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Abstract 

 

In 2009, the Toronto District School Board (TDSB) opened the first publically funded voluntary 

school based on race in Canada to address the disproportionate drop-out rate among black youth. 

The Africentric Alternative School offers students an alternative schooling environment, 

incorporating an African infused curriculum. Much debate has been generated within the public 

concerning the school’s compatibility with Canadian values. Those in favour of the school argue 

that by teaching kids within a racial parameter, they are more likely to graduate. Those opposed 

to the school argue that it is a step backwards towards cultural segregation. This paper asks to 

what extent does Toronto’s Africentric Alternative School accord with the policies, principles, 

and values of multiculturalism? Relying on a mixture of normative and empirical analysis, the 

paper is divided into three chapters. Chapter one examines multiculturalism as a policy and 

conceptual framework using the work of Will Kymlicka, Augie Fleras and Jean Elliott. Chapter 

two examines the policies and debate surrounding the school. Chapter three examines the 

application of multiculturalism to the school. It is discovered through this paper that at the policy 

level, there are more similarities than differences between the values of multiculturalism and the 

school. At the conceptual level, the school does accord with the same values and principles of 

multiculturalism, yet it also accords to the same conceptual debates concerning multiculturalism. 

The findings illustrate that the debate around the school reflects a symbolic debate around 

multiculturalism. Some believe a holistic system can respect differences and promote equality, 

while others question if a holistic system can effectively address the needs of everyone. The 

debate surrounding the school focuses on the values and principles of segregation and inclusion, 

illustrating that the Africentric Alternative School embodies more than just a question of 

retention rates but rather a larger debate around multiculturalism. 
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Introduction 

 Canada is celebrated as one of the most culturally diverse countries in the world. 

According to the 2001 census, 18.4 percent of the country’s population was born outside of 

Canada (Banting 2007). Furthermore, Canada has the highest per capita immigration in the world 

with most immigrants residing in Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal (Banting 2007). 

Immigration in Canada has only increased since the country’s creation and continues to do so; 

“racial minorities constituted only 3 percent of the total population in Toronto of 2.6 million in 

1971, but by 2001 the figure had grown to 36.8 percent of 4.6 million…[it is] projected that by 

2017 Toronto and Vancouver will likely be ‘majority minority’ cities” (Retiz 2007: 490). Today 

it is estimated that close to fifty percent of the population of Toronto is born outside the country 

and that 54.2 percent of Canada’s visible minority citizens live within Ontario; 42.9 percent 



6 

 

school and to provide insight into Canada’s multicu
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protection of the law; protects the freedoms of religion, speech, assembly and association, and 

the press; and legal rights such as the rights to counsel and fair hearing” (McConnell, n.d.). Later 

this bill would be fleshed out in the Canadian Human Rights Act in 1985. Both pieces of federal 

legislation contributed to the development of the 1971 Multiculturalism Policy. 

 

The Multiculturalism Policy of 1971 marked the Canadian Government as the first 

country in the world to adopt a multicultural policy, which “affirmed the value and dignity of all 

Canadian citizens regardless of their racial or ethnic origins, their language, or their religious 

affiliation” (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, n.d.). According to Prime Minister Pierre 

Elliott Trudeau, who introduced the policy, the policy has four aims, “to support the cultural 

development of ethnocultural groups; to help member
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In 1987, Ontario adopted the Policy on Race and Ethno-Cultural Equity. In 1993 

amendments were made to the Education Act that would allow school boards to implement and 

create (upon approval from the ministry) their own anti-racism and ethno-cultural equity plans 

(Ghosh 2004b). According to the 1993 version of the Education Act, “Antiracism and 

ethnocultural equity policies focus on identifying and changing institutional policies, procedures 

and individual behaviours, and practices that may be racist in their impact… [the Education Act 

serves] a commitment to positive and equitable outcomes in all education programs and services 

for all students” (Education Act: 6). 

 

Ontario established the Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) under the Ontario 

Human Rights Act of 1981. The mission of the OHRC “plays an important role in preventing 

discrimination and promoting and advancing human rights in Ontario…[the OHRC] has the 

power to monitor and report on anything related to the state of human rights in the Province of 

Ontario” (OHRC 2011). 

  

While a clear multiculturalism policy has not been set in Ontario, commitment to the 

same principles and values can be found through a number of other avenues, as the previous 

overview illustrates. The specific policies of the TDSB will be discussed in chapter two.  

 

1.3 Conceptualizing Multiculturalism: Fleras, Elliott, and Kymlicka 

  

Conceptualizing multiculturalism is a difficult task. This part of the paper will outline a 

conception based on the work by Augie Fleras, Jean Leonard Elliott and Will Kymlicka while 

providing a discussion focused on liberalism, equality, fairness, and integration. 

 

Fleras and Elliott argue that a multicultural society is one that “involve[s] a belief that a 

society of many cultures is better than monoculturalism, preferred over assimilation as a policy 

alternative, and can prevail as long as certain ground rules are in place… yet, the concept of 

multiculturalism remains poorly theorized because of competing discourses, hidden agendas, and 

different levels of meaning” (2007: 277). While this can be interpreted as a weakness, the 

authors argue, “…many meanings can be absorbed without much fear of contradiction – and it is 

precisely this ambiguity that is proving both a strength and weakness in theorizing 

multiculturalism” (Fleras & Elliott 2007: 279). Fleras and Elliott have created a useful table to 

illustrate what they argue are different stages of multiculturalism in Canada.  
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 Ethnicity 

Multiculturalism  

(1970s) 

Equity 

Multiculturalism 

(1980s) 

Civic  

Multiculturalism 

(1990s-2000s) 

Focus Celebrating 

differences 

Fostering equality Living together 

Reference Point Culture Structure Society-building 

Mandate Ethnicity Race Relations Citizenship 

Magnitude Individual adjustment Institutional inclusion Community 

participation 
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states, “Canada’s diversity policies, I believe, are liberal in their goals, their legal formulation 

and in their administrative implantation” (Kymlicka 2007: 42). The liberal surge in Canadian 

society can be attributed, he argues, to the increase of demands from the minority cultures within 

Canada. For the immigrant ‘silo’, a long period in Canada’s history promoted the assimilation of 

cultures into a British-Canadian model (Kymlicka 2007). As Kymlicka states,“[diversity 

policies] were primarily intended to contest inherited ethnic and racial hierarchies through the 

recognition and accommodation of ethnocultural dive
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Furthermore, “The purpose of multiculturalism is to renegotiate the terms of integration…[the] 

aim [is] to promote fair terms of integration… [Multiculturalism] helps us debate what we can 

expect from immigrants in terms of their integration into mainstream society, and what 

immigrants can expect from us in terms of accommodation of their ethnocultural identities” 

(Kymlicka 1998: 58). Fleras and Elliott (2007) argue along similar lines, “multiculturalism is 

endorsed as an approach based on high moral principles of justice yet grounded in the honest 

pragmatism of doing what is workable, necessary, and fair” (276). Thus, at its root is a 

commitment to equality and fairness. As Hedy Frey, former Minister for Multiculturalism (1997) 

stated, “as a national policy of inclusiveness, multiculturalism activities aim to bring all 

Canadians closer together, to enhance equal opportunities, to encourage mutual respect among 

citizens of diverse backgrounds, to assist in integrating first generation Canadians, to promote 

more harmonious intergroup relations, and to foster social cohesion and a shared sense of 

Canadian identity” (quoted in Fleras 2009: 84).  

 

 However, not all support multiculturalism as a means to achieve equality and fairness. 

Hage (1998) argues that multiculturalism acts as a way to sustain the interests of the dominant 

class while getting the cooperation of minorities. Similarly, George Dei (2000) argues that 

multiculturalism upholds unequal distributions of p
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evident in the 1997 renewal of the Multiculturalism Act under the Brighton Report (Kymlicka 

2010). Additionally, the Spicer Commission (1991) outlines seven values shared by Canadians, 

“(1) a belief in equality and fairness; (2) a belief in consultation and dialogue; (3) the importance 

of accommodation and tolerance; (4) support for diversity; (5) compassion and generosity; (6) 

attachment to the natural environment; and (7) a commitment to freedom, peace, and non violent 

change” (quoted in Kymlicka 1998: 150). All of these values can be found within the discourse 

surrounding multiculturalism and will inform this paper’s discussion of multiculturalism as it 

relates to the Africentric School. 

 

As Fleras (2009) summarises,  

 

The ethos of Canada’s multiculturalism… reinforces a commitment to 

inclusiveness through promotion of social justice, identity, and civic participation, 

emphasis is focused on fostering tolerance toward difference, protecting a cultural 
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stages of change for the purpose of education ranging from assimilation in the late 1800s to a 

focus on social cohesion in the 1990s. As Joshee & Johnson (2007) state “the overall mission of 

public education from its inception in 1847 was to instil patriotism in Canadian youth. Schools 

were meant to be a homogenizing force that would work with immigrant and native-born 

children and their families to create ‘good Canadian citizens’ in the image of British loyalists” 

(135). During the assimilation phase, it was believed that certain groups of people could not be 

assimilated and were sent to separate schools (Joshee & Johnson 2007). One group in particular 
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public funds (see Ghosh 2004b), Toronto’s Africentric Alternative School is a publically funded 

school. Consequently, unlike private schools in Toronto that cater to specific cultural or gender 

characteristics, the Africentric School falls under the public category. For example, in Toronto 

the Khalsa Community School was established in 1995. It has over 460 students “offering 

traditional instruction to students from Kindergarten to Grade 8, complemented with teaching of 

Guru Granth Sahib, Punjabi, Kirtan, Sikh Values and Sikh Culture” (Khalsa Community School, 

n.d.). However, the Khalsa Community School is a private school. Private schools, including 

universities, in Canada made up 4.6% of the total school population in 1995 (Ghosh 2004b: 546). 

Although this percentage is increasing, public scho
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includes the validation of African experiences and history… incorporating analysis and 

perspectives of African people”. The school is currently located within the Shepherd Public 



19 

 

curriculum and is not considered a black-focused school in the same vein as the one proposed in 

Toronto”. 

 

2.2 TDSB Policies 

   

The TDSB 



20 

 

math courses; …Even black students who have university-educated parents, or 

parents in professional occupations, or who live with both parents, continue to do 

disappointingly, according to the Toronto data… In a separate analysis, the 

Toronto board tracked students who were in Grade 9 in 1987 and analyzed their 

record of achievement, based on results at the end of 1992. It found that 42 

percent of the black, 1987, Grade 9 students had left the system by the end of 

1992 without graduating. Even among those whose parents were in semi-

professional occupations, black students were more likely to drop out (ch.16). 

 

The Commission found “almost every submission and presentation to the commission from the 

black community included recommendations directed to existing schools and school boards, a 

number called for the establishment of what have be
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parents were speaking about the school system faili
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The Ontario Government’s Minister of Citizenship and Immigration is to “provide 

services for successful economic and social integration of newcomers [and] promote greater 

social inclusion, civic and community engagement and recognition among all Ontarians” (2010). 

Similarly, the TDSB Mission and Values (1998) polic
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Liberalism 
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that long term integration will result. Thus, the Africentric Alternative School does not promote 

short term integration.  

 

3.3 Assessment: What can be Learned  

 

 At the policy level, the values and principles identified within multiculturalism are 

similar to those identified within the TDSB policies. Thus, the policies guiding the school are not 

in opposition to values and principles of multiculturalism. The TDSB policies promote the same 

ideals of liberalism, diversity, equality, fairness, and integration. At the conceptual level, the 

values and principles of multiculturalism are compatible with the school, yet they are also in 

opposition. This is evident in the evaluation of the tenets of multiculturalism identified by 

Kymlicka, Fleras, and Elliott to the school. For each principle that was compatible, it could also 

be argued to be in opposition. This demonstrates why Kymlicka, Fleras, and Elliott begin their 

discussions of multiculturalism by pointing out the contested and evolving nature of the concept 

in Canada. 

   

 The principles of liberalism, equality, fairness, diversity, equal opportunity, inclusion, 

and integration are evident in policy, yet when applied to the school these principles become 

subject to the same paradoxes that scholars on multiculturalism have identified. Essentially, the 

school demonstrates how the concept and understanding of multiculturalism continues to be 

plagued with normative ambiguity. The following section will explore what insights can be 

gained from the above analysis.  

 

Insights gained  

 

As a concept, multiculturalism presents a set of values and principles that attempt to 

promote equality, fairness, and diversity. As policy, these ideals can be easily encompassed in 

provincial, regional and institutional documents. This is evident in the number of policy 

documents supporting the ideals and practices that attempt to apply them. However, the practical 

application of these principles can be more difficult. The above analysis demonstrated that at a 
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The level of public understanding of multiculturalism is also evident through this 

analysis. Canadians demonstrate differences in their understanding and interpretation of 

multicultural policies and goals. On the one hand, the school debate shows how Canadians may 

not fully understand that the stated policies and concept of multiculturalism are the same values 

and principles as the school’s. On the other hand, many Canadians may understand the concept 

but place limits for its use. As Fleras (2009) explains, 

  

Canadians are prepared to accept multiculturalism if costs are low and demands are 

reasonable for assisting new Canadians to settle in, removing discriminatory 

barriers, learning about others, and promoting tolerance. Support is withdrawn 
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 Combating racism is another important insight gained from this analysis that speaks to 

the use of race-based schools. The Africentric School is aimed at empowering black students in 

light of the acknowledged historical racism in the country. As an isolated case, the school is a 

corrective step to achieve the same equality as other groups by combating racism. However, 

providing race-based schools for all cultures regardless of historical injustices seems to further 

promote injustices, for example, creating white-focused schools. Applying the principles of 

multiculturalism to the Africentric Alternative School illustrates that the goal of the school is to 

correct injustices which can only apply to those groups who are socially, economically and 

politically disadvantaged. Thus, the application of multiculturalism calls into question the use of 

race-based schools as a general practice applied to all groups or just certain groups. If race-based 

schools are only provided to certain groups, questions of fairness can surface.  Additionally, 

many students may not be able to benefit from race-based schools if capacity is reached or they 

do not live near the school. The general practice of race-based schools throughout the country 

could not be sustained in populations with small minority groups. Thus, the general practice of 

race-based schools is questioned for its ability to be fair to all. This points the argument towards 

the importance of addressing issues of inequality and fairness within the current education 

system, the same education system that reaches all students despite geographical locations.  As 

Kymlicka (1998) explains,  

 

Needless to say, these schools could never be a complete solution to the issue of 

racism in schooling…it is not a question of choosing to create black-focused schools 

or to fight racism within integrated schools. Whether or not black-focused schools 

are adopted, reforming integrated schools remains an essential task (86). 

   

 Neither side in the Africentric school debate disagrees that the high drop-out rate is a 

problem that must be addressed. The debate seems to split over the belief that the integrated 

public schooling system can effectively address the problem. Essentially, proponents of the 

school believe that the integrated system cannot address the problem, while opponents of the 

school believe it can. This is symbolic of how Cana
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shaped by the often vague and contested understanding of multiculturalism. That being said, this 

paper has outlined how race-based schools have contributed to the discussion of 

multiculturalism.  

     

As a policy, multiculturalism contains a number of values and principles that support 

liberal ideals of human rights, diversity, equality, fairness, and integration. This paper has shown 

that the values and principles of multiculturalism can also be found within the policies of the 

TDSB.  As a concept, Kymlicka, Elliott and Fleras outline multiculturalism as a liberal concept 

concerned with equality, fairness, equal opportunity and integration. However, scholars have 

shown the complex nature of each of these qualities. This paper has shown that the values and 

principles at the conceptual understanding of multiculturalism accords to same values, principles, 

and debates concerning the Africentric Alternative School. As a result, the paradoxes within 

multiculturalism are highlighted when the values and principles of multiculturalism are applied 

to the case example of the school. 

  

At the core of multiculturalism is a belief that many cultures can flourish under one 

encompassing identity. Canadians pride themselves on their diversity and have taken measures to 

support the belief in a cultural mosaic through legislation and practices. Yet, the idea of race-

based schools has challenged the belief in a multicultural mosaic. While the Africentric 

Alternative School does accord to the same values and principles of multiculturalism, the debate 

over its creation and existence illustrates that the application of a cultural mosaic model may 

have limits.  

 

The management of diversity within Toronto’s education system will only increase in 

complexity as immigration rates continue to rise. Disproportionate drop-out rates among certain 

cultural and ethnic communities suggest there is a problem with mainstream education 

structures. While all problems that contribute to drop-out rates may not lie solely with the 

education system, many believe the education system is contributing to this phenomenon. 

Working towards a solution to address the drop-out rate is essential. An all encompassing 

education system would most likely be ideal, however, this paper has shown that it may not be 
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