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After over a year of learning disruptions, this September, thousands of

students across Canada are returning to in-person learning. The pandemic

highlighted inequities across social services, but none more stark than in

education, where access to technology, vaccinations and rapid testing

dramatically impacted the experiences of Black youth. [1,2] However,

inequities in education for Black Canadians have existed long before the

pandemic. 

In the Toronto District School Board, 42% of Black students have been

suspended at least once, compared to just 18% of non-racialized students

and Black students drop out of high school at twice the rate of non-

racialized students (20% versus 11%). [3] And in Halifax, of the 1,418

suspension cases in 2014-2015 where students self-identified their race,

18% were students of African descent, even though they only represent 7%

of the overall student body. [4]

As discussed in previous briefs, we are facing a dual pandemic of both

COVID-19 and Canada’s racial reckoning. These disparities in education for

Black youth may have been exacerbated by COVID-19, but are directly

linked to long-standing Anti-Black Racism (ABR). According to The Black

Experience Project, just 60% of Black youth who attended high school

stated that they always or often felt that they received a good education.

More than one quarter (26%) reported never feeling accepted by their

teachers at school. [5]

For this quarter’s brief our objective is to explore the historical and current

inequities in education for Black youth, the connections to Anti-Black

Racism and how we can leverage this Fall’s return to the classroom to

fundamentally address those inequities. 

Black Youth & Education
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[1]  COVID-19, school closures, and child poverty: a social crisis in the making - The Lancet Public Health

[2] 'The education world has been turned upside down’: Online learning may reshape the classroom - The Globe and Mail

[3]  Deepening the Divide: Black Student Experience During the Pandemic, Ryerson University, 2021

[4] Halifax Regional School Board Report on Student Suspension Data, May 26, 2016

[5] The Black Experience Project, 2020

https://www.cbpn.ca/quarterly-policy-briefs
https://www.theblackexperienceproject.ca/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(20)30084-0/fulltext
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-as-online-learning-rolls-out-education-may-change-forever/
https://www.ryerson.ca/diversity/news-events/2021/03/deepening-the-divide-black-student-experience-during-the-pandemic/
https://www.hrce.ca/sites/default/files/hrsb/2016-05-20.pdf
https://www.theblackexperienceproject.ca/
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History of Anti-Black Racism in

Canadian Schools

Many Canadians are unaware of the long and

complex history with separate schooling

experienced by the racial segregation of Black,

Indigenous and Asian Canadians. [6] However,

racism in Canadian schools began with the

establishment of residential schools all over

Canada in the 1800s and the implementation of

racial segregation imposed on non-White

students. [7]

The Common School Act of 1850 permitted any

group of five Black families to ask local school

trustees to establish a separate school. The act

was intended to allow for freedom of choice in

various communities; however, it gave many

racial separatists the ammunition to refuse to

allow Black students into public schools. [8]

Several provinces including Ontario, Quebec and

Nova Scotia had segregated schools. It was not

until the 1977 Canadian Human Rights Act was

passed that these practices began to change. In

Nova Scotia, the last segregated school closed in

1983 in Lincolnville, while in Ontario, the last

racially segregated school (School Section No.11),

closed in 1965 in Colchester. [9] When Black

children were permitted into public schools, they

were often forced to sit on separate benches or

isolated within classrooms. Since then, Black

students continue to face challenges, such as the

overrepresentation in basic-level courses, and the

lack of inclusive teaching practices and

curriculum as a direct consequence of these

historical exclusions.

[6]  Wallace, Sarah Isabel, "Racial Segregation of Asian Canadians"

[7] Encyclopedia, The Canadian. "Residential Schools in Canada (Plain-Language Summary)"

[8]  Sociology of Education in Canada

[9] Encyclopedia, The Canadian. Racial Segregation of Black People in Canada

[10] Jean Augustine, Towards Race Equity in Education, 2017

[11] Ontario Ends Practice of Streaming, CBC News, 2020

Research Summary
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Current Context
Canadian schools can be hostile places for Black,

Indigenous and other racialized students for many

reasons. 

Streaming: In 2017, researchers discovered that in

comparison to white and other racialized

students, Black students were less likely to be

enrolled in academic streams in Toronto schools.

[10] In addition, Black students were twice as

likely to drop out of school than other students.

Black students were also underrepresented in

gifted programming and overrepresented in

basic-level programming throughout Ontario

schools. It is worth noting that in mid-2020,

Ontario –the last jurisdiction with streaming in

Canada–ended the practice of streaming in grade

9 mathematics as of the 2021-22 academic year.

However, the long-term impacts of streaming

continue to be felt and experienced. [11]

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/segregation-of-asian-canadians
https://thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/residential-schools-in-canada-plain-language-summary
https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/robsonsoced/chapter/__unknown__-3/
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/racial-segregation-of-black-people-in-canada
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-streaming-high-school-racism-lecce-1.5638700
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Current Context (Cont'd) 
Discipline: Additionally, Black students are disproportionately disciplined. A 2020 review of the

Peel District School Board found Black students are disproportionately subject to disciplinary

measures, with Black students making up only 10.2 percent of the high school population but

representing 22.5 percent of students receiving suspensions. [12] More recently as a result of COVID-

19, the evidence shows Black students are more harshly disciplined for wearing masks incorrectly.

[13] In response to this differential treatment, the University of Alberta recommended a review of

zero-tolerance and discipline policies to ensure Black students are not being overly punished for

reacting negatively, and appropriately to hate speech. [14]

 

Microaggressions and Racism from Teachers: Systemic racism, and everyday microaggressions

and biases from teachers towards Black students negatively affects their mental health, limits

academic excellence, increases likelihood of dropping out of school, and contributes to increased

criminalization. [15]

 

Lack of Data: The collection of race-based data is critical to uncovering inequality, provides a way

to track the effectiveness of programs, and allows schools to understand Black students' needs. [16]

For example, in 2013, Mount Saint Vincent University in Halifax started asking Black and Indigenous

applicants to self-identify. The university was equipped to respond and has an Africentric Support

Group and an Aboriginal Student Centre, each with hired coordinators to oversee mentorship and

academic counselling. [17] Race-based data helped connect students to support groups on campus

and provided the university with a sense of how successfully Black and Indigenous students are

progressing through their studies. Other schools that ask racialized students to self-identify include

Queen's University, Dalhousie University and Acadia University. At the same time, Ryerson University

and the University of Toronto plan to expand data collection efforts. Data collection at the

elementary and high school level could also ensure supports are offered to Black students. 

Lack of Black History in the Curriculum: Very few Canadian classrooms teach the reality of

Canada’s historical relationship with Black communities. The Ontario Black History Society looked

through a Nelson textbook that is used to teach Canadian history to children across the province

who are in Grade 8. Of the 255 pages, only 13 pages briefly mentioned Black history in Canada. [18]

Similarly, the Alberta government Guiding Framework for K-12 curriculum includes only a passing

reference to Black history and communities in Alberta or the rest of Canada. [19] 

 

Academic Achievement: The result of this discrimination in public school has lasting impacts on

Black student achievement. A 2020 Statistics Canada survey showed that, across Canada, 94

percent of Black youth ages 15-25 said they wanted to obtain a bachelor’s degree or higher level of

education, but only 60 percent believed that they could. [20]

[12] Peel District School Board Review, 2020

[13]  Winnipeg School Division asked to reveal any racial disparities in student discipline

[14] Bukola Salami “It's time to address systemic inequities in schools for Black youth,” Edmonton Journal

[15]  Black Students Still Face ‘Toxic’ Racism Despite Decades Of ‘Solutions’ In Ontario | HuffPost Canada News (huffingtonpost.ca)

[16] Why won’t Canada collect data on race and student success?, The Conversation, 2018

[17] Why so many Canadian universities know so little about their own racial diversity, CBC Investigates, 2017 

[18] Ontario government urged to add Black history to education curriculum, CTV News, 2021

[19] Bukola Salami “It's time to address systemic inequities in schools for Black youth,” Edmonton Journal

[20] Statistics Canada, 2016 Education and labour market integration of Black youth in Canada

3

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/new/review-peel-district-school-board-report-en.pdf
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/racial-disparities-gaps-school-suspensions-winnipeg-school-division-1.5433195
https://edmontonjournal.com/opinion/columnists/opinion-its-time-to-address-systemic-inequities-faced-by-black-youth-in-school
https://www.huffingtonpost.ca/entry/ontario-schools-racism_ca_5ef0cad1c5b685770a16b072
https://theconversation.com/why-wont-canada-collect-data-on-race-and-student-success-106689
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/race-canadian-universities-1.4030537
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/race-canadian-universities-1.4030537
https://toronto.ctvnews.ca/ontario-government-urged-to-add-black-history-to-education-curriculum-1.5326049
https://edmontonjournal.com/opinion/columnists/opinion-its-time-to-address-systemic-inequities-faced-by-black-youth-in-school
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2020001/article/00002-eng.htm
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[21]  PowerPoint Presentation (innovativeresearch.ca)

[22]  PowerPoint Presentation (utoronto.ca) Ontario government urged to add Black history to education curriculum

[23]  COVID-19 has further reduced trust in education system for some Black parents, CBC.ca

[24]  #QuarantineEd chat, Toronto Star, 2020

Wellbeing & Quality of Learning: Research findings point out that Black students experienced

additional stress from multiple sources, including stress from trauma of police brutalities and

murders of Black people, fatigue from online class meetings, limited social interactions, and

general reduction in quality teaching and learning. [22] This compounded stress has the

potential to impact the wellbeing of Black youth and their performance in school.

Stalled Progress to Address Anti-Black Racism (ABR) in Schools: Furthermore, Black parents

reveal the COVID-19 pandemic has further heightened mistrust in the educational system and

systemic discrimination has been pushed to the back-burner to address pressing health and

social impacts of the pandemic. [23]

The Impact of COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a disproportionate impact on Black communities globally and

across Canada. Black Canadians are at a higher risk of COVID-19 infections and nearly three times as

likely to report knowing someone who has died due to the COVID-19 infection. [21] The

disproportionate impact of COVID-19 in Black communities and amplified educational inequities as

a result of disruptions caused by the pandemic has affected Black youth in education. 
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COVID-19 and Education Advocacy

20 participants to nearly 100, with teachers and principals

from across Ontario and Canada, and even some from the

U.S., joining in. Discussions organically changed from

remote learning to Anti-Black Racism education. Folks

wanted to get together and have deep conversations

about race, police brutality and how educators can help

their students have a better understanding of these issues.

Morris and Williams are among the educators who reflect

Black Canadians in what they teach, both inside and

outside of the classroom. [24]

In Summer 2020 two Black Toronto educators, Matthew Morris (Tecumseh Senior Public School in

Scarborough) and Jay Williams (Gordon A. Brown Middle School in East York) created

#QuarantineEd to host chats for teachers to share ideas on remote learning. But after the death of

George Floyd, the #QuarantineEd initiative pivoted. The Zoom meetings quickly went from

https://innovativeresearch.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/ACCEC01-Release-Deck.pdf
https://www.schoolofcities.utoronto.ca/sites/www.schoolofcities.utoronto.ca/files/Maya%20Yaya%20Research%20Report.pdf
https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/1862444099541
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2020/07/10/they-created-quarantineed-chats-for-teachers-to-share-ideas-on-remote-learning-then-george-floyd-died-and-the-focus-turned-to-schools-and-anti-black-racism.html
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Freedom Schools: Emerging during the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, freedom

schools serve as educational and organizing spaces for Black children where they could reflect on

the Black struggle and prepare to become leaders and organizers. Freedom School Toronto is a

youth and parent driven initiative with the aim to provide an alternative setting to teach children

about the Black Canadian and diasporic histories of resistance and to engage children in political

resistance to Anti-Black Racism and state violence through a trans-feminist lens. [25] While Nova

Scotia offers no mandatory courses on Black Nova Scotian History, the African Nova Scotian

Freedom School (the second Freedom school in Canada) launched in August 2020 to give young

Nova Scotians an understanding of the history and significance of Black activism. [26]

Africentric Alternative School: One of the 19 alternative elementary schools run by the Toronto

District School Board, is the Africentric Alternative School where the curriculum includes a focus

on the perspectives, experiences and histories of people of African descent. Enrolled students are

provided the opportunity to learn about African contributions to science and mathematics, and

the history of Black people in Canada. [27]

Black communities have been advocating, organizing and implementing approaches to address

Anti-Black Racism in schools. 

Creating Alternative Educational Systems for Black Youth

Promising Practices 

[25]  Freedom School Toronto Website

[26]  African Nova Scotian Freedom School to focus on healing, growth in 2021, SaltWire 2021

[27] Toronto District School board Africentric Alternative School website

[28]  The Black Legal Action Centre website

[29] BLAC Launches School To Prison Pipeline Project To Advocate for Policy Reform

[30] Parents of Black Children, 2021
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BLAC: The Black Legal Action Centre (BLAC) is a community legal clinic that fights back against

Anti-Black Racism in Ontario. BLAC recently launched its School-to-Prison Pipeline project. Since

January 2021, BLAC has been holding community consultations to hear from Black families with

experience at the intersections of education and justice systems. [29]

Parents of Black Children: On August 6th of this year, the advocacy organization Parents of Black

Children (PoBC) held a protest at Ontario’s Provincial Legislature with ten demands to improve

education for Black students. In the absence of strong Anti-Black Racism reporting tools in schools,

PoBC created it’s own Anti-Racism reporting tool. [30]

Making Spaces Lab: The Making Spaces Lab works with Black families, children and youth to

design programs to improve education systems and achievement. These include a mentorship

program called the Black Student University Access Network designed to nurture the next

generation of Black scholars.

 Engaging in Community Advocacy

Omo Africentric Virtual Campus

The ‘O’ is an online virtual educational experience that will give students

from Kindergarten to Grade 12 access to free virtual drop-in tutoring,

educational tools, and other culturally relevant resources on a first come

first serve basis — all delivered through an Africentric lens. 

https://freedomschooltoronto.ca/home/about-us
https://www.saltwire.com/halifax/news/local/black-children-are-brilliant-african-nova-scotian-freedom-school-to-focus-on-healing-growth-in-2021-100610135/
https://schoolweb.tdsb.on.ca/africentricschool/Our-School-in-the-News
https://www.blacklegalactioncentre.ca/
https://byblacks.com/profiles/nfp-charities/2707-blac-launches-school-to-prison-pipeline-project-to-advocate-for-policy-reform
https://parentsofblackchildren.org/our-demands/
https://parentsofblackchildren.org/campus/
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Across Canada, the issues facing Black students in education are similar: disparities in educational

attainment and discipline rates, experiences of racism in the classroom, and a lack of Black history in

the curriculum. The policy solutions to address these issues are both legislative, and more

operationally focused. Inspired by the demands of the Parents of Black Children, the work of Dr. Carl

James at York University and other advocates, the following six (6) policy recommendations attempt

to tackle all of the key issues - streaming, lack of data, lack of Black history and impacts on academic

achievements - to transform Canadian public education. 

1. FULLY ELIMINATE STREAMING & MOVE TOWARDS MIXED LEVEL CLASSROOMS

Despite the fact that the practice of streaming has been formally eliminated in all provinces,

including in Ontario’s math curriculum, it continues to be ingrained in the actual practices of teachers

and guidance counselors. For example, a recent study noted that African immigrants are discouraged

by teachers from taking the courses necessary for university. [31] As a result, the recommendation is to

fully eliminate streaming by supporting teachers to teach in mixed-level classes where students of all

abilities may learn together. In this way, no student is precluded from applying to university or college

on the basis of the type of course they have taken. 

2. ENCOURAGE BLACK EXCELLENCE AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT THROUGH FORMALIZED

SCHOOL-UNIVERSITY PARTNERSHIPS

Evaluation of mentorship programs that connect Black youth to universities have demonstrated the

impact on not only university application rates, but also on sense of self. {32} Therefore, school boards

across the country should formalize school-to-university partnerships and mentorship programs with

a specific emphasis on Black excellence. [33] Many examples of mentorship programs implemented in

communities with varying Black populations have been proven to increase applications to university,

improving outcomes for Black students and diversifying campuses. 

[31] African immigrants steered away from university education in high school, study says, CBC News, 2021

[32]  The Bridge Program: Recasting Blackness, Fostering Resilience and Transformative Resistance through Narratives of Success, 2018

[33] Racial Inequity, COVID-19 and the Education of Black and Other Marginalized Students, 2020

[34]  New Black youth mentorship program empowers students to aim high, University of Alberta’s Gateway Paper, 2021

[35]  Imani Academic Mentorship Program, University of Toronto

[36] Dalhousie University mentorship program aims to get more black students in math and sciences, CBC News, September 28, 2018

Policy Recommendations 
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In February 2021 the University of Alberta launched a mentorship

program to connect Black youth with the University through

formal mentorship by current students and faculty. The program

includes the opportunity to develop a university-level paper and

to work as research assistants. [34] Similar programs have been

developed at the University of Toronto Scarborough campus (the

“Imani” program), and at Dalhousie University in Nova Scotia

where the focus is on connecting Black youth to university

programs in science and math. [35,36]

Putting Policy Into Practice: Black Youth Mentorship Programs Across Canada

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/kitchener-waterloo/edward-shizha-wilfrid-laurier-university-african-immigrant-high-school-students-1.5968424
https://journals.sfu.ca/jgcee/index.php/jgcee/article/view/164/407
https://rsc-src.ca/sites/default/files/pdf/IC19RC%20-%20EN%20-%20%20Racial%20Inequity%2C%20COVID-19%20And%20The%20Education%20Of%20Black%20And%20Other%20Marginalized%20Students_0.pdf
https://thegatewayonline.ca/2021/02/new-black-youth-mentorship-program-empowers-students-to-aim-high/
https://thegatewayonline.ca/2021/02/new-black-youth-mentorship-program-empowers-students-to-aim-high/
https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/studentlife/Imani-academic-mentorship-program
https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/studentlife/Imani-academic-mentorship-program
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/black-students-science-technology-math-engineering-dalhousie-university-1.4841251
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[37]  Parents of Black Children, Our Demands, 2021

[38] Racial Inequity, COVID-19 and the Education of Black and Other Marginalized Students, 2020 

3. EMPOWER PARENTS THROUGH A PARENT AND CHILD BILL OF RIGHTS

Parents should be viewed by teachers, guidance counsellors and administrators as active participants

in their child’s education. They should be informed of their children’s educational progress. Provincial

Ministries of Education across Canada should implement a Parent and Child Bill of Rights in

Education that ensures all parents have access to the appropriate information to meet their child’s

needs. Formalizing this as a requirement means that parents have a form of recourse when they

experience instances of Anti-Black Racism. [37]

4. MANDATE BOARD-WIDE DATA COLLECTION AND PUBLIC REPORTING

School boards across Canada should be mandated to periodically collect identity-based data

pertaining to the online attendance, educational participation, academic performance, and learning

assessments of students. This data should be publicly reported to allow for accountability where

disparities along racial identity are demonstrated in the data. [38] It is important to note that identity-

based data collection includes collecting data on a variety of identities - including race, gender

identity and other socio-demographic data. Provincial Ministries of Education and Territorial

Departments of Education should undertake a broad identity-based data policy. 
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In Ontario, the Anti-Racism Act, 2017 includes a data standard outlining what identity-based data

should be collected, and a requirement to report this data. Unfortunately this legislation only

requires some public sectors to report this data, such as child welfare and criminal justice. School

boards are not mandated to report identity based data under this legislation. 

 

Putting Policy Into Practice: Ontario’s Anti-Racism Act, 2017 and Identity-Based Data
 

5. CHANGE CURRICULUM TO BE MORE REFLECTIVE OF THE BLACK EXPERIENCE

Ministries and Departments of Education across Canada need to consistently look at their curriculum

to ensure it is being delivered from an Anti-Black Racism lens. This should be done as part of regular

curriculum reviews, embedded as a core process of curriculum development, and implemented in

partnership with Black communities and subject matter experts. The curriculum should centre the

experiences of Black Canadians, the history of Anti-Black Racism, how that history impacts Black

people today, and Black excellence.

https://parentsofblackchildren.org/our-demands/
https://rsc-src.ca/sites/default/files/pdf/IC19RC%20-%20EN%20-%20%20Racial%20Inequity%2C%20COVID-19%20And%20The%20Education%20Of%20Black%20And%20Other%20Marginalized%20Students_0.pdf
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[39]  Black History is B.C. History: We need to give it more than 2 measly paragraphs, CBC News, 2020

[40]  Elementary Teachers Union of Ontario, 365 Canadian Curriculum Resources

[41]  Educators, parents work to embed the Black experience into school curriculum, CBC News, 2020

[42]  They see me as a role model’: Black teachers improve education outcomes for Black students, 2021

[43] Black History: How racism in Ontario schools today is connected to a history of segregation, 2021

[44] Timmons, V. (2006). Impact of a multipronged approach to inclusion: Having all partners on side. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 10, 469-480
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Work has been undertaken sporadically across Canada to embed Black experiences and history in

school curriculums. For example, in summer 2020 Victoria-based BC Black History Awareness

Society held a series of roundtables on curriculum reform. [39] In Ontario, professors at York

University in partnership with Elementary Teachers of Ontario developed the “365 Black Canadian

Curriculum,” a resource that includes calendars, posters and lesson plans to help teachers discuss

Black history with their students all year. Unfortunately, this is an optional resource and is not directly

embedded within the mainstream curriculum. [40]

Nova Scotia’s Department of Education is the furthest ahead. As part of their regular curriculum

reviews, the department’s African Canadian services branch looks for ways to incorporate the

experiences of African Nova Scotians into their general subjects. As a result, this year students in

grades 7 and 8 are learning about Black professional athletes and Olympians from the province as

part of their physical education classes. Unlike all of the other examples, Nova Scotia is taking a

phased, systemic approach to curriculum review where Black experiences are not ‘extra’ but

‘embedded’ within the core concepts youth learn in school. [41]

 

Putting Policy Into Practice: Examples of Black-focused Curriculums

Increase targeted recruitment initiatives and incentives, such as loan-forgiveness programs and

tuition reimbursement.

After-hiring, provide meaningful professional development and targeted support for alternatively

certified teachers.

Prioritize the hiring of more Black male educators as assistant principals, principals, and

superintendents.

6. REVIEW TEACHER HIRING PRACTICES TO TRAIN, HIRE AND RETAIN BLACK TEACHERS

Evidence demonstrates that having a Black teacher results in better academic outcomes for Black

students. [42] Ministries and Departments of Education across Canada must endeavour to review their

hiring practices to identify current and historical barriers to Black teachers entering the profession.

[43] Ministries should seek to implement a multi-stage hiring model that includes the principal,

parents, teacher, student, and community member(s) in the hiring process. Communally, they have

the best understanding of the needs of their school and the communities that it serves. [44] They

have a shared responsibility and vested interest to search out and hire the ‘best’ teacher for the

permanent position in their school. 

Other recommendations for growing the number of Black teachers and enhancing their careers

include:

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/black-history-is-b-c-history-we-need-to-give-it-more-than-2-measly-paragraphs-1.5620476
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/black-canadians-school-curriculum-1.5706510
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/black-canadians-school-curriculum-1.5706510
https://whyy.org/segments/they-see-me-as-a-role-model-black-teachers-improve-education-outcomes-for-black-students/
https://theconversation.com/black-history-how-racism-in-ontario-schools-today-is-connected-to-a-history-of-segregation-147633
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The COVID-19 pandemic recovery and Canada’s racial reckoning present an opportunity for Canada

to fundamentally change the education system to ensure no youth is left behind. This begins by

actively engaging and listening to the incredible advocacy of Black youth and their parents,

guardians, educators, policy professionals and allies in stakeholder discussions and at policy

making tables. 

www.cbpn.ca

Conclusion
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“Education is the passport to the future, for tomorrow belongs to those
who prepare for it today.”

Malcolm X
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