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Executive summary  
 
“If educational attainment opens the door to a better life, then opportunities for educational 
attainment must be equally available to all students.”1   
 
High school graduates currently face substantial disparities in access to postsecondary in terms 
of students’ racial identification and disability status.  Disparities in the rates at which 
graduating students progress to postsecondary are far greater than disparities in graduation. 
This report highlights disparities in the rates at which Canadian high school graduates gain 
access to postsecondary education, and examines the potential role of course choices in last 
two years of high school that might contribute to postsecondary preparedness and access. 
Broadened access to upper year curriculum that prepares students for postsecondary is an 
important ‘policy lever’ to improve more equitable postsecondary access. 

 
A far greater percentage of students graduate from high school than those who make direct 
transitions to postsecondary institutions. Marginalized group members are less likely to make 
that transition (recent Statistics Canada reports highlight between-group differences (Statistics 
Canada, 2023).  Despite ostensibly having the same qualifications as their fellow students upon 
graduation, more than 20% of Latin American, White, Black and Mixed-race students who 
graduate from high school do not make a direct transition to postsecondary education (see 
figures 2-5).  The attainment of these groups compares unfavourably to school board-wide 
average of 16%. An even more dramatic contrast is to East Asian students, of whom all but 9% 
of high school graduates proceed to postsecondary.  Among students with disabilities who 
graduate, again, over 21% do not make a direct transition. 
 
Despite strong social and economic benefits associated with postsecondary education, in 
Ontario, government policy expresses no explicit preferences among ‘pathways’ for students to 
pursue at the end of high school: university, college, apprenticeship or workplace represent 
interchangeable versions of success.  Students’ postsecondary goals are characterized as 
‘personal’, their pathways are ‘individual’, and the goal of the career planning program is that 
students make ‘choices’ about education and career/life (Ministry of Education, 2013).  In the 
upper years of high school, students choose between “University” (“U”) and “College” (“C”) 
courses in academically-focused subjects such as English, Math, or the sciences or social science 

 
1 National Academies of Science and Medicine (U.S.). (2019). Monitoring Educational Equity. National Academies 
Press. 

This report is based on longitudinal cohort data from the Toronto District School Board, 
disaggregated by race and special education needs, a proxy for disability. The data is taken 
from ten cohorts of TDSB students who started grade 9 between 2006-2015.  Each cohort 
was followed for five years.  There are 156,580 students in this dataset. 
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courses.2 Course credits of different types count equally towards high school graduation, but do 
not prepare students the same way for postsecondary education. 
 
In our analysis, all university-bound students, and two-thirds (65.3%) of college-bound 
students, completed at least one Grade 12 ‘U’ course by the end of high school (see figure 6).3  
Of graduating students who did not complete any Grade 12 ‘U’ courses (24.5% of TDSB 
students), fewer than a quarter (23.1%) made the transition to college; and 70.9% did not apply 
to postsecondary at all.  Most students with one or two U courses were able to pursue college. 
Students with 4 or more ‘U’ courses generally transitioned directly to university.   
 
Among the four- and five-year graduates who confirmed entry to university in Ontario within 
two years of finishing high school, 99.8% of them took 12U English. Furthermore, a majority of 
students who confirmed entry to college in Ontario (53.0%) also took 12U English.  12U English 
clearly has a gatekeeping role for university, and, further, it is a meaningful asset for college 
admission.  Only 70.8% of TDSB students took grade 12 math. The vast majority of those 
(87.2%) took University math (see figure 7).  Remarkably, 97.4% of students who took at least 
one 12U Math course applied to postsecondary.   
 
There are significant differences along the lines of race and disability in who takes the 
University courses that are so important for their preparation, access to and pursuit of 
postsecondary education.   
 
For example, looking at the mandatory grade 12 English courses (see figure 8), Black and Latin 
American students are almost twice as likely to be taking College English relative to the school 
board average of 14.6% (30.6% and 27.5%, respectively). Conversely, Black and Latin American 
students are notably underrepresented in 12U Math courses: 37.9% of Black students and 
35.8% of Latin American students are enrolled in at least one 12U math, while the board-wide 
average is 62.6%.   
 
Students with disabilities are about half as likely as the TDSB average to be enrolled in 
12UEnglish (see figure 9) -- the course taken by almost every student who transitions to 
university, and the majority of whom go on to college. 
 
Overall, students’ academic achievement is a very strong predictor of both what types of 
courses they will take and whether they go on to postsecondary education.  However, when we 
control for prior achievement, patterns of underrepresentation for key historically racialized 
groups are starkly visible, at every level of achievement (see figure 10).  Even among students 

 
2 There are also Mixed, Open and Workplace courses but the focus of this paper is on University and College 
options in academic subjects. 
3 When looking at the combined 2005-2012 cohorts, only 8% of postsecondary bound students- 7,188 of 84,899- 
had not completed at least one Grade 12 ‘U’ courses.  These students comprised a third of the Ontario college-
bound students. 
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with ‘very high’ grade 9 achievement4 – a group that, overall, is 99.1% likely to go on to 
postsecondary, Black and Latin American students are less likely to go on to PSE (96.5% and 
96.4%, respectively).   
 
Disparities get larger as student achievement levels go lower.  For students with ‘medium’ 
achievement,5 ‘social capital’ is likely to play a much larger role in the process of choosing, 
applying to and enrolling in postsecondary education (Ma, 1999; Nagaoka et al., 2009; Plank & 
Jordan, 2001; Schneider, 2007).  Students’ social capital includes a mix of factors, including 
family income, occupation, education and access to social networks, teacher expectations and 
school culture, and parental expectations and practices (Coleman, 1988).  Large scale research 
from Chicago showed that schools with a ‘college-going culture’ had a more significant impact 
on postsecondary enrollment patterns for students whose achievement was in the middle 
range (Nagaoka et al, 2009).  That is, social factors beyond academic performance help shape 
students’ decisions about, in the words of the Careers Curriculum, what postsecondary 
‘destination’ will “suit their aspirations, skills, interests, values, and personal circumstances” 
(Ministry of Education 2013, p.16).   For example, Black students with medium achievement are 
almost fifteen percent less likely to take 12U English than the TDSB average; and East Asian 
students with comparable achievement are almost ten percent more likely than TDSB average 
to access the rigorous curriculum that increases the chances they will go on to postsecondary.   
 
For students with disabilities, disproportionately reduced access to these key opportunities is 
even more apparent (see figure 11).  Only 69.1% of students with disabilities (identified through 
IPRC) who have ‘very high’ grade 9 achievement enroll in 12U English – compared to 99.6% of 
other students with a similar achievement profile.  
 
The patterns documented in this report are highly suggestive of systemic discrimination, that 
which, in the words of the Supreme Court of Canada:  

results from simple operation of established procedures … none of which is necessarily 
designed to promote discrimination. The discrimination is then reinforced by the very 
exclusion of the disadvantaged group because the exclusion fosters the belief, both 
within and outside the group, that the exclusion is the result of "natural" forces (C.N. v. 
Canada (Action Travail des Femmes), 1987) 

The systematic underrepresentation of some racialized groups and students with disabilities in 
the courses which play a key role in postsecondary access, even when we control for prior 
achievement, requires concerted and timely action.   
 
Current efforts to de-stream grade 9 will likely contribute to greater equity by ensuring 
students have appropriate prerequisites, but it is likely that other targeted efforts to change 
these patterns will be required.  Change is required both in K-12 and in postsecondary 
institutions.  Continuing work on addressing ableist and racist structures, attitudes, and 

 
4 See full discussion in the main report on how we assess achievement.  Students with “very high” grade 9 
achievement have As in all four academic subjects and at least 8 credits. 
5 At least 8 credits, no As in the four academic subjects. 
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practices across both K-12 and PSE is essential. The province may want to consider explicitly 
supporting a definition of student success that emphasizes postsecondary education, in light of 
evidence the current ‘many pathways to success’ approach has failed to set up historically 
marginalized students for equal chances of better lifetime outcomes.  Good first steps would be 
to ensure students, educators and families have clear and accurate information about short- 
and long-term outcomes associated with postsecondary pathways, including course choices in 
upper years of high school and re-examining the misleading names of ‘college’ and ‘university’ 
courses.  The provincial government should routinely report publicly on rates of postsecondary 
access as well as graduation, with reports disaggregated by race, disability and other key 
identity characteristics.  
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Introduction 
Over the past 50-odd years, one of the most striking changes in Canadian education is the 
steady growth in rates of high school graduation and access to postsecondary education, 
including both college and university.  In Toronto,6 there has been an increase from a five-year  
graduation rate of 13% in 1967, to 56% in 1987 (Brown, 2010) to 86% in 2018.  Alongside higher 
rates of graduation, there has also been a major increase in rates at which students are 
entering postsecondary education. In 2021, direct transition to postsecondary education was 
the majority pathway for TDSB students (Gallagher-Mackay & Brown, pre-pub).  Nonethless, 
significant disparities in access to postsecondary education remain for students who have 
historically experienced significant barriers to educational success, including students from low-
income households, racialized students and students with disabilities (Robson et al., 2019).   
 
Postsecondary education – across societies, and across Canada -- is associated with a range of 
positive life and societal outcomes.  Education is a key determinant of health, and those with 
more education live longer, healthier lives (Public Health Agency of Canada et al., 2008); it is 
also strongly associated with increased civic engagement (Turcotte, 2015). There are substantial 
earnings differences associated with access to and type of postsecondary education. For 
instance, in 2016, in Ontario, among adults between 25-64 working full-year and full time, the 
average earnings of university graduates were $70,832. College diploma holders earned 
$49,649; apprenticeship certificate holders earned $37,510, and those whose highest level of 
education was a high school diploma earned $44,928 (Statistics Canada, 2017a).7  While recent 
research continues to underscore differences in postgraduate earnings based on graduates’ 
race and gender (Galarneau et al., 2023), those with postsecondary education out-earn those 
without, across all groups. The Government of Canada estimates that more than two-thirds of 
future jobs will require at least some postsecondary education (including vocational 
training/apprenticeships), a figure that rises to three-quarters of new jobs in fields where 
economic expansion is anticipated (Canadian Occupational Projection System, 2019).  Those 
with lower education also face considerably greater difficulty transitioning between jobs and 
careers when required to do so -- a growing reality of the future economy (Bechichi et al., 
2019).  At the societal level, the skills and knowledge of a population directly impact labour 
productivity and innovation which in turn affect economic growth (Becker, 1993; 
Psacharopoulos, 2018; Schultz, 1961), and social inclusion (e.g., Schuller, 2001). 
 
After a review of evidence on postsecondary outcomes, the American National Academies of 
Science, Engineering and Medicine put forward the intuitive proposition in its consensus report 
on Monitoring Education Equity: “If educational attainment opens the door to a better life, then 
opportunities for educational attainment must be equally available to all students.”  (National 
Academies of Science Engineering and Medicine, 2019).  Educational attainment in the twenty-

 
6 Figures up until 1998 for Toronto Board of Education (TBE).  More recent data from the Toronto District School 
Board, an amalgamation of seven GTA boards, including the TBE.  The TDSB enrolls approximately 70% of Toronto 
K-12 students. 
7 No information was provided for those who did not finish high school, roughly fifteen percent of the population, 
and typically, a group characterized by a range of disadvantages. 
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first century necessarily includes preparation for, and ultimately, access to postsecondary 
education.  Further, equity requires that these key opportunities be available without 
discrimination to all students. 
 
This report uses data from the Toronto District School Board to examine equitable access to  
postsecondary education by looking at students’ access to the secondary-level curriculum that 
prepares them for postsecondary, and the types of educational attainment the National 
Academies describe as a door to a better life for students.  After setting out the relevant policy 
background in Part A of the report, in Part B, we will look at student outcomes in terms of 
patterns of educational attainment, measured by high school graduation and postsecondary 
access.  The data will show that there is significantly greater disparities in the rates at which 
students are accessing postsecondary education than the rates at which they are graduating 
from high school. To understand that phenomenon, we will turn the focus of our inquiry from 
outcomes to opportunities in Part C, looking at evidence on whether some student course 
‘choices’ adequately prepare them for postsecondary education. In part D, we will look at the 
demographics of enrollment in ‘University-preparation’ courses.  We will look at overall 
patterns of enrollment for racialized and disabled students, and how significant disparities 
persist when we control for prior achievement.  We conclude with implications for policy and 
recommendations. 
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Disability, Ableism, Special Education and Intersectionality: Theoretical framing and note on 
language 
 
This report examines disparities in access to both key upper year secondary courses and 
postsecondary education. However, it is important to make explicit the premise that in the 
context of schools and education, access is typically highly related to students’ perceived 
ability. Ableism, the privileging of ability, is at the root of how students are organized across 
pathways and are afforded different opportunities.  
 
Abolitionist community lawyer, educator and organizer, Talila A. Lewis, offers a “working 
definition of ableism” that not only implicates education systems, but also draws important 
relationships between disability and anti-Black racism. Ableism is, as Lewis writes: 

A system of assigning value to people's bodies and minds based on societally 
constructed ideas of normalcy, productivity, desirability, intelligence, excellence, and 
fitness. These constructed ideas are deeply rooted in eugenics, anti-Blackness, 
misogyny, colonialism, imperialism, and capitalism. This systemic oppression that 
leads to people and society determining people's value based on their culture, age, 
language, appearance, religion, birth or living place, "health/wellness", and/or their 
ability to satisfactorily re/produce, "excel" and "behave." You do not have to be 
disabled to experience ableism (Lewis, 2022, para. 4).  

Lewis’ final point that non-disabled people can also experience ableism is critically important 
when it comes to finding an appropriate term to describe students involved in special 
education.  
 
For years, the terminology of having “special education needs” or “special needs” appears to 
have been ushered into our language as a way to erase disability and protect children from 
disability-related discrimination. However, in disability studies, the term disability is often 
used to indicate the experience of disablement (Underwood, 2009). Underwood (2009) 
writes that “special education needs” has become a “catchall term for students who are 
traditionally identified with disabilities and for students who would otherwise not be 
considered to have a disability but who are having difficulty in schools.” (Underwood, 2009, 
p. 4) .  In essence, the terminology is applied to all students who are failing to meet academic 
and social expectations in school. If disability is a social construct, Underwood continues, 
“The distinction between school-based disability and experiences of disability out of school 
are simply a matter of who is constructing the category of disability and how.” (ibid). 
 
Accordingly, in our report we will discuss students organized into special education as 
students with disabilities, because regardless of whether they have been formally identified 
through an IPRC process or are simply working from an Individual Education Plan, they are 
collectively “viewed as lacking the ability to perform the normative tasks expected in schools” 
(Underwood, 2009, 4).  We acknowledge that the institutional data related to disability 
described in this report has been captured by the special education system and is not self-
reported by students; where students are asked to self-identify, there are significant 
differences (Parekh & Brown, 2020). 
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Although the debate around language has been ongoing for some time, following 
consultation with members of the disability community, the National Centre for Disability 
and Journalism (2021) as well as the APAStyle guide (2021) have recommended that the term 
“students with special needs” no longer be used as it is deemed offensive to many and 
euphemistic.  The Ontario Human Rights Commission, in the Right to Read Inquiry Report, 
also uses the term students with disabilities to describe students receiving supports through 
the special education. 
 
At times, student data is organized by students’ engagement with the Identification, 
Placement and Review Committee (IPRC) system (or not). As such, we will note the difference 
as students with disabilities (IPRC) as compared to students with disabilities (no IPRC).  
 
Like pathways, special education is an ability-based organizational mechanism that exists in 
almost all publicly funded education systems. The IPRC is tasked with identifying students by 
categories of disability as well as determining special education placement. However, schools 
are obligated to accommodate and support students with disabilities, regardless of whether 
they have been formally screened through an IPRC. Due to its reliance on the assessment and 
perception of student ability and behaviour, special education decisions are particularly 
vulnerable to bias. For decades research has demonstrated the persistent over-
representation of Black, Indigenous and Latin American, as well as low income and some 
immigrant youth in special education placements and identified with particular special 
education attributes (Brown et al., 2021; Brown & Parekh, 2013; De Valenzuela et al., 2006; 
Domina et al., 2017; Erevelles et al., 2006; Ferri & Connor, 2005; James, 2023; Losen & 
Orfield, 2002). Harkening back to Lewis’ definition of ableism, the interrelation between 
racism, ableism, classism, and xenophobia are laid bare.  
 
As such, analyses that draw on students’ social identities in relation to their academic success 
in school must be understood through a lens of ableism and intersectionality. 
 

 
 

Legal and policy context  
 
Education is a provincial responsibility, and the provincial government sets the broad policy 
framework for education in Ontario, including funding, curriculum, and policy requirements. 
The provincial government establishes different course types in secondary school.   
 
In the upper years of high school (grades 11 and 12) academically-focused courses, such as 
Math, English, Sciences, History, or Geography, are classified by students’ presumed academic 
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destinations into either University (‘U’) or ‘College’ (‘C’), or Workplace preparation (W).8  Some 
courses – including courses in Arts, Technology and Business -- are classified as Mixed or Open, 
and are presumed to be relevant to all students (ie., these courses do not academically stream 
students). Mixed and Open courses are not the focus of this study because they are less 
frequently postsecondary pre-requisites.  In terms of attaining an Ontario Secondary School 
Diploma (OSSD), upper year course types are equal in credit value – they all count the same 
way towards high school graduation. 
 
The provincial Education Strategy (2020/21) calls for an education system that would “help all 
students reach their full potential, and succeed after high school, in postsecondary education, 
the skilled trades, their communities, and in the modern workforce” (Published Plans and 
Annual Reports 2020-2021, n.d.).  Despite strong social and economic benefits associated with 
postsecondary education, in Ontario, government policy is explicitly neutral as to appropriate 
‘pathways’ for students at the end of high school – university, college, apprenticeship or 
workplace.  In the career development program, students’ postsecondary goals are 
characterized as ‘personal’, their pathways are ‘individual’, and the goal of the careers program 
is that students make ‘choices’ about education and career/life, informed through a content-
free inquiry process.9 Core principles indicate that ‘all students can be successful’ and ‘there are 
many pathways to success.’ (Ministry of Education, 2013 pp. 8-9, 22-23).   

The mandatory grade 10 careers curriculum, invoking a travel agent metaphor common among 
guidance counselors, requires students to use a research process to identify and compare 
postsecondary ‘destinations’ to “suit their aspirations, skills, interests, values, and personal 
circumstances.”  They are also asked to consider course requirements that “lead to the 
destination” (p.16).  Students are expected to identify trends that influence the world of work, 
and “analyze the possible impact of those trends on their own choices now and in the future” 
(p.22). An (optional) sample curriculum prompt for those trends is “growing demand for highly 
skilled workers who perform ‘knowledge-intensive tasks’ and for skilled tradespeople familiar 
with new technologies.”  The careers program does not routinely include data about outcomes 
associated with different course choices; indeed, it is unlikely this information is widely 
available to guidance professionals, careers teachers or high school educators more broadly.  
Interview data from guidance professionals suggest that they see the advice they provide being 
heavily shaped by the requirements of postsecondary institutions  (Parekh et al., in 
preparation) 

There are various explanations for the government’s position that all postsecondary 
destinations represent comparable school success. The education system tends to be 
structured in a way that sees postsecondary outcomes as a matter of individual or family 
responsibility, and distinct from the more explicit public responsibility to support students 
towards graduation.  Too much focus on postsecondary education may be seen as “elitist”, 

 
8 A very small proportion of students (approximately 1%, varying by course) take workplace courses.  They are not 
a focus of this analysis.  
9 The process focuses on four areas of knowledge: ‘knowing yourself’, ‘exploring opportunities’, ‘making decisions 
and setting goals’, and ‘achieving goals and making transitions’. 
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devaluing learning and experiences associated with traditional practices, college, skilled trades 
or going straight to work (e.g., Smith et al., 2019).  Educators may be uncomfortable suggesting 
how one destination leads to better life outcomes if some or most of their students may not be 
on track to pursue that option.  Schools may see the job of ensuring access to postsecondary as 
the responsibility of postsecondary institutions rather than K-12.  This perspective is supported 
by bureaucratic silos between the Ministry of Education and school boards, which 
overwhelmingly serve students in kindergarten to grade 12, versus the Ministry of Colleges and 
Universities and the Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development, which fund and 
regulate different forms of postsecondary education.  

Notably, however, most parents are not neutral when it comes to their expectations of 
postsecondary education for their children.  When asked in 2011-12 about these parental 
aspirations (see Figure 1)  , the vast majority of TDSB students across racial and ethnic groups 
reported that their parents expect them to attend postsecondary education (Yau et al., 2015). 
However, there are significant between-group differences as to whether students reported that 
their parents expected them to go on to university or college. Those differences likely affected 
which courses students choose, particularly given the ‘University’/’College’ labels attached to 
upper year course choices (see below).   
 
Figure 1: Parents’ Postsecondary Expectations by Ethno-racial Background, Grades 9-12 (2011-
12)  

Attend university Attend college 
East Asian 85% 5% 
South Asian 81% 9% 
Middle Eastern 75% 13% 
Latin American 67% 18% 
White 64% 12% 
Mixed 63% 14% 
Black 58% 24% 
Southeast Asian 55% 24% 
Aboriginal 30% 25% 
   

Source: Yau, M., Rosolen, L., & Archer, B. (2015). Parent Involvement, 2011-12 Student and 
Parent Census (Toronto District School Board Fact Sheets, p. 4).  

 

Determinants of access to postsecondary education 
 
There is a large international and Canadian literature on factors which shape students’ access to 
postsecondary education.  The structures and decision-making that underlie students’ arrival in 
postsecondary are complex, and span students, families, schools, postsecondary institutions, 
immigration requirements and broader social structures, starting when children are very young 
and continuing through adolescence. No one factor fully ‘explains’ differential patterns of 
postsecondary access.  Recent reports from Statistics Canada highlight relatively high rates of 
educational attainment for many racialized groups, while underscoring between-group 
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differences and the significance of immigration as a contributor to Canada’s relatively high and 
equitable rates of postsecondary attainment (Galarneau et al., 2023; Statistics Canada, 2023). 
 
In Canada (and internationally), large scale statistical work on postsecondary access initially 
focused primarily on family-level and socio-economic factors such as parental education and 
family income (Christofides et al., n.d.; Finnie et al., 2011; Finnie, Mueller, et al., 2008; Finnie, 
Sweetman, et al., 2008; Parekh et al., 2020). However, there is a growing literature that also 
looks at factors such as race, culture, disability and Indigeneity drawing on both quantitative 
(Brown & Parekh, 2013; D. Childs et al., n.d.; Finnie, 2012; Frenette, 2011; James 2023; James & 
Parekh, 2021; K. Robson et al., 2018, 2019; K. L. Robson et al., 2014) and qualitative approaches 
(James 2023; James & Taylor, 2023; Restoule et al., 2013) .  The availability and structure of 
financial assistance programs – from promoting family savings to loans to free tuition - can 
make a difference in students’ ability to access postsecondary (Belley et al., 2011; Finnie & 
Laporte, 2007; Ford et al., 2020; James & Taylor, 2023). Postsecondary institutions have 
embraced a range of strategies that are intended to improve access, although the extent to 
which these strategies are embedded in core functions of universities varies (R. A. Childs et al., 
n.d.; Executive Office of the President (U.S.), 2014; James, 2021; James & Taylor 2023; K. L. 
Robson et al., n.d.).  And there is substantial research on initiatives that target the high school 
years, from special programs inside and outside schools, targeted guidance interventions, and 
broader school culture work to support postsecondary access (Deller, 2018; Ford et al., 2016; 
Lavecchia et al., 2015; Roderick et al., 2011).   
 
Within Ontario in recent years, there has been renewed emphasis on how structures in the K-
12 system, particularly  in high school, affect not just shorter-term achievement such as test 
scores and credit accumulation of students (Clandfield et al., 2014; James & Turner, 2017; 
People for Education, 2014), but also their long-term outcomes such as postsecondary access 
(Brown, 2010; Brown et al., 2021a; Card & Payne, 2015; Parekh et al., 2016; Pichette et al., 
2020; K. Robson et al., 2019).  To date the primary emphasis in this work has been on how 
students are streamed into Applied vs. Academic courses in grade 9.  This research showed that 
applied courses actually depressed student achievement, taking prior academic achievement 
into account. It also documented the disproportionate representation of Black, disabled and 
low-income students in these programs, (ibid.). There has also been important academic 
research on how different types of special education placement shape students’ educational 
opportunities and outcomes (James 2021; Parekh & Brown, 2019).  Upper year course choices – 
between “University” and “College” courses are heavily related to streaming in grades 9 and 10, 
because “academic” courses are often prerequisites for U courses in grade 11.   
 
To date, however, there has been much less emphasis in Canadian research on the structures 
associated with the upper years of secondary schools, nor looking explicitly at the how different 
groups of students are prepared for postsecondary in terms of access to rigorous curriculum.  
This paper begins to fill this gap. 
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Equality guarantees under the Charter of Rights and Ontario Human Rights Act 
Under the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, the provincial government has the obligation to 
ensure that its laws, policies and programs operate on a basis that ensures each individual 
benefits equally and without discrimination (s.15).  There is an even more explicit obligation to 
ensure services including education are provided without discrimination under the Ontario 
Human Rights Act.  Discrimination includes both direct, intentional acts, and equally 
importantly, systemic discrimination.  According to the Supreme Court of Canada, systemic 
discrimination: 

results from the simple operation of established procedures … none of which is 
necessarily designed to promote discrimination. The discrimination is then reinforced by 
the very exclusion of the disadvantaged group because the exclusion fosters the belief, 
both within and outside the group, that the exclusion is the result of "natural" forces…. 
(C.N. v. Canada (Human Rights Tribunal) [1987] 1 SCR 1114, p.1139) 

The Ontario Human Rights Commission, similarly, defines systemic discrimination as “patterns 
of behaviour, policies or practices that are part of the social or administrative structures of an 
organization, and which create or perpetuate a position of relative disadvantage for racialized 
persons.” (Ontario Human Rights Commission, n.d.).  Systemic discrimination, affecting 
historically marginalized groups, is prohibited under human rights legislation.  There is an 
enforceable right on the part of those groups to have this discrimination addressed. 
 
Disparities exist along many axes, including household income, parental education, and family 
structure, gender, sexual orientation and identification, Indigenous identity, and newcomer 
status, alongside race and disability.  When analyzing – or imagining -- the lived experiences of 
students, and their educational and social outcomes, it is essential to give attention to the 
intersectional nature of identities (Crenshaw, 1989; James 2023), and the non-arbitrary ways in 
which identities, environments and policy factors fit together to shape students’ opportunities 
(Mayor & Suarez, 2019). For example, racialized students are far more likely to live in low-
income households and neighbourhoods (Statistics Canada, 2021).  Advanced statistical 
analysis, including regressions and hierarchical linear modeling, can highlight the way in which 
these multiple factors contributed to cumulative outcomes (e.g., K. Robson et al., 2018; Willms, 
2002). 
 
This report is an initial effort to highlight issues in postsecondary preparedness and access to 
rigorous coursework. To make it more manageable, we have chosen to focus first on race and 
disability, two aspects of identity which are both entitled to human rights protection (unlike, for 
example, poverty, parental education, or involvement in the child protection system which also 
shape student outcomes), which affect large numbers of students, and which are associated 
with lifelong gaps in earnings and opportunities.  Future research, with appropriate community 
engagement, could fruitfully examine similar issues for Indigenous, LGBTQ and English 
Language Learner students, among others.   
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Equity and (In)Equality: Educational and Legal Discourses in conflict 
 
In the legal field, the language of ‘equality’ is the key frame for antidiscrimination work. 
Findings of unequal treatment are the key to enforceable remedies under both the Charter 
and Human Rights Codes across Canada. Documentation of unequal outcomes based on 
comparisons between historically marginalized and dominant social groups is an essential 
first step of research into systemic discrimination (Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2005).   

Yet many, if not most, educators are extremely suspicious of, even hostile to, the language of 
‘equality’. ‘Equality’ in educational discourses, mandates identical treatment, is associated 
with ignoring disparities in social contexts and colonial histories of segregation, residential 
schooling, enslavement of Indigenous and African peoples, and racist immigration policies.  
Further, it is assumed that ‘equality’ , and disregards educational and developmental 
differences between individual children.  For example, in his recent book, Equality or Equity, 
American educational researcher Jeff Duncan-Andrade wrote: 

Equity and equality are not the same thing… To build an “equal” education system in a 
society with this kind of historical investment in radicalized inequality and persistent, 
contemporary gaps in the ‘dignity, rank, and privileges’ extended to people outside of 
the the dominant culture seems reasonable only in a nation that aims to uphold 
systems of in-equality.   

To give every child an equal education is not only dismissive of our historical and 
current forms of inequality, it is also misaligned with common sense and a century’s 
worth of theory and research in child development and education…(Duncan-Andrade, 
2022, p. 4) 

Equity – which he defines, based on the Oxford English Dictionary, as “what is fair or just”, is 
not only a preferred approach but, he argues, actually requires “a hard pivot” away from a 
focus on equality in education (ibid, p.16-17). 

While this may seem like an unbridgeable divide, within the legal community, there is a 
frequently-referenced distinction between substantive equality and formal equality. Formal 
equality tends to be associated with equal/identical treatment regardless of context (often 
described, especially in the U.S., as ‘equal opportunity’) and has been rejected in Canadian 
equality jurisprudence.  Instead, the concept of substantive equality is at the root of legal 
protections.  Substantive equality focuses on historical and structural disadvantage affecting 
groups, rather than merely referencing individual differences. In the words of the Supreme 
Court of Canada,  

Substantive equality, unlike formal equality, rejects the mere presence or absence 
of difference as an answer to differential treatment. It insists on going behind 
the facade of similarities and differences. It asks not only what characteristics 
the different treatment is predicated upon, but also asks whether those 
characteristics are relevant considerations under the circumstances. The focus 
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of the inquiry is on the actual impact of the impugned law, taking full account 
of social, political, economic and historical factors concerning the group. The result 
may be to reveal differential treatment as discriminatory because of prejudicial 
impact or negative stereotyping. Or it may reveal that differential treatment 
is required in order to ameliorate the actual situation of the claimant group while 
substantive equality places a greater focus on equality of results or outcomes, 
including the need for compensatory measures to overcome barriers 
(Withler v. Canada (Attorney General) SCC 2011 12 para 61).  

In many ways, the legal concept of substantive equality is consistent with the use of the term 
equity by social scientists and educators in paying attention to the historical and social 
context in relation to differences that must be understood and addressed to overcome 
discrimination.  
 
To further complicate matters, educators are suspicious of undue emphasis on ‘outcomes’, 
associating them with acontextual, accountability-based measures and school rankings; the 
language of ‘opportunity to learn’ is used to talk about system-level resources and processes 
required to students’ academic success (Guiton & Oakes, 1995; National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019).  By contrast, in legal discourse, the language of 
equal opportunity tends to be associated with formal equality. 
 
In this paper, we are using the concept of equity which in legal discourse is referred to as 
substantive equality, and we reference the language of educational opportunities to talk 
about the necessary processes, resources and supports for educational equity. 
 

 

Data for understanding systemic discrimination 
From some equity perspectives, large scale data on gaps and disparities in educational 
outcomes is problematic, even painful, and can reinforce stereotypes, racial and colonial 
hierarchies or ‘deficit’ perspectives which locate educational problems in populations not 
structures (Eizadirad, 2020; Kendi, 2016; Quinn, 2020). At the same time, differences in 
postsecondary destination have real-world effects on life outcomes, and not discussing these 
disparities may leave unaddressed the underlying structures that lead to them.   
 
Discussion of disparities in outcomes without context to focus inquiry on institutional drivers 
for any gaps, is particularly problematic. The Ontario Human Rights Commission is explicit in 
saying that data collection on race and disability “is necessary for effectively monitoring 
discrimination, identifying and removing systemic barriers, ameliorating historical disadvantage 
and promoting substantive equality” (Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2004, 2005).  This 
analysis follows the guidance of the Human Rights Commission and discusses disparities – and 
even gaps -- in postsecondary outcomes and preparation for different subgroups within the 
TDSB.  
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The National Academies of Science, Engineering and Medicine (U.S.), in its 2019 report, 
Monitoring Educational Equity (National Academies of Science Engineering and Medicine, 
2019), proposes a comprehensive framework for assessing the current state of equity within 
the education system. Like the Human Rights Commission, they argue that carefully-chosen 
indicators of educational inequity “highlight disparities, provide a way to explore potential 
causes, and point towards possible improvements.”  (p.1) 

The National Academies’ (2019) proposed set of indicators is relatively comprehensive and 
addresses the entire continuum of K-12 schooling. There are a number of interconnected 
indicators focused on the end of high school:  graduation, postsecondary readiness, and access 
to rigorous curriculum.  They argue that it is essential to track both graduation and 
postsecondary preparedness.  In addition, they argue that a strong system for monitoring 
equity would also address access to rigorous curriculum: 

Advanced course taking in high school is a strong indicator of opportunity to learn 
because it reflects both systematic differences in the availability of these courses and in 
who participates in them. As such, improving access to high-quality advanced 
coursework across several disciplines represents a potential lever for reducing group 
disparities in educational attainment (p.97). 

In Ontario, at the provincial level, we do not have disaggregated data on postsecondary access, 
nor on access to rigorous curriculum.  High school graduation continues to be the final major 
outcome tracked and publicly reported by the provincial government in Ontario (Ontario, n.d.), 
and there is no consistent demographic data collection or analysis available provincially on 
either graduation or test-based achievement measured by the Educational Quality and 
Accountability Office (EQAO). Five years ago a major provincial report recommended public 
reporting on direct transition to university or college as one of the Ministry of Education’s 
success indicators, alongside the development of infrastructure to track students’ transition 
into apprenticeship and government-funded training programs (Quan & James, 2017, p. 12).  
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission also includes tracking and publicly reporting 
postsecondary access for Indigenous Students in one of its Calls to Action (Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 320).  These recommendations have not been 
implemented.  Indeed, the Ministry of Colleges and Universities systematically strips the limited 
student demographic data available in K-12 from student records which could be linked using 
the Ontario Education Number (Gallagher-Mackay, 2017, p. 20). 

By contrast, at the local level, Toronto District School Board (TDSB) has a well-established 
record of tracking and analyzing relevant data and sharing results publicly and as a basis for 
action and improvement. The TDSB is the largest school board in Canada: it serves 247,000 
students educated in almost 600 schools, including 110 high schools. The board, like the city it 
serves, is extremely diverse, with over 120 languages spoken. Due to decades of investment in 
research, the Board is a leader in educational research in Canada, and has pioneered the use of 
demographic data and cohort analysis for the purposes of better understanding its student 
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body and their needs, pinpointing barriers and assessing progress towards goals including 
greater equity. 
 

The data in this report:  
longitudinal data on ten cohorts of TDSB students  
The Toronto District School Board has publicly reported disaggregated data on postsecondary 
access since 1999.  This is the first report to link data on equity of outcomes with data on equity 
of access to rigorous curriculum in the upper years of high school.   
 
This report is based on data that follows 10 cohorts of TDSB students for five years, from the 
start of grade 9 through to postsecondary confirmation.10  While Ontario secondary curriculum 
works on the assumption of finishing in four years, in fact many continue into Year 5, so each 
cohort is followed for five full years. Thus, students who started in Grade 9 in Fall 2006 were 
followed until Fall 2011 (October 31 2011), that is, after the conclusion of Year 5 secondary and 
the beginning of Year 6.  This report is based on the ten cohorts of students who started grade 
9 between 2006-2015.  The most recent cohort, Grade 9 students who started secondary 
studies in Fall 2015 were followed until Fall 2020 (October 31, 2020).  In total, there are 
156,580 students in this data set, 131,441 of whom obtained thirty or more credits.  
 
The Grade 9 Cohort dataset combines demographic data from several cycles of the TDSB 
Student Census (2006, 2011, 2016), a survey given to all secondary school, that includes 
extensive demographic data including self-defined race, disability,11 parental education, 
parental occupation, family structure, sexual orientation and, since 2016, gender identity.  It is 
also linked to extensive administrative data including credit accumulation, grades, special 
education status (see below part X), English language learner identification, and graduation. 
 
Through data agreements, board data is linked to data on postsecondary confirmations from 
the Ontario College Admissions Service (OCAS) and the Ontario University Admissions Centre 
(OUAC). Between them, OUAC and OCAS handle applications for more than 95% of TDSB 
students. The other students likely apply out of province or much later (Brown & Tam, 2016). 
Through these agreements, the TDSB has data for each student, on whether they applied to 
college or university in Ontario, and whether they confirmed acceptance. 
 

 
10 The term confirmation of university or confirmation college is used by OCAS (the college admission system) and 
OUAC (Ontario University Admissions Centre) when students indicate an intention to register at a specific 
university or college in Ontario.  It is the last stage of the postsecondary process for which a province-wide figure is 
easily available.  Information about whether students actual register and attend their chosen institution is held at 
individual institutions, which makes tracking the progression from high school through to attendance and 
confirmation somewhat more challenging.  A closely linked group of studies has been using Statscan’s Post-
Secondary Information System linked to TDSB data to follow students into their postsecondary institutions.  See 
eg.  (Brown et al., 2021b) 
11 2006 & 2016 surveys 
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As noted above, we have operationalized the concept of disability in this report using the 
imperfect proxy of special education status within the TDSB.  A fundamental insight of Critical 
Disability Studies is that the construction of disability – and its consequences -- are connected 
to the social and institutional environment in which people operate. Institutional recognition is 
often at odds with self-identification (Parekh & Brown, 2020). In 2006 and 2016, but not 2011, 
the TDSB Student Census asked students if they were identified by teachers or a doctor as 
having a disability; less than a third of students involved in special education self-identified with 
a disability (ibid, p.358).  Because of the gap in the Student Census with respect to disability, we 
do not have student-reported ‘disability’ data for all ten cohorts; however, we do have Special 
Education Status for all years.12   
 

Disparities in students’ access to postsecondary education 
 
In Canada, like the United States, some of the most significant gaps in educational access and 
attainment for students who have been historically marginalized fall outside the K-12 system, 
with its free, universal coverage.  Significantly larger disparities in participation are seen in both 
early education and care (because of high fees and limited subsidies) and postsecondary 
education (McCain, 2020; K. Robson et al., 2019).  Data from the Toronto District School Board 
makes it clear that there are major, equity-related disparities in equity of access to 
postsecondary education.  While between-group differences in high school graduation are a 
significant problem, gaps are much greater when it comes to postsecondary transition.  As 
discussed above, there is considerable, intersectional interaction between different aspects of 
students’ identities and the processes through which students engage in the education system. 
Essentially, neither race nor disability are ‘singular factors’ which operate in the way these 
figures may suggest. 
 

Graduation vs. confirmation in a postsecondary institution: a steep increase in inequity 
A far greater percentage of students are graduating from high school than making direct 
transitions to postsecondary education, and there are significant between- group differences in 
the type of postsecondary institution attended.   
 
Figure 2. 5 year graduation rate vs. postsecondary confirmation by self-defined racial identity, 
2006-2015 cohorts, n=139,860 
 

 
12 We also note that, by design, the special education system in Ontario is simultaneously under- and 
over-inclusive with respect to disability. For example, gifted students, many without disabilities, receive 
services within the system; while many students with mental illnesses, a recognized ground for disability 
in Ontario Human Rights law, do not readily find support within it.  Students have a right to special 
education services under the Education Act which is tied to special education processes, and, 
simultaneously, a human right to non-discrimination on the basis of disability that requires provision of 
adequate supports. 
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Graduation Confirmed 

College 
Confirmed 
University 

Confirmed PSE 

Black 75.2% 26.2% 28.7% 54.9% 

East Asian 94.4% 10.6% 75.1% 85.8% 

Latin American 75.0% 22.4% 27.3% 49.8% 
Middle Eastern 85.2% 19.8% 50.9% 70.7% 
Mixed 82.3% 18.0% 43.1% 61.1% 

South Asian 91.4% 16.8% 65.7% 82.5% 

Southeast Asian 88.3% 27.6% 46.9% 74.6% 

White 86.8% 14.7% 50.0% 64.7% 

Total 87.0% 17.2% 53.8% 71.0% 
 
For example, if we compare Latin American students and East Asian students (the groups with 
the lowest and highest attainment, respectively) we see that 75.0% of Latin American students 
graduated while 49.7% of them went on to postsecondary; among East Asian students, 94.4% 
graduated and 85.7% went on to University.  The graduation gap between these groups is 
19.4% (the largest). However, the postsecondary access gap is 36% - almost double. 
 
A similar pattern is clear for students with disabilities.  Among students with IPRC-identified 
disabilities, the five-year graduation rate is 62.8%; the rate at which students go on to college 
or university is 38.5%.  For non-disabled students, the graduation rate is 87.7%, and 73.3% go 
on to access PSE. The differences in graduation were substantial: 24.9%; however, the disparity 
in access to postsecondary is even larger at 34.8%.  
 
 
Figure 3: 5 year graduation rate vs. postsecondary confirmation among students with 
disabilities (IPRC and no IPRC) and other students, 2006-2015 cohorts, n=156,789  
  

Graduation Confirmed 
College 

Confirmed 
University 

Confirmed 
PSE 

Students with disabilities 
(IPRC) 

62.8% 26.2% 12.3% 38.5% 

Students with disabilities  
(no IPRC) 

70.8% 28.5% 20.9% 49.3% 

Other students 87.7% 14.5% 58.8% 73.3% 

Total 83.9% 16.8% 51.2% 68.0% 
 

An important equity goal: reducing postsecondary transition gaps? 
Based on the differences observed above, it appears that a readily understandable measure of 
equity in educational attainment, with strong real-world consequences, would be between-
group disparities in the transition between high school graduation and postsecondary.  
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Despite ostensibly having the same qualifications as their fellow students upon graduation, 
more than twenty percent of Latin American, White, Black and Mixed-race students who 
graduate from high school do not make a direct transition to postsecondary.  The attainment of 
these groups compares unfavourably to a board-wide average of 16%, and to the highest-
achieving groups of whom all but 9% transition directly to postsecondary. 
 
Figure 4:  Difference between 5 year graduation rate and PSE access by racial identity, 2006-
15 cohorts, n=139,860 
  

Transition gap 

Black -20.3% 

East Asian -8.7% 

Latin American -25.3% 

Middle Eastern -14.5% 
Mixed -21.2% 

South Asian -8.9% 

Southeast Asian -13.8% 

White -22.1% 

Total -16.0% 

 
Similarly, when we look at students participating in special education, there are significant 
differences in terms of access to postsecondary. 
 
Figure 5: Difference between 5 year graduation rate and PSE access among students with 
disabilities (IPRC & no IPRC) and other students, 2006-15 cohorts, n=139,860 
  

Transition gap 

Students with disabilities (IPRC) -24.3% 

Students with disabilities (no IPRC) -21.5% 

Other students -14.4% 

Total -15.9% 

 
Disparities in access to postsecondary education far exceed disparities in graduation. This 
suggests that the major current measure of educational success in the K-12 sector – high 
school graduation – significantly understates inequities which have long-term implications for 
individuals, groups and society as a whole.   
 
If the primary focus of K-12 – the focus for which there is explicit institutional responsibility – is 
getting students to graduation, then preparing them for a full range of opportunities after 
graduation may fall lower on educators’ priority list.  A measure of transition gaps is a step 
towards joined-up policy, as responsibility for reducing it falls on both the Ministry of Education 
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and the Ministry of Colleges and Universities (and, the Ministry of Labour, Training and Skill 
Development if apprenticeship is properly taken into account). 
 

Outcomes and pathways to apprenticeship 
 
Apprenticeship is identified in Ontario policy as an important postsecondary pathway, yet 
relatively little is known about patterns of enrollment in apprenticeship programs.   
 
There is no systemwide data on the number of students who progress from high school to 
apprenticeship programs each year.  Across Ontario, we know that most apprentices do not 
progress directly from high school into the skilled trades. In fact, data from the National 
Apprenticeship Survey shows that only 29% of apprentices in the top-ten fields were 
attending school (not a defined term; and not necessarily secondary school) before they 
entered the apprenticeship programs; fully 32% of apprentices had a postsecondary 
credential (Chatoor & Brumwell, 2020).   
 
As a group, apprentices are likelier to come from low-income families, to be part of the first 
generation in their family to attend postsecondary, to be male (except in the much-less 
lucrative service trades) and to be white compared to those going to college or university 
(Chatoor & Kaufman, 2020, p. 15,21; Statistics Canada, 2017b).   
 
While most apprenticeships require students to have completed a high school diploma and 
math or science courses (ibid., p. 5), information on the specific prerequisites for different 
programs is very difficult to locate and not centrally available to guidance counselors or 
prospective tradespeople (see e.g. the provincial government’s webpage on how to start an 
apprenticeship, which tells students they need to know about prerequisites but does not 
provide any links to inform them about what they are).  The key challenge reported by those 
who are enrolled in apprenticeship programs is finding work at the beginning of the training: 
approximately one third of enrollees reported this difficulty. There is no data on those who 
were not hired. Decisions about whether to take on an apprentice rest with the employer or 
union; both are subject to Human Rights Code obligations of non-discrimination, but equity 
data is not tracked. 
 
Looking at the overall demographics for apprentices (especially if we exclude the hairstyling 
and food service trades with below poverty-line annual incomes), it is highly likely that if we 
had the data to report on direct transition to apprenticeship after high school, the 
postsecondary education transition gaps recorded here would be substantially smaller for 
both males and for white students. 
 

 

  

https://www.ontario.ca/page/start-apprenticeship
https://www.ontario.ca/page/start-apprenticeship
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Access to rigorous curriculum and opportunity to learn 
 
A key structural factor which likely underlies differences in students’ patterns of access to 
postsecondary is the extent to which students have access to rigorous curriculum in the upper 
years of high school.  There is a longstanding body of literature that has proven that different 
levels of access to rigorous curriculum contributes to inequitable educational outcomes along 
the lines of race and socio-economic status (Gamoran, 1987; Gamoran & Mare, 1989; James, 
2021; Oakes, 1985), and clear research showing disabled students are less likely to have access 
to rigorous or grade-level instruction (Kurz et al., 2014; Parekh & Brown, 2019).  In its review of 
key educational opportunity measures, the U.S. National Academy of Sciences concluded that 
“improving access to high-quality advanced coursework across several disciplines represents a 
potential lever for reducing group disparities in educational attainment” (National Academies of 
Science Engineering and Medicine, 2019, p. 97).  Their research highlighted the large number of 
U.S. schools – and the disproportionate numbers of schools with high percentages of Black and 
Latin American students – that do not offer upper year STEM courses, such as Calculus (40% 
overall, and 55% of schools in the top quintile of “high minority” enrollment) or chemistry (33%, 
and 42% of schools in the top quintile of “high minority” enrollment).  While this question is 
beyond the scope of our current analysis, in the Toronto District School Board, almost every 
secondary school offers university level English, Science and Math courses at the grade 12U 
level.  
 
However, different groups of students access ‘College’ and ‘University’ courses at very different 
rates, and as we will see below, in particular, some groups of racialized and disabled youth are 
considerably less likely to be enrolled in University (“U”) courses.  These differences are 
particularly significant in light of the different outcomes associated with upper-year high school 
course types.  In the next section, we will review the connection between upper year course 
types and postsecondary pathways. 
 

At least some ‘University’ courses a practical pre-requisite for postsecondary 
 
While course type is irrelevant for high school graduation, completing at least one or two Grade 
12 ‘U’ courses appears to be the general course requirement leading to postsecondary, 
whether university or college is the planned destination.   
 
In our dataset,13 we found that all university-bound students, and two thirds (65.3%) of college-
bound students, completed at least one Grade 12 ‘U’ course by the end of secondary.14  Of 
graduating students who did not complete any Grade 12 ‘U’ courses (24.5% of TDSB 
students), fewer than a quarter (23.1%) made the transition to college; 70.9% did not apply to 

 
13 Calculated for the 2006-2012 Grade 9 cohorts (n=112,961).  Information on the number of Grade 12 U 
courses completed for the 2013-2015 cohorts is currently unavailable. 
14 When looking at the combined 2005-2012 cohorts, only 8% of postsecondary bound students- 7,188 of 84,899- 
had not completed at least one Grade 12 ‘U’ courses.  These students comprised a third of the Ontario college-
bound students. 
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postsecondary.  Most students with one or two U courses confirmed college attendance. 
Students with 4 or more ‘U’ courses generally transitioned directly to university (Parekh et al., 
2021).   
 
Figure 6: Number of completed Grade 12 ‘U’ courses and postsecondary confirmations, 2006-
2012 (n=112,961) 
 

Number of 
'U' credits 

Confirming 
University 
in Ontario 

Confirming 
College in 
Ontario 

0 0.0% 34.7% 

1 0.4% 12.9% 

2 1.6% 10.3% 

3 5.2% 11.3% 

4 12.0% 11.2% 

5 20.7% 9.6% 

6 26.5% 6.3% 

7 19.6% 2.3% 

8+ 13.9% 1.3% 

 

Are some courses ‘invisible gatekeepers’ for postsecondary education? 
 
In order to be eligible for an Ontario Secondary School Diploma, students are required to take a 
minimum of 30 credits.  Among the 18 mandatory credits, students are required to take 4 
English credits (‘one per grade’) and at least three math credits including one in grade 11 or 12.  
English and Math, like other academic subjects, are offered at the College (‘C’), University (‘U’) 
or Workplace level in grade 11 and 12 (Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 61).  As discussed above, 
students receive information about course choices from the Grade 10 Careers course and can 
often access personalized guidance on prerequisites from teachers, guidance counsellors or 
education software. Typically, secondary educators and guidance counsellors take into 
consideration students’ aspirations for postsecondary education in conjunction with formal 
requirements set by postsecondary institutions. 
 
We have chosen to focus this analysis on two courses which show a strong relationship to 
postsecondary confirmations, English and Math.  For this analysis, we are looking only at 
students who completed 30 credits and or have a record of completing the Ontario Secondary 
School Diploma.   
 
The vast majority (83.3%) of students’ highest earned English credit is a grade 12 University 
English.15  Among the four- and five-year graduates who confirmed university attendance in 
Ontario within two years of finishing high school, 99.8% of them took 12U English (usually, an 

 
15 This term refers to the level of course taken, not students’ grades. 
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explicit prerequisite).  More notably, a majority of students who confirmed college in Ontario 
(53.0%) also took 12U English. Seemingly, 12U English not only has a gatekeeping role for 
university, it appears to be an important asset for college admission. 
 
The picture for mathematics is somewhat different because students are not required to take 
grade 12 math at either College or University levels.  Only 70.8% of TDSB students took grade 
12 math; the vast majority of them (87.2%) took University math. Remarkably, 97.4% of 
students who take at least one 12U Math course apply to postsecondary.   
 
To look at the question in another way, among those who confirmed university in Ontario, 
81.4% of students had a grade 12U math as their highest credit; only 0.4% had grade 12C math.    
Among those who confirm college directly after high school, 41.5% did not take any math in 
grade 12.  A quarter of graduates (26.7%) confirming college in Ontario had grade 12 U math as 
their highest credit, and another 31.8% took college math.   
 
Figure 7:  Relationship between highest math course taken and postsecondary destination, 
2006-2015 cohorts n=131,441  
 

 12U Math 12C Math Other Math  Total 

Confirmed University 81.4% 0.4% 18.2% 100.0% 

Confirmed College 26.7% 31.8% 41.5% 100.0% 

Applied, but did not confirm 54.9% 8.2% 36.9% 100.0% 

Did not apply to post-secondary 16.2% 18.8% 64.9% 100.0% 

TDSB average 61.8% 9.0% 29.2% 100.0% 
 

College outcomes of “College” courses: Ontario research  
 
Research from the college sector also indicates significant concerns about the level of 
postsecondary preparation provided by ‘College’ classes in high school.  Notably, a large-scale 
study, based on the records of students taking first year mathematics at the 24 Ontario 
Colleges of Applied Arts and Technology, highlighted concerns about the level of preparation 
for success in these courses.  First year math courses are required in many Business, 
Technology, Applied Arts and General Programs.  Just over half of students who had 
completed ‘College’ mathematics in grades 11 or 12 received ‘good grades’ (C or better) in 
their required College Mathematics courses (Orpwood & Schollen, 2010, pp. 6, 11).  
Approximately 80% of students entering college either grade 11U or 12U courses achieved 
‘good grades’.16 
 

 
 

 
16 The methodology of the College Mathematics Project report is different from ours, so it is difficult to tell 
whether grade 11 marks reflect the highest credit achieved. 
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Racial differences in enrollment in ‘gatekeeping’ courses 
There are significant differences across racial groups in terms of which students enrol in 12U 
English and U Math courses; these differences correlate heavily with students’ postsecondary 
outcomes.   
 
For example, looking at the mandatory grade 12 English courses, Black and Latin American 
students are almost twice as likely to be taking College English relative to the board-wide 
average of 14.6% (30.6% and 27.5%, respectively). Conversely, Black and Latin American 
students are seriously underrepresented in 12U Math courses: 37.9% of Black students and 
35.8% of Latin American students are enrolled in at least one 12U math, while the board-wide 
average is 62.6%.  Although the differences are less dramatic, other groups with lower rates of 
postsecondary access (White and Southeast Asian students) are also underrepresented in 12U 
Math and English. As established elsewhere, 12U math is a very important gatekeeping course 
for all university programs connected any STEM programs (Brown et al., 2019), and contributes 
to significantly higher success in required courses for many college programs (Orpwood & 
Schollen, 2010). 
 
Figure 8: Highest Math Credit obtained, by race; 2006-2015 cohorts (n=121,674) 
  

12U Math 12C Math Other Math Total 
Black 37.9% 15.4% 46.7% 100.0% 

East Asian 84.0% 4.4% 11.6% 100.0% 

Latin American 35.8% 15.7% 48.5% 
100.0% 

Middle Eastern 56.1% 11.6% 32.4% 
100.0% 

Mixed 50.2% 9.7% 40.2% 100.0% 

South Asian 73.2% 7.5% 19.3% 100.0% 

Southeast Asian 61.2% 13.9% 24.9% 100.0% 

White 56.5% 8.5% 35.1% 100.0% 

TDSB Average 62.6% 8.9% 28.6% 100.0% 
 

Students with disabilities are underrepresented in the ‘gatekeeping’ courses 
 
Students with disabilities are notably underrepresented in both 12U English and 12UMath.  For 
instance, students with disabilities are more than twice as likely as TDSB average not to take 
grade 12 math at all.  When students with disabilities do take grade 12 math, they are heavily 
overrepresented in College Math.  Students with disabilities (IPRC) are less likely to take 12U 
Math compared students with disabilities (no IPRC; 19.9% vs. 29.4%) and students with 
disabilities, overall, are less likely to take 12U Math than other TDSB students, 67.9% of whom 
take 12U Math. 
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Looking at Grade 12 English, a mandatory credit, we see even higher levels of 
overrepresentation in College courses. Students with disabilities are about half as likely as the 
average TDSB student to be enrolled in 12UEnglish, the course taken by almost every student 
who transitions to university, and the majority of students who go on to college. (Roughly 10% 
of students with disabilities (IPRC) are enrolled in ‘other English’ courses, typically, specialized 
workforce-oriented courses.). 
 
Figure 9:  Highest English Credit Obtained, among students with disabilities and other 
students, 2006-2015 cohorts n=1131,442 
 

 12U English 12C English Other English Total 

Students with disabilities (IPRC) 37.3% 52.9% 9.8% 100.0% 

Students with disabilities (no IPRC) 54.0% 42.8% 3.3% 100.0% 

Other students 89.5% 9.7% 0.8% 100.0% 

TDSB Average 83.3% 15.1% 1.6% 100.0% 

 
Thus far, we’ve seen that there are substantial disparities in PSE access along the lines of race 
and disability for students moving into postsecondary, which are greater than disparities in 
graduation; we have highlighted the ‘invisible gatekeeping’ role of certain “University” courses 
in terms of admission to both college and university, and we have highlighted the fact that 
there are very clear disparities in the patterns of enrollment in those courses, along lines of 
race and disability.  These disparities in access mirror the patterns we observed, above.   
 
A skeptic might ask, do these disparities merely reflect higher levels of academic achievement 
among some groups? 
 

Predictors of Upper Year Course-taking Patterns – the Role of Prior Achievement 
 
Unsurprisingly, an extremely important predictor of whether students will take University 
courses in the upper years of high school is their record of achievement.  Although it is not the 
only relevant factor, there is no doubt that students with better academic records are much 
more likely to go on to postsecondary.  Other research has described student achievement as 
the ‘most important’ predictor of students’ postsecondary pathways (Bowen et al., 2011; 
Finnie, Sweetman, et al., 2008; Roderick et al., 2011).   
 
The TDSB research team has done considerable work on a grade 9 ‘high achievement variable’ 
which has been shown to be highly predictive of positive student outcomes including 
graduation, postsecondary confirmation, and indeed, postsecondary graduation (e.g., Brown et 
al., 2021a).  Students are classified as having very high achievement if they have at least 8 
credits with level 4 marks (A-range) in all 4 academic courses, high achievement if they have at 
least 8 credits and level 4 marks in 1-3 academic courses, medium achievement if they have at 
least 8 credits but no level 4 marks, and low achievement if they have fewer than 8 credits. 
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Overall, the majority of students with medium, high and very high achievement in grade 9 went 
on to take 12U English; but only 18.3% of those students who obtained fewer than 8 credits 
took 12U English.  In Math, only 6.3% of those with fewer than 8 credits in grade 9 took one or 
more 12U Math courses; fully 84% of this student group did not take any math at the grade 12 
level.  Fewer than half of students with ‘medium’ achievement went on to take at least one U 
Math course. 
 
There is no question that ensuring all students are receiving high quality instruction, rich 
curriculum, and positive school experiences and relationships to boost underlying achievement 
for all groups is a key equity strategy.  At the same time, it is critical to be aware of the role of 
structures within school systems that may create glass ceilings and have disproportionate 
impact on some groups.  In particular, during the years from which the data in this report was 
taken, early streaming in grades 9 and 10 – which disproportionately affected some racialized 
student groups, students with disabilities and low income students -- was an additional and 
powerful predictor of who took which upper year courses; applied math, for example, did not 
prepare students to be able to take University Math in grade 11 and 12 (Parekh et al., 2021).   
 
As we will see below, the grade 9 high achievement variable is particularly useful because it 
allows us to look more closely and critically at demographic differences in course choices, 
controlling for prior achievement.  It is an exceptionally problematic situation, and a strong 
indicator of systemic discrimination, if students with similar levels of achievement wind up with 
different patterns of enrollment in courses which open the door to long-term future 
achievement along the lines of race or disability.   

 

Black, Latin American and Southeast Asian students less likely to enroll in key ‘gateway’ 
courses than others with similar achievement 
 
When we control for prior achievement, unfortunately, patterns of underrepresentation for key 
historically marginalized racial groups are starkly visible, at every level of achievement.  Even 
among students with ‘very high’ grade 9 achievement – a group that, overall, is 99.1% likely to 
go on to postsecondary, Black and Latin American students are notably less likely to go on to 
PSE (96.5% and 96.4%, respectively).   
 
Disparities get larger as student achievement levels decline; for students with ‘medium’ 
achievement, social capital is likely to play a much larger role in the process of choosing, 
applying to and enrolling in postsecondary (Ma, 1999; Nagaoka et al., 2009; Plank & Jordan, 
2001; Schneider, 2007).  Students’ social capital reflects a mixture of factors, which include 
family members’ education and access to social networks, teacher expectations and school 
culture, and parental expectations and practices (Coleman, 1988).  Large scale research from 
Chicago showed that schools with a ‘college-going culture’ had a more significant impact on 
postsecondary enrollment patterns for students whose achievement was in the middle range 
(Nagaoka et al, 2009).  That is, social factors beyond academic performance help shape 
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students’ decisions about, in the words of the Careers Curriculum, what postsecondary 
‘destination’ will “suit their aspirations, skills, interests, values, and personal circumstances” 
(Ministry of Education 2013, p.16).  Black students with medium achievement are 11% less 
likely to take 12U English than the TDSB average (65.3% vs. 76.3%); and East Asian students 
with comparable achievement are 8.2% more likely than TDSB average to access the rigorous 
curriculum that strongly correlated with their chances of going on to postsecondary education 
(84.5% vs. 76.3%).  Among White students, by contrast, although they are less likely to be 
enrolled in U courses than TDSB average, the difference vanishes when we control for prior 
achievement. 
 
Figure 10: Percentage of students enrolling in “University” English courses, by race and prior 
achievement, 2006-2015 cohorts (n=102,082) 
  

Very High 
Level 4 in all 4 subjects 

High 
Level 4 in 1-3 subjects 

Medium 
Below Level 4 but 8+ 
credits 

Black 96.5% 76.9% 65.3% 
East Asian 99.7% 94.6% 84.5% 
Latin American 96.4% 79.3% 67.1% 
Middle Eastern 98.9% 86.3% 74.4% 
Mixed 99.1% 86.9% 73.2% 
South Asian 99.3% 91.8% 80.8% 
Southeast Asian 98.3% 83.8% 69.7% 
White 98.8% 89.0% 78.5% 

TDSB Average 99.1% 89.1% 76.3% 
 
 

Students with disabilities are far less likely to be enrolled in “University” courses than 
those of comparable achievement 
 
Among students with disabilities, similar patterns are apparent.  When we control for prior 
achievement, there are very stark differences between the levels of enrollment in the key 
gateway courses for disabled students, relative to other students and depending on whether 
they had gone through an IPRC process. Indeed, among students with very high achievement, 
69.1% of students with disabilities and a formal identification enroll in 12U English, compared 
to 99.6% of students with no disability and a similar achievement profile. At the other extreme, 
looking at students who had ‘low’ grade 9 achievement (fewer than 8 credits), only 12.2% of 
students with disabilities (IPRC) enroll in 12U English, while 50.8% of non-disabled students 
with ‘low’ grade 9 achievement do. 
 
Figure 11:  Percentage of students enrolling in “University” English courses, by disability and 
by prior achievement, 2006-2015 cohorts (n=131,442) 
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Very High 
Level 4 in  
all 4 subjects 

High 
Level 4 in  
1-3 subjects 

Medium 
Below Level 4  
but 8+ credits 

Low 
Fewer than  
8 credits 

Students with disabilities 
(IPRC) 69.1% 45.0% 37.4% 12.2% 
Students with disabilities 
(no IPRC) 92.0% 64.6% 53.8% 24.1% 
Other students 99.6% 93.2% 83.1% 50.8% 

TDSB Average 99.1% 88.8% 75.7% 39.1% 
 
These are disturbing findings, which point to systematically low expectations tied to students’ 
special education status and/or disability, with significant potential long-term consequences for 
their futures. 
 

Conclusions 
This paper explores students’ pathways to postsecondary education and training through the 
lens of educational opportunity, operationalized here through the lens of equitable access to 
rigorous upper year curriculum.   
 
The empirical portion of the report draws on comprehensive data from the Toronto District 
School Board for ten cohorts of students, linked to information about demographics, course 
choices, grades, credit accumulation, high school graduation and postsecondary education 
confirmations.  We look at students who started grade 9 between 2006 and 2015 and follow 
them for five years. In total, this data set includes 150,000 students and has information on 
postsecondary confirmations up to 2020.  
 
As has been demonstrated elsewhere, there are significant disparities in both graduation and 
postsecondary access along lines of race and disability. We argue that there is a need for policy 
attention to differences between rates of graduation and vs. rates of postsecondary access, 
which tends to be much lower. 
 
There is a clear relationship between patterns of upper year course-taking and students’ access 
to postsecondary.  While ‘College’ and ‘University’ courses count equally towards the 
attainment of an Ontario Secondary School Diploma, in reality, only a small percentage of 
students go on to postsecondary without taking at least one or two ‘University’ courses in grade 
12.  Almost 100% of those who go on to university, and the majority of those who go to college 
take Grade 12U English. University Math, too, is an important invisible gatekeeper course. 
While only about 70% of students take math in grade 12, almost all of those who do take at 
least one grade 12U Math course go on to postsecondary. Fewer than a quarter of students 
who take exclusively “College” courses actually go to college after high school. 
 
Some racial groups, and students with disabilities are significantly underrepresented in the 
upper year courses that are strongly related to improved postsecondary access.  Black, Latin 
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American and Southeast Asian students, as well as students with disabilities enroll in these 
critical courses at levels much lower than board-wide averages or their share of the student 
body.  These patterns of under-representation persist when we control for prior achievement, 
which is strongly suggestive of systemic racism and by extension discrimination.  
 
Recognition of the problem is perhaps simpler than finding ways to address it, however, given 
the obligation of the province and school boards under the Charter of Rights and Ontario 
Human Rights Code to take action to identify and overcome systemic discrimination, an active 
strategy is required.  The current policy framework of the provincial government conceives of 
postsecondary outcomes as a matter of individual responsibility or choice – despite the 
mountain of evidence showing it is associated with a range of better life and civic outcomes – 
which appears to be part of the problem.  
 

Recommendations 
 
This report highlights disparities in access to rigorous upper year curriculum which may 
contribute to significant disparities in postsecondary access and limits some students’ pathways 
into postsecondary institutions. Addressing such a significant, system-level problem will require 
active engagement of communities and professionals in both K-12 and postsecondary 
institutions to develop effective change strategies at the level of policy and practice, and better 
ensure that students are indeed having equitable opportunities for high educational attainment 
and a better life. In addition to a continuing focus on strengthening achievement for all 
students, a key element of this problem is the continuing need to identify and address race- and 
disability-based discrimination in students’ experiences and educational processes. 
 
The Toronto District School Board has been consistently working to incorporate change based 
on its ongoing analysis of human-rights related discrepancies. For example, they have begun to 
report on student enrollment in “University” courses as part of their Pandemic Recovery 
reporting. New structures, such as the Centre of Excellence for Black Student Achievement, 
work on translating research into action to benefit students. Continuing hard work remains 
urgent. 
 
We also have a number of specific recommendations that could be implemented relatively 
easily that flow fairly directly from this research. 
 

Recommendations for policy: 

Change misleading names for course types  
Our research suggests that the current names of upper year course types in the Ontario 
curriculum are misleading, raising particular concern for students whose families may have less 
knowledge of the system – those already least likely to go on to postsecondary.  In particular, 
fewer than a quarter of students taking exclusively ‘College’ courses are actually on a path to 
enter and succeed in college, and most college-bound students take some ‘University’ courses 
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(see also Brown et al., 2021a). The Government of Ontario should consider renaming the 
courses to reflect actual pathways. 
 

Students are entitled to informed choices 
In Creating Pathways to Success, the Grade 10 Careers Curriculum heavily emphasizes the role 
of student and family choice of destination.  The government should take active steps to ensure 
that these are informed choices, by requiring specific content on postsecondary outcomes 
associated with different course types, and financial, civic and health outcomes associated with 
different postsecondary destinations, as a supplement to the current inquiry-based process. 
 

Recommendations for provincial data collection and linkages 

Apprenticeship 
We need to be able to understand students’ progress into apprenticeship as part of a complete 
picture of postsecondary pathways.  Linking Apprenticeship data to the Ontario Education 
Number would allow a better understanding of students’ pathways into and progress within the 
skilled trades both in terms of how they are prepared for apprenticeship and barriers to 
equitable access to the skilled trades.  Information on prerequisites for apprenticeship, and 
outcomes including completion rates and salaries, should be routinely available through a 
portal readily accessible by guidance counselors, students and families. 
 

Move responsibility for reporting on human rights related data out of Ministry of Education 
The Anti-Racism Act (2017) S.O. 2017, c.15 mandated demographic data collection across 
Ontario.  As of this writing, only four boards have published even summary results of this data.  
There has been no provincial reporting in the education sector.  The failure of the Educational 
Quality and Accountability Office to collect and analyze demographic data (and limited analysis 
of special education data) to inform the public about the performance of the school system is 
also a matter of serious concern in terms of holding the system accountable for equity.   
 
It is interesting to note that in other jurisdictions, there are specialized bodies, linked to the 
equivalent of our Human Rights Commission, that have the obligation to collect and publish 
disaggregated data on human rights issues (see for example, the Civil Rights Data Collection 
program of the Office for Civil Rights in the U.S. Department of Education).   
 

Recommendations for future research: 
This research draws only on the results from one school board.  It is extremely unlikely that the 
issues presented here are limited to the Toronto District School Board. But it is the Board’s 
proactive approach to using race-based data for monitoring systematic inequities that allowed 
this investigation and put a spotlight on the problem.  It would be highly useful to see similar 
analyses from different boards, and at the provincial level.  Indeed, now that we have identified 
this issue, it is arguable that it is a human-rights obligation of these public institutions to 
understand how it plays out across the system. 
 

https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/data.html
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This report focuses on two key aspects of identity, race and disability (represented through 
special education status).  There are other groups – including Additional Language Learners and 
Indigenous and trans students – where similar issues may arise.  Furthermore, given the extent 
to which Statistics Canada reports highlight within-group differences based on region of origin, 
and generational status, further disaggregation may be required. It would be useful to extend 
the analysis, and specifically, to include an intersectional analysis in future studies.   
 
During the years from which this data was taken, early streaming in grades 9 and 10 was a 
powerful predictor of upper year course choices; applied math, for example, did not prepare 
students to be able to take University Math in grade 11.  It will be an important aspect of 
understanding the impact of destreaming grade 9 to monitor the impact on upper year course-
taking patterns and postsecondary access. 
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