
Defining	the	Other:	Determinants	
of	Special	Educa9on	Needs	Across	

Three	Gateway	Ci9es	
Karen	Robson	(York	University),	Paul	

Anisef	(York	University),	Jenny	Nagaoka	
(University	of	Chicago),	Robert	S.	Brown	

(Toronto	District	School	Board)	



Morgan,	P.	L.,	Farkas,	G.,	Hillemeier,	M.	M.,	MaSson,	R.,	Maczuga,	S.,	Li,	H.,	&	Cook,	M.	
(2015).	Minori9es	are	dispropor9onately	underrepresented	in	special	educa9on	
longitudinal	evidence	across	five	disability	condi9ons.	Educa&onal	Researcher,	44(5),	
278-292.	



“If	well-inten9oned	but	misguided	advocates	
succeed	in	arbitrarily	limi9ng	placement	in	
special	educa9on	based	on	racial	demographics,	
even	more	black	children	with	disabili9es	will	
miss	out	on	beneficial	services.”	





Our	objec9ves	

•  To	examine	special	educa9on	needs	across	3	
major	urban	centres	
– Toronto,	Chicago,	London	(UK)	

•  To	determine	if	race,	sex,	and	social	class	
influence	SEN	status	



Why	these	ci9es?	

•  Toronto	and	Chicago	–	size,	geographic,	
structural	similari9es	

•  Toronto	and	London	–	similar	immigra9on	
history	

•  Using	2006	data	from	all	ci9es	(Toronto	
District	School	Board,	Chicago	Public	Schools,	
Longitudinal	Study	of	Young	People	in	
England)	
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Racial	Composi9on	–	London	&	
Toronto	
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Race	and	Sex	Differences	in	Predic9ng	
SEN	by	City	
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Race	and	Income/Class	Difference	in	
Predic9ng	SEN	by	City	

Chicago	
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Race	and	Sex	Differences	in	Predic9ng	
SEN	by	City	

Chicago	 Toronto	
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Race	and	Parental	Educa9on	
Difference	in	Predic9ng	SEN	by	City	

London	 	 	 		 Toronto	
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Bigger	gaps	in	Toronto	



So…Is	special	educa9on	racist?	

•  Yes!	It	appears	so	–	par9cularly	in	Toronto.	
(But	it	is	also	sexist	and	classist!)	
	

•  Race,	class,	sex	differences	in	Toronto	more	
pronounced	than	in	other	ci9es.	

•  Having	other	ci9es	to	compare	with	
demonstrates	it	doesn’t	“have	to”	be	this	
way.	
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