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Abstract
Policy reproduces inequality in specialized arts programs in the Toronto District School Board.
This is not as a result of intent to exclude, but is a logical consequence of the policies that govern
the programs. Policy documents of the Ontario Ministry of Education and the Toronto District
School Board were examined, along with information relating to the specific schools. While
data would indicate that the diversity within these programs does not match that of the school
board as a whole, this is as a result of policies that create the conditions that reproduce inequality
within the programs.
Keywords: specialized arts, inequality, policy, neoliberalism, Ontario
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Introduction
Policy reproduces inequality in specialized arts programs in the Toronto District School
Board. This is not as a result of intent to exclude, but is a logical consequence of the policies
that govern the programs.
Conceptual Framework
Neoliberalism influences governance, finance and curriculum (Basu, 2004, p. 623).
Gaztambide-Fernandez and Parekh have examined how this neoliberal free-market
individualism, where students and parents are free to "choose" has contributed to the
reproduction of structural inequalities. They suggest that this "neoliberal commodification of
creativity…occlude(s) the pervasiveness of racism and structural inequality" (2017, p.5).
Social reproduction theory "argues that schools are not institutions of equal opportunity
but mechanisms for perpetuating social inequalities" (Collins, 2009, p. 33). Collins' analysis of
this theory includes an observation that "by the late 1980's…concern with reproduction as a
conceptual process was set aside in favor of other approaches" (Collins, 2009, p.42). These new
approaches focus on agency, identity, person and voice, and move the discourse from the system
to the individual.
Culture capital (Bourdieu, 1991), the ability to talk, act, and think in particular ways, is
related to social class privilege. This cultural capital is specific within the context of the arts.
Stone (2012) identifies nine issues of equality considering the recipients (membership,
merit, rank, group), items (need, value), and process (competition, lottery and elections). A
neoliberalist approach would relate these factors to the individual, while a systems approach
would consider the role that policy plays.
Context
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In 1981, as a third-year music education student in the Faculty of Music, University of
Toronto, I joined my class on a field trip to a secondary school which was in the process of
developing a new specialized arts program. We were invited to observe an instrumental music
class, conducted by a white, male teacher, who slouched on a conducting stool, waving a 4/4
pattern. The music produced was beautiful, but the teacher appeared bored and disinterested. In
the question and answer period following, he shared that “every student takes private lessons”.
My thinking at the time was: “No wonder they sound so good. He doesn’t even need to teach
them!”.
In the intervening 37 years, I have experienced the roles of teacher, department head,
instructional coordinator, vice principal and principal. I have transitioned twice to entirely new
curriculum structures, and I have seen the focus of public education shift and morph into its
current form. I have, thankfully, rarely seen a repetition of that initial view of a specialized
music classroom, and I certainly do not see it in my current school, where I am principal of a
regional arts secondary school in Peel. However, the image of the bored white music teacher
remains in my memory.
About one year ago, Ruben Gaztambide-Fernandez and Gillian Parekh published a paper
which examined how the Specialized Arts programs in the Toronto District School Board
contribute to the reproduction of inequality. Their observation that “these programs do not
mirror the broader school population, serving mostly affluent families and students with access
to high levels of social and cultural capital” (Gaztambide-Fernandez & Parekh, 2017, p 2) was
examined extensively in the popular media, particularly in the Toronto Star. I had, only a week
prior to the publication of this paper, been appointed as principal of a regional arts secondary
school in a neighbouring school board. Our staff room discussions throughout May 2017 centred
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around the Toronto Star articles, with the most vocal among the teachers asserting that this was
not the case in “our school”. In the intervening year I have returned to this issue repeatedly, and
wondered what role policy at the provincial and school board level plays to create the conditions
observed by Gaztambide-Fernandez and Parekh.
Design & Methods
Ontario educational policy documents, and Toronto District School Board policies and
publications were analyzed for connections to concepts of creativity in the arts, reproduction of a
Eurocentric approach within secondary school specialized music programs, and the sense of
belonging or exclusion experienced by students in specialized music programs based upon their
race, class and social privilege. Analysis of the impact of policy, application requirements and
community conditions was undertaken, to look for causal and mitigating factors influencing
specialized arts programs in the Toronto District School Board
Descriptions of the schools and the policies that impact their function are followed by
analysis of the equity factors of income, race, educational attainment of parents, and the audition
or selection process. Ontario Ministry of Education and Toronto District School Board policies
and the process of teacher training are described, and connected to the governance and
management of specialized arts programs.
Specialized Arts Schools
The specialized Arts schools in the Toronto District School Board are a legacy from four
of the six original school boards that were amalgamated in 1998.
Etobicoke School of the Arts
Etobicoke School of the Arts (http://www.esainfo.ca/) originated in the former Etobicoke
Board of Education. It offers "majors" in Dance, Drama, Film, Instrumental Music, Music
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Theatre, and Visual Arts with students taking 25% of their program each year within their arts
"major".
Students may audition for a maximum of maximum of 2 majors, and the audition consists
of a 15-minute interview and performance. They must download a test piece from the school
website, and complete an ear test and sight reading test. The school does not allow students to
specialize in piano guitar or electric bass (though upright bass is permitted), and they are
suggested to have the equivalent of "Basic Music Rudiments (Grade 1 RCM equivalency)".
RCM refers to the Royal Conservatory of Music, a Toronto-based but international
organization that has existed for almost twenty years, and is most-well-known for its graded
publications and examination structure that provides certification for private music teachers and
their students. The Etobicoke School of Arts refer to a credentially structure that has undergone
revision twice since this terminology was used, and so understanding of this expectation would
require that parents and prospective students have an understanding of a system that was revised
first in 2009 and again in 2016. It is unlikely that anyone who was not born and raised in the
community would have any understanding of this requirement.
The Etobicoke School of the Arts also explicitly states that students "get a course of study
that very closely resembles the Royal Conservatory of Music curriculum" (Etobicoke School of
the Arts, 2018). All students attending this school "demonstrate aptitude in dance, drama, film,
music, music theatre or the visual arts", and are provide with "an opportunity to develop such
talent as part of their education". Among the schools' goals are: "to prepare students for
continued study in the arts at the post-secondary level" and "to help students develop the
necessary skills to become proficient performers and artists" (Etobicoke School of the Arts,
2018).
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Piano, electric bass, and guitar are excluded, and percussionists must be able to play a
tuned instrument and be able to read percussion music. This effectively excludes any students
whose aspirations might be to work within the genres of pop, rock, or folk, or to find
employment as a performer in anything but a large orchestra. This euro-centric focus on a
narrow type of western music is clearly stated:
"Finally, think about playing an ‘instrument in demand’. ESA is not the only institution
that has need for these instruments; youth orchestras, university music programs,
professional music organizations all have need for these less popular
instruments. Playing one of these instruments could make you an ‘in demand’ player for
the rest of your music making life!"
The location of Etobicoke School of the Arts was determined at the end of the baby boom
in the 1980's, when a local elementary school was experiencing declining enrolment. The
neighbourhood was not easily accessible to first-time homeowners due to high housing costs and
extremely high interest rates on mortgages, and so there were no longer young families moving
in to fill the school. It remains a fairly affluent neighbourhood now in 2018, accessible locally by
bus, but not easily serving the vast areas to the north, which are less prosperous.
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Map1: https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/11/09/do-your-neighbours-make-more-thanyou-search-our-map-of-income-in-the-gta.html
Claude Watson Secondary Arts
Claude Watson Secondary Arts, within Earl Haig Secondary School
(http://earlhaig.ca/departments/claude/site/index.php) originated in the former North York Board
of Education, and offers Dance, Drama, Film Arts, Music and Visual Arts.
Its articulated goals are more vague, including "to provide educational enrichment that
focuses on the classical and contemporary arts through the study and application of concepts,
skills, theory and performance" (Claude Watson Secondary Arts, 2018)
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The definition of "classical and contemporary arts" implies a cultural norm, that by
definition would exclude many potential students, whose backgrounds or experience might not
be based upon classical traditions.
Earl Haig's location makes it reasonably accessible, and as a community school as well as
a Specialized Arts school it has an organizational structure that provides for more diversity in its
student population. The school's website (http://earlhaig.ca/information/index.php) provides
parent information in Chinese, Farsi and Korean, though the information for the Claude Watson
Secondary Arts is solely in English.

Map2: https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/11/09/do-your-neighbours-make-more-thanyou-search-our-map-of-income-in-the-gta.html
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Rosedale Heights School of the Arts
Rosedale Heights School of the Arts (http://rhsa.ca/) was created in the former Toronto
Board of Education, and is a renamed existing vocational secondary school, offering programs in
Dance, Dramatic Arts, Media/Visual Arts, Music (Band, Composition, Orchestra, Strings,
Vocal), Musical Theatre (as a choice in grades 11 and 12). It is unique among the four programs
in that it does not conduct auditions, it allows application into any year of the program, not just
into grade 9, and has been lead by the founding principal for more than twenty years. Its focus
on equity is clearly stated: "In the interest of equity, we do not wish to disadvantage students
who are not able to provide supporting documents as they have not had the benefit of extracurricular instruction/lessons" and students can " Experience a wide variety of musical genres
from various cultures". However, it shares an exclusion with other programs:
"Note: At Rosedale, all instrumental students learn a string (violin, cello), wind or
percussion instrument. Students cannot specialize in piano, guitar or electric base.(sic)"
(Rosedale Height School of the Arts, 2018).
There are references to the option for students to study guitar or composition in the senior
grades, if they are able to read music. This is interesting, since reading music is clearly an
expectation in all music courses, so would be an unusual skill for a student to lack in the third or
fourth year of secondary school.
Rosedale Heights is the most accessible of the four Specialized Arts Programs within the
Toronto District School Board. Its location next to a subway stop, only a few stops from the
center of the transit system, means that any student with the means to access the Toronto Transit
Commission could apply.
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Map3: https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/11/09/do-your-neighbours-make-more-thanyou-search-our-map-of-income-in-the-gta.html
Wexford Collegiate School for the Arts
Wexford Collegiate School for the Arts (http://www.wexfordcsa.ca/general-info/) was
developed within the former Scarborough Board of Education, and offers music theatre, drama,
dance, instrumental & vocal music, glee, and technical production.
Their goals are "to deliver an interdisciplinary, performance-based program at the
professional level", through courses that "are designed to prepare students for University/College
entrance, and a career in the performing arts" (Wexford Collegiate School for the Arts, 2018).
The audition process is unique in that students must be a "triple threat" and so are asked
to memorize and present one monologue, sing a solo from the musical theatre repertoire, and
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follow a basic dance routine in a group. Because of this broader scope, there is language that
supports those with limited background such as "just go for it – we can train you" and "decisions
about your child's placement in the program is based on where they will achieve the most
success" (Wexford Collegiate School for the Arts, 2018). However the use of audition
components such as a monologue and a song from the musical theatre repertoire assume that
students will have had experience with both traditional theatre and musical theatre.
This school is located within a less-affluent neighbourhood than the other three programs,
but in close proximity to more affluent areas (See Maps 5 and 6).

Map 4: https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/11/09/do-your-neighbours-make-more-thanyou-search-our-map-of-income-in-the-gta.html
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These four schools' locations allow access via the Toronto Transit Commission buses and
streetcars, and via main roads and highways. However, as can be seen by the follow maps, there
are large areas across the northern, and most western and eastern sections of the Toronto District
School Board that are at a significant distance from any of the four Specialized Arts Program
schools.

Map 5: https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/11/09/do-your-neighbours-make-more-thanyou-search-our-map-of-income-in-the-gta.html
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Map6: http://www.tdsb.on.ca/Find-your/School/PDF-Map
Equity Factors
Income
In their analysis of these four Specialized Arts Programs, Gaztambide-Fernandez and
Parekh observed that “over one-half of the students who entered grade 9 in SAPs in 2011 were
likely to come from families representing the three highest income deciles in the TDSB” (2017,
p. 7). With reference to the six maps included above, it is important to note that transportation
costs to families not living within close proximity to the four schools would total almost $1200
per school year, utilizing either a monthly Metropass ($116.75 X 10 months = $1,167.50) or a
weekly pass ($34.75 X 38 weeks = $1,328.50).
They also stated that and stated that “students with more economic resources… are more
likely to have access to the kinds of training that might help them do well in an audition”
(Gaztambide-Fernandez and Parekh, 2017, p 10). Some of the programs presume that there will
have been prior training in vocal or instrumental music, or dance. Some assume that families
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will have had experiences both traditional and musical theatre. Provision of such experiences
require allocation of financial resources that would be beyond the means of many Toronto
families. Although YouTube has increased access to multimedia and cultural resources,
attendance at a live performance comes at significant cost.
Race
Gaztambide-Fernandez and Parekh observed that the proportion of students in
Specialized Arts programs who “self-identified as White" were "more than twice the proportion
of White students across all elementary students” and that “all other ethno-racial categories were
significantly underrepresented among students entering SAPs, with South Asian students being
the most underrepresented” (2017, p. 8). While being White might be the observable
characteristic, it is the factors that correlate with being White or with being non-White that
require examination.
“The aftermath of the Second World War saw an internationalization of education with
students travelling from non-Western countries to Western countries in search of educational
capital. “ (Johnstone, 2014, p 212) This resulted in patterns of immigration, where the purpose
of relocating to a western country was to provide access to education of one’s children. The
education to which these immigrants aspired was, and continues to be, education that will
provide security and status. It would be interesting to research further, to determine the
proportion of first, second and third generation immigrants within the student populations of the
TDSB specialized arts programs, as it is suspected that their participation might increase their
immigrant status reduces.
The value that is placed on being comfortable within the dominant culture varies from
individual to individual. The status that is achieved by being successful within the dominate
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culture is not necessarily seen as positive by those who value and wish to sustain their minority
culture. These conflicting feelings may lead some families to take a more pragmatic approach,
and support their children to excel in academics or athletics, rather than in the more complex
world of the arts.
Educational Attainment
Gaztambide-Fernandez and Parekh observed that “students entering SAPs were.. much
more likely to have parents who had gone to university”: 73.2% versus 53.2% of all elementary
students (2017, p.9).
Income, Race and Educational Attainment was also correlated strongly in the elementary
schools from which the majority of SAP students graduated. “Schools that sent 11 to 20 students
to SAPs were… more likely to be more economically advantaged than students from all other
feeder schools. Among this same group of schools sending 11 to 20 students, 76.4% were White,
much higher than the proportion within the SAPs (67%), and none were Black. “(GaztambideFernandez and Parekh, 2017, p 14).
Auditions
Rosedale Heights School of the Arts does not conduct auditions, and the other three
programs require auditions, and consistently make reference to Eurocentric genres (Classical or
Jazz) and traditional instruments (woodwinds, brass, percussion). It is interesting that none of
the programs permit students to “major” in piano, guitar or bass, which would be instruments
that would have more widespread applicability within the music industry.
As a process, auditions would only be familiar to families who had prior experience
within the arts. It is unlikely that elementary school programs would provide support for the
process, so many families would be navigating an unfamiliar process within a unfamiliar
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environment. The choice to define the activity as an audition, rather than being an interview or
conversation, serves to exclude rather than include.
Policies
Ontario Ministry of Education Policy
Ontario's Ministry of Education has several policy documents that impact the delivery of
program in its secondary schools:
1997 Bill 160
2008 Reaching Every Student – Energizing Ontario Education
2009 Equity and inclusive education in Ontario schools: Guidelines for policy
development and implementation : realizing the promise of diversity
2010 The Ontario Curriculum, Grades 11 and 12: The Arts, 2010 (Revised)
2010 Growing Success – Assessment, Evaluation, and Reporting in Ontario Schools
2012 Regulation 274/12
2013 Policy/Program Memorandum 119: Developing and implementing equity and
inclusive education policies in Ontario schools
2014 Achieving Excellence – A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario
2016 Ontario Schools, Kindergarten to Grade 12: Policy and Program Requirements,
2016 (OS)
Bill 160 was passed in 1997 by the Progressive Conservative government of Mike Harris,
who had been elected on a neo-liberal platform called the "Common Sense Revolution" (Basu,
2004, p.623). Among the reforms within the bill were two that have served to preserve programs
such as the TDSB's Specialized Arts programs: reduction of the secondary system from five to
four years, and financial policies that require low-enrolment schools to be closed. With the
reduction of secondary schooling to four years, students preparing for university entrance were
required to complete all their academic requirements within four years, rather than five. This
reduced the opportunity for optional courses, as it became difficult to plan a students' program to
include all the necessary academic courses and to schedule courses such as music or physical
education in every year of secondary school. As a result, many optional courses that had been
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programs of four or five years, were now reduced to a single course. In music, this meant that
students might take only grade 9 music, and resulted in smaller extra-curricular bands or choirs.
To access additional programming in music, families who valued music education had only the
Specialized Arts programs as an option. As well, programs currently existing in schools within
low-enrolment communities needed to remain in place, even if they no longer met the
community's cultural needs, since closing the program would likely result in closure of the
school as well.
A decade ago, the Ontario Ministry of Education stated that "Arts programs can connect
with students in ways that other studies don’t. For some students, the opportunity for this form of
creative expression keeps them coming back to school (Ontario, 2008, p. 11). This
instrumentalist approach to education, using the arts as means to support attendance, counters
both the position of traditional music educators, and the aspirations of those who wish to make
music education more culturally relevant.
The 2009 equity document "Equity and inclusive education in Ontario schools:
Guidelines for policy development and implementation : realizing the promise of diversity"
quotes George Dei in its introduction: "Inclusion is not bringing people into what already exists;
it is making new space, a better space for everyone". This statement is not supported through
the TDSB's Specialized Arts programs, whose goals are to teach students to be successful within
the existing culture structures. The focus of the equity document is to address roadblocks to
student achievement, such as issues of anti-Black racism, antisemitism, and Islamaphobia,
through creation of school board policies, and these were addressed in 2013 with Policy/Program
Memorandum 119 which outlined a process for this development. The impact on programs such
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as the Specialized Arts Programs has yet to be determined, but it would seem that many of the
practices of Specialized Arts Programs do not align with the new policies.
It would be difficult to examine the current Specialized Arts Programs and imagine that
they could meet the requirement that "schools should be places where students not only learn
about diversity but experience it" (Ontario, 2009, p. 15). The audition process, the curriculum,
and the teacher hiring process and collective agreements all combine to preserve the status quo,
and reduce opportunities to experience diversity in arts classes.
The curriculum policy document that prescribed expectations for music programs was
revised in 2010. The introduction includes seven paragraphs within "The Importance of the Arts
Curriculum" section, with the following themes:
1. Dance, drama, media arts, music and the visual arts – play a valuable role to develop
creativity, learn about identify, develop self-awareness, self-confidence, and a sense
of well-being.
2. Communicate verbally, visually and aurally to gain insights into the human condition
through exposure to a play, opera or painting.
3. Deepen appreciation of diverse perspectives, respect identity, and use the arts to pass
on to future generations the values and traditions that make use unique as Canadians.
4. Integrate cognitive, emotional, sensory and motor capacities.
5. Learn about interconnections and commonalities within the arts.
6. Link arts to other disciplines.
7. Prepare for careers in the arts.
Specialized Arts Programs are based upon this curriculum policy, but take what would be
a single credit (110 hours) per grade level, and double the time and credit for each student. In
Music, the expectations are identical from grades 9 to 12, and are organized into three strands:
Creating and Presenting; Reflecting, Responding, and Analysing; and Foundations. While the
expectations are the same, there is variation in the examples given for differing grades (9, 10 , 11
and 12) and pathways (Open, or University/College). Within the examples there is language that
speaks to "otherness": "B2.2 – analyze the impact that significant individuals or groups from a
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variety of cultures have had on traditional, commercial, and/or art music" (Ontario Ministry of
Education, 2010, p. 161). It is interesting to note that students "analyse the impact of the study
of music one…their understanding of other cultures", but there is no reference to exploration of
their own culture; just an assumption that they are Canadian. In the unit on careers, there is
language relating to the musical entertainment industry, postsecondary music institutions, and
public arts organizations, but no reference to entrepreneurial or creative roles. When teachers
begin with this expectations that are deliberately vague, it is most likely that they will focus on
their own musical experience and training, and not look beyond to stretch or expand their
repertoire. In a specialized arts program there is great scope for teachers to produce course
designs that have few commonalities with each other, and may exclude rather than include.
The Ministry of Education's policy on assessment, evaluation and reporting: Growing
Success was also released in 2010. Sample behaviours are listed for the Learning Skills of
Responsibility, Organization, Independent Work, Collaboration, Initiative, and Self-Regulation.
In addition to report card marks, these scores of Excellent, Good, Satisfactory and Needs
Improvement are used as part of the application process to the three of the four Specialized Arts
Programs. While clear in their language, they are a subjective measure of a student's abilities,
and subject to bias.
Regulation 274/12, which has been revised many times since its imposition in 2012, has
made it very difficult for any school, let alone a Specialized Arts Program, hire teachers who
might be able to address issues of diversity and equity, even if the will to do so is strong.. The
regulation requires that teacher hiring follow a process that is based upon teacher qualifications
and years of experience within the particular school board. The teacher qualifications are
overseen by the Ontario College of Teachers, who also regulate additional qualification courses
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for teachers. "Candidates come to the Additional Qualification course: Senior Division, Music –
Vocal with an interest or background in this subject matter" (Ontario College of Teachers, 2008,
p. 1). A teacher must be qualified in another discipline in the Senior Division, but there is no
measure for the "interest or background". The Ontario Institute of Studies in Education requires
only that the candidate be able to read music, to enter the three-part qualification program. So, a
teacher can easily become qualified to teach, and will be viewed within Regulation 274 as
equivalent to a teacher who has a full undergraduate degree in the discipline. When interviews
are granted for consideration for a position, the process requires that the top five candidates by
seniority (measured from the date of hire to the occasional teacher roster) be interviewed, and the
school must hire one of the qualified candidates. While this process now increases equity by
removing the possibility of nepotism, it reduces any opportunities to introduce diversity, or hire
for a particular skillset. Mobility between boards is reduced, due to the requirement that teachers
be hired first to an occasional teaching position, work for a minimum of ten months, and then
pass an interview process to become a long-term occasional teacher and qualified to be hired as a
permanent teacher, there is a strong incentive to remain in a current position, rather than risk
beginning the entire process in a new setting. As a result, there is little movement and flexibility,
and the result is programs that do not evolve and change.
Policy/Program Memorandum 119 states that "students should be able to see themselves
represented in the curriculum, programs, and culture of the school" (Ontario Ministry of
Education, 2013, p.6). As communities change, or schools change their demographics, there are
other policies and traditional practices that serve as roadblocks to meeting this goal. Teachers
have tenure, and can remain in a school for more than twenty years. It is in the interest of
students to have teachers working in conditions that allow them to perform at their best, and so
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change initiatives that require significant re-learning on the part of the teacher are a challenge.
As demonstrated, the current hiring policies do not allow school or system administrators to
substantially shift the distribution or make-up of the teaching staff. And curriculum documents
are weak in their ability to shift teacher practice.
In 2013 the Ontario government invited representatives from within the education
system, including parents and students, teachers, support staff and school and system leaders,
and organizations outside the education sector, including businesses and non-profit organizations
across the province to come together to consider and discuss the skills and knowledge Ontario
learners will need in the future. In 2014 they published a vision document: "Achieving
Excellence – A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario". The measures of success for this
plan included graduation rates, improved higher-order skills, innovative and effective teaching
practices, improved student engagement and belonging, improved experiential learning,
monitoring of enrolment in publicly funded schools, climate surveys, and increased participation
in programming that supports innovation, creativity and entrepreneurship. Specialized Arts
Programs can be seen to support this vision. The question might be, does the loss of these
students from their neighbourhood schools have a negative effect on the neighbourhood schools'
ability to meet these goals?
The 2016 publication of Ontario Schools updates the 2011 document, which consolidates
all policies and programs that affect students from Kindergarten to Grade 12. It provides
summaries of some of the policies outlined in detail above, and allows for an overview of policy
in a format that is accessible to all stakeholders. A more complete analysis of the policies that
reproduce inequality within specialized arts programs would require examination of every
reference within this valuable publication.
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Toronto District School Board Policy
Policies at the school board level are based upon provincial policy, but provide direction
to school board staff support programs such as the Specialized Arts Programs in the Toronto
District School Board:
1999
2000
2004
2010
2015
2018

Education Plan
Policy P.004 CUR: Arts Foundation
Optional Attendance
Operational Procedure PR612 Admission to Specialized Schools and Programs.
Operational Procedure PR545 – Optional Attendance
Equity Policy

The 1999 Education Plan appears never to have been revised. It outlines Key
Aspirations, and then articulates measures for their achievement. One key measure, which data
would indicate has not yet been met is "when all students have equity of access to learning
opportunities through clearly defined policies and procedures" (Toronto District School Board,
1999, p.2). It is this measure of "equity of access" that is unclear. It would be difficult to argue
that there is equitable access if the program exists, but there is a requirement for families to fund
transportation, and for students to travel for long periods of the day.
TDSB Policy P.004 CUR: Arts Foundation outlines beliefs and expectations relating to
arts programs in dance, drama, music and visual arts in elementary and secondary schools. It
makes no mention of specialized programs, but states that the TDSB is "committed to awarding
arts education a central position in the educational experience of elementary and secondary
school students and to ensuring that opportunities are created for every student to participate in
and to develop an appreciation of all the arts" (TDSB, 2000, p.2).
All students who apply to Specialized Arts Programs must also complete the board's
Optional Attendance process. Within this policy, students are able to apply to specialized
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schools and programs, but are limited to a maximum of two applications. There is reference to
the admission criteria for these programs, stating that they will be developed by the school and
approved by the Superintendent of Education if the program is initiated by the school, or they
will be developed by the TDSB if the program is initiated by the TDSB. The policy states that
"where identical programs are offered at several locations standardized criteria will exist to select
students" (TDSB, 2004, p.3). Since all four Specialized Arts Programs predate the original
TDSB policy of 1999, they are treated as separate programs, and there is no requirement that
they standardize their criteria. This policy states that "if more students meet the criteria than
there are spaces available, students will be admitted based on a lottery" (p.3). As well, the policy
states that "no transportation will be provided" (p.3). There is an operating procedure, with the
same title, that provides more detailed instruction regarding the process for completing the
optional attendance form for specialized programs, which basically state that the forms must be
completed the processed by the principals as both the specialized program school and the home
school.
In 2010 the Toronto District School Board adopted an operating procedure that outlines
the procedures to be followed by students applying to specialized programs, including the
Specialized Arts Programs. The procedure specifies that board staff will not complete forms,
create reference letters, nor use photos, except when required "for use solely during the audition
process" (TDSB, 2010, p. 2). It references requirements for the process to align with Optional
Attendance policies of the TDSB, and the Ontario Ministry of Education policy document,
Growing Success. While this would appear to support equity, it puts the onus on families to
manage the entire application process, and removes much of the support that individual schools
and teachers might provide to students in need.
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The TDSB Equity Policy was adopted in 1999, and revised in April 2018, and states that
"The TDSB acknowledges that individual and system Bias, Oppression and Discrimination exist
within our school system, and, regardless of intent, may be perpetuated unless we all take
focused, explicit, persistent and determined action to identify, challenge and overcome them"
(TDSB, 2018, p. 2). The only reference within this policy to "the arts" is in the context of
before- and after-school programs, not those within its schools (p. 12).
Post-Secondary Training
To qualify as a teacher in Ontario requires achievement of a degree or diploma in
Education. The diploma option is available only for Technological Studies, not music, so all
music teachers have a Bachelor level degree, and either a Bachelor or Master level degree in
education. Degree programs in music have a similar admission process to that described for
three of the four TDSB Specialized Arts Programs. There are music education programs offered
at the University of Toronto, Wilfrid Laurier University, University of Windsor, University of
Western Ontario, and Queen's University. They all require an entrance audition, and some
require theory test or equivalent, and letters of recommendation from music teachers. There is
now some flexibility in choice of instrument and genre, there is little outside of classical, jazz, or
pop. Even when the program is broad and theory test may be optional, there is still consistent
use of Royal Conservatory of Music (RCM) Grade 8 as a base playing standard, and sight
reading at a grade 6 level.
Teachers whose training is consistent from their own high school experience, to
undergraduate training, to teacher training, are likely to be most comfortable reproducing in their
own practice the focus and strategies which produced success for them. Even if policy were to
change, the process of shifting from that which is familiar and successful, to the unknown new
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and possibly unsuccessful would require deliberate change management on the part of schools
and school boards.
Discussion
As observed by Gaztambide-Fernandez and Parkeh, the creation of Specialized Arts
Programs in the Toronto District School Board has resulted in students who experience a high
level of "belonging, while at the same time reproducing structural inequality" (2017, p.2). Inertia
is a powerful force, and social structures serve to preserve the status quo. The school community
supports the school program, and becomes invested in the school as their students attend and are
successful. This success leads others, who value the same measure of success, to aspire to
attend. To shift or dismantle the program risks opposition from the community, parents,
students, and school staff. As long as a program meets the needs of those in it, they are unlikely
to express concern about those who are not in the program, nor wish to change to include them.
The creation of many of the TDSB's Specialized Arts Programs as a mechanism to "lure
white middle-class parents back to city schools" (Banks, 2000, p. 36) has naturally resulted in
white middle-class students being the dominant group within the schools.
Equity within these programs is "covered" by the provision of access to the programs by
all students within the TDSB, without consideration for the barriers presented by policy and
circumstance which result in inequalities and resultant lack of equity of access. However, it
might be more powerful to consider providing more access, and removing barriers, rather than
suggesting that Specialized Arts Programs are shut down. As well, revision of the curriculum
that supports the programs, consideration for diversity in hiring, and examination of the teacher
education process, would all support increased access and result in greater diversity within the
student population at TDSB's Specialized Arts Programs. Transportation alone, and its costs to
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families, make the geographic location of each of the programs a key factor in the resulting
demographics of the student populations.
Conclusion and Future Study
Greater examination of all policies that impact Specialized Arts Programs in the Toronto
District School Board is necessary to address the concerns raised by Gaztambide-Fernandez and
Parekh. The Toronto District School Board, as part of its review and revision to its Equity
Policy, would benefit from further deep analysis of its specific programs, and their impact on
equity.
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