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Structural or systemic marginalization

Marginalization (racism, sexism, ableism, etc.) manifests itself in multiple spheres of our lives 
and takes many forms; including internalized, interpersonal, institutional and structural. 

In most conversations, people think about oppression such as racism, as a problem occurring 
between two (or more) people. However, from a systems perspective, different facets of op-
pression interact to reinforce a system. 

Unveiling and Navigating Systemic Barriers to Education 
using an Anti-oppression Framework  

Equity and social justice are the beliefs in a fair society for all. This includes an equitable 
distribution of wealth, opportunities and privileges. A just society is one where all human 
beings are valued and respected. But in order to work towards that, we must first understand 
the historical contexts that allow for the different types of oppressions to exist in today’s 
society. It is important that our educational institutions become spaces that work to promote 
and protect equity and social justice for their students and families. We hope that the 
following terms will help Latinx parents understand the many forms of oppression and the 
ongoing effects of colonization, racism and capitalism. Understanding this can support 
coalition building to end oppression.

The presence of structural oppression 
is evidenced by consistent differences 
in outcomes in education that correlate 
with marginalized communities. Structur-
al inequity describes a dynamic process 
that generates different outcomes based 
on class, race, gender, immigration 
status, etc. These structural inequities 
favour some people, but work against 
most people. The outcome of structur-
al inequity is a very uneven terrain of 
opportunities that is constantly changing 
and does not require explicitly biased 
actors. The challenge then is to identify 
the most effective way to change the 
processes that create inequity. 
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A structural analysis is a powerful tool that can be used to examine how historical legacies, 
individuals, institutions and structures work together as a system to distribute advantages and 
disadvantages along certain lines. 

Systemic oppression occurs when established laws, customs and practices systematically 
reflect and produce inequities based on one’s membership in targeted social identity groups. 
For instance, some minority groups such as immigrants or indigenous peoples may face 
higher systemic barriers to access education, healthcare, employment, and services. 

Understanding Intersectionality

Intersectionality is the study of how various forms of oppression, discrimination, domination 
and other social processes intersect and influence each other. For example, students in 
schools can belong to more than one marginalized group. A student may identify as being 
culturally different from his or her classmates, belong to a different socio-economic group, 
and may also identify as gay. This student’s experience would be different than someone 
who is of a similar cultural and socio-economic group as the majority of the class, but 
who also identifies as gay. Though these two students have an identity in common, their 
experiences in and around the classroom would likely be quite different because of their 
unique outlooks, as well as their unique social and cultural circumstances. They may not 
benefit from the same types of supports and would likely need educators and administration 
in schools to support and nurture their needs differently. An intersectional education lens 
takes various social, historical and political processes into consideration in order to best 
understand how to support the wide range of experiences of diverse students.

www.wordpress.oise.utoronto.ca/diversityinteaching/intersectionality-resources/

MARGINALIZATION
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Difference between Equality and Equity

It is important to recognize that every child is different, from their personalities to their ethno-
racial backgrounds. However, there is a strong misconception that equity and equality mean 
the same thing – and that they can be used interchangeably, especially when talking about 
education.

Equity can be best described as making sure that all students have equal ACCESS to 
resources for a high-quality education. However, students from economically and socially 
marginalized conditions face greater external challenges and consequently require the 
system to adapt to meet their needs. This challenges are evident in low income communities 
predominantly made up of racialized and newcomer families. The pursuit of equity involves 
understanding this structural gap and therefore dedicating more resources to schools in these 
communities that allow improved access to educational opportunities and supports that are 
available in other more privileged neighbourhoods.

DID YOU KNOW?

Ontario Human Rights Code prohibits actions that discriminate against people based 
on protected grounds, life, age, sexual orientation, ethnic origin, creed, race, etc. and 
in protected areas such as employment, housing, services and facilities, etc. 

Unveiling and Navigating Systemic Barriers to Education  
using an Anti-oppression Framework  

 Parent Ambassador Project            



47 Parent Curriculum   Section 4

Colonization

The European colonizers physically 
and culturally exterminated millions 
of indigenous peoples across the 
Americas and founded the Trans-
Atlantic Slave trade.

The consequences of colonization 
are still felt today – particularly the 
discrimination towards indigenous 
communities and people from Africa 
and its diasporas. 

Understanding Oppressive Systems

To better understand equity and social justice, 
we must become aware of our oppressive 
systems. There are many oppressive forces 
that discriminate against people based on 
their race, gender, sexuality, immigration status 
and more. Working with an anti-oppression 
theoretical lens, allows one to challenge 
systems of oppression in a way that is 
determined by the people affected. Working 
towards anti-oppression is working towards 
a world that allows people the freedom to be 
their whole selves and live with dignity and 
peace.

DID YOU KNOW?

Residential schools for Aboriginal children were established after 1880, operated by the Canadian 
government in partnership with a number of Christian Churches. These residential schools were set up 

to forcibly and violently assimilate Aboriginal children into the Canadian mainstream white European 
Christian society. This was enforced by separating children from their families and communities and 

attempting to eliminate their intellectual, cultural, linguistic, and spiritual connections to their indigeneity 
- this is also commonly referred to as cultural genocide. The last residential school only closed in 1996. 
There is an estimated 80,000 survivors currently trying to heal from the traumatic experiences of living 

through the residential school system. These conditions led to generations of further exploitation, 
stereotypes and stigmatization, lack of adequate housing, poor health, and a continued severe under 
funding of services, including public education, for diverse indigenous communities across this land 

(Truth & Reconcilation Commission).
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Racism

Is based on the idea that some races are 
inferior or superior to others. Racism is 
founded on the notion that a person’s race 
determines their human capabilities, leading 
to the discrimination of people based on their 
skin colour, language or culture. In Toronto, 
we can see the effects of racism in economic, 
social and cultural inequalities. According 
to data from the ethnic diversity survey, 
49.6% of Black people reported experiencing 
higher racial discrimination compared to the 
35.9% of racialized people in general. 

In Canada, we still see the effects of anti-
Black racism in our school systems with 
the lack of Canadian Black History being 
taught in classrooms. We also see a lack of 
representation of Black teachers and Latinx 
teachers in our schools, as well as at all 
levels of power, including the government 
and the private sector.

Prejudice vs Discrimination

Before we understand both prejudice 
and discrimination, it's important to define 
stereotype: a preconceived notion, 
especially about a group of people. Many 
stereotypes are racist, sexist or homophobic.

Prejudices are irrational feelings and 
thoughts of dislike against a person or group 
of people based on stereotypes. 

Discrimination occurs the moment that one 
puts their prejudices in action. For example, 
this happens when someone is treated 
negatively at school due to their race, 
religion or sexual orientation. 



49 Parent Curriculum   Section 4

Sexism 

Sexism is the discrimination based on a 
person’s sex or gender.

In Canada, examples of women’s inequality 
can be seen through the gender pay gap in 
which racialized women earn significantly 
less than white men and white women. All 
discrimination is intersectional because our 
lives are affected by many personal and 
social issues. Therefore women of colour 
will experience sexism differently than 
white women, because they may also be 
experiencing racism and/or discrimination 
based on immigration status or language, 
on top of the sexism they face. Similarly, 
according to the Canadian Income Survey, 
First Nations, Metis, Inuit and immigrant 
women are more likely to live in poverty.

Women are also most likely to experience 
gender-based violence and harassment as a 
form of sexism. This violence can occur in the 
home as domestic violence/intimate partner 
violence, in the workplace, in community 
spaces, and/or other public spaces. Sexism 
occurs when women’s lives, voices and 
experiences are devalued, objectified, 
sexualized and not seen as important as 
men’s.

DID YOU KNOW?

Aboriginal women in Canada report rates of violence, including domestic violence and sexual 
assault, 3.5 times higher than non-Aboriginal women. Young Aboriginal women are five times 

more likely than other Canadian women of the same age to die of violence. Between 1997 and 
2000, the rate of homicide for Aboriginal women was almost seven times higher than the rate for 

non-Aboriginal women.

On December 8, 2015, the Government of Canada announced the launch of an independent 
national inquiry to address the high number of missing and murdered Indigenous women and 

girls. To learn more:www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/

Image provided by Canadian Women Foundation

Women and Poverty in Canada
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Homophobia/Transphobia

Homophobia/transphobia is the negative 
feeling towards people who identify as 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-gender, queer, 
questioning or intersex (LGBTQI). Often 
times this community faces violence for their 
sexual preferences or gender identity. Trans-
gender women for instance are often the 
most targeted demographic group for hate 
crimes. 

Similarly, in Canada, same sex couples are legally entitled to marry while laws in other 
countries and states prevent civil or religious unions of the LGBTQI community. It is 
considered that these are forms of state sanctioned homophobia.  

Languages

There are over a 140 languages spoken 
in Toronto. There are currently different 
types of organizations, such as settlement 
agencies, working to provide translation 
and interpretation services for newcomers. 
However, access to interpreters is not always 
guaranteed everywhere. 

Ableism 

Ableism is the discrimination against people 
with disabilities including physical, cognitive, 
emotional and mental disabilities. Much of 
our public and private spaces are designed 
for able-bodied people.

Some examples of discrimination against 
people with disabilities can be seen in pubic 
transportation systems, schools, government 
agencies, businesses and more. A lack of 
accessible resources can impact the very 
wellbeing of people with disabilities.

The City of Toronto provides service request 
assistance via interpreters in 180 languages 
by calling 311. 
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Immigration Status 

Access to public education for all children 
and youth under 18 in Ontario is both a 
right and a requirement under provincial 
law. The Ontario Education Act explicitly 
states that no child can be denied access 
to schools because they, or their parent(s), 
lack immigration status in Canada. However, 
if they are undocumented and have not 
applied for refugee status, they need to wait 
6 months before they can enroll without 
paying international student fees.

The TDSB and TCDSB cannot deny the 
enrolment of students whose parents are 
without immigration status. 

In 2007, the TDSB’s new policy “Don’t 
ask Don’t tell” prevents schools from 
discriminating against undocumented people 
and encouraging schools to create inclusive 
spaces for non-status students. This new 
practice was implemented to prevent schools 
from asking families about their immigration 
status. 

In 2010 the TDSB sent further information 
along with a poster to continue encouraging 
schools to create inclusive spaces for non-
status students. 

     REMEMBER: 

As a parent, you are not obligated to inform school staff of your legal status nor of your 
immigration process. However, proof of residency for more than 6 moths may be required. 
If you are denied access to schools anywhere in Ontario contact: noneisillegal@riseup.net

For more info visit: www.toronto.nooneisillegal.org/

What forms of social injustice and/or inequity have 
you identified in your child(ren)’s school? 

DID YOU KNOW?

In 2013 Toronto became a Sanctuary City, 
where no one can be refused from public 
services because of their immigration status. 
After much debate, Toronto City Council 
voted on more recommendations to further 
implement training to city staff and revising 
policies to reflect that undocumented people 
should not be discriminated against when 
trying to access any city service.
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