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Race, Space and Public Place: A Critique of Educational Leadership Development for 
Urban Schooling in Ontario  
 
Introduction & Context 

We are living in a society and world where race matters and urban public school 

systems need to be honest, and start to talk about it if they really want all of their students to 

succeed. If ones philosophy of education truly believes in education for all, then it is crucial that 

one must engage in a critical discourse that challenges the unspoken meta values and 

collective vigilance of the status quo on public education. A refusal to acknowledge and address 

the often difficult questions around power, privilege, and race in educational training programs 

and Ministry initiatives will allow for the continuation and sanctioned support of a discriminatory 

educational system that sustains racial disparities in achievement.   

 

The Ontario Ministry of Education has stated that it is committed to the success of all of 

its students and as such has developed several initiatives to assist in developing leaders that 

will equitably support the diverse student population of Ontario. My research focused on a 

document analysis grounded in a critical lens that unpacks and exposes the dominant norms in 

leadership discourse. I specifically centered my work on critiquing Ontario’s Leadership 

Framework (2006), Ontario Ministry’s Equitable and Inclusive Education Strategy Quick Facts 

(2009) and a Principal’s Qualification Program available in Ontario (2011 & 2012).  Once the 

documents were analyzed I highlighted links between all of the documents and believe to have 

exposed the interconnected and silently sanctioned agenda of the status quo. Unfortunatel, one 

that is maintained and couched under common sense and neutral policies and procedures 

framed under the guise of equitable and inclusive education.  

 

 Theoretical/Conceptual Framework 

A useful method to expose the hidden agenda of the powerful is to look at policy and 

practices. Hence, I conducted a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) underpinned with an anti 

racist pedagogical framework, specifically the critical race scholarship of George Dei. 

Conducting a CDA is a process of reviewing a hidden meaning or agenda of documents that are 

to help educational leadership function in the province.  Although official documents are 

supposed to be viewed objectively they are socially produced, which begs the question whose 

interests do they really serve? A Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is concerned with the 

production of meaning through the written word and verbal communication. It looks at how 
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individuals and/or institutions utilize language to make sense of their place in the social order.  

McGregor (2003)  

 

Research Questions & Methodology 

The primary focus of my research was to understand if Ontario Ministry documents 

helped or hindered addressing achievement disparities in urban schools. Although the Ministry 

states it supports accessible education for all students in Ontario do documents and Ministry 

initiatives actually silence the ‘other’ under the guise of inclusive education? In essence do 

documents ensure that the powerbase actually remains the same by maintaining resource 

inequality through “preserving, transmitting and legitimizing privilege”? (Nygreen, 2006).   

 

Key Questions 

1. Do the Ontario Ministry documents (Ontario Leadership Framework, Equity and Inclusive 

Education Strategy, as well as a Principal’s Qualification Program) truly address leadership 

practices that realistically dismantle racial achievement disparities in urban schools?  

2. Or are these initiatives merely a smokescreen to ensure the powerbase remains the same 

while appearing as if something is being done to level the playing field?  

 

My research looked at three key terms (equity, inclusive and diversity) that are often 

used in educational discourse to demonstrate a commitment to quality education for all Ontario 

students. Three key terms were colour coded (equity, inclusive education and diversity) and 

then individually highlighted in the respective documents to expose any themes or patterns. For 

each document I also completed a critical discourse analysis template that I developed using 

the headings (Topicalization, Agency, Presupposition, Insinuation, Connotations, Tone and 

Register) adapted from the research of Sue McGregor (2003) 

 

Significance of Findings & Why They Matter  

Unfortunately, in the province of Ontario, one of Canada’s most racially, ethnically, 

linguistically and economically diverse provinces the discussion of race is surprisingly missing 

from the Ministry of Education documents and leadership training programs. At first read, all of 

the documents appear to be supporting achievement for all students. However, after rereading 

with a critical lens I conclude that none of the documents are really useful for those leading in 

urban schools and are required to be addressing racial achievement disparities in Ontario.  
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Sadly, I believe all three document sets that I analyzed covertly uphold the powerbase of 

white power and privilege. The Ontario Leadership Framework appears to be purposely filled 

with generic and over arching assumptions, supported with patterns of nominalization 

(omissions) and connotations that one could argue are used to hide a hidden agenda under the 

guise of helping Ontario leaders. Similarly, the Equity and Inclusive Education Strategy (EIES) 

also highlights concepts of topicalization (how topics are presented), agency (exertion of power) 

and nominalization (converting verb/s into a noun/s). What is noticeable in this document is that 

there is a tone of reservation running through the entire document as a result of the word 

choices that are used. It almost appears that the government has created an “Equity and 

Inclusive Education Strategy” brand. These terms (equity, inclusive education) are used in 

conjunction with each other throughout the document, so much so that the meaning seems 

somewhat lost. What is even more interesting is that the word diversity is completely removed 

from the equity and inclusive education brand and is only used in one section of the document 

under a heading that does not even include the word equity. Interestingly, the term “diversity” in 

all of its dimensions is strategically removed from the majority of the document, thereby 

negating its importance and need for addressing it.     

 

There is a body of research (Nieto, 2005),  that argues that education programs are 

based on a conformist ideology, that supports integration and the maintenance of the status 

quo, which in turn grooms educators with only a superficial notion of equitable and inclusive 

education. Unfortunately, after reviewing Part One and Two of a Principal Qualifications Course 

(PQP) that was offered to prospective Ontario Principals and Vice Principal in 2011/12, this line 

of research appears to hold true. Hence, it comes as no surprise that few leaders in Ontario are 

equipped with the knowledge base and skill set to lead in racially and ethnically diverse school 

systems. Sadly, I believe the PQP course addresses the bare minimum with respect to equity, 

inclusive education and diversity and does not equip new leaders with the skill set or more 

important, the mindset to proactively create positive school climates in urban schools.  

 

After critically reviewing the PQP documents, issues around connotations, topicalization, 

nominalization and agency, therefore I suggest that the documents are not necessarily as 

focused on inclusive education as they appear to be. Although the EIES is referenced it 

appears to be merely an add on to justify supporting Ministry strategies. Yet there really is no 

real space for deep discussion on issues such as, systemic racism, biased curriculum and 



Nicole Aloise 
TPS 1029: Professor Joseph Flessa 

 

5 | P a g e  

 

inclusive schooling to address achievement disparities, unless an instructor or course 

participant brings the issues up.  

 

Implications 

Words are never neutral. To be sure, the leadership initiatives developed and promoted 

by the provincial ministry are framed under the norms, mental models and rules of what the 

power base (status quo) deems socially and politically suitable for display. Therefore the 

Ministry equity initiatives appear to be supporting inequality through preservation of the status 

quo. By reviewing the Ontario Ministry documents through a critical lens, I unearthed 

sanctioned support that upholds white power and privilege, ironically under the guise of equity 

work.  The research findings exposed the subversiveness of the regulation process by those 

with uncontested power and privilege.  By purposely refusing to discuss issues of race and 

strategically dismiss systemic oppression, the Ministry and education programs continue to 

make ‘whiteness” invisible, and obscures the dominant norms that pervade social interactions 

and institutions that work against minoritized students and their families.  

 

My research findings support the argument that the spatial hegemony of a leadership 

discourse (white power and privilege) and the maintenance of their unspoken claim to the public 

school system allows for a culturally and racially hegemonic discussion that supports the 

maintenance of systemic racism. The status quo, made up of academics, policy makers, system 

and school based leadership, are vigilant in their claim to the space and are quietly attentive in 

their regulation of it. Under the guise of supposedly neutral policies and practices, that amount 

to “window dressing” initiatives put out by the Ministry of Education have little or no focus to 

realistically dismantle systemic discrimination against marginalized communities. As such, the 

hegemonic principles of academics and ministry leaders can be seen to impede system reform 

that realistically addresses achievement disparities among Ontario students.  If those who hold 

the real power purposefully silence antiracist discourse then achievement disparities based on 

race will continue to be sanctioned by the very institutions that profess they are addressing it.  

 

Next Steps  

As it has been documented in this research that leadership development initiated by the 

province and the Principal Qualification programs for the most part do not critically analyze 

inclusive education practices or address anti racist education. Therefore, it behooves school 

boards, such as the TDSB, to engage in leadership training in this area to ensure all students 
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have an equitable opportunity to an education. By teaching system and school level leaders 

about individual and collective racial consciousness, there will be a common understanding and 

framework for leadership to realistically and proactively challenge systemic racism and reduce 

racial achievement disparities.  In order for marginalized students of colour to succeed in the 

system, it is crucial that education leadership engage in open and explicit discourse about race 

and education. By refusing to acknowledge and address the often difficult questions around 

race, power, privilege, access, equity and social justice, educational leadership initiatives and 

programs continually perpetuate and maintain a discriminatory educational system.  

I posit that based on my research findings, given that leadership development in Ontario 

has not truly focused on anti racist education it comes as no surprise that urban school leaders 

have not been adequately prepared to address issues of race and education and addressing the 

achievement gap. True equity orientated policy and initiatives require effective leaders who 

challenge the status quo and are willing and capable of moving out of their comfort zone. 

Therefore there must be a profound shift in the way that leadership programs and the Ministry of 

Education views leadership development for diverse school cultures.  
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