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Vulnerable Populations
Students (designated with special needs

→ Lower than average academic performance 
→ Lower than average high school graduation rates 
→ Tendency toward vocational training pathways 
→ Persistently higher dropout rates

Black Students

→ Lower than average academic performance 
→ Lower than average high school graduation rates
→ Underrepresentation in advanced academic courses 

leading to postsecondary education 
→ Overrepresentation in general adult education 
→ Overrepresentation in special education  

MEES, 2017; MEQ, 2003; MEQ, 1999; Rousseau et al.,, 2008; Tremblay, 2017

Caldas et al., 2009; Mc Andrew & Ledent, 2008; Mc Andrew et al., 2011; Livingstone & Weinfield, 2017; Potvin & Leclercq, 2014



Black Students Designated with Special Needs

French Sector English Sector
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Mc Andrew et al., 2011



Black Students Placed in Special classes/schools

French Sector English Sector
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Theoretical Framework: Disability Critical Race Studies

→ Co-construction of disability and race  

→ Everydayness of ableism and racism

→ Reconceptualization of educational systems 
from economic-policy based to ecology-
based 

→ Recognition of shifting boundaries: 

→ normal and abnormal

→ ability and disability

→ Questions how race contributes to positioning 
within these boundaries 

Critical 
Race 

Theory

Critical 
Disability 
Studies

DisCrit

Annamma et al., 2016; 2018



The Interdependence of Racism and Ableism: Some Examples
in Quebec



1. To describe special education 
placement processes from student 
experiences

2. To describe special education 
placement processes from 
institutional dimensions

3. To analyze student experiences in 
interaction with  institutional 
dimensions

4. To explore systemic and structural 
barriers in student experiences

04Research 
Objectives



Context of the Study 

“Regular” Schools “Special” Schools 

Youth Sector 
(High Schools) 

English School Boards 



Participants 

Students

N=20

Teachers

n = 7 

Administrators 

n = 9

Guidance 
counselors

n = 3

Behavioral 
technicians

n = 1

Placement 
committee 
members

n = 3



General Portrait of Student-Participants

Gender

English = 18
French = 1
N/A = 1 

Total number of  participants

Elementary = 4 
Secondary = 16 

Age
14 – 18 years

M = 12
F= 8

Mother tongue

Immigration generational 
status

Countries of origin

Grade level

Special school placment

1st = 2
2nd = 7
3rd + = 11

Canada, Ethiopia, Grenada, Haiti, 
Jamaica, Senegal, Somalia, St-Kitts, St-
Lucia, St-Vincent, Trinidad & Tobago

N= 20

Sec 2 = 2 
Sec 4 = 11 
Sec 5 = 7



Key Findings: Summary of the placement process 
Regular
shools 

Environment

Relationships with 
peers

Relationships with 
personnel

School 
performance 

Mental health and 
well-being

Academic

Behavior

Behavioral contracts, “community service”,  
suspensions, expulsions, physical restraints, police 

implication
???

Special 
Schools

/

/

/

Post-
secondary

“Dropouts”
n=5

Adult Ed
n=3

Cégep
n=2



The work was elementary type but like on paper 
you were still in like sec 1 or 2 [...] I was assigned to 
do the [vocational] program, like I was assigned to 
do the workshop and cooking classes. That was 
it. No, like math problems, nothing.  Hmm mm  
yeah, just like basically putting away boxes, that 
kind of stuff [...] Basically we were kinda like 
slaves in that class...because we were forced to 
like clean up. I remember this one time we had 
swimming lessons and after that I didn’t want to, 
like me and my friends didn’t want to go to the 
pool because the pool wasn’t clean, so we were 
kinda forced to clean the whole gym, wash the 
benches, like clean the basement, like all those 
kind of stuff. 

Kendrick , grade 10, diagnosis info N/A

Special needs – exploited



It hurts me that like I actually did the right thing for the first  
time and they expelled me like, I actually asked to have a 
meeting […] I'm talking about how my mom's sick...how I have 
to work so hard to give her money, so the roof can be on top 
of our head...Like I'm trying so hard not to cry but it's coming 
out. I'm trying to be strong and they're just like there staring 
at me...Like they're not feeling no pain because they don't 
know what I've been through to feel that pain, especially 
being 17 years old to feel that pain and a White man, come 
call me a beggar! I'm crying out to them and I'm like telling 
them my pain and [the principal]  just looks at me, he's like “I 
appreciate it Amiyna, but you're not coming back to this 
school” [...] Yeah, they expelled me because I was on a 
contract and they gave me way too many chances, which 
clearly they didn't give me any. 

Amiyna, grade 11, diagnosis info n/A

Special needs – excluded



Let’s just say a kid gets mad, if it’s a White kid whatever uhh
he’d probably like get followed, or whatever, get pushed 
up to the room, if it’s a Black kid or whatever, he’d either 

get told to calm down, if he doesn’t calm down, he’s gonna
get restrained in the room or like restrained right there on 
the spot like everything...getting dragged out of there, like 

sometimes kids would get dragged out the class in the 
most disrespectful way ever. Got literally dragged off of 

their chair, like teachers would come and just pull them 
off their chair and just grab them, and like drag them 

through the room out the class […] That happened to me 
once or like twice and I got mad to the point where they 
called the police and then my mom had to come pick me 

up cuz like that makes no sense, come on! 

Marcus, grade 10, ADHD diagnosis

Special needs – criminalized



Discussion and conclusion

Placement 
Process

→Continuous and invisible 
to students 

→Maintains dysfunctional 
educational ecologies 

→Enacted to displace 
students who do not meet 
expected academic and 
behavioral norms

→Euphemism for punitive 
discipline

→Placement leads to special 
needs rather than special 
needs leading to 
placement 

Impact on 
Students

→School detachment, 
disengagement

→Negative effects on mental 
health and well-being 
(depression, anxiety)

→Distrust of White school 
personnel and seeking out 
Black personnel 

→Exacerbation of “behavioral 
problems”

→Academic vulnerability and 
insecurities about 
postsecondary possibilities

Outcomes and 
Implications

→Special schools fail to 
prioritize safe, caring, 
nurturing, relationships and 
environments over punitive 
and violent discipline

→The invisible placement 
process prevents students 
from accessing services and 
supports they are entitled to 
by law

→Dire necessity of including 
racism, ableism, and anti-
blackness in school and 
teacher education curricula 
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