical. 
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Nguyen’s (2011) study reinforces this idea but focuses specifically on the change required 

to address outcome disparities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous children in Canada. She 

rightfully attributes these gaps to Canada's colonial legacy and the (cultural) genocide inflicted 

on Indigenous peoples on Canada. To close this gap, Nguyen advocates for investment in early 

childhood education for Indigenous children, but that which is culturally relevant, Indigenous 

run, and infused with Indigenous knowledge and language to foster children's development. To 

illustrate her point she discusses existing programs, including Aboriginal Head Start (AHS), 

which have been demonstrating positive gains (Nguyen, 2011). 

Academic streaming, or tracking, is another structural barrier that needs to be addressed in 

the interests of marginalized students. Streaming is often assumed to be an objective, merit-based 

process in which students ’prior performance determines their placement in subsequent courses 

or an entire academic program (Batruch et al., 2019). Regardless of whether school systems em-

ploy ‘course-by-course ’or program level tracking (I.e., academic or vocational high schools), 

there is evidence of segregation along lines of SES (Chmielewski, 2014) and race (James & 

Turner, 2017). In 2020, Ontario’s Minister of Education announced they would end the practice 

of streaming in grade 9 courses given the overwhelming evidence of racial bias in student place-

ments. This policy shift is an important step, but as Carl James (2020) pointed out, these prac-

tices are made possible “through, and in relation to, the classist, racist, white supremacist struc-

ture that underlies the colonial education system we have inherited.” As such, since streaming is 

still practiced in grades 10 through 12 and there is evidence of unfair distribution of academic 

programs (Parekh et al., 2011), it is critical that these practices are evaluated to ensure marginal-

ized students have equitable access to their desired academic pathway.  
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I recognize that individual teachers may not have the ability to facilitate changes like end-

ing academic streaming, investment in high-quality and culturally relevant early childhood edu-

cation, nor developing community school programs. But understanding the value of these struc-

tural changes will help educators realize the complexity and depth of the challenges marginalized 

students face and hopefully encourage us to situate the deficit within the institution and its prac-

tices, rather than the students and their families. Consequently, educators might be inspired to 

advocate for these changes or perhaps work to realize them should they move into leadership 

roles at the board or ministry level. 

 

Limitations and Future Possibilities 

The purpose of this study was first, to examine the academic experience and achievement 

of marginalized students in Canada, to determine what gaps and barriers exist. Secondly, it was 

to expose how current education discourse and policy efforts to improve student achievement are 

falling short. Unfortunately, achievement data on marginalized students in Canada is somewhat 

limited, especially as it pertains to race (George, 2020). Furthermore, many of the studies fo-

cused on the researcher, educator or administrator perspectives. Thus, there is room for addi-

tional research into the experience of marginalized students in Canada, especially from the youth 

and parent perspective. Additionally, while this study posits that the tenets of the equity literacy 

framework would help teachers reimagine how they engage with students and schools, thereby 

improving marginalized students' engagement and experience in school, it is not empirically 

proven. Qualitative research studies about its application in the classroom, particularly in mar-

ginalized communities, would also be a beneficial avenue to explore.     
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Conclusion 

While the improvements to instruction and assessment proposed in Learning for All 

(2013), may have a positive impact on student learning and achievement, it is not the panacea it 

promises to be. A critical analysis of Learning for All reveals that if we3 fail to consider how sys-

temic barriers associated with socioeconomic status and race and racism contribute to education 

inequity, educators will continue to assume that the deficit lies in the student. In this way, the 

curriculum, the standardized tests, the materials, the classroom structure, and professional judg-

ment all go unquestioned, and racist and classist assumptions about marginalized students are re-

inforced. If the intention is truly to improve educational outcomes for all students, there must be 

a collective willingness to examine and address the ways in which the education system is 

(re)producing inequity. Since Learning for All evades these questions, it fails to fully define the 

problem and as a result, there is a profound gap between the changes it proposes and the in-

tended outcomes. 

However, I do not wish to suggest that a simple exchange of one set of teaching strategies 

(Differentiated Instruction & Universal Design for Learning) for a different framework (Equity 

Literacy) is all that is required. The structural, social justice lens that Equity Literacy provides 

will certainly bring about positive change, but like Learning for All, it cannot be considered a 

cure-all. Rather the literature compiled in this review demonstrates the multifaceted nature of 

these problems and therefore, the complex solutions required. Every aspect of the system–the 

standardized tests, the provincially mandated curriculum, the lack of diversity in the teaching 

profession, the absence of holistic support–are all complicit in creating these outcome disparities. 

Thus, this study did not provide the solution but rather sought to identify the myriad of places 

from which change might begin.  
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Notes 

1. These two sources address this idea but in different ways. Ngo (2010) uses it uncritically 

to describe the community, whereas Ladd (2012) is critical of how studies use this and 

instead relies on family income in their study. 

2. Critical thinking here is consistent with Sharon Bailin’s definition. She writes that it is 

the ability to “make a reasoned judgment about what it would be sensible or reasonable to 

believe or do in a given situation” (Bailin, 2007, p. 54). Bailin goes on to explain that en-

gaging in analysis or problem-solving will not necessarily promote critical thinking in 

students. Instead, it is important to “emphasize the quality of thinking required in order to 

analyze appropriately, solve problems competently, or reach sound decisions” (Bailin, 

2007, p. 54). To facilitate this Bailin offers different strategies educators can use to sup-

port students in developing this skill. These include creating opportunities for students to 

engage in critical thinking (e.g., analyzing textbooks or news articles for bias), requiring 

students to draw on evidence to justify their position, and creating a classroom environ-

ment where different perspectives are respected.  

3. I use ‘we’ for two reasons. First, to emphasize that these improvements require a shared 

investment amongst educators, policy makers, researchers, and all other stakeholders. 

Second, as an educator working in the public school system it’s critical that I 

acknowledge my role as both part of the problem and the solution.  
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