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Abstract 

Canada’s Black population is a heterogenous diaspora of people from many parts of the world. In 

2016, Black Canadians represented 3.5 percent of the nation’s population. The Black community 

in Canada is relatively small. But small communities are not undeserving of our attention and 

focus. The special education community is also a relatively small community in Canada, when 

compared to the general population. Therefore, it is safe to assume that the number of Canadians 

who belong to the Black community and the special needs community, is minuscule. Why then, 

is it important to study such a tiny population? Because if society and the law considers all 

Canadians to be equal, all Canadian voices should be heard. Yet there is little to no research 

available about the perceptions and experiences of Black Canadian parents of children receiving 

special education services. Similar research in the Black American context is plentiful, however 

Black American and Black Canadian cultures are not the same. Is it possible that by not knowing 

or understanding this population, we have failed to effectively serve this community of 

Canadians? This phenomenological study explores the experiences and perspectives of five 

Black Canadian parents, who participated in the special education allocation process. within the 

last four years. Parents from Ontario and British Columbia agreed to participate in this study. 

Five semi-structured interviews were conducted over the course of one month, which produced 

detailed and extensive participant descriptions, organically developed into themes which 

captured the meaning and essences of participant experiences. Findings indicate race and culture 

were significant factors that influenced the quality and quantity of special education designation 

processes  and services. This study contributes to a scant body of Canadian research concerning 

Black Canadians and special education. This and future research in this area will benefit 

educators and administrators interested in equitable special education services.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“Representation matters.”  
(JB, research study participant) 

 
“Assignment to a teacher of the same racial background tends to result in greater student achievement” 

(Grissom, Kearn and Rodriguez, 2015) 
 

Introduction: Research Context 

 This study is situated in a body of research concerned with the less seen and heard voices 

of African Canadians who encounter the special education system. The researcher is a member 

of the African Canadian (Black Canadian) as well as the special education community and 

therefore brings unique perspectives, experiences and interests to the study of others within this 

unique population. This researcher’s personal experiences of racialization and even 

marginalization are not discarded or dismissed from the study’s context, as these tensions are 

part of the researcher’s personhood and cannot removed or erased. However, the researcher’s 

personal experiences as a Black Canadian parent of a child with special needs are not central to 

this work. The researcher shares certain questions and feelings in common with participants in 

this study (for example, questions such as “does my child receive equitable education services at 

school?”, “Has my child been racialized at school?”, “Would my child recognize when 

discrimination or marginalization is taking place at school?”). It is important that the special 

education system is free of barriers to equitable education, ensuring all students, including Black 

students with special needs, have access to equitable academic services in an environment that is 

culturally enriched, and culturally safe.  

 Parents of children with special needs face unique challenges when navigating school 

systems primarily aimed at supporting “typical” students. Assessments, tests, individualized 

learning plans and services are common facets of special education programming that can for 
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some, be intimidating and frustrating (Starr and Foy, 2012). In addition to the unique challenges 

of the special education system, Black Canadian parents must also navigate cultural differences 

encountered with staff and school administration, barriers not experienced by their Caucasian 

and non-Black counterparts. Navigating cultural spaces within the special education system is an 

additional burden Black parents face, which may or may not have an impact on the quantity and 

quality of special education service delivery (Stanley, 2015).    

 According to Blanchett (2009), racial inequities in special education have been a long- 

standing problem in the US. The inequitable, disproportionate inclusion of African American 

(AA) students in special education was first documented decades ago in the late 1960’s (Reid, 

2015).  Disproportionality refers to the disproportionate representation of racialized groups in 

special education (National Education Association, 2007). Furthermore, disproportionality 

involves interactions between racial stereotyping, teacher attitudes, inequitable education 

structures, and student capabilities (Skiba et al., 2008). Despite efforts to modify US education 

laws and policies such as the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA), 

disproportionality is just as persistent today as it was forty years ago (Kramarczuk-Voulgarides, 

Fergus and Thorius, 2017).  

 Similar efforts are underway in Canada to combat racial inequities in education by 

making systemic policy changes. Recommendations from the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (2015) propose changes to the education system that respect and incorporate 

Indigenous ways of knowing, use less colonial-based approaches to education assessments, and 

increase parent and community involvement in the development of education policies and 

practices (Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2015). Though these recommendations are 
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intended to address historical wrongs to Canadian Indigenous peoples, it can be argued that the 

same principles can be applied to Black Canadian students and families.  

 Parents can be special education partners who share their invaluable information and 

insights regarding student needs, student education challenges and barriers. Their experiences 

and understandings could inform special education processes, administrative policies, and help to 

break down sociocultural barriers. This chapter will make clear the reasons and rationales behind 

the exploration of race and culture in special education, as well as the importance of uncovering 

perceptions of Black Canadian parents in the special education community.  

Problem Statement 

 Blanchette (2006) asserts that the special education system in the United States 

systematically engages in race-based disproportionality through inadequate support for students, 

teachers, school policies and practices.  Blanchette’s (2006) body of work (primarily in the US) 

reveals that racial disproportionality in special education has a significantly negative impact on 

and African American students and families. The long term effects of the overrepresentation of 

African American students in special education has led to a number of consequences including 

changes to their long term academic trajectory and less post-secondary career opportunities 

(Reid, 2015).  

 In Canada, recent research evidence reveals Black Canadian students in special education 

are overrepresented in special education programs and are also over represented in post-

secondary vocational (applied) schools (Robson, Anisef, Brown and Parekh, 2014).  In fact, 

according to Toronto District School Board statistics, the intersections of race and disability for 

Black Canadian students decreases the chances of attending college or university (Robson, 
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Anisef, Brown and Parekh, 2014). College and University degrees are pathways to professional 

careers with average to high paying careers (Crawford, Macmillan, Vignoles, and Wyness 2016).  

 Consequently, for Black students negatively affected by disproportionality, their ability to 

obtain a college or university degree leading to a professional career, is severely diminished 

(Robson, Anisef, Brown and Parekh, 2014). Low paying jobs and unemployment can lead to a 

poor quality of life (Crawford et al., 2016). Poor socioeconomic outcomes contribute to poor 

health outcomes and direct links between discrimination, stress response and poor physical 

health are well established in the research (Patterson and Veenstra, 2016). Disproportionality and 

racial discrimination are bad for intellectual and physical health.  

Rationale for Study  

 Inclusion is an important aspect of the Canadian education system (Bunch, 2015). In 

provinces like Ontario, the development of an “equity and inclusive education strategy” was an 

indication of the commitment made not only to the special needs community, but to embracing 

diversity within the special needs community (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2009). It is 

important to understand that “inclusion” does not just apply to physical and intellectual learning 

variances. It pertains to aspects of personhood such as culture, race, ethnicity, ancestry, and 

language as well (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2009). The exclusion of marginalized members 

of the education community is contrary to the fundamental principles of Canadian education. 

Furthermore, it is important to ensure that all students (and their families) experience special 

education allocation processes in a manner that does not negatively impact their chances for 

success. Understanding Black Canadian parent perceptions of special education allocation 

processes is an important step in reducing education inequities among culturally diverse and 

marginalized Canadians. Gaining knowledge about the experiences of Black Canadian families 
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and the special education system can also lead to increased student and parent engagement, 

increased parent satisfaction, more inclusive special education policy development strategies, 

culturally competent special education services and enhanced student-parent-teacher 

relationships (Jones-Good and Grant, 2016).   

Study Overview 

 Purpose. 

 Black Canadians have been part of the Canadian fabric for centuries (Libraries and 

Archives Canada, 2018). Black Canadians immigrated from a variety of continents and countries 

since the 1600’s, primarily from Africa, the Caribbean, and the United States (Winks, 1997). 

Immigration was robust and migrants were welcomed until the racist policies of the Immigration 

Act were enacted to prevent immigration from predominantly Black countries in Africa, South 

America, and the Caribbean (Winks, 1997). 

 Racist and discriminatory immigration policies, practices, and attitudes led to social 

identification and racial stratification of Blacks in Canada (Amadahy and Lawrence, 2009). This 

continued for decades until changes were made to Canadian immigration laws and policies in the 

1960’s, in an attempt to revitalize immigration from predominantly Black countries (Wink, 

1997). This new campaign (“multiculturalism”) to attract and retain culturally and ethnically 

diverse migrants had very little impact on systemic racism and discrimination Black Canadians 

experienced then and still today (Amadahy and Lawrence, 2009). 

 Anti- Black racism and discrimination infiltrates many facets of Black Canadian life, 

including education (Codjoe, 2001). Black Canadians have unique education experiences 

impacted by the racialization of their personhood (Codjoe, 2001). Black Canadian parents have 

expressed concerns about systemic education barriers that reduce or prevent their child’s success 
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(Dei, 1993). If education equity and inclusion are promised to each and every Canadian student, 

Black Canadian students with special needs, should expect nothing less. 

 This study explores unique Black Canadian parent perspectives of special education 

allocation processes, education equity, parent-school relationships as well as other important 

special education issues identified by study participants.  

 Ontological Grounding. 

 The author’s ontological assumptions align with social constructivist paradigms. 

Constructivism is an overarching term used to describe a theoretical framework that assumes 

knowledge respects the differences between people, and it is gained through understanding the 

other’s subjective meanings of things (Greene, 1997). Social constructivists believe reality, truth 

and facts are constructed by way of complex interactions with and within the world – lived 

experiences (Schwandt, 1998).  Social constructivist approaches to special education research 

have several advantages (Ertmer and Newby, 1993) including but not limited to the following.  

 First, social constructivism allows for reflection and reflexivity regarding personal beliefs 

and realities, consideration of new beliefs and realities, building new understandings of 

experiences thereby facilitating new ways of thinking, knowing and learning (Ertmer and 

Newby, 1993). Secondly, social constructivism creates (by way of collaboration) meaning of 

experiences conveyed by the individual who has first-hand knowledge of those experiences 

(Ertmer and Newby, 1993).  

 The purpose of this study is to not only document the experiences of African Canadian 

families and the special education system, but to create meaning of these experiences (Schwandt, 

1994).  Finally, creating meanings and making sense of experiences is an interactive process 

which is beneficial when research requires interactive participation (participants, researcher and 
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experiences) (Schwandt, 1994). The social constructivist perspective asserts that the experiences 

of study participants are central to understanding and gaining knowledge about African Canadian 

parents and their experiences with special education processes.  

 Epistemological Grounding. 

 Knowledge is gained through personal experiences and research unravels the realities of 

individual experiences (Husserl, 1981). This research utilizes social constructivism as an 

epistemology. People learn from their interactions with the world around them, gain knowledge 

and understanding from the experiences of others and their own lived experiences (Ertmer and 

Newby, 1993). Interpretations and meanings of lived experiences form the basis for learning 

(Ertmer and Newby, 1993). It has been used as an epistemological foundation in special 

education, incorporated in a numerous K-12 learning models (Howard, McGee, Swartz and 

Purcell, 2000).  

 Research Question. 

 Considering the ontological and epistemological grounding of this research it is 

reasonable to embed the research question within a social constructivist paradigm. Since a social 

constructivist’s approach to research seeks to unravel the realities of the individual experiences, 

illuminate the uniqueness of social realities and how those realities are constructed cultivate 

knowledge (how we know what we know) through our engagement with the world, the following 

research question has been developed: 

What are the experiences of Black Canadian parents of elementary students who have recently 

been allocated to special needs programming? 
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 Research Design. 

 Qualitative research facilitates careful and detailed descriptions of subject matter. 

Furthermore, qualitative research is subjective in nature, focusing on the perspectives of research 

participants (Lewis, 2015). Qualitative studies value the meanings of human experiences; 

subjective data are currency with which to gain access to the lives of others. In contrast, 

quantitative studies are predominantly concerned with numeric volume, occurrences and 

statistical significance. Personal perspectives are not the primary focus of quantitative research. 

 Phenomenology is a qualitative research approach that explores the experiences and 

perspectives of others. It is often used to detect and describe experiences that are common to a 

group of people (phenomena) (Lewis, 2015). A phenomenological approach is an effective way 

to explore Black Canadian experiences of the special education designation process. 

Phenomenology is discussed in more detail in Chapter Three (research methodology). 

Methods 

 Participant Selection.  

 Black Canadians are not a homogenous group, although Black Canadians are a 

commonly racialized group of people (Baker, Price and Walsh, 2015). According to Statistics 

Canada (2019), Black Canadians made up 3.5% of Canada’s population in 2016. More than half 

of the Black Canadian population was born outside of Canada; most migrated from countries in 

Africa, and the Caribbean (Statistics Canada, 2019).  In 2016, most Black Canadians lived in 

Ontario and Quebec (Statistics Canada, 2019). It is unclear what percentage of the Black 

population are students in elementary school, Statistics Canada does not currently collect racial 

demographic data in this area. Considering Blacks are a small percentage of Canada’s 

population, it is likely Black elementary students also represent a very small percentage of the 
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over 5 million elementary and high school student population (2015/2016 school year) in Canada 

(Statistics Canada, 2017).  It is not unreasonable to conclude that a small Black Canadian 

population yields a small Black student population and an even smaller Black student population 

in special education.  

 A community based purposeful sampling strategy was used to select Black Canadian 

parents of elementary school students living across Canada. Community based (derived rapport) 

sampling requires the researcher to build meaningful relationships with and within a specific 

community, with the intent to work with members of that community to conduct research 

(Ellard-Gray, Jeffrey, Choubak and Crann, 2015).  

 Purposeful sampling was used to recruit participants, due to the limited population and 

specific inclusion criteria (Black Canadian, parent, elementary school student, special education) 

necessary to conduct the study. Ellard-Gray, et al. (2015) recommend using flexible sampling 

methods when looking for “hidden” populations.  Purposeful sampling is a flexible method that 

allows the researcher and study participants to discover parents who meet study criteria. Etikan, 

Musa and Alkassim (2015) note that the primary problem with purposeful sampling is its non-

random nature of participant selection, and therefore inconclusive generalizability of study 

results. But the results from this study are not intended to be used to draw broad conclusions 

about the entire Black Canadian population of parents who have children in special education 

programming. The intention is to consider the perspectives of families who share a specific 

phenomenon, as well as illuminate the presence of a unique community within the Canadian 

population. 
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 Five participants were selected for this study. All participants were Black Canadians, 

parents of children in elementary school, who were in the process of, or currently receiving 

special education services at school.  

 The sample size aligns with a phenomenological approach to qualitative research focused 

on examining deep and detailed experiences (Creswell, 2007). When seeking to understand or 

give meaning to experiences, a higher number of participants does not correlate with deeper 

understandings of a phenomenon (Englander, 2012). Paramount to conducting trustworthy 

qualitative research, are the details of the phenomenon being studied, which often requires fewer 

participants and very detailed accounts of the phenomenon (Englander, 2012). Although no 

specific numeric threshold is recommended, Englander (2012) suggests recruiting a minimum of 

three participants to conduct a thorough phenomenological study.  

 In order to ensure parents interested in participating in the study met study criteria, 

participants were asked four qualifying questions: 1) have you had experiences with the special 

education system? 2) have you had at least one child either receiving or in the process of 

receiving special education services? 3) have you had experiences with your child’s special 

education allocation processes within the last 4 years? and 4) are you able to recall your personal 

experiences with the special education allocation process? 

Table 1 
Participant Summary 
Participant Cultural Heritage  Relationship to Student Student Grade Time   IEP 
          Since  
          Allocation 
KH  Caribbean  Mother   4  3  Yes 
AD  Caribbean  Father   7  2  Yes 
MJ  African   Mother   7  4  No 
JP  Caribbean  Mother   5  2  Yes 
KG  Caribbean  Mother   7  3  Yes  
 
 
  



20 
	

 Recruitment. 

 Social media engagement was the primary method of recruitment. Black Canadian 

Facebook community groups were consulted and with permission, an online poster was 

periodically posted within those online community groups. Community agencies were contacted 

outside of social media, including the Harmony Movement Foundation, a non profit agency in 

Ontario, dedicated to racial discrimination and Taibu, a health centre specifically supporting the 

Black community (based in Toronto Ontario). These agencies were notified about the study 

(using the email invitation (Appendix B)) and encouraged to share study information with their 

community and organization members. The researcher forged relationships with members of 

Canadian black community groups online and offline. Members interested in participating in, or 

who had questions about the research, were able to contact the researcher directly online through 

Facebook messenger as well as through a dedicated email address.  

 Data Collection. 
 
 Semi-structured individual interviews with parents/guardians were used to gather data. 

(See Appendix D for a detailed list of semi structured interview questions). Interviews are a 

useful way gathering data that requires descriptive depth and detail (Englander, 2012). Semi-

structured interviews guide participant conversations and allow flexibility throughout the 

interview process (Eatough and Smith, 2008). For this study, not all questions were asked to 

every participant. Each interview was participant-led. Participants shared their stories and 

experiences by answering some or all questions posed, but decided independently which 

questions were pertinent to their personal story. Englander (2012) suggests that semi-structured 

interviews facilitate open conversations that encourage participants to lead the direction and 



21 
	

depth of the conversation while the interviewer interacts with the interviewee, as well as their 

data. A more extensive description of data collection methodologies is presented in Chapter 3. 

 Data Interpretation.  

 Phenomenological data interpretation, including word and statement coding, clustering 

and theme development were employed to scrutinize, develop and extract meaning from data 

collected.  Phenomenological data interpretation (interpretive phenomenological analysis or IPA) 

is primarily focused on how research participants makes sense of their world, their experiences, 

and meanings are extracted by careful examination and synthesis of transcripts of participant 

interviews (Smith and Osborn, 2004). Data interpretation methods are detailed in Chapter 3.  

 Knowledge Created. 

 This research provides insight about several important education issues including:  

1. Black Canadian perceptions of the special education system. 

Limited research has been done in the area of Black Canadian families and their experiences 

with the special education system. Although the Black Canadian population is relatively small in 

comparison to other culturally diverse communities, it is a population that is growing (Statistics 

Canada, 2019). Education research focused on Black Canadians is very limited (Henry, 1993). A 

recent search using the ERIC database, resulted in just one document – an essay – about an  

African Canadian parent and their experiences with the special education system (Adjei, 2018). 

Education research involving Black Canadian parents and the special education system, is scarce.  

2. Student and family perceptions of inclusion related to the special education allocation process. 

Considering the scarcity of education research involving the perceptions of Black Canadian 

families in special education, this research study is significant and can help to highlight this 

unexplored area of inquiry. 
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3. Systemic barriers of special education in a Black Canadian context. Although there are 

numerous studies about racialized systemic structures in the education system, and their 

relationship to the racialization of students, this area of research is saturated with data from the 

United States. Due to the differences between Black American and Black Canadian histories, 

cultures and contexts, as well as significant differences between American and Canadian school 

policies and practices, it is imperative that systemic structures and barriers in special education 

are carefully explored in a Canadian context, information that is scarcely available presently. 

 Limitations. 

 There are potential study limitations related to participant recruitment that may impact 

the participant group. Every effort was made to utilize a variety of recruiting methods (online 

solicitation of support groups, online and offline connections with Black community groups, and 

online networking with special education group members) to garner participation. Potential 

participants were asked to share flyers and notices with other members of social online groups. 

This type of recruitment limits the range of participants and therefore participant experiences 

included in this study.  

 Furthermore, phenomenological study results are not meant to be generalizable but do 

contribute to understandings of experiences and perspectives of individuals who have common 

experiences with the special education systems in Canada.   

 Potential limitations exist related to validity and reliability. Validity and reliability are 

concepts typically associated with quantitative research, but qualitative studies can also establish 

validity and reliability by implementing “verification strategies” that demonstrate research rigor 

(Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson and Spiers, 2002). A detailed description of this study’s validity 

and reliability are provided in Chapter three). 
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 Value.  

 This research may be valuable to students and families whose voices are otherwise 

unheard (Abdul-Adil, and Farmer, 2006). All participants in this study mentioned the fact that 

they had never been approached by anyone in the education system, to share their perspectives 

and opinions about the system or how well it serves Black parents. Research findings may help 

to illuminate special education issues important to these Black Canadian families, information 

that can contribute to important conversations surrounding race, culture and school policies, and 

practices.  

 According to O’Connor, Lewis and Mueller (2007), future research related to Black 

educational outcomes needs to focus more heavily on the racialization of students, the ways in 

which race and educational settings intersect and the impact of everyday interactions and school 

practices on educational outcomes.  

Summary 

 This study explores issues of race, education, ability, and the intersectionalities that exist 

(if any) for Black Canadian parents of elementary school students in special education. 

Understanding these intersectionalities in a Canadian context is important because of the 

changing demographic within the Black Canadian population, as well as the uniqueness of Black 

Canadian families in special education.  

 At the heart of this research is the question: What are the experiences of African (Black) 

Canadians and the special education system? A phenomenological approach was deployed to 

conduct this research. Phenomenology is a methodology suited for qualitative study of human 

experiences (Creswell, 2007).  
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 A plethora of research regarding education, race and ability exists in an African 

American context. Canadian studies in this area are scant. This study will help to establish a 

body of Canadian research concerned with the intersectionalities of race, ability and education. It 

has the potential to enhance understandings of the world in which racialized students and 

families live. To better understand research related to race, ability and education it may be useful 

to examine qualitative studies completed in countries with similar education systems to Canada, 

such as the United States and Australia. Drawing on other studies may be helpful to have a 

general sense of aspects of Black parent experiences as they might occur in Canadian special 

education contexts. Furthermore, a review of other studies related to Black parent experiences 

with special education processes may inform new directions, new avenues of Canadian special 

education research.  
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Chapter 2: The Intersections of Education, Race and Disability 

“I don’t think the teachers were aware f their responsibility to come from an anti-oppressive angle.” 
 (KG, study participant) 

 
“Culturally competent environments are environments that are adept at using practices, materials and 

methods that teach….students in ways that support them as individuals and learners.” 
(Williams, 2007) 

 

Introduction 

 An extensive search was conducted to learn what is known about special education 

stakeholders (teachers, parents, students) as well as special education policies and processes that 

impact racialized groups in the United States and Canada. Although an extensive search of the 

research literature did not produce any studies regarding Black Canadians and their experiences 

with special education systems and processes, this literature review includes perspectives of 

Black American parents. Additionally, this review of literature will also examine issues related 

to cultural competence and disproportionality in special education.  

Background 

 Within this literature review there are key aspects of Black parent experiences in special 

education, which have been categorized as follows: social justice and special education, race and 

special education, reducing racialization in special education, and implications for special 

education. Additionally, this chapter examines the significance of interpersonal and intrapersonal 

relationships impacting parent perceptions of the special education system.  

Social Justice and Special Education  

 Education is often used as a measure of society’s commitment to social and economic 

justice and equality (Apple, 2012). Education can play an instrumental role in improving the 

economic, social health status of individuals and communities (Marmot, Allen, Goldblatt, Boyce, 

McNeish and Grady, 2010). Therefore, understanding the interactions between parents, students 
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and special education systems, involves understanding the interconnections between social 

justice, equity and education. Social justice theory is one way of supporting the careful 

examination of equity, diversity and supportive environments (Rawls, 2001), which can be 

applied to the examination of special education systems. 

    The road to inclusive education in Canada began decades ago with a 1995 legal challenge 

regarding an Ontario school board’s responsibility to provide equitable and inclusive education 

for children with disabilities (Towle, 2015), and the right of children with special needs to 

receive education in unsegregated education environments. Moreover, changes in attitudes and 

policies on an international level (the United Nations) prompted special education policy reform 

that embraced academic integration, social inclusion, behavioural supports and education 

diversity to support inclusive classroom settings (McCrimmon, 2015).  

 In addition to international policy changes, and legal challenges for equity and inclusion, 

societal attitudes played an important role in shaping inclusive education in Canada (Schilfer, 

2005).  Education inequities were catapulted to social consciousness in the early 1970’s, by 

parents unsatisfied with education options and policies that affected their children with special 

needs (Shlifer, 2005).  In the United States, years of advocacy, political wrangling’s and growing 

social capital have influenced legislation like the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA) and American parents are officially recognized as important education partners and 

special education advocates (Wang, Mannan, Poston, Turnbull, and Summers, 2004).  Over time 

and through continued advocacy activities, parent roles in special education have expanded to 

include political activist, education advocate and child spokesperson (Nachshen and Minnes, 

2005).  
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The Racialization of Special Education (Understanding Disproportionality)  

 Despite the social justice accomplishments in special education to date, racial disparity 

and disproportionality have not been erased from the special education landscape (Blanchette, 

Klingner, Harry, 2009).  According to Oswald, Coutinho, Best, and Singh (1999), 

disproportionate representation is defined as “the extent to which membership in a given (ethnic, 

socioeconomic, linguistic, or gender) group affects the probability of being placed in a specific 

disability category” (p. 198).  

 For many African Americans in the United States, disproportionality journeys begin at 

the referral stage and involve teacher criteria bias (Reid, 2015). These biases are part of the 

special education decision making powers which are placed in the hands of teachers who 

inconsistently apply referral criteria which may or may not take non-academic factors into 

consideration (Harris, Sullivan, Oades-Sese and Sotelo-Dynega, 2015).   

 Disproportionality can have an impact on academic performance, unaccounted for in the 

special education referral process, and may be related to behaviour (mis)interpretation, over 

disciplining, socioeconomic status, language barriers, and cultural barriers (Annamma, Morrison 

and Jackson, 2014). 

 Moreover, special education is multifaceted in other racialized groups including 

Indigenous Canadian students (Cherubini and Hodson, 2008). Cherubini and Hodson (2008) 

argue that education criteria are heavily based on Eurocentric assessments that try to fit 

Indigenous ways of knowing into colonially derived education curricula Based on their 

assessment, Indigenous students are also susceptible to inappropriate special education labeling. 

Their study inferred elementary school teachers lack significant education and training in 
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Indigenous culture and may rely on pervasive stereotypes when interacting with, and assessing, 

Indigenous students and the present public-school system is similar in some ways, to the 

previous residential school system in that it still imparts decision making power and control to 

teachers, with very little effort to engage and embed Indigenous principles and practices 

(Cherubini and Hodson, 2008).  

 Indigenous autonomy and imbalances of power in the Canadian education system are 

addressed by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 2015 final report. The report 

emphasizes the need for a less colonial approach to education by developing education curricula 

that is culturally appropriate. Recommendations include creating an education system that 

embraces contributions from parents, leaders and Aboriginal communities in the development 

education policies.  

 Problems exist with the racialization of special education. In the US, African American 

students are overrepresented in special education. In Canada, research indicates that Indigenous 

students are still subject to imperial, residential school types of systems that exclude important 

principles and practices of Indigenous culture, leaving Indigenous students vulnerable to 

misguided or misinformed decisions and placements in special education.  

 Very little is known about the racialization of education as it pertains to Black Canadian 

students and families. Codjo (2000) asserts that Black Canadian perspectives and experiences in 

education have never been a concern of mainstream academia. This may be in part due to the 

small population of Black Canadians in comparison to their non-Black counterparts. It is also 

possible that this gap in education research parallels the marginalization of Black Canadians in 

other social constructs including social, political, legal, and economic constructs (Henry, 1993).  

The lack of robust education research pertaining to Black Canadians may also be due to the 
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relatively limited number of Black Canadian teachers and teacher scholars in Canadian schools  

(Elabor-Idemudia, 2001).  

 Despite limited literature pertaining to Black Canadian parents and families, and the 

special education system, there is value in exploring research about experiences and perceptions 

other similar cultures (Black Americans) have with the education system (Codjoe, 2001). 

Notwithstanding aspects of societal and educational racialization that are common to both Black 

Americans and Black Canadians, the cultures are not synonymous or interchangeable. Therefore, 

it is imperative that future research concerning Black Canadian families and their experiences 

with the special education system, are examined through a Canadian lens.  

Reducing Racialization in Special Education  

 Changes to reduce or eliminate disproportionality cannot be implemented without 

considering the role teachers play within the system (Banks 2004). Teachers can play an 

instrumental role as change agents, supporting the education needs of culturally and racially 

enriched (diverse) students and reducing the incidence of disproportionality (Banks, 2004).  

Teachers can normalize positive images and concepts of racialized students through lesson 

planning, role play, videos and guided peer discussions, dismantling key structures of 

disproportionality (Banks, 2004). McCrimmon (2014) suggests the direction of inclusive 

education in Canada rests on the shoulders of teachers and how willing they are to adopt 

alternative ways of observing, assessing and supporting students 

 Combating racial disproportionality in special education requires a thoughtful and robust 

systemic approach that benefits all students while ensuring racialized students are protected from 

systemic gaps Santamaria (2009). Santamaria (2009) recommends using Differentiated 

Instruction (DI) and Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) to benefit all students with and 
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without special needs. Combining both teaching methods is an approach that lends itself to 

teaching in classrooms with culturally and intellectually diverse students, ensuring all students 

are engaged, teaching goals are accomplished and an environment of cultural safety is 

maintained (Santamaria, 2009).  

 Administrators can also contribute to the eradication of racial disproportionality. 

According to Hollis and Goings (2017), their CARE model (“(C) culturally relevant pedagogy, 

(A) attachment to school, (R) regulating emotions (mental health), and (E) expectations of 

teachers”) can be used by administrative staff to examine individual and systemic factors that 

contribute to racial disproportionality (Hollis and Goings, 2017). 

 Finding the right combination of solutions to combat racial disproportionality has not 

been easy. Hollis and Goings (2017) note that despite the increase in research regarding racial 

disproportionality in education, very little is known about best practices to reduce or eliminate 

academic achievement gaps attributed to racial disproportionality. 	Blanchette (2006) contends 

inadequate resource allocation (including school funding) for school programs and initiatives 

contribute to disproportionality. Beratan (2006) argues that institutionalized racism embedded in 

district and school policies, procedures and practices, makes it nearly impossible to achieve real 

progress toward the elimination of disproportionality in schools. The Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in the US is the federal means for which each state receives 

and allocates school funding. Beratan (2006) argues that IDEA’s discriminatory structures create 

formidable barriers to instrumental change regardless of federally funded initiatives for 

disproportionality research.  
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Implications for Special Education  

 The Canadian education system leaves the majority of funding decisions up to each 

province, which has led to inconsistent resource allocation and teacher resources across Canada 

(Towle, 2015). According to Statistics Canada, in 2006 students with disabilities aged five to 

fourteen made up just under five percent of the student population in Canada. Within this group, 

children over ten years of age received the bulk of special education services compared to 

children under ten years of age with a disability label (Statistics Canada, 2008).  Statistics 

Canada does not provide gender, race or cultural statistical data about children with disabilities 

in Canada. Fortunately, the Toronto District School Board (TDSB) (the largest and most diverse 

school board in Canada) published a final report on special education that provides statistical 

data about the social, economic, racial make up of the pre- school, elementary, high school and 

post secondary student populations.  

 During the 2009-2010 school year, close to sixteen percent of the school population were 

formally or informally identified with special needs (TDSB, 2010). Within this population, the 

TDSB (2010) reported underrepresentation of “other key racial groups” (unspecified) in special 

education. The most prevalent special needs (exceptionality) categories were giftedness, learning 

disability, and mild intellectual disability (MID) (TDSB, 2010).  

 The TDSB uses a segregation/integration model to monitor and advance students with 

special needs. This in essence means students are transitioned from segregated (special needs 

only) classrooms to mainstream classrooms (described as “regular” classrooms). This approach 

to special education management is not universal across Canada. Each province and territory is 

responsible for implementing policies and practices unique to the needs of their school boards 

and school communities, resulting in a patchwork of special education policies and practices 
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exist across the country (Towle, 2015). For example, Ontario distributes funding on a per-student 

basis, whereas British Columbia funding is distributed to special education resources based on 

funding levels which correspond to the type and severity of the student’s special needs, and time 

spent in school (Towle, 2015). Interprovincial inconsistencies have led to unidimensional special 

education assessments, segregation of students (full or partial segregation), overcrowded classes, 

as well as a lack of cultural diversity in identification processes. 

Current Research 

 Teacher perceptions of inclusive education. 

 Inclusive, culturally relevant education is a concept with many moving parts. According 

to Cramer and Bennett (2015) teachers are central to the successful implementation of culturally 

relevant practices including culturally responsive positive behaviour interventions (CRPBI). It is 

therefore important to understand the attitudes teachers have toward the implementation of 

culturally relevant practices in special education.  

 A 2016 phenomenological study of culturally relevant practice in special education 

examined teacher attitudes and understandings of culturally responsive practices (Jones-Goods 

and Grant, 2016). The purpose of the study was to understand what influenced teachers’ 

decisions regarding support for racially, culturally and ethnically diverse students in special 

education (Jones-Goods and Grant, 2016).  

 Jones-Goods and Grant (2016) used phenomenology as their theoretical framework for 

their study. According to Flood (2010) phenomenology is a research method tailored for 

uncovering subjective realities and truths. White educators in the state of North Carolina were 

selected using convenience and snowball sampling techniques. Participants were referred by 

their teaching peers. Noy (2008) indicates that snowball sampling is most often used in 
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qualitative research and is especially effective for accessing unique populations, while Dudovsky 

(2016) cautions there are issues with snowball sampling that present problems, including 

participant bias, and ethical concerns regarding participant permission/authorization to provide 

peer contact information. 

 Nonetheless, Jones-Goods and Grant (2016) garnered thick descriptions from the three 

White elementary school teacher participants in the study. Study results revealed five primary 

themes related to cultural competence, home-school continuity and teacher preparation. 

Researchers concluded personal and professional experiences of White teachers influenced their 

attitudes toward, and understandings of students from racially, culturally and ethnically diverse 

(RCED) communities. Furthermore, participants indicated their lack of understanding	led them to 

identify RCED students for referral to special education programming.  

 Findings were strongly supported by excerpts from data collection, but participant 

responses did not align with the research questions posed. Two out of three participants did not 

have experience adopting culturally responsive teaching practices and therefore were unable to 

address this research question, which is central to the research.  

 In rural Alberta McGhie, Irvine, Loreman, Cizman, and Lupart (2013) also discovered 

that teachers do not feel well prepared in terms of training and resources. Their qualitative study 

involved interviews with 14 teachers and a mail-in survey (the Teacher Perceptions of Inclusion 

in Rural Canada (TPIRC) scale) of 124 elementary and high school teachers that unearthed 

interesting results. Overall, participants had positive perceptions of inclusive education, but 

significant differences existed between elementary and high school teachers regarding the goals 

of inclusive education and resources needed to accomplish those goals. Unlike their elementary 
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school counterparts, high school teachers felt inclusive education goals were unrealistic and 

resources to accomplish inclusive education goals were lacking (McGhie et al., 2013).  

 Teachers need to be better prepared to support the needs of exceptional children in 

general education classes. Canadian elementary school teachers find themselves ill-equipped to 

support exceptional learners in an inclusive learning environment and report a lack of knowledge 

and training as major barriers to incorporating inclusive education in their classrooms 

(McCrimmon, 2015).  

 In a 2002 study conducted by Pivik, Mccomas and Laflamme students with disabilities 

and their parents participated in a qualitative study examining barriers to inclusive education. 

Participants identified attitudinal barriers as well as a lack of knowledge and understanding 

among teachers and school staff as barriers to inclusive education, citing a lack of curriculum 

adaptation, student exclusion from classroom projects, a lack of understanding of student needs 

or abilities as examples of inclusive barriers. 

 Barriers are experienced by parents, students and teachers alike, therefore it is important 

for future research to address how and where these experiences converge, to reduce barriers to 

inclusive education. 

 Experiences of racialization in special education. 

 In addition to teacher perspectives, student perspectives of racialization add a significant 

dimension to the body of research regarding racialized experiences in special education (Davila, 

2014).  Connor’s 2009 narrative study of students of color with intellectual disabilities aimed to 

emancipate less heard voices in special education research.  Using disability and critical race 

theoretical frameworks, the study utilized semi-structured group interviews with racialized youth 

(African American and Latino/a in the United States) over a series of eleven interactive sessions 
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(participants and researchers asked questions and shared responses during these sessions). 

Recruitment methods were not discussed. A narrative methodology was used to gather and 

present data (Connor, 2009).  

 Narrative research allows for personal reflection, recollections of events and 

circumstances that may or may not benefit from analysis (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000) and 

Connor (2009) presents numerous “portraits” of racialized special education experiences. 

Common elements of participant portraits included experiences of stigmatization by way of 

learning disability labels, low teacher expectations, racialization in the classroom (how (White) 

teacher behaviour is perceived and received) institutionalized segregation (special education 

classes, friendships and separation from “normal” students) and a restricted future (the 

constraints of an IEP diploma).   

 Using a multi-theoretical approach to examine the lives of racialized youth in special 

education is necessary to reflect the multi-dimensional and complex realities of race, disability 

and education (Connor, 2009). The study provided a wealth of background information about 

key issues impacting intersectionalities of race, disability and class and education. This 

information laid the foundation for a robust collection of narratives gleaned from small group 

interviews with youth 18-20 sharing their elementary and high school experiences in the 

education system.  

 Although Connor (2009) did not describe recruitment methods (which may present issues 

of selection bias), member checking was completed to validate the accuracy of interview 

transcription and large swaths of participant data were connected effectively with study 

conclusions.  
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 The study would benefit from more information regarding participant recruitment 

methods, a wider participant age range (include students still in school), and the elimination the 

categorization of  “Puerto Rican” and “Dominican” as distinct races, since they are ethnicities 

(Rivas-Drake, Marstrom, Lee, Umana-Taylor, Yip, Seaton, Quintana, Schwartz, and French, 

2014). 

  Davila (2014) also uncovered the experiences of racialized students in a study of 

Latino/a high school students in special education. Through a critical race lens and grounded 

theory framework, Davila (2014) examined and analyzed qualitative data from 20 students 

enrolled at a large California high school. Emerging themes in their study indicated that racial 

and disability microaggressions were experienced on a regular basis, by students in the study 

(Davila, 2014) and disability microaggressions were described as low teacher expectations 

(academic performance), disregard, and bullying.  

 As with the Connor (2009) study, Davila’s 2014 study revealed teacher’s low 

expectations of students were often perpetuated by teachers in their attitudes and conversations. 

The study provided a strong argument that teachers can be the perpetrators of race-based 

education inequities and othering of racialized students in special education. Classroom 

observations described instances of these claims. “Ms. Barnes’s actions towards Edgar reflect her 

marked insensitivity towards students and the importance of learning their particular names. 

Even after Edgar had corrected her, she continued to call him by the wrong name and attempted 

to present her actions in a joking manner … Cases like this occur in other educational contexts, 

where students of color experience misidentification and their perceived otherness is 

exacerbated.” (Davila, 2014, p. 459).   
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 Some of the concerns expressed by participants in the Connor (2009) and Davila (2014) 

studies, are also concerns of African American parents of students in special education. In a 

study of African American parents of school-aged children, Zionts, Zionts, Harrison and 

Bellinger, (2003) discovered that participants had strong views about teachers and administrators 

who made them feel “worthless” and to blame for their child’s challenges.  

 They [teachers] should not call kids names and should not blame parents for the child’s 

 disability. 

 The principal at my child’s school once stood over the secretary’s desk in the front office 

 and told me that my child was lazy, disrespectful, and dumb! And she did it right there in 

 front of all the others who were walking around in the front office and in front of my kid. 

 I can’t believe that she is called a ’professional’ ... a professional what?  

 Stanley’s 2015 study of African American advocacy in special education echoes similar 

parent perceptions of special education through a parent advocacy lens. The study is an 

exploration of experiences of low income African American mothers of children with special 

needs, their identification of parental advocacy barriers and facilitators.  

 Like the Zionts et al. (2003) study, Stanley’s 2015 study revealed issues with teaching 

personnel that created barriers to parental advocacy. Researchers learned that parent advocacy is 

defined in multiple ways, and there exists individual, group and community aspects to parent 

advocacy. Participants in Stanley’s (2015) study identified within their experiences, key barriers 

to advocacy that were similar to experiences mentioned in Zionts et al. (2003). Some of these 

barriers included race-based stereotypes, feelings of being “judged” by teachers and 

administrative staff, as well as feeling their contributions (questions, concerns, suggestions) were 

devalued (Stanley, 2015).  
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 Black parents in Ball, Vincent, Gillborn and Rollock’s 2014 study also indicated they 

faced racial and discriminatory barriers to equitable education services at school. Participants in 

that study were British middle class parents of students receiving special education services at 

school. Despite their economic capital and increased access to professional resources, parents 

reported feeling labeled, disrespected and “less than” (Ball et al., 2014). 

 Parent-school collaborations. 

 Reupert, Deppeler, and Sharma (2015) conducted a study of parent-school collaborations 

in special education. Their study addressed the gaps in knowledge of parent perspectives of 

enablers for student success. The purpose of the study was to find out which inclusion strategies 

parents of children with autism perceive to be helpful and supportive. 

 Participants in the study were recruited from four public schools in Melbourne Australia. 

Fourteen mothers of students enrolled in the inclusion support program (ISP). Researchers used 

focus group interviews to obtain information. Focus group interviews can produce a multitude of 

attitudes, which may be more forthcoming in a group setting (Gibbs, 1997).  

 A number of themes emerged from the study that reflected what participants perceived as 

important to collaborative parent-teacher relationships. Mutual acceptance, student transitions, 

effective student strategies, and parent-teacher communication were the primary themes that 

emerged from the study (Reupert, Deppeler and Sharma, 2015). The authors illuminated 

participant perceptions of strategies that strengthened collaborative parent-school relationships 

and also supported student success. Participants emphasized the importance of “acceptance”. 

Acceptance was described by one participant as “…they accept them as being who they are” 

(Reupert, Deppeler and Sharma, 2015, p. 89). Teacher acceptance and positive attitudes were 
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perceived as instrumental and pragmatic factors contributing to smooth transitions from year to 

year (Reupert, Deppeler and Sharma, 2015).  

 Participants identified effective student transition strategies, including early teacher 

introductions (before the end of the school year), consistency with teaching assistants year to 

year and taking a picture of the new teacher to share with the students (Reupert, Deppeler and 

Sharma, 2015). Teacher preparation (time to visit with in coming students and their families, pre-

service training and student observations) strengthens the parent-teacher relationship, builds 

mutual trust, facilitates open communication and lays the foundation for smooth student 

transitions according to results of a qualitative study by Starr, Martini, and Kuo’s 2014 who 

examined the experiences of culturally diverse parents with children on the Autism spectrum.   

 Reupert, Deppeler and Sharma (2015) concluded that parent-teacher collaboration is 

paramount to developing effective student strategies in special education. This conclusion was 

well supported by the data gleaned from research participants who shared effective strategies to 

support their children. Participants viewed themselves as collaborative partners, sometimes 

contributing their knowledge, sometimes seeking information. 

 The strength of the study is the use of qualitative methodology to extract significant 

information from subject experts. The authors clearly framed the research, connected results to 

the research questions and developed conclusions based on evidence (data). 

 Technical merits of the study do not hide the fact that the study was conducted with 

mothers only, from schools in a limited area of Melbourne Australia. No cultural or ethnic 

demographic information was provided, therefore participant diversity is questionable. Finally, 

although focus groups uncover approaches and strategies utilized by a particular group, focus 
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group interviews into question the authenticity of individual participation and honest personal 

revelations in the presence of strangers (in the case of newly formed groups) (Rabiee, 2004).  

 Reupert, Deppeler and Sharma’s (2015) study does contribute to current research, 

providing detailed insight about experiences and strategies that contribute to positive 

collaborative relationships, according to parents of children on the Autism spectrum.  

Summary 

 Inclusive education is meant to provide equitable education to children with intellectual 

and developmental disabilities using tools like the Individual Education Plan (IEP) (Tremblay 

and Belley, 2017). Equitable, inclusive education is interpreted and administered differently at 

the provincial levels and may appear differently in classrooms across Canada (Towle, 2015). 

Differences in the way inclusion philosophies and policies are interpreted create opportunities for 

the inequitable application of inclusion policies (Towle, 2015). Race-based education inequities 

exist within the framework of the American school system (Kramarczuk-Voulgarides, Fergus 

and Thorius, 2017). Very little is known about race-based education inequities in Canada.    

 This chapter assessed research that examines education inequity and disproportionality in 

education through a number of theoretical lenses including critical race theory, phenomenology, 

and qualitative case study and mixed methods (Kramarczuk-Voulgarides, Fergus and Thorius, 

2017). Through a CRT lens, we see the intersectionality of racism and its role in education 

(Ledesma and Calderon, 2015).  Davila’s 2014 study about microaggressions experienced by 

Latino/a students in special education, uncovered intersectionalities of culture, ability, and 

racism and exposed some of the structures of racial inequities in special education that impacted 

the daily lives of students.  
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 Other theoretical frameworks also garner deep understandings of race and disability 

intersectionality. Annamma, Ferri and Connor (2013) pioneered disability critical race theory 

(DisCrit) which among other things, requires an activist approach to unveil the social constructs 

of race, ability and culture (Smith, 2016). Through their work we gain understandings of special 

education’s role in the racialization of abilities. 

 While critical race theory and disability critical race theory are action-oriented 

frameworks used to examine racial intersectionality, policies and practices (Smith, 2016), 

phenomenology aims to uncover less known and understood experiences, and extract meanings 

and understandings of those experiences (Corby, Taggart, Cousins, 2015). To understand what it 

is like to be a parent of a student receiving special education services, research must give voice 

to key stakeholders, namely, students, parents and teachers. 

 Jones-Good and Grant’s (2016) phenomenological study of White teachers in special 

education provides evidence that some special education teachers are influenced by their 

personal and professional experiences with racially, culturally and ethnically diverse (RCED) 

students. Burge, Oulette-Kuntz, Hutchinson and Box’s (2008) exploration of societal attitudes 

toward students with special needs in Ontario indicated that just over half (52%) of the teachers 

in their study supported class integration, (special needs students participating in general 

classrooms with non-disabled students), while 79% of respondents felt schools did not have 

enough resources to make integration and inclusion possible (Burge et al., 2008). 

 Teacher perspectives of inclusive education can have an impact on their attitudes and 

involvement in inclusive processes, including processes involving parents and/or guardians 

(Jones-Good and Grant, 2006). The importance of parent-teacher professional relationships and 

collaborations is clearly demonstrated in Reupert, Deppeler and Sharma’s (2015) 
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phenomenological study of parents of children on the autism spectrum. Researchers found that 

participants valued mutual acceptance, student transitions, effective student strategies, and 

parent-teacher communication to support a strong parent-teacher collaborative relationship. 

 Furthermore, Harry (2008) notes that where collaboration with culturally diverse 

individuals with disabilities in concerned, professional collaboration is paramount.  Reupert, 

Deppeler and Sharma (2015) suggest the collaborative development of strategies that value and 

incorporate culturally enriched parent perspectives. 

 Disproportionality research is well established in the United States, but Canadian 

experiences of disproportionality are not as widely researched. Since Canadian culture is 

distinctly different from American culture, it is important to understand inequities in special 

education, through the perspectives and experiences of marginalized and racialized Canadians. 

Canadian perspectives of education inequities have been explored through an Indigenous lens 

with findings that identified issues related to systemic racism, poor teacher understandings of 

Indigenous culture, a lack of family and community inclusion when it comes to teaching 

practices and program development (Cherabini and Hodson, 2008). This research aims to reveal 

perspectives and experiences of Black Canadians and share those experiences with key 

stakeholders including parents, community agencies, teachers, administrative staff, school boards 

and policy makers, and contribute to the growing body of knowledge regarding Black students 

and families and the Canadian special education system.   

 From a Canadian perspective, large gaps exist in research concerned with race and 

special education (TDSB, 2013). This research study aims to address important knowledge gaps 

regarding African Canadian parental experiences with the special education system. It will 
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provide a voice to Black Canadian parents of elementary school students recently allocated to 

special education programming. 

 African Canadian experiences of the special education system add to the current body of 

work focused on intersections of race, ability and education.  There are potentially important 

social and political implications of the research as well as personal implications as well, as a 

member of the African Canadian community as well as a growing community of parents with 

children who have special needs.  

 It is the author’s intention to collaboratively present the voices of research participants as 

subject experts, utilizing authenticity, transparency and trustworthiness to extract thick 

descriptions and accurate meanings of participant experiences. Careful consideration was given 

to the methodology best suited for complex and multidimensional storytelling.  
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Chapter 3: The Science of Understanding 

“Let’s ensure that images of being different, inclusive, accepted, come across in every aspect of the 
classroom.” (KH, Study Participant) 

 
“One of the most forgotten legacies of phenomenology is its fight 

against the flaws besetting modern day societies, such as racism, anti-semitism, masculinism, Nazism…” 
(Cibangu and Hepworth, 2015) 

Introduction 

 Why is it important to learn about the experiences of others?  How does society benefit 

from understanding a particular human phenomenon? How does the academic community 

benefit from learning about Black Canadian families and their experiences with special education 

systems? This study explores what is unknown about Black Canadian parents and their 

perspectives and views of the special education system.  The scientific practice of learning about 

others through their perspectives and experiences, is the foundation of phenomenology (Cibangu 

and Hepworth, 2015).  

 Similarly, high school students and their parents who recently migrated from central and 

western Africa, shared their experiences of racialization in Kanu’s (2009) study of successful 

integration pathways for immigrants in the Manitoban school system. Students struggled with 

isolation and exclusion, indicating a great need for psychosocial and cultural supports not 

available at school or in the community. Black Canadians also experience racism beyond the 

classroom as evidenced in Hasford’s 2016 study which examined Black Canadian youth and 

their experiences of racism in the workplace. A number of themes emerged from the research 

that uncovered lived experiences of racism including name calling (racial slurs), oppression 

(personal and systemic), co-workers condescending attitudes, negative stereotypes expressed by 

coworkers and/or supervisors, as well as isolation in the workplace. Racial slurs were by far the 

most obvious and the predominant form of racism experienced by Brunswick adolescents in high 
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school (Baker, Varmer and Tanaka, 2001). Although in order to be included in the study, youth 

(15 to 19 years old) had to self-identify as victims of racism, a common element among youth in 

the study is their recollection of their racialization occurring at an early age in school (Baker, 

Varmer, and Tanaka, 2001).     

 The purpose of this study is to better understand the lived experiences of Black Canadian 

parents of children with special needs, who have experiences with the special education 

allocation process. The author poses the following research question: 

What are the experiences of Black Canadian parents of elementary students who have recently 

been allocated to special needs programming? 

Philosophical Orientation 

 The author’s ontological assumptions align with social constructivist paradigms. 

Vygotsky’s socio-constructivist paradigm is based on the notion that constructions of 

understanding ourselves and our world, are born from interactions, collaborations with the 

people and environment around us, encompassing language and culture as part of constructed 

realities (Amineh and Asl, 2015). Moreover, Kanselaar (2002) presents a social constructivist 

view that learning is constructed in a multifaceted way, knowledge is constructed through real 

life situations, by interacting with others as well as the environment. New experiences, ideas and 

approaches can be interpreted in multiple ways, with multiple interpretations and perspectives 

(multiple realities) (Groenwald, 2004). Knowledge is conceptualized as a building block of new 

knowledge, influenced by personal epistemology, learning experiences, amalgamating previous 

knowledge with new knowledge (Kanselaar, 2002).    
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Epistemological Assumptions 

 Social constructivists assume that knowledge respects the differences between 

individuals, and it is gained through understanding the other’s subjective meaning of things 

(Greene, 1997). Additionally, knowledge is gained through personal experiences and research 

unravels the realities of individual experiences (Husserl, 1981). The researcher and participants 

are active and interactive in data collection processes, producing research that reflects 

engagement between the researcher, participants, and the world (Greene, 1997). 

Research Tradition 

 This type of research question requires a theoretical framework that embodies the social 

constructivist ontology and epistemology. Qualitative research – specifically, phenomenological 

qualitative study, is a theoretical framework rooted in the scientific exploration of human 

experiences and the meanings behind those experiences (Greene, 1997). Phenomenology 

facilitates subjective accounts of lived experiences and uses these accounts as the foundation of 

(new) understandings (Groenwald, 2004). Phenomenology is especially useful in disability 

studies for a number of reasons. The nature of phenomenology is inclusive, seeking to find, 

explore and understand the less known and scarcely heard voices (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins, 

2015). It is a flexible methodological approach (methodological steps are not prescriptive, 

instead phenomenological methods are used as a guide to manage and understand data), 

participant voices remain the focus throughout the research process (care, due diligence and 

transparency enlisted to ensure participant voices are accurately represented and presented) 

(Corby, Taggart and Cousins, 2015). For example, participants in this study required room 

(psychologically and socially) to reveal and express their experiences, thoughtfully recalling 

events, situations, and feelings. Participant AD reflected on his feelings about being a single 
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parent of a child with special needs, and what it was like for him in the dating world. Although 

his reflections were not directly related to the question being asked, these thoughts were valuable 

because they brought the researcher closer to his world, his realities. Phenomenology’s flexible 

methodological approach enabled the collection of deep and detailed descriptions of participant 

stories, supporting the elucidation of experiences no matter how they unfolded (Corby, Taggart 

and Cousins, 2015). During data collection it was not unusual for participants to describe 

feelings, memories, frustrations, that were sometimes off-topic but contributed to overall 

understandings about their lived experiences. 

 Phenomenology is also a collaborative research process between the participants, their 

descriptions and the researcher, meant to create meanings of experiences, essences of 

experiences for the benefit of the researcher as well as participants (Corby, Taggart and Cousins, 

2015). Furthermore, O’Connor, Lewis and Mueller (2007) suggest the use of a 

phenomenological theoretical framework to study Black experiences serves to more explicitly 

explain and illustrate the complexities of race and education. Participants in this study retold and 

explained their experiences, providing specific examples of interactions with people, places, and 

systems, illustrating and conveying what and how events were unfolded. Participant JP recalled a 

time three years ago, when her child was in grade two and her daughter’s teacher described her 

as lazy. She described the teacher as “ nightmare. She called my child a liar. Her attitude and her 

expectations of Sam did not line up with what was actually happening with Sam”. Although the 

event was years ago, it was deeply etched in her mind. The high pitched inflections in her voice, 

furrowed brows and hand over her head made it clear this event left her frustrated and exhausted. 

Phenomenology made it possible for the researcher to interact with participants and participant 

data without time or content restrictions, ensuring participants had the time and space to engage 
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and share knowledge they wished to share, at a pace and in a manner of their choosing. Some 

interviews like AD’s were relatively short in length (approximately 45 minutes long), while other 

interviews such as KH’s telephone interview, took just over 1.5 hours.  

 Hermeneutic phenomenology, (a specific type of phenomenology enlisted for this study) 

is a methodology, rather than a prescribed method of focused analysis (Polkinghorne, 1983). It is 

a collaborative co-construction (between researcher and participant) of data, paying close 

attention to the language of lived experiences, as well as the researcher’s reflective journaling of 

the research process (Koch, 1995).  

Participant Population 

 Participant group. 

 According to Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) thoughtful and careful sampling is 

essential to qualitative research. Study samples are typically small to extract detailed, meaningful 

descriptions of data (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2007). Diamond and Gomez (2004) conducted a 

qualitative study regarding African American parent perspectives of the education system 

involving eight participants who engaged in research interviews. Their findings were described 

in rich detail, illustrating the phenomena clearly and precisely. Goods and Grant (2014) explored 

cultural responsiveness of teachers in special education with three participants. Their objective 

was to include detailed narratives of participant experiences and perceptions of their own 

teaching practices (Goods and Grant, 2014).  

 The meanings of participant experiences are extracted from the words (interview 

transcripts) of participants themselves. A higher number of participants in a qualitative study, 

does not ensure a higher quality of data extraction when detail and careful descriptions are the 

primary focus (Sohn, Thomas, Greenberg and Pollio, 2017). Phenomenological research is less 

concerned with numerical thresholds or statistical significance (important aspects of quantitative 
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research), and more concerned with gaining deep understandings (essence) of human experiences 

(Picton, Moxham and Patterson, 2017). This study included the experiences of five Black 

Canadian parents of children with exceptional needs. The choice to work with five participants 

satisfied the depth and breadth of detail necessary to construct meaningful descriptions of the 

phenomenon being studied. 

Participant Selection  

 The phenomenological tradition facilitates the sharing of experiences particular to a 

specific group or groups of people (Greene, 1997). It is therefore important to select participants 

who have specific experiences to get closer to the phenomenon itself (Lewis, 2015). Purposeful 

sampling involves finding participants who have the most experience with the phenomenon, the 

most knowledge and are willing to share their experience and knowledge on the subject 

(Creswell, 2003). Criterion sampling is useful when the research requires participants to meet 

certain criterion. In this study, participants must be Black Canadian, parents or guardians of 

elementary school students who have special needs, and recently (within the last school year) 

allocated to special education programming or services. Referral sampling (“snowball 

sampling”) was also be considered, although none of the participants in this study were obtained 

by using snowball sampling.  

Participant Recruitment 

 Inclusion criteria for participants of this study included Black Canadian parents or 

guardians of elementary school students who have recently been allocated to special education 

services. Special education services may be defined and allocated differently from province to 

province, therefore the term generally applies to students given a special education label by 

school administration, and parents also being informed of that label.  
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 Participants were recruited from online social media groups, and Black community blogs 

throughout Canada. Study participants came from Ontario and British Columbia, although 

Ontario and Quebec have the highest number of Black Canadians (Statistics Canada, 2019). 

Connections were made with African Canadian community groups, African Canadian special 

education support groups, African Canadian social media groups focused on parenting, education 

and special education, to inform stakeholders about the research and solicit participation (see 

Appendix A for online recruiting flyer, Appendix B for email letter of invitation). Recruitment 

did not involve payment, vouchers, discounts or stipends. Individuals participated on a strictly 

voluntary basis. 

Participant Descriptions 

 Five parents participated in semi-structured interviews. Participant identities were 

protected by using participant initials and the names of their children have been changed.  

Three out of five parents interviewed live in Ontario, two out of five parents live in large 

metropolitan communities in British Columbia. Three out of five participants are married with 

more than one child. Two participants indicated they had more than one child who received 

special needs services at school. Parent participants came from a variety of education and 

occupational backgrounds, they are described below.  

 MJ is an Ontario resident and a married mother of two children. She describes herself as 

a working professional with some post secondary education. Her son and daughter Lena are 

exceptional learners. Lena was in grade five at the time of this study. Psychoeducational testing 

had not been completed but at the time of this study, Lena’s working diagnosis was classified as 

dyslexia and she has been receiving special education support from a resource teacher at her 

French immersion school since grade two.  
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 KH is married and the mother of two daughters who are exceptional students. KH and her 

family live in Ontario. KH describes herself as a working professional with a university degree. 

Nia, KH’s 10 year old daughter (the youngest) was the focus for this study. Nia has attended 

both Catholic school and public school since her school career began in senior kindergarten. At 

the time of this study, Nia was in grade three and diagnosed with a learning disability and 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). 

 JP is a resident of BC, who has a daughter, Sam, whom she refers to in this study. She 

describes herself as a working mom who maintains a part time job. Sam was in grade five at the 

time of this study, she had no official diagnosis, no IEP in place and was not officially receiving 

special education services at school.  JP arranged to have educational screening tests performed 

by an agency outside of the school and screening indicated Sam was performing significantly 

below her grade level.   

 AD is a BC resident and father who shares custody of Gloria. AD describes himself as a 

laborer, with some post-secondary education. At the time of this study, Gloria was in grade 7 and 

receiving special education services to support her learning disabilities. Gloria moved from a 

French immersion school to an English pubic school.  

 KG is an Ontario resident and a married mother who describes herself as a working 

professional (in the education industry) with a university education. KG’s experiences regarding 

her 12 year old son Jay were the focus of this study. At the time of this study, Jay was in grade 

seven and receiving special education services to support his Autism and ADHD designation.  
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Research Design 

 Researcher and participant relationship. 

 Following the phenomenology tradition during data collection requires the researcher to 

work with the participant as a co-creator (Lewis, 2015) of data. The participant is a valued and 

respected research partner who contributes to the validity and authenticity of the research. The 

researcher role is that of a facilitative partner who asks the right questions to elicit authentic, 

reflective accounts of experiences from the participant (Lewis, 2015).  

 Moreover, the researcher is also part of the research, acknowledging and embracing their 

own personal, cultural, professional and historical experiences and how these experiences shape 

the way data is collected, processed and presented (Creswell, 2007). Participants and researchers 

draw on each other’s understandings of experiences and place in the world (Creswell, 2007).  

 One of the goals of this research is to evoke trust and confidence with participants who 

share their knowledge, experiences and perceptions of school administrative staff, special 

education teachers, the special education identification processes, their comprehension of special 

education identification processes, relationships with district, school and community agency 

staff, school-parent communication practices, beliefs and values about racial identity and culture, 

understandings about special education programming, parent advocacy, as well as any additional 

information the participants would like to share (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2007).  

 Data collection methods. 

 Phenomenological data collection includes the development of a semi-structured 

interview guide, as well as the use of open ended questions (Lewis, 2015) (See Appendix D). 

Prior to data collection, a semi-structured interview guide was developed, containing interview 
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questions that focused on “participants experiences, feelings, beliefs and convictions about the 

theme in question” (Welman & Kruger, 1999, p. 196).  

 In preparation for data collection processes (participant interviews) Englander (2012) 

suggests planning a pre-interview meeting with each participant to help to establish a rapport and 

trust prior to the interview session. The pre-interview meeting can serve as a formal introductory 

meeting where ethical issues, participant concerns and a brief review of the purpose and process 

of the interview are discussed (Englander, 2012). Pre-interview meetings were conducted by 

phone, with each participant. Information was shared regarding reasons and goals for 

participation, details about the study (perusal of the study description) as well as the consent 

form and consent parameters.  

 Parents were offered the opportunity to complete the interviews face to face or via video 

chat. During each interview, the researcher used clarifying, re-stating and active listening 

strategies to guide the interview process and track interview progress (Groenwald, 2004). 

Memoing was also used during the interviewing process, to assist the researcher in reflecting on, 

and contextualizing data (Groenwald, 2004).  Individual interviews lasted between one hour and 

one hour and 30 minutes. Interviews were conducted over a month long period, as they were 

scheduled at the convenience of each participant.  

 Ethical considerations.  

 Participants faced the risk of mental/emotional distress when recalling difficult or 

negative events, situations or experiences. Some participants expressed anger, frustration and 

despair when recalling difficult circumstances and stressful events. Mitigating these risks begins 

with the researcher acknowledging their own vulnerability, being empathetic, patient, present, to 

ensure the participants’ emotional safety (Warren, 2002). Ethical dilemmas related to emotional 
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and physical needs that go beyond the intention of the interview or competence of the researcher, 

did not occur, but in the event they did occur, the interview would have been stopped 

immediately, leaving the researcher-participant relationship intact (Warren, 2002). Ethical issues 

of power and influence were addressed before, during and after the interview, ensuring 

participants were aware of the voluntary nature of the research, their right to withdraw, the 

researcher’s duty to protect them from harm, protecting their privacy and confidentiality 

(Englander, 2012). Participant identities were protected by using their initials only, changing 

their children’s names and restricting their geographical information to provincial regions only.  

Table 2  

Ethical Considerations and Responses 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS ETHICAL RESPONSE(S) 

Power imbalances between the researcher and 
participant. 

• Researcher and participant utilize open, 
transparent communication. 

• Researcher provides clear, relevant 
information regarding voluntary 
participation 

• Researcher abides by all ethical 
standards including (but not limited to) 
REB standards, VIU ethical conduct 
standards 

Participant overwhelmed/triggered by 
memories of people, circumstances and/or 
events that occurred.  

• Stop the interview immediately. 
• Refer participant to appropriate 

community agency (Appendix F) for 
follow up support. 

Emotional tensions during the interviewing 
process. 

• Researcher performs self-reflection, 
engage in empathy, prioritize 
participants’ emotional safety. 
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Data Interpretation 

 Preparing data. 

 According to Hycner (1985) the phenomenological approach to data analysis involves a 

number of stages or steps although Hycner (1985) encourages researchers to view data analysis 

as less of a prescriptive process and more of a responsive one.  

 Data interpretation begins with being intuitively aware of data, what it represents, 

listening carefully during transcription of the voice recorded interview, noting significant verbal 

and non-verbal communications. The researcher then reviews the recorded interview and 

transcripts, enlisting the use of intuiting (intensely focused on data, absorbed in the 

phenomenon), reflexivity and memos to move closer to data (Laverty, 2003).  

 Data interpretation. 

 An interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach was used to interpret data in 

this study. IPA is a method of examining how participants interact with their world, by sorting 

out the meanings of participant experiences (Smith and Osborn, 2004). It allows the researcher to 

not only acknowledge how their own experiences interact with participant data, but actively 

reflect on how researcher perceptions of participant/researcher interactions influence data 

interpretation processes. IPA is most concerned with a) how participants interpret their world, 

and b) the researcher deriving meaning from participants interpret their world (Smith and 

Osborn, 2004).  

 Interpreting data using an IPA approach requires the researcher to do justice to the 

meanings of participant data by actively engaging with participant data in a logical and 

systematic way (Smith and Osborn, 2004). During the initial phases of engagement, significant 

words, statements were identified. These words and statements stood out, were unique in the way 
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they related to the interview question and overall research question. Subsequently, formulated 

meanings of statements were created. Once meanings were created for each statement, they were 

examined further for their relevance to the research question. Interview questions were also 

reviewed for their relevance to the research question and used as pseudo headings for the 

formulated meanings of statements. The researcher considers participant responses, the 

foundation of descriptive clusters and themes by identifying words, phrases or statements, within 

all interview transcripts, that stand out, or are repeated (Laverty, 2003). This process enables the 

researcher to create “units” of meaning (Shosha, 2012). Units of meaning are created by sorting 

and grouping significant words and phrases together and summarizing their meaning or general 

concepts collectively (Colaizzi, 1978). The researcher must read, recognize and reflect on 

significant words and statements that are relevant and connect to both the interview questions 

and research question (Shosha, 2012). Once significant meanings and concepts have been 

extracted from data, they are organically grouped together based on common or similar ideas or 

respondent concepts (Colaizzi, 1978). Data is further sorted to form clusters of similar responses 

that develop clearly articulated themes (Colaizzi, 1978). At the heart of IPA is the utilization of 

the participants’ thoughts, feelings and words as described in the research transcript in order 

extract common elements of the phenomenon which are developed into larger, overarching 

themes (Shosha, 2012) (See table 3 for a summary of emerging themes and subthemes). Figure 1 

is the author’s illustrative conceptualization of thoughts and actions performed to produce 

overarching themes. (Please see a more detailed presentation of research themes in Chapter 4).  
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Table 3.  

Emerging Themes and Subthemes  

Overarching Themes and Subthemes Number of Participants Who 
Discussed Subtheme (n=5) 

Parent Advocacy 
• Recognizing Signs and symptoms 
• Student assessments and time delays 
• The catalyst 

 
4 
4 
4 

Race Based Decision Making 
• Culture 
• Teacher attitudes and competence 

 
5 
5 

Interpersonal Conflict 
• Communication 
• Formal and informal meetings 
• Relationship with team 

 
5 
5 

Role of Race & Culture in Sped 
• Racialization of parents and students 

 
4 

SpEd Supports and Resources 
• External resources and referrals  

4 

What Needs to Change 5 
Hope for The Future 3 
  

Figure 1. Researcher’s Conceptualization of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis 

 

Intuitive

•Researcher	open	to,	and	immersed	in,	data
•Listen	to	recordings,	re-reading	transcripts,	gain	familiarity	with	participant	accounts	of	experiences
•Self-reflection,	reflexsivity

Noting

•Read	participant	data,	researcher	memos
•Write	notes,	making	connections	 that	come	to	mind,	looking	and	sensing	significant	words,	phrases,	sentences

Meaning	&	
Relevance

•Create	a	formulated	meaning	of	significant	words,	phrases,	statements
•Review	significant	statements		and	condensed	meanings	– What	stands	out?	What	data	is	relevant	to	answer	the	
research	question?	What	interview	questions	best	frame	the	research	question?

•Are	there	phrases	or	statements,	feelings,	common	to	more	than	one	participant?

Groupings	&	
Themes

•Allow	grouping/clustering	of	statements	to	organically	emerge
•Use	relevant	interview	questions	 to	further	sort	transcript	data,	create	headings	to	further	group	data
•Group	significant	statements	according	to	which	interview	question	they	answer	(i.e.	if	respondents	provided	similar	
significant	statements,	statements	are	grouped	together	which	naturally	creates	a	theme)

Overarching	
Themes

•Examine	and	identify	theme	connections
•Make	sense	of	theme	connections	 (questioning,	 sense	making,	interrogating	the	transcript,	tracing	theme	to	transcript	
data)

•Organize	themes,		cluster	themes	to	form	broader,	overaching	themes
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Value of Research Interpretation Method 

 The IPA method of data interpretation allows the researcher to remain close to data, 

supports the organic development of themes that reflect the core essence of the phenomena and 

represent the beliefs and values of the participants who contributed their data. It is an authentic 

process that brings words to life. Critiques of this method of analysis are based on issues of 

researcher interpretation and bias which threaten the authenticity of the meanings associated with 

constructed data. Colaizzi (1979) suggests researchers perform a “member check” with 

participants, once the researcher has created and established certain meanings to words and 

statements shared in the interview (Shosha, 2012). This suggestion is an attempt to validate data 

by having the respondent review the researcher’s interpretations for accuracy. This approach 

does add to the authenticity and validity of the work, but it is not always possible to connect with 

participants during the analysis phase to perform this step.  Study participants were offered the 

opportunity to participate in member checking. Three out of five participants agreed to review 

their initial transcripts, two transcripts were returned. Participants who returned corrected 

transcripts were satisfied overall with the way the transcript was developed. The majority of edits 

participants made to their transcripts were related to spellings of names, minor additional 

comments about feelings and thoughts they had at the time of the event.  

 The goal of phenomenological qualitative research is not to produce generalizable results, 

but to examine and present the true essence of a phenomenon (Lewis, 2015). The argument for 

reliability in qualitative study is difficult to address. Reliability is typically a quantitative 

research attribute and cannot be directly compared to qualitative studies (Golafshani, 2003). The 

concept of reliability in terms of trustworthiness has been explored. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

point out that the trustworthiness of research is a tangible concept that has qualitative 
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significance.  Trustworthiness of research can come in many forms and continues to be a source 

of debate. This study provides moderate evidence of reliability according to Alase (2017) who 

contends that IPA data collection and analysis requires trustworthiness, member-checking, 

triangulation, and auditing, in order to demonstrate reliability in qualitative research. Guba 

(1981) indicates the establishment of trustworthiness in qualitative research, requires credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability.  

 Credibility is considered the most important aspect of trustworthiness, which requires the 

researcher to clearly demonstrate the phenomena being studied has been accurately documented 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1994). Participant interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

Research study transcripts were used as the foundation for interpretation and analysis in this 

study. This ensured accurate documentation of the phenomenon. Furthermore, Shenton (2004) 

suggests engaging with, and establishing relationships with, members of the community being 

studied prior to beginning data collection to gain familiarity, understandings and trust with 

research participants. Although the researcher belongs to the community being studied, 

respectful engagement began in online social communities, reading group posts, engaging with 

Facebook group members, being immersed in the online culture of participants, respectfully. 

Random sampling was not possible due to the uniqueness of the population being studied as well 

as the limited number of individuals who met study criteria.  

 Transferability in qualitative studies refers to the importance of conveying the boundaries 

of the research and under what circumstances and situations, inferences can be made, including 

details about the participants (inclusion/exclusion criteria), data collection methods, 

organizations involved in the research, number and length of interviews conducted, time period 

over which data were collected (Shenton, 2004). Details regarding participant criteria, 
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recruitment methods, data collection methods (including interview durations, duration of data 

collection) were provided (see “data collection methods”).  

 Dependability for the purposes of qualitative research, refers to the level of detail and 

depth of description of processes, creating a process map of sorts, that enables other researchers 

to complete the same type of research in similar ways (Shenton, 2004). This study was guided by 

a wealth detail regarding the rationale for this study, the researchers’ philosophical 

underpinnings, epistemological and ontological stance as well as data collection and 

interpretation processes.  

 Confirmability is concerned with researcher objectivity, as demonstrated by the 

researcher’s ability to present participant data in its most authentic form, enlisting reflexivity to 

transparently identify researcher bias, values and beliefs (Shenton, 2004).  This can be achieved 

by using triangulation, sharing methodological details, including the researcher’s understandings 

of methodological and philosophical shortcomings (Shenton, 2004). This study provides details 

regarding the researcher’s choice of philosophical framework and methodological footprint. 

These details provide evidence of confirmability throughout this study.  Van Manen (2016) notes 

there are other important criteria that help to establish reliability in qualitative research, namely, 

triangulation and member checking. 

 Triangulation (the use of different methods of collecting data about the same 

phenomenon) was not achieved. Considering the very small number of participants who meet 

study criteria, and challenges with obtaining full and untethered accounts of their experiences, 

there were no obvious advantages to utilizing other methods such as focus groups or group 

interviews. The phenomenon being studied is not observational in nature, therefor triangulation 

using observational methods would not be useful or an effective data collection method.  
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 Member Checking was used to demonstrate credibility (primarily concerned with 

trustworthiness) which required participants to read, review and verify the accuracy of transcripts 

(Shenton, 2004). Similar requests of participants can be made to verify the accuracy of the 

researcher’s theme development as well (Van Manen, 2016). Although only three out of five 

participants participated in the member checking process, only two out of the three who agreed 

to member check returned an edited version of their transcript. The third participant indicated the 

transcript was accurate and did not require any edits or adjustments.  

 Considering the criteria for establishing reliability in qualitative research (Shenton 2004, 

Van Manen, 2016), this study provides evidence of meeting most but not all reliability criteria. 

Explanations and examples were provided to account for this study’s ability or inability to meet 

specific reliability criteria. The study’s strength lays in the detailed descriptions and accounts of 

the researcher’s philosophical underpinnings as well as the careful and transparent handling and 

processing of participant data. 

Table 4. Research Study Reliability Criteria   

Criteria Description of Key Elements Does Study Meet 
Criteria? 

Credibility Appropriate research methods 
Detailed and clearly described research 
processes 
Triangulation 

Yes 

Transferability Detailed descriptions of phenomenon 
Background  

Yes 

Dependability Study Rationale 
Clearly stated philosophical underpinnings 
Very detailed methodological descriptions, a 
phenomenological “map” of research processes 

Yes 

Confirmability Researcher bias, beliefs declared 
Research study shortcomings described 

Yes 

Triangulation Multifaceted data gathering methods 
(qualitative)  

No 

Member Checking Participants read/review research transcripts 
(research theme development if appropriate) 
and verify for accuracy 

Yes/No 
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 Implications. 

 This research is valuable for a number of reasons. Very little is known about the 

perceptions and experiences of African Canadian parents and the special education allocation 

process. Black Canadians are historically an underserved and marginalized community within 

Canada (Toronto District School Board, 2017) and understanding their experiences may lead to 

increased awareness about issues important to this unique segment of the Black community. 

 Secondly, equitable education is the right of every Canadian, therefore it is imperative 

that unaddressed issues of education inequity are brought to light by the people most affected by 

these inequities. Considering the consequences of inequitable education (socioeconomic 

stratification, lower paying jobs, lower quality of life) (Torraco, 2018), hearing from Canadians 

who do not experience equitable education services will assist key stakeholders in understanding 

the mechanisms that pose barriers to equitable education, a key step in eliminating education 

inequity in Canada. Eizadirad, Martinez and Ruminot (2016) assert that inequitable education is 

particularly threatening to marginalized and racialized students who do not fit a certain student 

profile (typical, affluent and resource laden students and families). Scrutiny of threats to 

education equity can inform holistic, equitable education policies and practices (Eizadirad, 

Martinez and Ruminot, 2016) 

Limitations 

 There are some notable limitations to using the phenomenological qualitative method to 

conduct this type of research. Phenomenology attempts to get to the essence of a phenomenon or 

experience (Husserl, 1981) but “essence” is not clearly defined and at the discretion of the 

researcher. The issue of reliability, what it is and how it is defined (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) are 
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debatable although for the purposes of this study reliability criteria described by Shenton (2004) 

and Van Manen (2016) were used.  

 This study was able to demonstrate meeting four of six reliability criteria, with valid 

explanations of why this study does not meet triangulation and member checking criteria. 

Triangulation criteria was unmet due to the nature of the research (small participant pool, 

experiences are the source of study data), and the disadvantages of utilizing observation and 

focus groups to triangulate data. Member checking was completed, but not all study participants 

agreed to participate in member checking processes, therefore complete accuracy of data, and 

data interpretation cannot be assured.  

 Additionally, there are limitations regarding participant recruitment impacting the size of 

the participant group. Yancey, Ortega and Kumanyika (2005) note that when recruiting persons 

from minority groups for participation in research, there is cause for ethical reflection. 

Participant distrust, (of government, academic institutions and investigators as well as the 

authenticity of purposefully matching Black research project staff with potential participants) 

may prove difficult to overcome and impact sample quality and size within an already limited 

pool of participants to choose from. Since the phenomenon being studied is unique to a small 

number of Canadians, purposive sampling was employed to ensure participants met all study 

criteria. Lastly, due to the nature of this study, the limited number of participants, and limited 

geographical spans of participants, research results are not meant to be generalizable (Etikan, 

Musa and Alkassim, 2016). Results do meet confirmability criteria. 
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Summary 

 The aim of this study is to capture the real world experiences of Black Canadian parents 

of children with exceptional needs. Research aimed at uncovering hidden realities to expose the 

essence of experiences, benefits from a phenomenological framework (Padilla-Diaz, 2015). Not  

only does phenomenology provide an epistemological and ontological foundation that supports 

studies of human experiences, but phenomenology is a powerful instrument for obtaining deep 

understandings (the essence) of human experiences (Cibangu and Hepworth, 2016). A purposive 

sampling method was used to recruit parents who met study criteria. Purposive sampling is often 

used when study participants must meet specific research criteria related to the specific 

phenomenon being examined (Etikan, Alkassim, and Abubakar, 2016).  Online social media 

groups on Facebook were the primary means of connecting with parents interested in the study. 

Nine individuals responded to the online flyer posted in community based Facebook groups.  

Five parents met study criteria and agreed to be interviewed by the researcher. Individual semi-

structured interviews were audio recorded. According to Creswell (2003) semi structured 

interviews provide the researcher with flexible ways to extract participant data by guiding 

conversations while empowering participants to lead conversations, choosing to reveal what is 

important and/or necessary.  One participant chose to participate in her interview using video 

chat. The remaining four participants were interviewed by phone. Once all data were collected, 

interview transcripts were developed.  Participants were subsequently asked to perform member 

checking. Member checking is a means of ensuring participant voices are authentic, and this is 

accomplished by asking participants to review the researcher’s version of the interview transcript 

(and/or researcher processes) and provide feedback or suggestions for edits that better reflect 

what the participant wishes to say or mean (Van Manen, 2016). Three out of five participants 
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completed a member check. Interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was used to 

interrogate interview transcripts. IPA is an organized and methodical way of using interview 

transcript data to develop authentic and meaningful representations of participants lived 

experiences (Shenton, 2004). Participant data was reviewed, sorted and categorized, resulting in 

seven overarching themes. These themes are discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 

 

  



66 
	

Chapter 4: When Learning is at Stake 
“I feel like my job is to teach others about how to support African Canadian children on the spectrum.” 

 (KG, Study Participant) 
 

“Learners are subject to oppression in the form of anti-Black racism.” 

(Newton, 2017) 

 

Introduction 

 To learn about the lived experiences of Black Canadian parents of children with 

exceptional needs, who have had experiences with the special education allocation process an 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) method was used to analyze and interpret data 

from five semi-structured interviews. The primary concern with IPA is to ensure participant 

thoughts, statements, and descriptions are accurately and authentically revealed (Cibangu and 

Hepworth, 2016). Analysis began after participants were given the opportunity to member check 

their interview transcript.  

 Findings are presented in detail by using descriptions from participant transcripts that 

have been sorted and categorized into themes. Seven themes emerged from the examination of 

participant transcripts, these themes frame the essence, of participant experiences.   

Findings 

 Parents were asked about their experiences and perceptions of special education 

allocation processes. They were also asked to share their experiences with school staff and 

school teams working with their child. Additionally, parents in this study were asked to share 

their thoughts about race and the special education system, if it had an impact on their child’s 

progress through the school system, if culture played role in their child’s success at school, and if 

so, what role did culture play in the school environment. 
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 Parents spoke candidly about their experiences (successes and failures), some of which 

are directly quoted and presented in the findings. Findings are presented as themes which 

emerged from data mined from parent interviews.  

Parent Advocacy  

 According to Kim and Bryan (2017) a parent’s ability to advocate for their child in 

school, is dependent in part on social capital, race and socioeconomic background. Furthermore, 

Boshof et al.’s (2016) meta-analysis of parent advocacy experiences revealed both positive and 

negative aspects of parents’ experiences of advocacy. Parent advocacy addressed feelings of loss 

of control, of their child’s future, once parents learned of their child’s diagnosis. Parents 

perceived their advocacy as a way to respond to the sense of loss of a “typical” childhood, to 

improve their child’s future, to establish and define their role as advocate, while still maintaining 

existing roles and personhood (Boshof et al., 2016).  

 According to study participants, advocacy served three primary purposes, it:  

1) compelled parents to educate themselves about student and parent rights as they pertain to 

school special education processes and procedures; 2) empowered some parents to take 

immediate action and 3) attempted to counteract racial stereotypes about Black parents and 

students.  

 MJ, the parent of Lena, a grade five student with a working diagnosis of dyslexia, 

described how important it was for her to be educated and informed about special education 

school processes at her daughter’s school, in order to stand up for her daughter’s rights: 

I do a lot of research. I read a lot, so I’m informed. I do that so that I can 

understand what their (the school’s) obligations are and what my rights are when it 

comes to special education services. I need to be an advocate and stand up for 

everything that needs to be stood up for. Lena had problems with phonetics, flipped 
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letters, couldn’t writer her name. The school didn’t catch it at first. If I hadn’t had 

bad experiences when I was a young person in school (being a minority in a sea of 

Caucasian students), I wouldn’t recognize situations where I need to be an 

advocate. They tested her with the Wechsler but didn’t finish it. We’ve been in 

limbo since. We’re fighting with the school to get her tested and formally identified.  

 Knowledge of special education processes and policies is a currency not all participants 

have. KH, the mother of 10 year old Nia, explained how disempowered she felt due to her lack 

of knowledge about the school’s special education processes and procedures. She reflected on 

how she came into her parental advocate role:  

 I would have been a stronger advocate for Nia earlier in the process, but I wasn’t. That 

 comes from putting a lot of trust in the people at the school, thinking they have her best 

 interests at heart. When I realized how far behind she was, I really felt the urgency to 

 help her along her way with school. I was determined to figure out what we could do to 

 support her. We looked into a psychoeducational  assessment on our own (outside of the 

 school) but in order to get her an assessment within a reasonable amount of time, we 

 would have to pay a lot of money privately. My insurance covered it. 

          For those who are more knowledgeable about special education processes and 

procedures, parent advocacy can help to empower parents to hold teaching staff accountable for 

their child’s learning needs. JP used her knowledge of special education processes and 

procedures to evaluate teacher expectations of Sam as well as her own expectations of teaching 

and administrative staff: 

 The number one thing is being an advocate for your child. Its hard learning that your 

 child has a learning issue. I became an advocate for Sam to get special education 
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 services, when I saw that it was impacting her self esteem. If I don’t continue to advocate 

 for her, if I leave it to the school system, she will be left at the wayside. Not only because 

 she is a child that has a disability, but because she is a child of color. They tend to 

 be forgotten. I’m not willing to accept what they consider acceptable. I wasn’t going to 

 let her go another year with her struggling. When your child’s education and 

 learning is at stake, you can’t sit back and wait patiently. If you’re not aggressive, 

 getting an IEP, getting assessments won’t happen. I was finding that the teacher didn’t 

 really  have enough training regarding the assessment process. I’ve been putting the heat 

 on them and so far, its been working.  

 Parent advocacy is personal, political, cultural, relentless. Parents must not only be 

prepared to obtain knowledge, but also be prepared to apply their knowledge, and share their 

knowledge of special education with the teaching team. KG, the mother of Jay, a 12 year old 

student diagnosed with Autism and Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD) described 

her role as a parent advocate: 

It’s very important for a home room teacher to understand what the IEP is for, that it 

drives student programming. This year, we’re working with a teacher who has very little 

understanding about exceptionalities and that’s impacting Jay directly. We advocated, 

pushed for Jay’s education programming to be changed. Our concerns led to a team 

meeting with the family school psychologist, social worker, the principal and the 

homeroom teacher. I realize looking back, that I was here to help to teach them how to 

support children with exceptionalities. I feel like my job is to teach others about how to 

support African Canadian children on the spectrum. That’s what I’ve been put on this 
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earth to do. [But] it’s draining, these microaggressions as a mother of a child of color 

who happens to have exceptional needs.  

Race Based Decision Making 

 Parents in this study perceived teachers as special education gatekeepers. They perceived 

the education gatekeeper role as tool of power and control mitigating decisions that influenced 

pathways of Black parents and students seeking special education services. Parents described 

racial stereotypes, teacher assumptions, teacher attitudes and systemic exclusion as constructs of 

power and control.  

 Jordan, Schwartz and Richmond (2009) note that teacher attitudes and epistemology 

concerning abilities and special education have a particularly significant impact on teacher 

practices that can either positively or negatively affect student experiences in the classroom. 

Allen’s 2015 study of teacher’s beliefs and practices in urban secondary schools, revealed that 

teachers essentially control student access to services and pathways of success. Allen (2015) also 

contends that teacher perceptions and ideologies about Black parents and students, directly 

influence student academic success. This was illustrated by teachers’ comments regarding what 

was believed to be true about Black students from lower or lower-middle class families. 

Teachers cited parental disinterest, enabling poor student effort and work, lack of books or 

computers, as characteristics of Black parents from lower or lower-middle class homes (Allen, 

2015). 

 JP described the ways in which cultural and racial stereotypes revealed themselves during 

interactions with teachers and teaching staff. She described how her experiences with teachers 

and administrative staff led her to believe that teachers lacked any knowledge about her or her 

daughters’ culture and felt that Black Canadian culture had no value within school walls:  
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 I remember in grade 2, SAM’s teacher said she was just being lazy. She called my child a 

 liar. The teacher’s attitude and expectations of SAM did not line up with what was 

 actually happening with SAM. Culture is very teacher specific. It’s nice to go to school 

 and not just hear about white Canadian history. It’s nice to be recognized. It’s nice to go 

 to school and not be the only one and see other people who look like you. To learn 

 about  others really helps children to grow. It would help Sam’s confidence if she saw 

 more  culturally diverse people in special education.  

 Furthermore, JP believed a lack of understanding about student culture reflected a general 

lack of knowledge displayed by teaching staff regarding special education services overall. This 

led JP to conclude that teachers’ lack of knowledge gave rise to decision making that was 

resistive instead of supportive: 

I don’t think a lot of them have the skill set to determine if a child needs to be assessed or 

not. Although they should. What I’ve seen from the teachers, they’re unprepared, 

disorganized. Throwing them a child with a disability, they can’t handle it because they 

have so many things on their plate.  

 AD described coming to the realization that there were connections he made between the 

lack of cultural and racial diversity in his daughter’s school, and important education decisions 

being made about his daughter. AD described feeling dismissed by his daughter’s teachers and 

staff and came to the conclusion his daughter and her exceptional needs were being overlooked. 

Although communication (both formal and informal) with the team was periodic and generally 

unconfrontational, AD felt more could or should have been done to expedite his daughters’ 

psychoeducational assessments. AD perceived the teaching staff’s lack of action as a lack of 
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interest in his daughter’s needs and described how race may have influenced important decisions 

made on his daughter’s behalf:  

 There’s not a lot of Black people here. Representation matters. A teacher with a 

 Caribbean or African background is more likely to understand what I’m going through 

 or what my daughter is going through, better than someone not in that culture. I  believe 

 race was a factor in her not being looked at initially for a diagnosis. It was just  a 

 feeling I got  based on the responses and interactions I had with some of her teachers at 

 the French immersion school. Some of the teachers outright said she was not putting 

 in enough effort, (dismissing the possibility that there might be a developmental 

 problem). There were days when she would come home crying saying that she feels 

 stupid. I gather that they thought that she was being lazy. 

 Teacher attitudes and perceptions were also of great concern to MJ. She described 

experiences of overt and less hidden teacher attitudes that she perceived to be racially motivated. 

MJ reflected on her previous experiences with school staff when she previously advocated on her 

son’s behalf. Many of her encounters with staff were negative and influenced her perceptions of 

staff supporting her daughter Lena. Her attempts to counter-act these constructs were not always 

successful. However, discrepancies between MJ’s expectations of the school team, and special 

education services provided to her daughter Lena, led to tensions between MJ, school teachers, 

and administrative staff, and often left her feeling disempowered to contribute to decisions about 

her daughter’s education. She described her encounters with teachers and administrative staff, 

and how those encounters impacted decision making:  

 Lena goes to the same school that her older brother did. We’ve had problems with racism 

 and other issues. I’ve had numerous encounters where the staff has berated me, spoke 
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 down to me, made racial comments. They’re in a position of power to give or take away 

 help for students who need help. We’ve been asking for Lena to be formally tested for 

 several years but we’re getting resistance. The school has been quite resistive to test 

 Lena. The school refuses to help students of color.  

 KG echoed MJ’s perceptions of race and teacher attitudes. In her experience, teachers 

failed to provide what she considered to be basic special education services, to enact their 

professional responsibilities, which caused friction between herself, her son’s teacher and 

administrative staff and made her question whether the lack of knowledge and timely decision 

making on the part of the teachers, was racially motivated. KG describes her frustration with 

teachers’ lack of cultural and academic competence: 

Teachers have no capacity building, no training on special needs children that was done. 

This could have helped not just my son, but other children as well. No accommodation 

knowledge, no flexibility, no specialization, no universal design for successful learning. If 

you’re not willing to learn about exceptionalities, it’s never going to work. That causes 

friction. Cultural relevancy is important.  I’m Canadianized. But I come from a West 

Indian background. I don’t think the teachers were aware of their responsibility to come 

from an anti-oppressive angle. The only time that we’ve seen any of his teachers in that 

(cultural) space is if there’s a racist incident. The teachers haven’t been into who he is 

culturally.   

 KH had similar experiences and described similar concerns about the way culture, 

teacher attitudes and important decision making converge. Teachers are perceived as 

gatekeepers, who have the power to make decisions that affect Black students and their families. 

Race and culture are embedded aspects of personhood (Codjoe, 2001). KH emphasized the 
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importance of teacher attitudes about culturally diverse students, and training in holistically 

supporting to achieve student success. KH believes when dealing with her daughter’s school, 

signs of racism surround her. It is not necessarily overt, but from teacher comments to school 

decisions, she her husband often question school decisions that impact Nia, because they must 

review and reflect on whether race influenced or shaped those decisions. She recounted the 

school’s suggestion to move Nia to another school in an racialized, underserved neighborhood, 

to receive more specialized education support:  

A lot of the success at the school depends on the personality of the teachers, 

trustworthiness, being welcoming, accepting, thinking outside of the box.  No one on the 

teaching or administrative team of Nia’s home school was black. You can’t pin point it. 

No one has overtly said anything you can grab on to. It’s the microaggressions, 

comments, are we getting a different kind of treatment or approach? It’s a feeling you 

get. When Nia was referred to the LD program, the location of the school, some people 

might say it’s the inner city. It’s in a neighborhood with racialized families, immigrants, 

new comers. We thought: “are they trying to ship us off to a neighborhood school that’s 

predominantly racially diverse, where more black families live?!” My husband didn’t 

really like it. I tried to have an open mind.  

Interpersonal Conflict 

 Positive parent-teacher relationships are essential to improving student outcomes (Todis, 

Morris and Peters, 2008). Barriers to positive parent-teacher relationships include a lack of 

respect, trust and problems with communication (Todis, Morris and Peters, 2008). Parents 

described their experiences of interpersonal conflict with teachers, vice principals, support staff 

in an unfavorable way. For most participants, interpersonal conflict stemmed from poor 

communication between the parent and school staff. Some parents perceived interpersonal 
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conflict as part of a series of racialized events, while others perceived teacher competence 

(academic and cultural) in a negative way, and likely the cause of interpersonal conflict.  

Zhang and Bennet (2003) suggest teacher awareness of cross-cultural communication contribute 

to positive communication during parent-teacher education planning meetings. They list body 

language, diction, teacher jargon, pitch, tone and student labelling as barriers to successful cross-

cultural communication.  Parents indicated that teacher attitudes, parent perceptions of racism, 

and teacher expectations of student abilities, collectively contributed to interpersonal conflict 

with school personnel. 

 JP seemed quite annoyed when she discussed issues related to communication with the 

school team. This was an area of the special education allocation process she felt needed 

improvement and was central to her negative perceptions of the special education allocation 

process. She shared examples of communication breakdown between herself and the school 

team. She attributes communication breakdowns, specifically the school’s lack of 

communication, to teachers having low expectations of herself and Sam, racial stereotypes, 

limited teacher knowledge and competence (both cultural and professional): 

I wish there was more communication, clarity, more written documentation, disability 

documentation. A clear line of communication between myself and administrators, the 

work and she’s not doing it, why am I not informed? The school does a really good job at 

hiding these things. That’s not acceptable to me. I started working with the resource 

teacher. The resource teachers at the school, they informed me that she was getting extra 

help in all subjects. Reading, writing, math. They didn’t quantify any subject. It was just 

described to me as an hour of helping her with what she was struggling in. It wasn’t very 

clear to me. At that time, I didn’t know she was having any difficulties in school. They 
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didn’t tell me much or how much she was struggling. At one point she was coming home 

with a lot of work undone. And the teacher wasn’t communicating that the work needed 

to get done and those were red flags for me. I was trying to get answers about what 

exactly they were doing with my daughter.  Sam told me she was being pulled out of class 

I didn’t have clarity on that. Eventually I was told by the team that the point person to 

communicate with is the school psychologist. I’ve had limited interactions with her, but 

so far, she’s been quite collaborative. She’s emailed me and kept me in the loop.  

 Participants described the importance of parent-teacher relationships and impact that 

communication has on those relationships. MJ shared stories of communication with staff that 

led to conflict and challenges with repairing relationships with staff members when conflict 

remained unresolved:  

 Up until last year we were been asking for Lena to be formally tested, but we were 

 getting resistance based on previous experiences with school staff concerning our older 

 son. I’ve had numerous encounters with the staff, where the VP has berated me. The 

 relationship with school staff has severely deteriorated. We’ve gone through so many 

 administrators and principals since Lena was in kindergarten, about five principals since 

 junior kindergarten. We’ve been communicating with the team mostly by phone, email. 

 We’ve also had multiple meetings face to face. Since we’ve previously had problems 

 being racialized by the team, we now tape all meetings with the VP. There’s been no 

 follow up from the administrative staff. Sometimes we’ve had to communicate with the 

 superintendent’s office due to lack of movement/progress with issues at the school. But 

 we do have a working relationship with Lena’s resource teacher, we’ve known her for 
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 years. She’s good with Lena and when we pick Lena up from school, she gives us an 

 update.  

  Participants described the type of professional relationship they are seeking with school 

teachers and staff. For some parents a positive working relationship requires openness, mutual 

respect, a strong partnership, and cultural competence. KG describes relationships she has had 

with various school teams, some better than others. She explains how relationships with school 

teams are personal and professional, stressing the benefits of being part of a collaborative team 

working toward the common goal of effectively supporting the student. She explains: 

 Jay’s previous principal was phenomenal. Having a relationship with someone who was 

 respectful, very kind, understood Jay’s needs, that was significant. In the past we had 

 teachers who were open and didn’t fight with us. They had a better relationship with us, 

 and with Jay. I felt like we were partners with the team. They did their own research 

 about Autism, how to support Jay. He felt empowered by this, we felt empowered. We 

 had a sense of community. Now, that’s not the case. We feel like we’re outsiders, always 

 on the defensive, having to shake the tree for change, and compliance. We’re just trying 

 to hold them accountable to the Ministry’s policies. When I challenged the director of the 

 school to review their policies about handling children with special needs, I felt like I was 

 punished because of that. We communicate by email to the homeroom teacher, always 

 through email first, and we cc the special education resource teacher (SERT), VP, 

 principal, and each other. The administrators will usually follow up with a phone call. 

 When you have a push/pull type of relationship, its not going to work. I’ve asked for a 

 moderator to be a liaison and help us to work through our communication issues, 
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 understandings. We’re using the SERT for that right now. We’re in the early stages of 

 healing.  

 Professional relationships have an inherent imbalance. Participants like KH feel teachers 

and administrators have the power to decide who does and does not gain access to 

psychoeducational assessments teachers and administrators determine not only the academic 

trajectories of students which are the life trajectories of students with special needs. KH 

describes issues related to parent-teacher power dynamics and offers suggestions for alleviating 

imbalances that instrumentally leave parents disempowered: 

 I had no idea what team meetings would be like. Very intimidating. I think about 

 the language they use, our professional backgrounds, the way we communicate. 

 They would say “thank you for being prepared”. And I think: “isn’t that what 

 we’re supposed to be  doing for our child???!!”  

 “Do you believe that’s not the norm for Black families?” 

Sometimes I have to think, is that why they’re thanking us or placing a special emphasis 

on what we do, as though they didn’t expect it because we’re black?  What would have 

been helpful for us, is having a liaison, a third party person who could come into the 

meetings with you. There to support you as a parent. We usually came out of those 

meetings feeling crappy. The liaison would help to articulate the needs of the student, the 

needs of the child, explain what will happen at the meetings, translate what the parent is 

going through in a way that the administrators can understand. Particularly from a Black 

family perspective. You’re stepping into a room where there are predominantly white 

faces, you’re already going to be judged. The liaison can help you to take a step back, 

limit the internalization of your child’s problems. There’s a good dynamic between Nia 
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and her current teacher. At her old school, we sometimes had informal meetings after 

school when I picked up Nia. You know, the teacher tells you about all of the crappy 

things that happened during the day. At Nia’s current school we don’t have those 

impromptu meetings. If anything, I will get a phone call just to check in with me. The staff 

don’t just tell us about what’s not going well. They’re more understanding (compared to 

the staff at Nia’s previous school) regarding the challenges that our family may be 

facing. When you’ve got a principal who understands your needs, you have better 

outcomes. Things seem to go smoother. When you’ve got a Principal who doesn’t seem to 

care, it doesn’t work well. Every year there seems to be a new level of interaction and a 

new relationship that needs to be created because of a new change in school personnel.  

 School meetings can be formal or informal. Formal parent-teacher meetings are typically 

scheduled with parents ahead of time. Discussions at formal meetings focused on changes to the 

student’s Individual Education Plans (IEP), significant issues with student behaviour or learning, 

or in the event formal meetings are requested by parents, unmet student needs or parent 

concerns.  Participants indicated that informal meetings typically occurred with their child’s 

teacher or education assistant (EA), most often when the parent picks up their child from school. 

Some parents indicated that teachers used these informal meetings primarily to communicate bad 

news or problems their child is having in school. AD described the types of meetings he had with 

teaching staff and the type of communication he had with staff at his daughter’s French 

immersion school, his daughter’s new English speaking school: 

 I had numerous meetings with all of the personnel at Gloria’s French immersion school, 

 especially soon after she received her learning disability designation. At Gloria’s English 

 speaking school, we had scheduled meetings ere at the beginning of the year, then three 
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 or four meetings throughout the year usually with Gloria’s teacher, two education 

 assistants. If I compare the French school to the English school, its like night and day. At 

 the French school there were less meetings. At the English school we (Gloria’s mother 

 and myself) had informal meetings with the teacher after school, when we picked Gloria 

 up. Its at that time that we would talk about Gloria, and how she’s doing. At the French 

 immersion school, I felt they…. how can I word this….except for maybe one teacher, I 

 gather that they thought that she was being lazy. If it weren’t for the vice principal at the 

 French immersion school, I don’t think she would have been assessed. The vice principal 

 just happened to be helping to supervise students in Gloria’s class during a class trip. He 

 spent time with her, connected with her, and observed her. He was the one who got the 

 ball rolling. Otherwise, I would say that my memories of a lot of the staff at the French 

 immersion school are not good.  

The Role of Race and Culture in Special Education 

 Study participants acknowledged that there is a severe lack of representation of people of 

color on teaching and administrative school teams. Parents believe this lack of representation, 

influences how they (and their child) are perceived by school staff, and the way in which SpEd 

processes and services are delivered (assessments, accommodations, modifications). Black 

parents are acutely aware of the lack of racial diversity within teacher and administrative teams 

which creates a sense of “othering.”  

 MJ felt very strongly about the lack of representation in teaching and administrative staff 

at her daughter’s school. Her experiences with teaching staff have impacted the way she interacts 

with staff, navigating across teacher attitudes, perceptions and body language. She describes 

what she refers to as “accidental racists”, and the impact of both individual acts of racism and 

systemic demonstrations of racism in the school environment:  
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Some parents and teachers seem to be accidental racists. People who have never 

interacted with people from other cultures. You shouldn’t have anyone teaching in the 

special education department who is not culturally aware. The only other culture the 

school acknowledges is Asian culture. The school celebrates the Chinese New Year but 

not Black history month or Diwali. There’s no education or information about other 

cultures at Lena’s school. They really need to embrace diversity, educate and inform 

students about the diverse world around them.  

 KH also described her heightened awareness of the lack of Black teaching and 

administrative staff at Nia’s school. She explained what it is like to be the only person of color in 

a room full of Caucasian people who have the authority to grant or take away Lena’s education 

services. She reflected on her own discomfort during parent-team meetings, interrogating 

previous interactions that may or may not have been subtle acts of racism or microaggressions: 

During all or most of our meetings with the team, we were always the only people of 

color in the room. No one on the teaching or administrative team was Black. When Nia 

first started school, we sort of felt like they were just singling out just our kid because 

she’s one of just a few Black students in the class. It’s always in the back of my mind. I 

remember when Nia would come home from school, she would create a drawing of 

herself with blonde hair and blue eyes. For the longest time, she would do this. Later 

when she was older, she would tell me stories about pizza days, the teachers would point 

out how students looked – their clothes, hair. To me that’s creating an environment 

where certain types of clothing or hair or general presentation is acceptable, which 

reinforces a certain notion about beauty. When you compound that with the 

complications of being a child with special needs, who knows they’re different, it creates 
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a sense of unequal access to social opportunities and even academic opportunities when 

students perceive these labels, differences, standards, that are not inclusive.  

 Harry’s (1992) foundational research is concerned with race and special education, and 

suggests the attitudes and behaviours of school professionals, (beliefs, values and assumptions 

about culturally different parents and families) points out the importance of school staff 

refraining from racial stereotyping, actively seeking to establish culturally safe relationships with 

Black parents and students.  

 KG recalled an incident of racial othering at her son’s school. She described what it was 

like to interact with teachers who very openly impose their values and beliefs on Black children. 

She describes a time when the social worker called a formal meeting to discuss her son’s 

behaviour: 

When Jay was in grade two, I remember being in a formal meeting where members of the 

school board were present. I was told  Jay made a disparaging remark about another 

student’s appearance. The social worker told me “well Jay of all people shouldn’t be 

saying things like that”. I took that to mean she was saying a Black child with Autism and 

ADHD shouldn’t be saying things like that. What does color have to do with how you 

wear your hair? I would have taken that opportunity to explore diversity, things like 

acceptance, other religions, culture. Building understanding.  

 JP described how important it was to her that culture not just be discussed but integrated 

in her daughter’s school culture. She proposed that schools could help to create culturally safe 

spaces where students would feel safe about sharing their culture with others, including cultural 

celebrations, food, music, history, etc. JP described what cultural integration and celebration 

might look like and how it might affect her daughter: 
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Here in Vancouver, being Black, you have to make up your own culture. It’s hard to find 

West Indian culture here, like Caribbean foods, or steel drums. If they had these things in 

the school that would be amazing! It would be great if her rich culture would be part of 

the system. At school she only gets cultural exposure to Native culture. But the school 

could do better, it could be better. Culturally competent teachers are important I think 

especially for Sam since she is of mixed race. I think it’s important for her to know that 

this isn’t something that’s odd. She connects with her current resource teacher who is 

Asian, because she’s “different”.  

Special Education Supports and Resources 

 Participants had some success advocating for learning supports on behalf of their child.  

Two out of five participants used external (out of school) resources to obtain assessments or start 

special education related services while they were waiting for the school to establish supports. In 

JP’s case, connecting with an external learning support service provider meant JP was able to 

obtain important and timely reading services for Sam. JP recalled how she navigated her way to 

an external resource while she was waiting for Sam’s school to arrange psychoeducational 

assessments: 

By the time Sam was in grade two we didn’t have  a formal psychoeducational 

assessment and we didn’t have any tests or assessments from the school yet. I started 

looking into the Learning Disabilities Association (LDA) of Vancouver. Sam became 

their client and they did their own reading assessments. This year in grade five she was 

still getting help from LDA, but she is still not receiving special education services 

through the school.  
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 Some parents expressed concerns about having to use their personal resources (finances, 

insurance, their time) to acquire services usually provided or coordinated by the school. KH 

reflected on the fact that she and her husband were able to afford psychoeducational testing 

which enabled them to identify the specific challenges Nia had. As she reflected on the topic, she 

asked herself deeper questions and described her concerns: 

The team suggested we should investigate whether Nia had a learning disability, mainly 

because they were aware our family doctor had diagnosed her ADHD. They told us that 

learning disabilities and ADHD often go hand in hand. They told us to get an assessment 

through the school and that it would take two years to complete. So, we looked into 

getting a psychoeducational assessment on our own, outside of the school. We were told 

we would have to pay a lot of money privately, but my insurance covered it. Four months 

later it was confirmed that Nia has a significant learning disability in reading, decoding, 

dyslexia, math, working memory, executive functioning and we were told she was gifted 

with creativity, language, vocabulary, in addition to sensory issues. I often think, we were 

able to do what we did because we were able to afford it. If we couldn’t do all of those 

things, would we have had the same response from the school? Would we have had the 

same supports in place for her?	We also got help from a Child and Family Centre for 

family counseling, parenting workshops, and individual counseling for Nia. It helped us 

to approach struggles with Nia in a different way. We felt these approaches gave us more 

strategies to help Nia with her behaviour at school.  

 MJ’s experiences with special education resources were quite different from KH’s 

experiences. She seemed not only frustrated but hurt that her daughter was placed in the middle 

of a dispute between herself and the school, a dispute that posed a barrier to Lena’s 



85 
	

psychoeducational testing through the school. MJ painfully recalled how and why the dispute 

began, contemplating the consequences for Lena: 

Lena struggled with reading. She had problems with phonetics, flipped letters, that sort of 

thing. She couldn’t write her name. The school didn’t catch it at first. They tested her 

with the Wechsler but didn’t finish it. We’ve been in limbo ever since. We’ve been 

fighting to get her tested and formally identified but the school is insisting that in order to 

complete Lena’s psychoeducational assessments, Lena needs to be removed from French 

immersion and testing needs to be completed by the same school psychologist who 

previously made racist comments about our son. We do not want to work with that 

psychologist. And we’re not willing to remove Lena from French immersion.  

 Additionally, all parents indicated that there were lengthy delays in their child’s 

psychoeducational testing that significantly impacted their child’s SpEd allocation process. 

Delays in formal identification of special needs, can lead to delays in education services. Formal 

identification often requires a medical component heavily reliant on the observations of teaching 

staff.  Parents feel frustrated when initial concerns about their child’s challenges in school go 

unheard (Hamed, Kauer and Stevens, 2015). 

 JP contends there are too many barriers to overcome to have a child tested through the 

school system. Her frustration echoed that of other participants like MJ who have yet to complete 

psychoeducational assessments that open the door to school-based special education services. 

She summarized the special education allocation process in this way:  

There are huge gaps where the child stays in limbo (between the time the child receives a 

designation, and the child receives special education services at school). If I didn’t push 

for more support for Sam she would just be passing by. 
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What Needs to Change 

 Participants would like to see changes to the SpEd allocation process. Parents seek 

changes in the way parents are informed about their child’s progress or increasing education 

needs. They believe that schools fail to understand the urgency of their child’s needs, and in 

doing so, delay the allocation process. JP was most concerned about teachers taking the time to 

share information about students, not just when there was a problem or issue. In her experience, 

meetings with teaching staff were often unplanned, sometimes requiring her to leave her job 

early. She also perceives resource allocation to be unevenly distributed among students. Her 

perceptions about unequal resource allocation, came primarily from third party information. She 

described what she understood to be at a type of resource allocation formula: 

I would love it if parent-teacher conferences were longer than 15 minutes. If you’re 

lucky, you might get to sit down with the teacher for all of seven minutes. You can’t tell 

me about my child’s struggles in seven minutes. Their resources are lacking, I’ll just say 

that. I know for example, there are two resource teachers that were added to the staff 

roster. There’s one child that I know of in Sam’s grade that requires a lot of assistance, 

so I know all of the resources are going to him.  

 MJ suggested an entire system overhaul. She described advantages she and her family 

had that other families may not have, when it comes to navigating the special education system. 

MJ felt strongly that special education processes forced parents to navigate the system on their 

own. She explained the importance of information sharing between school staff and parents: 

The whole system needs to be thrown out or changed. I find that minority parents are not 

provided with information. I knew a little bit about certain processes because I have a 

number of family members that work in the school system. I have more information than 
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the average parent. When I speak to other parents who look like me, they have no clue 

about the special education process.    

AD believes that timing is everything and the process should be streamlined so that time delays 

do not jeopardize student supports. He explained: 

Apparently, the process costs lots of money. But once a teacher thinks the student has an 

issue with learning, there should be an immediate process to begin assessments. Money 

shouldn’t be a factor when it comes to supporting students in that way. For Gloria there 

was a delay between the time a teacher first mentioned having her tested and the time 

testing was completed. It wasn’t until two years later, after the vice principal spent time 

with her, that testing happened. At the beginning of the following school year, they were 

developing her Individual Education Plan (IEP). I don’t think she would have been 

assessed if it weren’t for the people who had the power to make the decisions, like the 

vice principal of her French immersion school, who just happened to spend time with her 

on a class trip and connected with her.  

 KH believes more money should be injected into the system, specifically for better 

education, training and development. Teachers need more professional development funding to 

ensure they have the right special education and cultural safety training. This would support 

Black students with exceptional needs. She described what she would do if she oversaw special 

education funding: 

Teaching staff need financial support. It needs to be there, everything from having 

teachers go to workshops to learn more about special needs diagnoses. I feel a lot of 

teachers have a limited view of ADHD. Put grants in place so that certain student 

programs can continue or students who need specialized programs can get access to 
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these programs in a timely manner. There needs to be programming in the school that 

focuses on developing non-academic skills in students, like mentors, after school 

programs, extra-curricular programs. Similar to what we have in post-secondary 

environments. Student clubs, volunteering, student groups – all of those experiences help 

the student to grow. They need to have more of that in elementary school and high 

school.  

 Parents expressed similar thoughts about teacher training being a priority to facilitate 

improvements to special education processes.  Star and Foy (2012) indicated teacher training in 

special education, as well as effective collaboration and communication are top priorities for 

parents of students with special needs. KG suggested periodic training for experienced teachers 

and comprehensive special education training for new teachers coming into the system. She was 

eager to share her ideas after reflecting for a few moments, on the possibilities: 

I’d like to see that as soon as there’s an official diagnosis and the student is put into the 

system as a special education kid, I think that the Ministry or the school board should say 

to the teachers who don’t have a special education background, that they need to go 

online and receive a tutorial or professional development course about how to support a 

child with exceptional needs. What are accommodations? What’s an IEP? What kind of 

modifications are available? For the teachers who have some experience with special  

education, they should take a refresher. 

I feel like as soon as a child is designated with an exceptionality, a teacher must comply 

with training around the child’s specific exceptionality needs so that when its time to 

meet with the parents, they are knowledgeable, have understandings. Have a quiz at the 

end of the training that requires a passing grade of 80 percent or better. I think I’m going 
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to ask the school board to bring someone in, who can help Jay’s teachers. Shadow them, 

make recommendations, explain the importance of Ministry compliance in supporting 

kids with exceptionalities.  

Hope for The Future 

 Despite its challenges, the special education system has the potential to effectively 

support Black students in Canadian schools. Parents view the special education system as 

flawed, but still have hope for the future. JP became sombre when she described how Sam’s 

learning disability has impacted her. She described her hopes for Sam’s future: 

For a while I felt sorry for myself, but SAM, she doesn’t feel sorry for herself. I know with 

a little help she can do amazing things.  

 AD was upbeat and excited when he recalled what life was like before Gloria was 

receiving special education services, and what life is like now: 

I’m actually excited for her future. I was really worried. I thought she was going to fall 

through the cracks. There were so many days when she would come home crying saying 

that she feels stupid. Now (in the English language school) she’s not as hard on herself, 

she remembers that everyone learns differently. She’s much more successful. I’m excited 

for her future! 

Conclusion 

 The voices of participants in this study have been revealed and shared in order to learn 

more about, and answer the research question, “What are the experiences of Black Canadian 

parents of elementary students who have recently been allocated to special needs programming?” 

 participants described in detail, encounters with teachers, administrative staff, education policies 

and practices that at times racialized their personhood, challenged their advocacy efforts and 
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placed them in conflict with the special education system. Thick descriptions and accounts of 

circumstances, actions (and inaction) were transformed into instruments of  understanding 

essences of participant experiences. Experiences common to participants involved parent 

advocacy, professional relationships, race, power structures, conflict, supports, resources, 

changes to the system and hope for the future.  
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Chapter 5: Experiences of African Canadian Families of Exceptional Children? 

If I leave it to the school system, she will be left at the wayside. 
(JP, Study Participant) 

 

Overview 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study is to gain understandings about the 

experiences of Black Canadian parents of children receiving special education services. 

Specifically, this study examines what it is like to be a Black Canadian parent of a child with 

special needs who has recently experienced the special education allocation process. Five Black 

Canadian parents participated in this study and completed semi-structured interviews with the 

researcher. Participant interviews were audio recorded and transcripts developed verbatim. 

Participants were asked to member check transcripts prior to data interpretation. Three out of 

five participants agreed to do so. Interview transcripts were then reviewed, re-read,  and reflected 

on, to allow the researcher to become familiar with the words, and statements, the voice, of each 

participant. 

 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was employed to interrogate participant 

data, and through a process of careful and reflective sorting and grouping of transcript data were  

examined to categorize and elucidate collective meanings of participant experiences. In addition 

to discussing the seven overarching themes that emerged from the analysis of participant data 

presented in Chapter 4, this chapter examines ways families and educators can work together in 

the future.  

Key Themes  

 Parent Advocacy. Parents became advocates for their children for a number of reasons. 

First, parents indicated that they noticed or discovered something was wrong with their child’s 

academic performance (struggling in school, poor grades, incomplete homework, falling behind 
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in school), or emotional wellbeing (the child feeling incompetent, sad, not themselves). 

Secondly, parents expressed fears of their child falling behind in school or not being successful 

in school. They saw their advocacy as a way to ensure help and support was made available to 

address their child’s needs. Thirdly, parents felt it was necessary to become knowledgeable about 

the special education system to be able to hold teaching staff accountable for their child’s 

support and learning. Lastly, parents indicated advocacy is frustrating, encounters various acts of 

school resistance, it is exhausting, and requires relentless aggressive, proactive action to “stand 

up for everything that needs to be stood up for”. 

 Racial Implications. Race was not seen as a separate entity or construct far removed 

from school interactions, policies and decisions. Teacher attitudes and competence were brought 

up by participants on multiple occasions. Parents perceive and understand that teachers are 

gatekeepers that have the power to allow or prevent students from receiving special education 

services. Furthermore, parents encountered anti-Black racism attitudes and actions that 

compounded any or all existing barriers to their child’s special education designation. Most 

parents perceived that the assessments, placement and student support decisions were often left 

in the hands of teachers who did not have the knowledge or skills to move allocation processes 

forward. Moreover, parents described how racial stereotypes and assumptions influenced school 

decisions about assessments; some of these decisions have led to major assessment delays some 

parents continue to endure. Overwhelmingly parents described the importance of professional 

and cultural competence, how and why culturally and professionally competent teachers would 

be able to provide more equitable special education services to their students.  

 Race Based Decision Making. Parents believe teachers are instrumental in the allocation 

process because they have the power to make important decisions about their child’s academic 
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future. They are adamant that communication is the key to relationship building. Relationship 

building is a way to build trust, which is necessary to have respectful (and sometimes difficult) 

conversations. Communication between parents and school staff is sometimes formal, by way of 

pre-scheduled meetings which typically involve the entire teaching and administrative staff. 

Participants reported feeling intimidated, unprepared and racialized during team meetings. One 

participant explained that racialization is inherent within the system when teaching and 

administrative teams are devoid of anyone of color. One participant described not knowing what 

team meetings would be like, not knowing what to expect because nothing was communicated to 

her. Another participant detailed acts of anti-Black racism during a team meeting where she felt 

berated and disrespected. One participant suggested schools should have a parent liaison who 

represents the family during team meetings, to articulate the needs of the student “particularly 

from a Black family perspective”.  

 Interpersonal Conflict. Collectively, parents acknowledged that most informal 

communication with the school was done during student pick up and drop off times, otherwise 

informal meetings were accomplished via telephone and email. Parents feel schools do not 

communicate enough, leaving parents uninformed about major decisions or changes to their 

child’s education program. There are positive and negative working relationships with teaching 

and administrative staff. Barriers to positive parent-teacher relationships have been outlined 

previously in this chapter. One barrier that had a profound effect on parents in this study, related 

to negative professional relationships with the school team. Most parents indicated professional 

parent-teacher relationships often determine parent and student success in school. Negative 

professional relationships stemmed from resistive administrative staff and systemic racism. 

Positive professional relationships were described as “collaborative”, “understanding”, where 
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there was “mutual respect”. One parent described her previous principal as “phenomenal” 

because she was “respectful, very kind” and understood her child’s needs. Others in the 

participant group echoed this sentiment. Parents explained that they were seeking respectful, 

equitable, caring partnerships with teaching staff. Conversely, parents identified factors that 

contributed to negative interpersonal conflict and relationships with teaching staff, including 

high staff turnover, poor communication, teacher bias, low teacher expectations, overt power 

imbalances and “othering”.  

  Race, Culture and Special Education. Since teachers hold the power to initiate the 

special education process, to advocate for students and construct a path to student supports, it is 

crucial teachers and administrators have a strong understanding of not only a student’s academic 

capabilities, but holistic understandings of who the child is and how their family functions. A 

holistic approach must include a working knowledge of racial and cultural aspects of the child’s 

personhood. Parents in this study vigorously shared examples of encounters with teachers and 

staff who did not have a holistic view of their child. This was deeply concerning to parents. 

Participant MJ had a term for teachers who were not culturally competent. She described them as 

“accidental racists” - people who have never interacted with others outside of their race, and 

most likely do not feel comfortable doing so. In her experience, these “accidental racists” who 

happened to be teachers or administrators perpetuated negative racial stereotypes, making it 

challenging to establish a mutually respectful relationship with staff. Parents also experienced 

systemic racism. KH described feeling uncomfortable during team meetings where she and her 

husband “were always the only people of color in the room. No one on the teaching or 

administrative team were black”. MJ noted that school culture does not include the celebration of 

Black people, Black history month for example. JP also described the culture at her daughter’s 
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school which was absent of any Black culture or the celebration of Black history month. AD 

firmly stated that “representation matters”, meaning, teachers and staff who come from the same 

racial or cultural background may be better able to understand your concerns, perspectives and 

points of view. AD believes at the very least, same-culture school staff would be able to 

understand and connect with he and his daughter. He felt strongly that same-culture staff could 

relate to his daughters challenges better than staff not from his culture. Furthermore, AD 

suspected that race contributed to the school’s failure to take action to initiate psychoeducational 

testing for his daughter. Cultural competence is key, according to most participants. Teachers 

need just as much training in cultural competence as they do in professional development. All 

participants believe cultural competence would go a long way to reducing systemic and 

individual anti-black racism at school.  

 Accessing Special Education Supports and Resources. Four out of five parents in this 

study described extensive assessment time delays. Time delays were described as the period of 

time between the child overtly struggling in school, until psychoeducational testing took place. 

Two parents explained the way delays impacted their child’s progress and growth. For one 

parent, their child still struggles with phonetics, writing and is not receiving supports for those 

challenges. Another parent described her child’s challenges with reading that are being addressed 

by an out of school agency, but at the time of this study, her daughter was not receiving special 

education services. 

 External agencies like the Learning Disabilities Association, as well as private 

psychoeducational assessment providers are available to parents if they wish to speed up the 

testing process. But in most cases (in this study, only one out of five participants), paying out of 

pocket for education assessments poses a financial barrier. 
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 What Needs to Change. All participants recommended changes to the system that they 

felt would improve the way Black Canadian students are supported in special education. Teacher 

training in diverse cultures and special education was heavily emphasized. By far, cultural 

competence and systemic racism are of grave concern. Parents see teacher competence and 

school policies that marginalize students as key barriers to collaborative relationships and student 

success. Black Canadian parents of children exceptional needs are more likely to have negative 

school experiences when racial and cultural barriers exist. These barriers are both systemic 

(policies, procedures, school culture) and individualistic (teachers, administrative staff) in nature.  

 Hope for the Future. Two out of five parents expressed hope for their child’s future. Not 

just in terms of hope for their child’s academic future but hope for a societal change that would 

give way to a fruitful and meaningful life for their child, despite their challenges. Participants 

also expressed worry and fears of the long term effects of racialization on their child’s emotional 

well being. Black parents with children who have special needs straddle social, academic and 

racial worlds they sometimes find difficult to navigate but are hopeful that with time their ability 

to navigate these worlds will have a positive impact on their child’s future. AD shared his 

excitement for his daughter’s future “Now she’s not as hard on herself, she remembers that 

everyone learns differently. I’m excited for her future!”. 

Implications for Parents  

 Parents may also face financial barriers when faced with the costs of private agency fees 

in order to receive timely psychoeducational assessments. Uncompromisingly, participants in 

this study associated testing delays with cultural and racial barriers encountered with school 

staff.  In fact, parents who waited years for a psychoeducational assessment perceived delays in 

their child’s exceptional designation were a combination of the teacher’s lack of understandings 
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about special education, child-specific culture, and power imbalances that further complicated 

parent-teacher relationships. Parents need to work with teaching staff who are knowledgeable 

and trained in special education, as well as cultural competency training. It was suggested by 

participant KG that a new system of teacher training should be created. One where teachers are 

provided with grants or special funding to complete specific training around exceptional needs 

and cultural safety. She believes this will help teachers to more holistically support students in 

their classrooms.  

 Above all, parents in this study emphasized the importance of parent advocacy.  For the 

parents in this study, advocacy was not a choice, but a role inherent to Black Canadian parents of 

children with exceptional needs. Advocacy requires diligence, time, knowledge about the special 

education system, watchful for cultural and racial insults, safeguarding the psychological and 

emotional welfare of their personhood. 

Implications for Educators 

 There are several implications of this research that may be useful to Canadian educators 

(general and special education teachers alike) who work with Black families. Research findings 

offer a glimpse into the world of racialized students and families in the special education 

community. An important aspect of this research is parent advocacy and empowerment. Kim, 

Fletcher and Brian (2017) argue that by using a parent empowerment model, school counselors 

(and educators) increase parent involvement, support parents as leaders in their child’s education, 

facilitating parent competence in school-related work, and build positive parent-teacher 

relationships.  

 Furthermore, parents identified barriers to positive parent-school relationships. 

Participants provided ideas and recommendations that address these barriers including 
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suggestions regarding teacher communication and cultural competence, presented in Chapter 

four. Additionally, this study may prompt schools to reflect on cultural issues, hidden barriers or 

structures of racism that may impact the population of Black students in special education at 

their school.  When provided with training and opportunities for improvement, teachers increase 

their self-awareness and understandings of communication and cultural barriers which has a 

positive impact on parent-teacher interactions (Herman and Reinke, 2017). 

  According to the participants in this study communication is central to parent-teacher 

relationships. Parents provided deep and detailed examples of communications they had with 

teachers and staff most were described as negative experiences. Findings are relevant to school 

counselors and/or social workers who play a role in communicating with parents about important 

psychoeducational testing, internal and external resources, and other non-academic supports that 

may be coordinated through the school. Kraft and Rogers (2015) assert parent-teacher 

communication has a direct impact on student performance, and therefore must be of primary 

concern to school staff and administration. Additionally, their study results provide evidence that 

communication should be geared toward parent empowerment and engagement.  

 Moreover, it is important for teachers and staff to not only be aware, but proactively 

refrain from approaches that are perceived as oppressive or anti-Black. This study presents 

personal accounts and examples of teacher behaviours which participants viewed negatively and 

articulated what kind of impact oppressive approaches had on parent-teacher communication and 

relationships.    

Implications for the Researcher 

 This research has underscored the importance of advocacy and empowerment in 

education for racialized families like my own. Hearing from other parents within the Black 
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Canadian special education community was cathartic in that many of the experiences participants 

described were similar to my own. I have learned that this small network of Black Canadians in 

special education is somewhat isolated from each other and from the special education system as 

a hole, (as evidenced by challenges finding and connecting with other members of this unique 

community), which further contributes to our collective disempowerment. It is imperative that as 

a community and a society isolation is transformed into collaboration. This might be 

accomplished by creating an organization or strong network of Black Canadian parents in the 

special education world, and perhaps connecting with other racialized groups or communities in 

special education. As my journey as a parent and researcher continues, I will bring my 

experiences of this research including the voices of participants and lessons learned, expanding 

on the complexities of life as a Black Canadian and parent of a child with exceptional needs.  

Recommendations 

 Based on perspectives of Black Canadian parents in this study, the following are 

recommended. First regarding parent advocacy, parents need to be supported to advocate on 

behalf of their children. This can be supported and facilitated by teachers and administrators 

through policies and practices that incorporate parent empowerment, clear and transparent 

information sharing about special education processes (a parent advocacy handbook, manual, 

online module, or posters throughout the school), teacher training in respectful, anti-oppressive 

communication, and a parent liaison who works with parents, advocates on their behalf, to 

navigate the special education allocation process. Second, a financial commitment to additional 

teacher training in special education processes and services. Training needs to be mandatory for 

all teachers and administrative staff and must include professional development courses that 

ground staff in respectful, trustworthy, and culturally competent communication and relationship 
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building with Black parents and students in special education. Third, school policies and 

procedures must be revised or developed to eliminate barriers to timely service delivery. This 

includes addressing issues related to teacher/staff communication with parents (specific timelines 

for communication, guidelines regarding how to communicate with parents), the inclusion of 

parents in decision making about assessments, and a mechanism for parents to quickly access 

appropriate community resources and supports when in-school assessments are delayed or not 

available. Finally, ongoing quality assurance monitoring is necessary to protect the integrity of 

school policies and practices and will provide a measurable method of surveillance. 

Future Research 

 Black parents of students with special needs belong to a unique community of parents. 

Parents in this study have unique concerns and expressed fears about how their race and culture 

compounded issues of exceptionality. They expressed fears of their children falling through the 

cracks, not reaching their full potential, not receiving the educational services they need or 

deserve to live a full life. JP described her sadness when she initially found out Sam had an 

educational exceptionality: 

 For a while I felt sorry for myself. It’s hard learning that your child has a learning 

 issue. I gain my strength through Sam. She doesn’t feel sorry for herself. I  know 

 with a little help she can do amazing things.   

 This study is distinctive because it contributes to a very limited but important area of 

research concerned with Black Canadians and the special education system. More research in 

this area is necessary. Future studies involving this unique group of Canadians would help to 

further understandings about the role culture and race play in the under or over representation of 

Black students in special education. Furthermore, it would be beneficial for future studies to 
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examine Black parent advocacy strategies that enhance special education designation processes. 

Considering the findings of this research, it would also be useful for future to explore parent-

teacher dynamics including issues of power and empowerment. Other research that deserves 

future scrutiny is cultural competence in teacher training and its impact on Black Canadian 

students in special education. These are important areas of inquiry not yet adequately explored.  

Conclusion 

 This study represents the examination of a novel phenomenon concerning Black 

Canadian parents of children with special needs who have recently been allocated to special 

education programming. It is of interest because the community of Black families in special 

education is small. I am part of that community and as such have a particular interest in lending 

my voice to the needs of this community. As a parent of a child with Autism, it has been 

challenging navigating the special education system, as a Black Canadian parent, navigating my 

racialized personhood has produced challenges for myself and for my child. I have learned to 

recognize racism and injustices within the education system. Advocating on my child’s behalf 

has never been easy and almost always involves the complexities of race and culture.  

 Exploring the lives of other parents who share similar racial and cultural backgrounds has 

revealed how unique it is to be a Black Canadian of a child with exceptional needs. It is unique 

because research concerning Black Canadian parents of students with special needs is rare. A 

thorough literature review produced no other Canadian qualitative studies about Black parent 

perspectives and their recent experiences with the special education allocation process.  

 Participants in this study were difficult to locate, but recruitment resulted in the inclusion 

of five Black parents who were able to create a descriptive picture of the essences of their 

experiences. Some described their experiences in terms of systemic barriers they faced as a 
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racialized Canadian, others believed their purpose was to “teach others about how to support 

African Canadian children on the spectrum”. All participants gave rich, thick detailed 

descriptions of their encounters with the special education system, providing accounts that 

chronicled everything from teacher attitudes and cultural competence to delays in 

psychoedcuational assessments. Distinct categories and themes organically emerged from 

participant descriptions.  

 The seven descriptive themes that emerged from this study, authentically represent the 

voices of study participants. Findings indicate parents in this study place great importance on 

communication, cultural and professional competence of school teachers, the racialization of 

Black parents and parent advocacy as a constructive tool to resist parent and student racialization 

in school.  

 Limitations of this study include the inability to generalize study results. This study 

examines the lives of five Black Canadian parents of students with exceptional needs. Their 

experiences can help stakeholders become more aware of this community and needs expressed 

by some members of this community. Nonetheless, it is important to hear from all Canadians and 

even more important to hear from members of society who are marginalized, racialized and 

experience aspects of the education system that are perceived as inequitable. Constructs of 

racialization and marginalization experienced by participants in this study, at times derailed 

parental access to special education services, but despite facing various barriers within the 

system, parents still have hope.  
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Appendix A: Social Media Invitation 
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Appendix B: Email Invitation (Community Agencies Share with Community Members) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To: Parks and Recreation Staff, City of Surrey 
 
I am a graduate student in the Faculty of Education, specializing in special 
education at Vancouver Island University.  I am undertaking a study of African Canadian parents 
in special education as part of a partial fulfillment for my program. 
 
I would like to invite African Canadians in the community to participate in my study and have a 
small invitational poster/flyer I would like to post on the community centre information boards 
inside the community centre.  
 
Can you please provide me with information about the flyer/posting process and/or how to get 
permission to place my information posters on the community information boards? 
 
Thank you, 
 
Carolyn Tinglin 
VIU Master’s Degree Student.   
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Appendix C: Study Description and Consent Form 

 

African Canadian Experiences with the Special Education System 

Principal Investigator 
Carolyn Tinglin, Student 
Master of Education 
Vancouver Island University  
specialedresearch@gmail.com   

Faculty Supervisor 
Michael A. Hammond-Todd, PhD. 
Department of Education 
Vancouver Island University  
Michael.Hammond-Todd@viu.ca   

 

Purpose  
 I am a student in the Master of Education in Educational Leadership at Vancouver Island 
University (VIU).  My research, entitled “African Canadian Experiences with the Special 
Education System” aims to address a gap in literature related to African Canadian families and 
the special education system. Very little is known about the experiences of African Canadian 
students and families in special education and it is my hope is that my research will contribute to 
the body of Canadian research concerned with the intersectionalities of race, ability and 
education success of Education students at VIU.  

Description  
Research participants are asked to complete a face-to-face research interview. If you agree, you 
will be asked questions concerning your personal experiences of the special education labelling 
and allocation process. You will be asked questions concerning your perceptions of parent-
school communication and relationships, parent support, family responsibilities, the steps of the 
special education allocation process itself. With your permission, the interview would be audio 
recorded. Your participation would require approximately 30-45 minutes of your time. You have 
the option of participating without revealing your identity.     
 
Risk of harm to participants  
The information collected during the interview is likely uncontroversial, although participants 
may recall uncomfortable or negative emotions, feelings when describing their experiences. You 
may experience emotional distress when discussing issues of race, trust, and empowerment 
among other potentially distressing subjects, thus the research poses a risk of harm to you. 
Depending on the information you provide, and whether you choose to participate and whether 
you wish to be identified by name or with a pseudonym, there is a possibility that the information 
you provide might cause loss of social status and/or embarrassment.  Furthermore, participation 
in this study is not completely anonymous. It is for this reason, there is a risk to your privacy. 
You may be identifiable based on the information provided. You have the choice of being 
directly identified, or being referred to by a pseudonym. Pseudonyms are coded names or initials 
that exclude directly identifiable information. If we are conducting this interview virtually via 
Facetime, there are risks to your privacy because online anonymity is not guaranteed. To learn 
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more about privacy protection, here is Facetime’s privacy policy: 
https://www.apple.com/ca/privacy/approach-to-privacy/	  
 
Management of Research Information/Data  
All records or your participation would be confidential. Only my supervisor and I will have 
access to information in which you are identified.  With your permission, the interview would be 
audio recorded and later transcribed into writing. At your request, you will be provided a copy of 
the transcript and invited to make changes to the transcript as you wish (e.g. if you would like, 
you can withdraw a particular statement you made during an interview). Electronic data will be 
stored on a password-protected computer. Signed consent forms and paper copies of interview 
transcripts will be stored in a locked file cabinet in my home. Data will be stored for 3 years after 
the study’s completion, approximately until the winter of 2021.  
 
Use of Research Information  
The results of this study will be published in my Master’s thesis, and may also be used for 
conference publications, presentations, and published in peer-reviewed journals.  Study results 
may also be shared with the Ontario Education Secretariat.  
 
Participation and withdrawal  
Your participation is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any time where 
practicable, for any reason, and without explanation. If you would like to review and potentially 
make changes to the transcript of the interview, you may withdraw up to two weeks from the 
time of being provided a copy of the transcript. If you decline to review the transcript, you may 
withdraw up to two weeks from the date of our interview. If you choose to withdraw from the 
study, all information you provided during the interview would be withdrawn from the study and 
destroyed.   
 
Consent and Conditions of Consent  
I have read and understand the information provided above, and hereby consent to participate in 
this research under the following conditions:  

I consent to the interview being audio recorded. 
 

Yes                                     No               

I consent to having my personal identity disclosed in the products of 
the research. If no, is there a pseudonym you wish to use? Print Below 
 

Yes                                     No               

I consent to being quoted in the products of the research. 
 

Yes                                     No               

 
Participant Name ________________________  
Participant Signature ____________________________    
 
Commitment of Principal Investigator  
I, Carolyn Tinglin, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.  
 
Principal Investigator Signature __________________________ Date _______________  
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Concerns about your Treatment in the Research  
If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study, please 
contact the VIU Research Ethics Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by email at reb@viu.ca.  
 
You will be provided with a copy of this consent form for your records. 
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Appendix D: Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

1. Can you share a little about your cultural background? 
2. How long ago was your child first identified with special needs?  
3. How long ago were you informed your child would need special needs services at 

school? 
4. Can you tell me about your experiences with the teachers, education staff and school 

administrators before you learned that your child would require special education 
services? 

5. How would you describe the communication between yourself (and partner if applicable) 
and the teachers, education staff and school administrators? 

6. Can you describe in detail how you were involved in the decision to place your child in 
special education programming at school? 

7. How did the teachers and school personnel follow up with you once your child started 
receiving special education services as school? 

8. Do you believe there are factors that contributed or influenced the referral of African 
Canadian students into special education programming?  

9. Do you think teacher’s perceptions, attitudes, expectations and behaviour had an affect on 
their decision to refer your child to special education? How? 

10. Is it important to have culturally competent teachers in special education? Why? 
11. Are there aspects of the special education allocation process that you would like to see 

changed? What changes would you like to see? Why?  
12. What do you think about the proportion of African Canadian students in special 

education? 
13. What do you think about of the cultural composition of students receiving special 

education? 
14. Do you feel the culture at the school is different from the culture at home for African 

Canadian students? 
15. Would you like to see aspects of your culture incorporated in your child’s school life? 

Which aspects would you like to see incorporated and why? 
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Appendix E: Community Agency Resource List 
 

Interview Protocol: Providing Information Regarding Counselling Services 
 
The following is a list of counselling services available in Toronto, Calgary and Surrey (for 
psychological and emotional support and problem solving). 
 
Toronto 
Riverdale Immigrant Women’s Centre (anti violence female counseling) 
416-465-6021 
 
Across Boundaries (Anti-black racism focused counseling, youth, LGBTQ2, PTSD) 
(416) 787- 3007 
 
CAMH – Centre for Addictions and Mental Health (mental health screening and diagnosis, all 
areas of counselling) 
416 535 8501 
 
Calgary  
Calgary Counseling Centre (Individual, couples counseling, depression, domestic abuse) 
403 691 5991 
 
Distress Centre Calgary (crisis counseling) 
403 266-HELP 
 
Surrey 
MOSAIC (Multicultural victim violence, domestic violence, LGBTQ2) 
604 254 9626 
 
Pacific Community Resources Society (Youth, addictions, family, individual counselling) 
604-951-4821 
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Appendix F: Research Ethics Board Application and Approval 

	
Research	Ethics	Board	

Application	for	Ethical	Review	
	

Protocol	ID:	
	

	
Gray	areas	of	form	are	for	
internal	REB	use	only.	

Date	Received:	
	

	
	
Please	refer	to	the	Guide	to	the	Application	for	Ethical	Review	Form	for	detailed	information	on	
how	to	complete	this	application	form.	Students	conducting	research	involving	human	
participants	are	required	to	complete	the	latest	version	of	the	Tri-Council’s	on-line	Course	on	
Research	Ethics	(CORE):		http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/education/tutorial-didacticiel/.			
	
1.	ADMINISTRATIVE	INFORMATION	
1.1	Title	of	Research	Project	
The	Experiences	of	African	Canadian	Families	with	Children	in	Special	Education	
	
1.2	Is	this	research	being	completed	in	partial	fulfillment	of	the	requirements	of	a	course	or	
degree?	If	so,	please	indicate	the	level	of	study,	degree	and	course,	as	applicable.						
	
☐		Undergraduate:	Click	here	to	enter	text.	
☒		Graduate:	Master	of	Education	Degree	(Special	Education)	
	
1.3	Is	this	research	funded?	If	‘Yes’,	indicate	source(s)	and	expected	duration	of	the	funding	
(specific	agency,	institution,	corporation,	etc.).	
No	
	
1.4	Is	this	research	associated	with	a	university	other	than	Vancouver	Island	University?	If	so,	
please	indicate	the	university	and	the	how	the	other	university	is	associated	with	the	research.			
No	
	
1.5	Is	the	research	subject	to	the	jurisdiction	of	another	ethical	review	process?	If	so,	please	
identify	the	review	process	and	indicate	whether	Ethics	Approval	has	been	sought	and/or	
approved	(e.g.	school	board,	other	university,	First	Nations,	etc.).					
No.	
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1.6	Personnel	
NAME	 PROGRAM/DEPT.	 EMAIL	

Principal	Investigator/s			
Carolyn	Tinglin	 Master	of	

Education/Education	
VIUD2L_1049216@d2l.viu.ca	

Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	
Supervising	Faculty	
Michael	Hammond	 Faculty	of	Education	 Michael.Hammond-

Todd@viu.ca	
Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	
Co-investigator/s	
Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	
Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	
Other	team	member/s		
Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	
Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	 Click	here	to	enter	text.	
		
	
1.7	Describe	the	role	of	each	team	member	in	the	research.	Include	all	personnel	listed	in	1.6,	
above.		
Carolyn	Tinglin	(PI)	–		will	be	responsible	for	the	implementation	of	the	research	study,	its	
scientific	and	ethical	conduct	and	the	protection	of	each	research	participant.	
Will	conduct	the	research	study	in	compliance	with	the	Tri-Council	Policy	Statement,	VIU	
Research	Ethics	Board	and	related,	relevant	regulations.		
Responsible	for	disseminating	and	sharing	data	in	accordance	with	Tri-Council	Policy,	VIU	
Research	Ethics	Board.	
Mary	Ann	Richards	(S)	–	Responsible	for	overseeing	the	research	project,	providing	information	
and	guidance,	mentorship	and	support	to	the	PI	to	accomplish	research	goals.	
	
1.8	What	steps	has/have	the	Investigator/s	taken	to	prepare	for	this	research?		Describe	
relevant	experience,	courses,	and	any	preliminary	research	and/or	community	engagement	
completed	to	prepare	for	this	project.							
Completed	MEDS	540	Teacher	as	Researcher,	as	well	as	MEDS	620	Translating	Special	
Education	Research	to	Practice.	
	
2.	PROJECT	DESCRIPTION	
2.1	Provide	a	brief	summary	of	the	project,	including	the	research	purpose,	methods,	and	
participant	population	(maximum	200	words).		
Purpose:	According	to	Blanchett	(2009),	racial	inequities	(including	disproportionality)	in	special	
education	have	been	a	long-	standing	problem.		
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Disproportionality	involves	interactions	between	racial	stereotyping,	teacher	attitudes,	
inequitable	education	structures,	and	student	capabilities	(Skiba	et	al.,	2008).		
In	Canada,	similar	issues	in	education	exist	within	marginalized	groups	including	First	Nations	
and	racialized	communities.		
	 Very	little	is	known	about	the	experiences	of	African	Canadian	students	and	families	
who	are	allocated	to	special	education	programs.		Research	focused	on	African	Canadian	special	
education	experiences	is	scant.	Understanding	student	and	family	experiences	of	the	special	
education	allocation	processes	can	provide	insight	about	special	education	issues	that	are	
important	to	African	Canadian	families,	may	lead	to	improved	parent-school	communications	
and	could	contribute	a	body	of	knowledge	that	addresses	culturally	competent	special	
education	policies	and	services.		
Methods:	Using	a	phenomenological	approach,	data	collection	will	consist	of	semi-structured	
interviews	
with	members	of	the	African	Canadian	community.	A	purposeful	sampling	strategy	will	be	used	
to	select	African	Canadian	parents	or	guardians	of	elementary	students	recently	(within	the	last	
year)	allocated	to	special	education	programming	and	or	labelled	as	a	special	education	
student.	Semi-structured	interviews	will	consist	of	open	ended	questions	focused	on	parent	
perceptions	of	special	education,	parental	understandings	of	their	child’s	education	needs,	
parent-teacher	communications,	parent-school	communications,	parent	experiences	with	
general	and	special	education	systems,	and	other	issues	identified	by	participants.		
	 A	phenomenological	approach	will	be	used	to	interpret	data,	by	sorting	and	categorizing	
data	directly	from	interview	transcripts,	and	developing	emergent	themes	that	reflect	the	
essence	of	the	phenomena	being	studied	(Sargeant,	2012).	
	
2.2	The	following	questions	are	intended	to	generally	describe	participants	involved	in	the	
research.	Check	all	that	apply.	Will	the	research:	
	
☐	a)	Involve	child/youth	participants	below	the	age	of	majority	(19	years	old	in	BC)?	

☐	b)	Involve	persons	who	lack	or	have	diminished	capacity	to	consent?	

☐	c)	Involve	persons	who	are	institutionalized?		

☐	d)	Involve	asking	participants	about	behavior	that	may	be	considered	criminal	activity	in	the	
jurisdiction	in	which	the	research	is	being	completed?		

☐	e)	Involve	a	researcher	who	is	in	or	has	a	prior	professional	and/or	personal	relationship	with	
one	or	more	of	the	research	participants?		

☐	f)	Involve	Aboriginal	or	Indigenous	communities,	or	focus	on	Aboriginal	or	Indigenous	people?	

3.	PURPOSE,	GOALS,	AND	KNOWLEDGE	TRANSFER		
3.1	What	is	the	purpose	of	the	research?	Describe	why	the	research	is	being	done.	What	is	the	
value/importance	of	this	study?	How	would	the	research	contribute	to	the	advancement	of	
knowledge?		
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Purpose:	This	study	will	address	an	important	gap	in	current	literature	pertaining	to	African	
Canadian	families	and	the	special	education	system.	Contrary	to	the	abundant	research	about	
African	American	parent	experiences	with	special	education	processes,	very	little	is	known	
about	the	experiences	of	African	Canadian	parents	of	students	recently	allocated	to	special	
education	programming.	
Value:	Research	findings	may	help	to	illuminate	special	education	issues	important	to	study	
participants,	information	that	can	contribute	to	the	body	of	Canadian	research	concerned	with	
the	intersectionalities	of	race,	ability	and	education.	It	has	the	potential	to	enhance	
understandings	of	the	world	in	which	racialized	students	and	families	live.	This	information	may	
be	valuable	to	community	members,	teaching	staff	and	administrators.	
Knowledge	Created:	This	research	will	provide	insight	about	several	issues	including:	African	
Canadian	perceptions	of	the	special	education	system,	student	and	family	perceptions	of	
inclusion	related	to	the	special	education	designation	process,	as	well	as	systemic	structures	of	
special	education	in	an	African	Canadian	context.	
	
3.2	What	are	the	research	goals	and	questions?		Describe	what	the	research	is	intended	to	
accomplish,	and	the	research	questions	the	research	is	intended	to	answer.	If	the	project	
involves	multiple	goals,	please	describe	each,	and	all	anticipated	uses	of	the	research	data.			
Goal	of	Research:	Understanding	perceptions	of	the	special	education	allocation	process	is	an	
important	step	in	reducing	disparities	among	culturally	diverse	and	marginalized	Canadians.				
The	primary	research	goal	is	to	understand	student	and	family	perceptions	and	experiences	of	
the	special	education	allocation	processes.		
Research	Question:	What	are	the	experiences	of	African	Canadian	parents	of	students	recently	
identified	and	allocated	to	special	education?	
	
3.3	How	will	the	research	findings	be	presented	and	distributed?		E.g.,	Masters	thesis,	
conferences,	journal	article,	etc.			
Research	will	be	presented	as	part	of	a	Master’s	thesis,	a	published	journal	article	(Canadian	
education	journal)	and	a	presentation	to	the	Ontario	Education	Secretariat.	
	
4.	STUDY	DESIGN	AND	METHODS	
4.1	Describe,	listing	all	major	steps	and	procedures,	how	the	research	will	be	conducted.	
Number	the	steps	in	chronological	order.	Please	describe	all	stages	of	research	involving	
participants,	such	as	methods	of	recruitment,	data	collection,	analysis,	follow-up	with	
participants,	and	knowledge	transfer.				
Data	Collection	Methods	
1)	 Apply	to	VIU	REB	
2)	 Recruitment:	Participants	will	be	recruited	via	online	social	media	posts	to	community	
and		 parent	groups		on	facebook	and	linkedin	(see	Appendix	A),	and	through	printed	notices	
	 (community	boards)	and	local	community	centre	community	information	boards	(see	
Appendix		 A).	
3)	 Interested	parents	will	contact	me	via	email,	at	which	point	I	will	screen	them	to	ensure	
they		 meet	basic	participant	inclusion	criteria	and	conflicts	of	interest	do	not	exist.	I	will	then	
go	over		 the	details	of	the	study,	(see	Appendix	B)	and	answer	questions.		I	will	set	up	a	
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follow	up		 meeting	date	and	time	to	answer	questions,	obtain	consent	and	confirm	an	
interview	date/time.			
4)	 The	follow	up	consent	meeting	(in	person	or	via	virtual	meeting)	will	involve	a	
participant-	 focused	detailed	discussion	about	the	study,	Q	and	A	and	a	careful	review	of	the	
study	consent		form	(see	Appendix	C)	and	the	consent	process.			
5)	 If	there	are	more	volunteer	participants	than	needed,	I	will	choose	the	volunteers	that	
meet		 most/all	study	inclusion	criteria.	I	will	also	consider	the	chronological	order	of	responses	
out	of		 the	pool	of	qualified	volunteers.		
If	I	do	not	have	enough	volunteers	I	will	expand	inclusion	criteria	to	include	parents	of	students	
allocated	to	special	education	programming	within	the	last	5	years	(not	recent)	as	well	as	
parents	of	students	in	high	school.		
6)	 	Data	Collection	–	Semi-structured	interviews	(see	Appendix	D)	will	be	face	to	face	
(Surrey		 location	TBD)	in	a	private	meeting	room	located	at	the	Surrey	library	or	Surrey	
community		 centre.	Interviews	with	participants	in	Calgary	and	Toronto	will	be	interviewed	
via	virtual		 communication	(facetime).	Interviews	will	be	voice	recorded.	Memoing	will	also	
be	used	during		 the	interview,	as	a	means	of	reflecting	on,	and	contextualizing	data				
7)		 Member	Checking	-	Participants	will	be	given	the	opportunity	to	review	their	
transcribed	data	for		 accuracy.	They	may	seek	clarification	about	the	data	interpretation	
process,	make	changes		 (revise,	remove	data,	or	decide	to	withdraw	from	the	study)	to	
their	transcript.	Participants		 will	be	invited	to	review	and	audit	their	transcripts	once	ALL	
interview	transcripts	have	been		 completed.	Transcripts	will	be	sent	via	email.		
8)	 Data	Interpretation	(analysis)	-	Data	interpretation	will	include	identifying	and	sorting	
key	words		 and	phrases	from	participant	transcripts,	categorizing	words	and	phrases	that	
are	developed	into		 themes	that	represent	the	essence	of	the	phenomenon.	
9)		 	Knowledge	Transfer	–	study	results	will	be	shared	with	the	participants,	African	
Canadian		 community	parent	support	groups	as	well	as	the	education	secretariat	(Ontario).	
Study	results		 may	inform	other	studies	focused	on	cultural	aspects	of	special	education	
processes	as	well	as		 studies	focused	on	parent-school	relationships	through	an	African	
Canadian	lens.	
	
4.2	Describe	the	data	collection	strategies,	techniques,	and	instruments	to	be	used.	E.g.,	
interviews,	surveys,	focus	groups,	observation,	questionnaire,	creative	works,	etc.	(see	section	
12	for	attachment	instructions)	
	Individual	semi-structured	interviews	(see	Appendix		D)	will	be	conducted	face	to	face	or	via	
virtual	communication,	and	voice	recorded.	
	
4.3	How	will	data	be	recorded?		E.g.	Audio	recording,	video	recording,	interview	notes	taken	by	
researcher,	questionnaire	answers	written	by	participant,	online	survey,	clinical	charts,	journal	
of	researcher,	etc..		
Data	will	be	audio	recorded,	interview	notes	(including	memos)	will	be	taken	by	researcher.	
	
4.4	Describe	the	nature	of	the	data	to	be	collected	(e.g.	personal	opinions	of	participants	
concerning	subject	of	inquiry).					
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Personal	perspectives,	re-telling	of	experiences	of	participants	who	have	children	recently	
allocated	to	special	education	programming.	
	
4.5	Where	will	research	activities	involving	participants	take	place?	Also	indicate	whether	this	
space	will	be	private	or	public.		
Participants	can	indicate	where	they	are	most	comfortable	conducting	the	research	interviews	
and	have	a	choice	of	private	spaces	(meeting	rooms,	meeting	spaces)	in	public	venues	(Surrey	
library,	Surrey	community	centre).	
	
4.6	Indicate	the	amount	of	time	required	of	participants	to	participate	in	the	research.	If	the	
study	involves	multiple	stages	and/or	techniques,	please	estimate	the	time	required	for	each.				
Primary	data	collection	interviews	will	require	45	minutes	to	an	hour.	Member	check	follow	up	
interviews	will	require	30	to	45	minutes.	
4.7	When	do	you	plan	to	begin	collecting	primary	data	using	techniques	involving	human	
participants	(estimate	date)?		
Approximate	start	date	for	primary	data	collection	is	October	15	2018.	
	
4.8	Will	you	use	data	collected	from	people	that	was	collected	for	purposes	other	than	the	
research	(e.g.	school	records,	clinical	records).	If	so,	is	this	data	publically	available?	Does	the	
data	contain	personally	identifiable	information?				
No.	
	
4.9	If	applicable,	describe	the	transcription	process,	including	who	will	be	involved	in	the	
transcription	process	
I	will	transcribe	the	data.	
	
4.10	Does	the	study	involve	partial	disclosure	or	deception?	If	so,	describe	the	nature	of	the	
deception,	why	it	is	necessary,	and	how	you	will	debrief	participants.			
No.	
	
5.	STUDY	POPULATION/S		
5.1	Describe	the	study	population.	E.g.	age	range,	vocation,	community	of	practice,	ethnicity,	
and	any	inclusionary	or	exclusionary	criteria,	etc..	If	you	are	sampling	more	than	one	
population,	please	describe	each	population.			
Study	participants	are	parents/guardians	from	the	African	Canadian	community	with	
elementary	school-aged	children	(children	up	to	13	years	old)	who	have	recently	participated	in	
the	special	education	allocation	process.		
	
5.2	How	many	participants	are	expected	to	be	involved	in	the	research?	If	you	plan	to	sample	
more	than	one	population,	estimate	for	each	population.	If	the	research	involves	multiple	
stages	and/or	techniques	involving	different	populations,	please	estimate	for	each	
stage/population	(e.g.	a	survey	of	40	participants,	a	focus	group	of	10	participants,	and	
interviews	with	5	participants).						
Five	to	seven	participants	are	expected	to	participate	in	research	interviews	for	this	study.		
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6.	PARTICIPANT	RECRUITMENT	
6.1	Describe	the	participant	recruitment	procedure.	Include	a	description	of	who	will	initiate	
contact	with	potential	participants,	where,	and	how.		
	 Inclusion	criteria	for	participants	of	the	study	include	African	Canadian	parents	or	
guardians	of	elementary	school	students	who	have	recently	been	allocated	to	special	education	
services.	Special	education	services	may	be	defined	and	allocated	differently	from	province	to	
province,	therefore	the	term	generally	applies	to	students	given	a	special	education	label	by	
school	administration,	and	parents	also	being	informed	of	that	label.		
	 Participants	will	be	recruited	from	three	cities	with	a	notable	African	Canadian	presence	
-Toronto,	Surrey	and	Calgary.	I	will	connect	online	through	social	media,	with	African	Canadian	
community	groups	that	serve	the	Toronto,	Calgary	and	Surrey	African	Canadian	communities	
(see	Appendix	A)	to	inform	social	media	groups	about	the	research	and	solicit	participation.	
Recruitment	will	not	involve	payment,	vouchers,	discounts	or	stipends.	Individuals	will	
participate	strictly	on	a	voluntary	basis.	
	 Participants	will	be	informed	about	the	study	by	way	of	online	posters	(Appendix	A),	
community	centre	information	board	posters	(Appendix	A,	E),	one	on	one	parent	inquiry	
meetings	via	dedicated	email,	in	response	to	parents	who	have	made	contact	to	express	their	
interest	in	the	study.	
	
7.	BENEFITS,	RISK,	AND	RISK	MITIGATION			
7.1	Will	participants	directly	benefit	from	participating	in	the	research?	If	so,	please	describe	
the	nature	of	the	benefit/s.	Note	that	the	intent	of	this	section	is	to	describe	the	direct	
benefit/s	to	participants,	and	not	to	describe	indirect	benefits	such	as	the	development	of	
knowledge	that	benefits	a	broader	population.		
No.		
	

7.2	Will	participants	receive	financial	or	other	inducement	for	their	participation?	If	so,	
discuss	the	monetary	value	of	the	incentive/inducement,	and	how	and	when	it	would	be	
provided	to	participants.				
No.	
	
7.3	Does	the	study	involve	physical	invasion	of	the	body,	physical	distress,	or	risk	of	physical	
distress?	If	so,	please	explain	why	these	risks	might	be	warranted,	and	indicate	how	these	risks	
would	be	minimized	and	managed.	
No.	
	
7.4	Does	the	study	involve	participants	who	may	be	in	potentially	vulnerable	circumstances,	
or	who	may	be	placed	in	a	vulnerable	circumstance	because	of	the	research?		If	‘Yes’,	explain	
why,	and	how	such	vulnerability	would	be	minimized	and	managed.			
No.	
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7.5	Is	there	a	professional	and/or	personal	relationship	of	any	kind	between	any	of	the	
research	personnel	and	any	of	the	participants,	such	as	a	relationship	between	a	teacher	and	
student,	employer	and	employee,	care	provider	and	care	receiver,	colleague	and	colleague,	
etc.?	If	so,	please	explain	the	nature	of	the	relationship.				
No.	
	
7.6	Is	there	a	conflict	of	interest	(real,	potential,	or	perceived)	for	any	research	personnel	
with	respect	to	their	relationship	with	potential	research	participants?	If	‘Yes’,	discuss	the	
nature	of	the	conflict(s)	of	interest	and	how	it	would	be	minimized	and	managed.		
No.	
	
7.7	Would	participants	be	subject	to	undue	influence	to	participate?	If	so,	discuss	the	nature	
of	the	undue	influence,	why	it	might	be	warranted,	and	strategies	you	propose	to	minimize	and	
manage	it.		
No.	
	
7.8	Does	the	study	involve	risk	of	mental/emotional	distress,	loss	of	privacy,	loss	of	status,	
loss	of	reputation,	or	loss	of	professional/employment	opportunities?		If	so,	describe	the	
risk/s,	why	these	risks	might	be	warranted,	and	how	these	risks	would	be	minimize	and	
managed.				
Yes.	Participants	may	recall	uncomfortable	or	negative	emotions,	feelings	when	describing	their	
experiences.	They	may	experience	emotional	distress	when	discussing	issues	of	race,	trust,	and	
empowerment	among	other	potentially	distressing	subjects.		
To	manage	these	risks,	every	effort	will	be	made	to	exercise	empathy,	active	listening	skills,	
create	a	trusting	environment,	provide	community	resources	for	issues	beyond	the	scope	of	the	
researcher	and/or	research.	I	will	stop	the	interview,	encourage	the	participant	to	contact	
counseling	if	desired,	and	provide	a	list	of	local	counseling	services	available	in	the	participant’s	
city	(Appendix	F).	
Additionally,	participant	privacy	is	also	a	risk.	Participants	may	be	identifiable	based	on	the	
information	provided.	This	will	be	mitigated		by	using	pseudonyms,	excluding	directly	
identifiable	information,	if	this	is	what	the	participant	chooses.	This	will	be	discussed	during	the	
participant	consent	meeting,	(at	which	time	we	will	discuss	the	consent	process,	form)	
(Appendix	C).	
	
7.9	Does	the	research	involve	risk	of	harm	to	a	community,	an	institution,	or	a	social	group?		
If	so,	describe	the	risk,	community/institution/social	group,	why	risks	might	be	warranted,	and	
how	such	risks	would	be	minimize	and	managed.				
No.	
	
8.	CONSENT/ASSENT	PROCESS	
Example	Consent	Forms	can	be	found	on	the	REB	web	site:	http://www.viu.ca/REB/forms.asp	
8.1	From	whom	will	you	be	seeking	consent?		(e.g.,	participants	themselves,	authorized	third	
parties	such	parents	and/or	guardians,	institutions/employers	with	which	participants	are	
associated).					
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Consent	will	be	sought	from	participants.	
	
8.2	Have	you	engaged	with,	or	will	you	be	engaging	with,	organizations	or	institutions	with	
which	participants	are	associated,	such	as	a	schools,	businesses,	or	First	Nations?		If	so,	please	
describe	the	nature	of	this	engagement.							
No.		
	
8.3	How	will	you	ensure	participants	(and/or	authorized	third	parties)	are	fully	informed	of	
the	research	prior	to	providing	consent/assent?	If	different	techniques	and/or	populations	
require	different	approaches	to	ensuring	consent	is	fully	informed,	please	distinguish	
approaches	and	indicate	how	consent	will	be	informed	for	each	population	and/or	research	
technique.								
A	one	on	one	(researcher/participant)	consent	meeting	will	take	place	after	parents	have	
contacted	me	to	express	interest	and	after	the	details	of	the	study	(Appendix	B)	have	been	
provided.		At	the	consent	meeting,	the	consent	process	and	details	of	the	consent	form	
(Appendix	C)	will	be	discussed.	Parents	will	have	the	opportunity	to	ask	questions,	express	
concerns	and	give	feedback.			
	
8.4	How	will	consent	(and	assent,	if	appropriate)	be	documented?	If	not	using	a	consent	form,	
explain	why.	If	different	techniques	and/or	populations	require	different	approaches	to	the	
documentation	of	consent,	please	distinguish	these	different	approaches	and	indicate	how	
consent	will	be	documented	for	each	population	and/or	research	technique.				
A	consent	form	(see	Appendix	A)	will	be	used	to	document	consent.	
	
8.5	If	consent	will	be	sought	from	third	parties	(e.g.	guardian	of	child/children),	will	you	also	
seek	and	document	assent	of	participants	themselves?	If	yes,	explain	how	informed	assent	will	
be	ensured.	If	not,	explain	why	assent	will	not	be	sought.		
Not	applicable.	
	
8.6	Will	participants	and/or	authorized	third	parties	be	provided	a	copy	of	a	Consent/Assent	
Form	to	keep?	If	not,	explain	why	not.		
Yes.	
	
8.7	How	will	you	ensure	informed	consent/assent	is	ongoing,	and	up	until	what	point	in	the	
research	will	participants	be	able	to	withdraw	from	the	study?	Please	be	specific	concerning	
the	point	in	time	after	which	withdrawal	would	not	be	possible.	
Participants	will	be	reminded	periodically	–	during	the	consent	meeting	and	throughout	the	
research	process	thereafter,	that	they	have	the	right	to	withdraw	from	the	study	at	any	time	
“where	practicable,	for	any	reason,	and	without	explanation”.	And	as	per	VIU	REB	policies	and	
practices,	if	they	“would	like	to	review	and	potentially	make	changes	to	the	transcript	of	the	
interview,	you	may	withdraw	up	to	two	weeks	from	the	time	of	being	provided	a	copy	of	the	
transcript”	(Appendix	C).	
	
9.	PARTICIPANT	CHECKING	AND	INFORMATION	SHARING		
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9.1	If	conducting	interview-based	research	and	interviews	will	be	transcribed,	will	
participants	be	provided	an	opportunity	to	review	and	make	changes	to	the	transcript	of	their	
interview?	If	“yes”,	describe	this	process	of	participant	checking.	If	“no”,	explain	why	not.					
	Yes.	Member	checking	will	give	participants	the	opportunity	to	review	and	make	minor	
changes	to	their	interview	transcript	prior	to	data	interpretation.	Participants	will	be	given	a	
copy	of	their	transcript	via	email	once	all	interviews	have	been	completed.		
	
9.2	Will	the	results	of	the	study	be	made	available	to	participants?		If	so,	explain	how.	If	not,	
explain	why.	
Yes.	Participants	will	be	given	a	copy	of	the	final	copy	of	the	research	upon	request.	
	
10.	PRIVACY	AND	CONFIDENTIALITY	
10.1	Will	information	collected	from	participants,	or	parts	of	the	information,	be	treated	as	
confidential?		If	applicable,	describe	the	information	that	would	be	kept	confidential	(e.g.	
personal	identity	of	participants).		
Yes.	The	personal	identities	of	participants	will	be	kept	confidential.	Real	names	and	specific	
parent	support	groups	and/or	social	media	groups	will	not	be	included	in	the	research.	
	
10.2	Will	information	provided	by	participants	be	anonymous,	anonymized,	coded,	or	contain	
indirectly	or	directly	identifiable	information?		Refer	to	the	table	below	for	definition	of	terms.		
PLEASE	NOTE	THAT	“ANONYMOUS”	MEANS	THAT	NO	ONE,	NOT	EVEN	THE	RESEARCHER,	
WOULD	KNOW	THE	IDENTITY	OF	PARTICIPANTS.			
Coded.	
	
	

LEVELS	OF	ANONYMITY			

Directly	Identifiable	Information	–	The	information	identifies	a	specific	individual	through	
direct	identifiers	such	their	name	or	an	easily	identified	employment	position	within	a	
company.			

Indirectly	Identifiable	Information	–	The	information	can	reasonably	be	expected	to	identify	an	
individual	through	a	combination	of	indirect	identifiers	(e.g.,	place	of	employment,	unique	
personal	characteristic).		

Coded	Information	–	Direct	identifiers	are	removed	from	the	information	and	replaced	with	an	
alphanumeric	code	or	pseudonym.	Depending	on	access	to	the	code,	it	may	be	possible	to	re-
identify	specific	participants	(e.g.,	the	principal	investigator	retains	a	list	that	links	the	
participants’	codes	with	their	actual	name	so	data	can	be	re-linked	if	necessary).	Note	that	
coding	of	information	is	no	guarantee	of	anonymity	where	indirectly	identifiable	information	is	
note	also	removed	from	products	of	the	research.				

Anonymized	Information	–	The	information	is	irrevocably	stripped	of	direct	identifiers,	a	code	
is	not	kept	to	allow	future	re-linkage,	and	risk	of	re-identification	of	individuals	from	remaining	
indirect	identifiers	is	low	or	very	low.		
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Anonymous	information	–	The	information	never	had	identifiers	associated	with	it	(e.g.,	
anonymous	surveys)	and	risk	of	identification	from	indirectly	identifiable	information	is	low	or	
very	low.	

	
10.3	Do	you	plan	to	directly	quote	participants?		If	so,	how	will	you	distinguish	quotations	
belonging	to	different	participants?	(e.g.	using	the	real	names	of	participants,	pseudonyms,	or	
alphanumeric	codes).				
Yes,	as	per	the	consent	form	(Appendix	C)	participants	can	choose	to	have	their	identity	
codified	(ie.	pseudonym)	or	can	use	their	real	identities.	
	
10.4	Describe	where	and	how	research	data,	including	consent	forms	(if	applicable),	will	be	
stored	and	secured,	and	who	will	have	access	to	the	data.	Describe	the	hardware	devices	that	
will	be	used	for	the	storage	of	data,	and	how	these	devises	will	be	secured	(e.g.	smartphones,	
laptops,	shared	computers,	“cloud”	storage,	USB	drives,	etc.).			
Hard	copies	of	transcripts	will	be	stored	in	a	locked	file	cupboard.	Audio	files	stored	digitally,	
will	be	password	protected.		
	
10.5	Will	research	data	be	destroyed	after	completion	of	the	study	and,	if	so,	how	and	when	
will	the	data	be	destroyed?	Please	specify	the	media	involved	(e.g.	paper	or	electronic	data)	
and	what	will	be	done	with	each,	including	consent	forms	if	applicable.		
Data	will	be	stored	for	3	years	after	the	study’s	completion,	approximately	until	the	winter	of	
2021.	Data	will	undergo	shredding;	audio	recordings	will	be	permanently	deleted.			
	
11.	THIRD	PARTY	SERVICES	PROVIDERS		
11.1	If	applicable,	indicate	which	internet-based	services	will	be	used	to	collect,	store,	and/or	
analyze	your	data,	and	where	their	servers	are	located.			
NVivo	to	organize	and	analyze	data.	Participants	who	are	not	able	to	meet	in	person,	have	the	
option	of	completing	their	interview	via	Facetime	(click	to	see	Facetime	privacy	policies	and	
approaches).	
	
11.2	If	applicable,	indicate	how	you	will	ensure	that	participants	are	made	aware	of	any	
privacy	and/or	confidentiality	issues	related	to	use	of	internet-based	services.				
Participants	will	be	made	aware	of	the	privacy	issues	during	the	consent	meeting	which	
includes	a	review	of	the	consent	form	(Appendix	C)	and	the	consent	process.		
	
11.3	If	using	on	on-line	survey	instrument,	provide	the	URL	(website	link)	to	the	survey.		
Not	applicable.	
	
12.	SUBMISSION,	AUTHORIZATION,	AND	COMMITMENT		
Please	submit	the	application	as	no	more	than	three	email	attachments,	and	include:	

a. This	application	form;	
b. Appendices	–	clearly	label	each	appendix	at	the	top	of	its	first	page.	(e.g.,	Appendix	

A	–	Consent	Form);	and		
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c. If	applicable,	a	TCPS2	tutorial	certificate	of	completion	for	each	student	identified	as	
research	personnel.			

A	maximum	of	three	attachments	are	to	be	e-mailed	to	reb@viu.ca.	All	appendices	are	to	be	
combined,	labeled,	and	submitted	as	one	email	attachment.	Please	indicate	which	of	the	
following	documents	and	forms	are	being	submitted	with	the	application:	

	 Yes	 No	 N/A	

Research	instruments	such	as	questionnaires,	interview/focus	group		questions	 ☒	 ☐	 ☐	

Recruitment	instruments	such	as	posters,	flyers,	scripts,	letters	 ☒	 ☐	 ☐	

Consent	forms	(and	assent	forms,	where	applicable)		 ☒	 ☐	 ☐	

Please	list	any	other	documents	that	are	attached	as	appendices.	
References:	
Sargeant,	J.	(2012).	Qualitative	research	part	II:	Participants,	analysis,	and	quality	assurance.	
	
Please	ensure	that	the	application	form	and	appendices	are	consistent.	For	instance,	risks	
identified	in	section	7	should	be	consistent	with	risks	discussed	in	the	consent	form.						
	
Submission	of	this	document	to	the	REB	constitutes	a	commitment	of	the	Principal	
Investigator	to	adhere	to	the	ethical	protocol	described	herein.	Once	approved,	this	
document	is	the	ethical	protocol	with	which	the	research	must	comply.		
	
Student	applications	must	be	submitted	by	the	Supervising	Faculty.	By	submitting	an	
application	on	behalf	of	a	student,	the	Supervising	Faculty	attests	that	they	have	read	and	
endorse	the	application,	and	is	responsible	for	ensuring	that	the	research	is	conducted	in	
accordance	with	this	ethical	protocol.		
	
Please	refer	to	the	Guide	to	Completing	the	Application	for	Ethical	Review	Form	for	information	
on	how	to	complete	this	application	form.	Example	consent	forms	can	be	found	on	the	REB	
website.	Further	information	can	be	found	in	the	Tri-Council	Policy	Statement:	Ethical	Conduct	
for	Research	Involving	Humans	(TCPS		2014).		
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Hello Carolyn Tinglin, 	
 	
The Vancouver Island University Research Ethics Board (REB) has reviewed your 
application for Ethical Review for the project entitled “The Experiences of African 
Canadian Families with Children in Special Education.” 	
 	
Thank you for submitting a thoughtful and well-developed application. I am pleased to 
relay that your application is approved as submitted. 	
 	
For your records: 	
 	
REB Protocol ID:          2018-082-VIUS-TINGLIN	
Date of Approval:        July 6, 2018	
Expiry Date:                July 5, 2019	
 	
As a suggestion only, REB reviewers encourage you to consider asking parents to take 
some time to think about the information shared at the “consent meeting”, and to let you 
know their decision after the meeting, rather than during the meeting.      	
 	
We wish you the very best with your research.	
 	
Sincerely,	
p.p. VIU Research Ethics Board	
 	
Chris Turner, PhD 	
Research Ethics Officer | https://www2.viu.ca/reb/ | reb@viu.ca	
Animal Care Committee Coordinator | https://www2.viu.ca/animalcare/ | acc@viu.ca	
Vancouver Island University | Building 305 / Room 460 | (250) 740-6631 | chris.turner@viu.ca	
 	

 

 


