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Introduction and Context: 

 In September of 2011, one school in the Greater Toronto Area decided to implement a 

program of ism education. Educating students about the isms, and discrimination based on the 

isms (racism, sexism, heterosexism, ageism, ableism, faith as an ism, classism) was no longer 

going to be optional; it was being mandated. Teachers were charged with planning an assembly 

that educated the school community about a particular ism, and designing a lesson plan that 

would explore that ism in more depth with students in class. These lesson plans would be 

implemented by all teachers, school wide. 

 

 Of interest was how teachers implemented the ism education lessons within their 

classrooms as a result of this mandate? A case study of the school examined what teachers did in 

response to this policy, as well as obstacles teachers faced to implementing ism education within 

their classrooms. 

 

Conceptual Framework: 

 According to Lipsky, the reading and implementation of policy documents is largely 

determined by “street level bureaucrats”, who decide, at the point of delivery, how they will 

implement policies that have been handed down to them. In the case of teachers charged with 

implementing ism education, Lipsky’s theory suggests that implementation would vary from 

teacher to teacher depending on each teacher’s own “reading” of the policy, their understanding 

of the importance of the initiative, and their prior biases. 

Research Question and Methods: 

 Through surveys, a broad picture of how ism education was occurring at the school was 

obtained. More in-depth information regarding ism education and obstacles to ism education at 

the school was gathered through interviews with three teachers and the principal at the school. 

 

 

 

 

Significant Findings: 



 

 

In this first section of the findings, teachers describe how ism education happened at the school 

and obstacles they faced. 

 While all teachers surveyed reported that they felt that ism education was important, it 

emerged, during interviews, that some teachers also highly valued their autonomy, and desired 

the free reign to address the isms as they thought was appropriate with their class. While some of 

the instruction in some classrooms was driven by the mandated monthly themes and was explicit, 

most ism education continued to be delivered through “teachable moments” as they came up.  

 

 Teachers identified their own personal faith stances, perceived parental attitudes, 

perceived student maturity, and an overly perscriptive curriculum as obstacles to teaching about 

the isms.   

  

  Two teachers expressed that one of the biggest obstacles preventing them from teaching 

about all of the isms was that they had not yet found a way to navigate the intersection between 

their personal identity, particularly with respect to their religious views, and their role as an 

educator of the isms. Two teachers openly admitted that their personal views on homosexuality 

have prevented them from talking about heterosexism as often or as openly as they would have 

talked about other isms they felt “more comfortable with”. Because teachers had not had a 

chance to unpack their own biases and prejudices, they implemented ism education in a manner 

consistent with their beliefs, including their discriminatory beliefs. 

  

 Teachers also perceived that the attitudes of the families of their students acted as an 

obstacle to their teaching about the isms. For instance, one teacher spoke specifically about the 

difficulty of countering racist and sexist attitudes that were being imparted at home. 

 

 The age and perceived maturity of the students also came up as an obstacle to teachers 

teaching about the isms. Children were presented in teacher narratives as likely to be confused by 

multiple messages (e.g. conflicting messages regarding the isms from home and from school), or 

unable to distinguish their own views from those of others.  Further, all of the teachers spoke to 

the fact that they felt that there was such a thing as "too young" for children to understand and 

learn about concepts such as the isms, due to what they perceived as the emotional immaturity of 

their students. 

 

 Another expression of how teachers interpreted the policy can be located in how teachers 

chose to deliver the mandated ism education. Although the policy memo clearly stated that an 

ism lesson should be delivered each month to each class, two teachers interviewed expressed that 

most of their teaching about the isms was more implicit and happened through "teachable 

moments" (when situations arose in the school or in the class). This approach to the policy 

potentially has negative implications. If teachers continuously choose to avoid giving voice to 

the topics they are uncomfortable with, and if one ism is repeatedly not addressed, then a system 

of oppression is merely being replicated, which is in direct conflict with the stated aims of the 

ism education initiative to increase inclusion. 

   

 Personal resistances to ism education of a different variety emerged as well. One teacher 

expressed that the focus should not be on ism education, as much as it should be on basic skills 

(which she identified as reading, writing, and arithmetic). The implication is that this teacher 



 

 

does not yet see how you can do both at the same time. Personal resistances of this variety need 

to be addressed through professional development that focuses on how to embed ism education 

into the curriculum. 

 

 Finally, teachers report a lack of time and lack of resources to teach about the isms as 

obstacles to delivering an ism curriculum. Both of these problems could be viewed as resistances 

due to negative teacher attitudes. After all, if teachers feel ism education is important enough, it 

is not impossible to embed it into the curriculum, and it is not impossible, with the ubiquitous 

access to technology today, to find appropriate books, videos, and websites to share with 

students to engage them in learning about the isms. We must allow for the possibility that 

teachers simply are not aware of how easily they could incorporate ism education into their 

everyday practice. To address this need, professional development is required. 

 

   

In this second section of the findings, teachers’ recommendations to help overcome the obstacles 

to ism education are presented. 

 

 

 Teaching is a complex act, and teachers need to be given the “think time” to figure out 

what their biases are, how to present themselves, and how to disassociate themselves from being 

the only holder of knowledge in the classroom. Principal Hamstead suggests time for on the job 

Professional Development that will allow staff to explore and come to understand their own 

identity. On the job embedded professional development is necessary, because it is the only way 

to ensure that the educators who would not otherwise question their identity have a chance to.  

 

 Ms. Reya (a teacher participant) suggested that one way to make sure teachers have had 

the time to think about and examine their own biases, and had a chance to learn how to strike a 

balance in their classroom so that they do not compromise their personal integrity, but still do 

their job by making sure they are inclusive of every child and every child’s family, is to educate 

them by infusing ism education into the teacher education programs.  

 

 Ms. Reya also had concrete suggestions for how on the job professional development 

should look in order to be most effective for teachers, 

 

“So you have someone that’s kind of had the time and the opportunity to come up with say a 

sample unit saying “This is how I would incorporate the ism in it”, and that’s always the 

starting point. But then you always provide the teachers that the time to be able to look through 

and then have resources, have people who have some sort of expertise on it to provide that sort 

of, that guidance to be able to do it.”  

  

 Principal Hamstead also had concrete suggestions for how ism education in schools could 

be better supported system-wide. Her suggestions included: 

1) making equitable education a board-wide priority by creating an equity department and 

infusing equity education into every professional development session 

2)  making consciously equitable hiring decisions, 



 

 

3) ensuring there are voices for equitable education at every administrative level in the 

board,  

4) financing professional development on the job that would encourage equitable teaching 

practices and the delivery of an ism curriculum, 

5) collating a website or central location for lesson plans that would help teachers deliver 

an anti-ism curriculum, 

6) ensuring access to technology for all teachers so that access to resources is easier 

 

At the level of the Ministry, schools would be better supported to deliver an anti-ism curriculum 

if the Ministry: 

1) ensured teachers have access to excellent resources, including “lead teachers” that 

would help them learn how to embed ism education into the curriculum 

2) advocated for initial teacher education programs that emphasize educating for 

social justice 

     

 

Why the Findings Matter: 

 

 As a school-wide initiative, the ism education initiative at the school was, at the least, 

successful at increasing students’ awareness of the existence of the various isms. The initiative 

was further successful in raising teachers’ awareness about the importance of embedding ism 

education into their lessons. Every teacher surveyed and interviewed spoke about the importance 

of ism education. 

 

 However, large gaps in teacher preparedness and comfort in teaching about the isms need 

to be addressed. The only way to do this with teachers currently employed by the board is 

through professional development initiatives on the job. 

 

 Because teachers cited dilemmas around how to navigate teaching students about issues 

they did not personally agree with, one goal of effective professional development should be to 

illustrate how ism education can be implemented in the classroom so that teachers are not the 

sole bearers of valuable information or knowledge. After all, if they were merely charged with 

objectively presenting the myriad opinions that someone might take on an issue, giving voice to 

opinions that may be missing from the conversation, and empowering their own students to voice 

and have their own opinions - then it would not matter so much at the end of the day what they 

personally believed about any given issue.  

 Professional development initiatives should clearly communicate that the goal of ism 

education is not to impose our opinions on our students, but to impose a context where the 

experiences of all are legitimized, and the voices of all are heard.  This type of education charges 

the teacher with ensuring that they discuss heterosexism, even if they are uncomfortable with it 

themselves.  

 

 But professional development initiatives must also go a step further: they must encourage 

educators to confront their own biases and patterns of discrimination, and must educate them 

about the hurtful consequences of ignoring any one students’ story. The mark of good equity 

professional development will be of the sort that stretches educators’ thinking, and allows them 



 

 

to open their own minds and overcome discriminatory tendencies they may have previously held. 

Some teachers do not know how to have courageous conversations, they need to have this 

modeled in professional development initiatives.  Educators need to be encouraged to question 

their own biases, and to change their own thinking. After all, how can we expect educators to 

teach children to have an open mind, if we do not encourage them to have one themselves?  

 

 Repeatedly, the survey and interview findings indicated that teachers want teaching 

resources, but teaching for equity and about equity is an act of critical thinking, and is going to 

look different with each student. Effective professional development is going to encourage 

teachers to change the lens they use to design their lessons. It is going to ask them to take a more 

Frierian and constructivist approach to education. It will teach them to think in a culturally 

responsive way. With appropriate professional development and a new lens on the importance 

and the “how” of equity education, teachers will not need a book of lesson plans about equity 

(although having one, if for nothing but creative ideas, would not be a bad thing). 

 

 Lastly, Ms. Reya’s suggested approach to Professional Development, that of giving 

teachers a sample ism-infused curriculum and allowing them to come up with a way to infuse 

ism education into their own curriculums would facilitate teachers learning to incorporate the 

isms at their own pace, and would give teachers the autonomy they require to incorporate the 

isms into their curriculum as they see as appropriate. Trusting teachers’ professional judgment 

and capabilities is important. Giving them a direction, and letting them tailor their own program 

is an ideal way to ensure meeting the needs of teachers, as well as students. However, the 

mandatory nature of covering all of the isms should be emphasized. Again, it should not be left 

to chance whether a student’s reality is discussed or not. 

 

Implications for the Board of Education 

 This type of mandatory, on the job professional development is not going to come 

without a substantial commitment from the board, system wide. 

 The first recommendation for the board is to make equity education a priority. Just as 

equity education needs to be embedded in classrooms, it must be modeled as an embedded 

approach in the board. It must become the way we do things, system wide. “Equity sessions” that 

deal with professional development with regards to equity alone, and do not provide curriculum 

links or relevance to the teacher can no longer be the answer. Equity education must be 

embedded in every professional development initiative the board offers. Furthermore, equity 

workshops must be offered as on-the-job professional development. Those teachers who 

need to unpack their biases the most, who are not aware of the importance of equity because they 

have never had the opportunity to witness, let alone question, their own power and privilege are 

unlikely to show up to equity workshops outside of school hours.  

 A fourth recommendation is for the board is to designate a department of instructional 

lead teachers charged with ensuring that inclusive education, including ism education, is 

taking place in every school. These lead teachers should be providing professional development 

of the nature specified above to teachers and administrators currently employed by the board. 

This arrangement would require a substantial financial investment from the board, but would be 

worthwhile in the grand scheme of things as it would almost assuredly ensure a more equitable 

educational experience for all students. Lastly, teachers, as well as administrators, must be 

informed that they are supported at the board and ministry level, for embedding ism 



 

 

education and equity education into their classrooms and curriculums. This support must be 

granted in the form of 1) sanctioning ism education, 2) providing professional development to 

ensure quality ism education is delivered, and 3) making resources to implement ism education 

readily available to all teachers and administrators of the board. 

 Because individual administrators have so much power over how a school is run, from 

making hiring decisions to acting as a lead teacher, the board must also make equity training and 

inclusive education mandatory and embedded for all principal and vice principal candidates, and, 

this type of equity training cannot be merely a “check off”, but must be reviewed and revisited 

several times a year, and at every meeting of professionals. This will be a step towards ensuring 

that when administrators hire, they look for equity-minded professionals to fill positions. It will 

also be a step towards ensuring that their own hiring practices are equitable, and that they 

encourage and support their teachers in implementing equitable and inclusive education in their 

schools. 

 Making changes at the board level will facilitate system wide change as well. If boards 

mandate that their teachers and administrators incorporate culturally relevant practices into their 

teaching pedagogy and hire teachers with this background, initial teacher education programs 

will have no choice but to adapt and provide pre-service teachers with a strong grounding in 

equity. This will save boards of education Professional Development investments further down 

the line.  

 

Implications for the Ministry 

 The Ministry needs to make clear, beyond words and with deeds, that not speaking about 

a certain group of people and their rights because it does not align with your personal beliefs is 

not an option for educators in the public sector. The Ministry must mandate that heterosexism be 

addressed within our schools, within our everyday curriculum. It is a human rights issue, and the 

moral imperative of our time. If the Ministry and Boards do not come with a strong, and clear 

message on what is expected of their teachers, and provide them with appropriate time to unpack 

their biases and be trained to deliver the curriculum to all students, including those that identify 

as LGBTQ - then the Ministry has no hope in achieving their stated goal of an equitable and 

inclusive education for Ontario students.  

 Taking it a step further, the ministry should also consider making ism education a 

mandatory portion of the province-wide curriculum. A shift this big would require a substantial 

financial investment, and long-range planning that would demand job-embedded professional 

development province-wide, as well as potentially the development and investment in new 

resources. But mandating this type of education at the curriculum level might be necessary: 

without a clear mandate that this type of conversation must occur in class, many students are 

currently not receiving the message, because many teachers and administrators have not received 

it themselves. If the Ministry truly desires more equitable educational outcomes for its students, 

and an inclusive educational system, it is time they make equity work the cornerstone of 

education in Ontario. 

 

Conclusion 

 What the present study illustrates most clearly is that schools, school boards, and the 

Ministry cannot simply mandate equitable and inclusive practices and hope that they occur. They 

must also provide supports for teachers and administrators to implement equitable and inclusive 

practices on the ground. The Ministry and boards must finance the professional development that 



 

 

must necessarily occur in order for equity and inclusive education to become a priority, and to be 

executed effectively.   

  

 While teachers certainly retain a large level of responsibility for the daily experience of 

children in their classrooms, they are not the sole cause of academic inequities or exclusion from 

schooling. Teachers are also symptoms of bigger, system-wide, and even societal problems. 

Before we can hope that teachers and administrators will be able to pass on a new worldview to 

our children, we have to make sure that they examine their current worldview, and we must 

make sure that we give them the time and the tools to change the things that they do not like with 

their present worldview, so that they are empowered to create a more equitable and inclusive 

society with our children. 


