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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

Following	the	review	of	the	Reaching	Individual	Success	and	Excellence	(RISE)	program	within	
the	Greater	Essex	County	District	School	Board	(GECDSB),	the	research	team	developed	
recommendations	based	on	identified	system	data,	interviews	and	focus	groups	with	students,	
families,	educators,	and	administrators	as	well	as	relevant	literature.		
 
EXAMINING	THE	STRUCTURE	AND	PURPOSE	OF	RISE	
	
1.	Evidenced	opportunities	and	consequences	of	tying	student	support	directly	to	a	partially	

integrated	special	education	program	structure.



#!

RISE	AND	THE	WORK	OF	FAMILIES	AND	EDUCATORS	
	
9.	RISE	perceived	as	the	“only	option”	for	support.	
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RESEARCH	PROCESS	AND	TEAM!
In	fall	of	2023,	a	team	of	researchers	were	assembled	from	across	three	universities	to	review	
the	Reaching	Individual	Success	and	Excellence	(RISE)	program	within	the	Greater	Essex	
County	District	School	Board	(GECDSB).	The	review	process	included	a	three-pronged	approach	
to	enable	triangulation	of	findings:	1)	a	collection	of	relevant	literature	on	RISE,	similarly	
structured	special	education	programs,	and	students’	experiences	in	special	education;	2)	a	
review	of	system	data;	and	3)	interviews	or	focus	groups	with	students,	families,	educators,	and	
administrators.	The	following	report	discusses	each	component	of	the	review	process	and	
includes	recommendations	for	the	GECDSB.	
	
Research	Ethics:	Ethics	approval	was	reviewed	and	obtained	by	York	University’s	Research	
and	Ethics	Board	(REB)	(Certificate	number:	REB	2023-383),	with	subsequent	review	and	
approval	from	the	University	of	Windsor	and	the	Toronto	Metropolitan	University	REBs.	
	
Description	of	Team:	Our	research	team	consisted	of	four	researchers	and	three	graduate	
research	assistants.	The	four	co-leads	for	this	review	included:	
	

Gillian	Parekh,	Associate	Professor	and	Canada	Research	Chair	in	Disability	Studies	in	
Education,	from	the	Faculty	of	Education	at	York	University.	

	
Kathryn	Underwood,	Professor,	School	of	Early	Childhood	Studies,	Toronto	
Metropolitan	University.	
	
Andrew	Allen,	Associate	Professor,	and	Director	of	the	Joint	PhD	in	Educational	Studies,	
Faculty	of	Education,	University	of	Windsor.	

	
Nicole	Ineese-Nash,	Assistant	Professor,	Cross-Appointed	between	the	School	of	Early	
Childhood	Studies	and	Child	and	Youth	Care,	Toronto	Metropolitan	University.	

	
The	three	graduate	research	assistants	included:	
	

Mugabi	Kiyaga,	Master’s	student,	Faculty	of	Education,	University	of	Windsor.	
	

Ryan	Collis,	Doctoral	candidate,	Faculty	of	Education,	York	University.	
	

Angelique	Gordon,	Doctoral	candidate,	Critical	Disability	Studies,	York	University.	
	
We’d	like	to	acknowledge	and	thank	Gail	Kiss,	Senior	Systems	Analyst	(GECDSB),	for	her	
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PROGRAM	REVIEW	

	
In	July	of	2022,	our	research	team	was	approached	to	consider	conducting	a	program	review	of	
the	Greater	Essex	County	District	School	Board’s	Reaching	Individual	Success	and	Excellence	
(RISE)	program.	The	central	question	guiding	the	review	was	whether	RISE	was	meeting	the	
needs	of	participating	students.	RISE	is	a	partially	integrated	special	education	program	offered	
in	the	majority	of	elementary	schools	across	the	system.	Enrolment	into	RISE	is	generally	
capped	at	11	students	per	program.	Access	to	RISE	typically	requires	students	to	be	identified	
through	the	Identification,	Placement	and	Review	Committee	(IPRC)	process	and	
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SYSTEM	OVERVIEW	

	
As	part	of	the	review,	it	was	important	for	reviewers	to	situate	RISE	within	the	broader	special	
education	system.	As	such,	our	research	team	partnered	with	IT	to	provide	an	overview	of	
program	structures	and	how	students	were	organized	across	special	education	settings	and	
identification	categories.	
		
Figure	1.	Proportion	of	students	involved	in	special	education,	Full	System	as	of	June	
2023	
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Table	1	includes	student	counts	across	special	education	categories	for	the	full	system	(as	of	
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disability	accounted	for	25.7%,	students	who	were	only	on	an	IEP	(no	IPRC)	made	up	25.5%,	
students	identified	with	multiple	exceptionalities	made	up	23.3%,	and	students	identified	with	a	
Mild	Intellectual	Disability	accounted	for	8.2%.	
	
Table	2.	Overall	proportion	of	students	across	settings	and	elementary/secondary	panels	
	

	 Fully	Self-Contained	 Partially	Integrated	 Regular	Classroom	 Total	
	 #	 %	 #	 %	 #	 %	 #	 %	

Elementary	 343	 12%	 785	 28%	 1681	 60%	
280

9	 100%	

Secondary	 482	 19%	 	
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Examining	selected	special	education	categories	reveals	notable	differences	between	academic	
settings.	For	instance,	for	students	identified	with	a	learning	disability,	two-thirds	(66%)	were	
learning	in	the	regular	class	with	a	third	(34%)	in	a	partially	integrated	program.	For	students	
identified	with	a	mild	intellectual	disability,	only	15%	of	students	were	learning	in	the	regular	
class	with	the	majority	(84%)	in	a	partially	integrated	setting	(such	as	RISE).	For	students	
identified	with	autism	or	multiple	exceptionalities,	close	to	half	(45%)	were	taught	in	the	
regular	class,	with	students	identified	with	autism	more	likely	to	be	placed	in	fully	self-
contained	programs	(43%)	compared	to	21%	for	students	identified	with	multiple	
exceptionalities.	Students	on	an	IEP,	with	no	formal	exceptionality,	were	most	likely	to	be	taught	
in	the	regular	class	(97%).	
	
Figure	4.	
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SUMMARY	OF	FINDINGS	

	
The	following	findings	and	recommendations	highlight	what	we	have	learned	from	interviews	
and	focus	groups,	system	data,	as	well	as	the	academic	literature.		

EXAMINING	THE	STRUCTURE	AND	PURPOSE	OF	RISE	

Finding	1.	Evidenced	opportunities	and	consequences	of	tying	student	support	
directly	to	a	partially	integrated	special	education	program	structure.	

	
The	RISE	program	offers	concentrated	support	for	students	with	designated	exceptionalities	
who	are	behind	in	the	area	of	Mathematics	and/or	Language	by	two	years	or	more.	This	
structure	provides	small	group	settings,	which	allows	the	opportunity	for	more	individual	
interactions	between	students	and	the	RISE	teacher.	The	RISE	program	typically	enrols	a	
maximum	of	11	students	per	class,	fostering	an	environment	conducive	to	developing	
supportive	relationships,	offering	individualized	instruction,	and	conducting	individual	
assessments	intended	to	be	tailored	to	each	student.	This	setting	is	also	structured	to	facilitate	
the	implementation	of	a	flexible	and	responsive	curriculum	design,	with	the	goal	of	providing	
educational	content	that	is	directly	aligned	with	students’	learning	goals.	The	data	from	the	
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The	disparate	views	on	RISE’s	purpose	have	several	implications	for	the	program’s	
implementation	and	effectiveness.	The	lack	of	a	unified	understanding	can	lead	to	
inconsistencies	in	program	delivery,	with	some	educators	prioritizing	academic	catch-up	with	
others	focusing	on	students’	emotional	well-being.	This	inconsistency	can	affect	the	students’	
and	their	families’	expectations	of	the	program	and	their	satisfacti
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outcomes	across	its	student	population.	Academic	outcomes	have	been	described	as	“student-
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Finding	4.	A	trend	analysis	shows	that	participation	in	RISE	is	highly	correlated	to	
elementary	and	secondary	program	pathways,	which	can	shape	access	to	
postsecondary	education.	

		
Another	prominent	theme	to	emerge	from	the	data	is	the	relationship	between	RISE	and	
secondary	school	programs.	As	established	in	the	literature,	students’	access	to	or	enrolment	in	
particular	courses	or	programs	holds	a	very	strong	relationship	to	postsecondary	outcomes	
(Gallagher-Mackay	et	al.,	2023;	Parekh,	2013).	As	researchers,	we	often	employ	access	to	
postsecondary	education	as	a	measurable	outcome	as	postsecondary	participation	has	been	
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Finding	6:	Secondary	school	pathways	are	fairly	distinct,	particularly	for	
Mathematics.	

	
Of	students	in	the	GECDSB	who	took	Grade	9	Academic	English,2	78%	went	on	to	take	
University	level	English	in	Grade	12,	with	22%	pursuing	a	College	level	English	credit.	The	vast	
majority	of	students	(87%)	taking	an	Applied	English	course	in	Grade	9	largely	went	on	to	take	
College	level	English	in	Grade	12.	Of	students	pursuing	Grade	9	English	at	the	Locally	Developed	
level,	60%	went	on	to	take	a	Grade	12	English	course	at	the	College	level,	with	36%	at	the	
Workplace	level.	The	relationship	between	Grade	9	and	Grade	12	English	courses	is	fairly	direct	
for	the	Academic-University	pathway	and	Applied-College	pathway.	However,	students	
pursuing	the	Locally	Developed	level	in	Grade	9	appear	to	have	options	between	Grade	12	
College	and	Workplace	English	courses,	but	were	unlikely	to	pursue	Grade	12	University	
English,	a	ke









/en/programs-and-learning/resources/Documents/GECDSB-Parent-Guide-to-MAPS.pdf
/en/programs-and-learning/resources/Documents/GECDSB-Parent-Guide-to-MAPS.pdf
/en/programs-and-learning/resources/Documents/GECDSB-Parent-Guide-to-STEPS.pdf
/en/programs-and-learning/resources/Documents/GECDSB-Parent-Guide-to-STEPS.pdf
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Figure	10.	Graduation	Status	across	Program,	Student	Information	System,	Students	in	
Grade	12	(2022-2023)	
	
!
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Drawing	on	Grade	12	student	data	(2022-2023	school	year),	we	were	able	to	explore	graduation	
trends	related	to	student	programs	and	special	education	categories.6	For	graduation	rates,	we	
opted	to	employ	the	measure	of	graduation	in	four	years,	either	with	an	OSSD	or	OSSC,	as	that	
particular	timeframe	indicates	meeting	the	graduation	milestone	‘on	time’.	Many	students	will	
take	a	fifth	year	to	complete	the	program,	or	up	to	seven	years	if	permitted	through	special	
education.	As	such,	most	students	will	eventually	graduate.	Therefore,	to	construct	a	milestone	
indicative	of	moving	through	the	system	‘as	expected’,	we	opted	to	explore	graduation	rates	
after	four	years.	For	the	overall	system,	the	OSSD	graduation	rate	in	four	years	was	70%	(note	
that	the	2022	five-year	OSSD	graduation	rate	for	GECDSB	was	85%)	(Ontario	Ministry	of	
Education,	2024).	Students	who	had	an	IEP,	including	those	both	informally	and	formally	
identified,	had	similar	graduation	rates,	within	6%	of	the	overall	system	(66%	and	64%,	
respectively).	OSSD	graduation	rates	for	students	in	RISE	were	less	than	half	of	the	system	rates	
(32%),	with	12%	graduating	with	an	OSSC.		

!
6!D94>34!=.14!1,4!2<4=12?24<!0-></>12.=!->143!>-4!;>34<!.=9:!.=!1,4!31/<4=13!4=-.994<!>3!.?!J/=4!#*#$!>1!>!
?./-Z:4>-!0-></>12.=!1284?->84@!\4-46!74]S4!>55924<!>!<2??4-4=1!841-2B!1,>=!1,4!U2=231-:!.?!O</B>12.=!
1:52B>99:!-45.-13@  
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This	heavy	reliance	on	the	RISE	program	for	specialized	support	raises	concerns	about	the	
diversity	of	options	available	to	families	and	students.	For	instance,	participants	in	RISE	are	
often	not	eligible	for	other	types	of	support,	such	as	educational	assistants	or	English	as	a	
Second	Language	supports.	While	the	program’s	structure	is	intended	to	offer	substantial	
benefits,	the	characterization	of	it	as	“the	only	option”	suggests	a	need	for	a	broader	array	of	
support	mechanisms	that	can	accommodate	all	students.	
	
RISE	educators,	too,	felt	like	they	were	the	students’	“only	option”	for	support.	Some	educators	
shared	how,	once	they	took	on	the	RISE	position,	it	was	assumed	that	they	were	now	the	
students’	entire	system	of	support.	`;*/$-.*&*(2%*2/*7C*J$.,K*%9)C*7&C*9&0)*,#1123%*,%&//K*&-.*%9)-*
&,*,22-*&,*%9)C*,%&3%*8$%9*7)K*;*&7*%9)*,#1123%G*;U7*($J)*2J&CK*'#%*89&%*&'2#%*%9)*2%9)3*%93))*
1)3$2.,*2/*%9)*.&C*89)3)*%9)C*+&-U%*3)&.K*'#%*%9)C*,%$((*9&0)*%2*.2*%9)*,2+$&(*,%#.$),K*%9)*,+$)-+)K*%9)*
89&%)0)3*)(,)G*Q9)$3*236&-$N&%$2-*,J$((,*&3)-U%*2-*1&3K*C)%*%9)CU3)*)=1)+%).*%2*.2*A3&.)R*&-.*V*
32%&3CK*c#,%*($J)*%9)CU3)*$-*9$69*,+922(G*Q9)3)U,*&*($%%()*.$,+2--)+%*%9)3)G*Q9)C*,%$((*6)%*,1))+9K*%9)C*
,%$((*6)%*dQK*%9)C*,%$((*6)%*@QK*&-C*2/*%92,)*J$-.,*2/*%9$-6,G*Y23*%9)*72,%*1&3%K*#-(),,*%9)3)U,*&*7&c23*
,&/)%C*+2-+)3-K*%9&%U,*$%g;U7*$%G*!0)-*,27)%$7),*8$%9*&*7&c23*,&/)%C*+2-+)3-K*$/*;U7*&*/$=K*;U7*,%$((*$%b	
(Educator	feedback).	
	
From	interviews	with	RISE	educators,	once	students	were	placed	in	RISE,	there	was	a	palpable	
decrease	in	shared	responsibility	within	the	school	for	students’	education.	It’s	important	that	
when	students	enter	a	program	like	RISE	that	they	continue	to	be	supported	and	valued	as	a!!!!!	!!!!!
member	of	the	school	community,	where	all	staff	share	responsibility	for	their	academic	and	
social	success.	Ongoing	shared	responsibility	for	students	also	supports	both	RISE	and	
homeroom	educators	as	well	as	promotes	more	collaborative	practice	within	the	school.		
	
Recommendations:		
	
9.1	Diversify	support	Options:	The	board	should	endeavour	to	expand	the	range	of	support	
options	available	to	students	accessing	special	education	beyond	the	RISE	program.	This	
expansion	could	include	the	development	of	other	models	for	delivering	specialized	services,	
and	better	access	to	support	services	within	mainstream	classrooms,	and	the	provision	of	
external	resources	and	interventions	that	are	culturally	responsive	and	academically	rigorous.	
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9.4	Foster	a	community	of	practice:	Creating	a	supportive	community	among	RISE	educators	
encourages	collaboration,	reduces	feelings	of	isolation,	and	promotes	shared	learning	and	
problem-solving.	Research	highlights	the	value	of	communities	of	practice	in	fostering	
professional	identity	and	commitment.	Establish	regular	meetings	and	forums	for	RISE	
educators,	and	other	teaching	colleagues,	to	share	experiences,	strategies,	and	challenges,	
fostering	a	sense	of	community	and	collective	purpose.		
	
9.5	Value	the	roles	of	all	educators	in	the	system:	Educators	in	RISE	would	benefit	from	
additional	support	and	community.	Recognizing	educational	assistants,	and	other	support	staff	
in	the	building	as	essential	to	the	school	operations,	will	ensure	that	both	RISE	and	regular	
classrooms	are	staffed	for	the	benefit	of	students.		

Finding	10.	Families	are	engaging	in	extensive	labour	and	are	connecting	to	
external	services	to	support	their	children.	

	
When	considering	the	academic	outcomes	of	RISE,	it	is	important	to	also	acknowledge	the	
commitment	families	of	participating	children	invest	in	their	child(ren)’s	academic	and	
emotional	development	at	home.	Many	families	reported	spending	considerable	time	and	
resources	on	external	services,	such	as	private	tutors	and	therapies,	to	complement	the	
education	their	child(ren)	receive	in	RISE.	Furthermore,	some	parents	have	undertaken	training	
in	literacy	and	learning	disability	programs	to	better	assist	their	child(ren)	with	school-related	
tasks	and	academic	learning	at	home.	This	level	of	parental	involvement	underscores	the	
complexities	of	assessing	the	direct	impact	of	the	RISE	program	(and	intervention	programs	
generally)	on	students’	learning	outcomes,	given	the	concurrent	contribution	of	external	
support	and	parental	engagement.	Substantial	research	has	been	done	on	equity	concerns	that	
arise	in	school	perceptions	of	parental	involvement	(Flores	&	Kyere,	2020;	Reynolds	et	al.,	
2014)	
	
The	dedication	of	families	to	enhancing	their	children’s	academic	skills	through	additional	
outside	resources	points	to	the	perceived	need	for	more	intensive	support	than	what	is	
provided	within	the	RISE	program	alone.	It	is	common	that	parents’	contributions	are	
unrecognized	in	educational	environments	(Underwood	et	al.,	2020).	The	varied	sources	of	
support	highlight	a	collaborative	yet	complex	ecosystem	surrounding	the	academic	
development	of	students	in	RISE,	where	the	program’s	impact	is	interwoven	with	external	
educational	efforts	initiated	by	families.	However,	attention	to	equity	and	discrimination	in	the	
perception	of	parent	contributions	is	also	critical.	
	
Recommendations:		
	
10.1	Engage	families	as	partners	in	the	care	and	education	of	children:	Engaging	families	
as	active	partners	in	their	children’s	education	has	been	consistently	shown	to	enhance	
academic	outcomes.	A	partnership	approach	ensures	that	educational	strategies	are	reinforced	
at	home,	creating	a	consistent	and	supportive	learning	environment	for	students.	However,	
parent	engagement	should	not	be	expected	in	lieu	of	school	support.	
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10.2	A	greater	emphasis	on	sharing	assessment	information,	and	the	potential	pathways	
from	RISE	is	needed:	Research	demonstrates	that	strong	family	engagement	in	education	
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towards	fostering	a	school-wide	culture	of	inclusivity	and	acceptance.	Initiatives	could	include	
peer	mentorship	programs,	awareness	campaigns	about	diverse	learning	needs,	and	
professional	development	for	all	staff	on	inclusive	practices.	Evidence	suggests	that	such	whole-
school	approaches	can	reduce	stigma	and	create	more	supportive	environments	for	disabled	
students	(Gregory	&	Nichols,	2018).	
	
11.2.	Identify	and	address	incidences	of	disability	discrimination:	Integrate	the	issue	of	
ableism	and	disability	discrimination	into	ongoing	equity	and	professional	development	
activities.	Name	and	address	incidences	of	disability	discrimination	as	they	occur	in	the	
classroom,	school,	and	school	property,	and	hold	all	school	community	members	accountable	in	
upholding	anti-ableist	actions.		
	
11.3	Provide	comprehensive	training	for	educators	on	creating	inclusive,	trauma-
informed	safe	spaces:	The	need	for	schools	to	be	safe,	inclusive	environments	where	all	
students,	particularly	those	with	disabilities	and	diverse	backgrounds,	can	thrive	is	paramount.	
Educators	play	a	crucial	role	in	fostering	these	safe	spaces,	yet	they	often	require	more	training	
and	resources	to	effectively	support	students	facing	various	challenges,	including	trauma	and	
discrimination.	Partnerships	between	Education	Assistants,	Child	and	Youth	Workers,	mental	
health	professionals,	and	other	educators	can	provide	students	and	teachers	with	ongoing	
support,	and	consultations	can	enhance	the	school’s	capacity	to	respond	effectively	to	students’	
emotional	and	psychological	needs,	contributing	to	a	more	supportive	school	environment.		

WHO	DO	THESE	STRUCTURES	AFFECT?	EXAMINING	STUDENT	DEMOGRAPHICS	

The	Greater	Essex	County	District	School	Board	(GECDSB)	collects	data	on	student	identity	in	a	
number	of	ways.	Two	key	approaches	are	collecting	information	through	registration	data	and	
through	the	Student	Census.	For	generations,	research	has	shown	disproportionate	
representation	within	special	education,	which	raises	questions	about	the	intersecting	roles	of	
ableism,	racism,	classism,	and	other	forms	of	bias	(Artiles,	et	al.	2010;	Brown	&	Parekh,	2010;	
Connor,	2017;	Domina	et	al.,	2017;	Parekh,	2022).	As	such,	it’s	important	to	examine	who	is	
involved	in	special	education	and	how.	
		
GENDER	
		
Typically,	when	examining	binary	gender	representation	across	special	education	categories	
and	programs,	overall	system	values	typically	emerge	as	a	near	even	split	(as	seen	in	the	
GECDSB).	However,	male	students	are	consistently	overrepresented	in	special	education	
categories	and	programs	(Brown	&	Parekh,	2010).	This	trend	is	evidenced	in	both	elementary	
and	secondary	panels.	The	closest	gender	parity	is	found	for	students	who	only	have	an	IEP	(no	
formal	identification)	with	the	largest	stratification	for	students	participating	in	GAINS	and	
STEPS	where	populations	are	approximately	68-69%	male.	
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culture	as	well	as	consumers.	Culturally	Sustaining	Pedagogy	perpetuates	and	fosters	linguistic,	
literate,	and	cultural	pluralism	as	part	of	schooling	for	positive	social	transformation	(Paris	&	
Alim,	2017).	As	noted	earlier,	established	research	shows	evidence	of	the	overrepresentation	of	
racialized	and	marginalized	students	in	special	education	and	academic	pathways	that	offer	
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13.2	Recognize	and	respond	to	intersectional	experiences:	Ableism,	racism,	and	xenophobia	
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WHAT	DO	WE	NEED	TO	MAKE	OUR	SCHOOLS	INCLUSIVE?		
		

First	we	need	to	state	clearly	that	our	goal	is	to	have	“inclusive,	effective,	community	
schools”	that	are	both	committed	to	inclusion	and	able	to	effectively	carry	it	out.	Once	
the	goal	is	set	and	before	us,	we	can	make	plans	to	move	ahead.	It	is	a	challenging	goal	
that	will	take	a	significant	investment	in	leadership	at	all	levels	–	at	the	policy	level;	the	
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