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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the employment environment as it is experienced by visible
minority employees in support positions at the University of Alberta in Edmonton,
Alberta, Canada. The research was conducted in collaboration with the Office of
Human Rights at the University of Alberta, using qualitative research methods

including interviews, questionnaires and document analysis.

The sample for the study included part- and full-time continuing support staff
who designated themselves as visible minorities in an employment equity
census administered by the Office of Human Rights. Of the 234 self-designated

visible minorities, 89 completed questionnaires and nine were interviewed.

The findings show that, in many instances, visible minority employees view the
University of Alberta as a supportive and equitable institution. However, there
are other instances where the University may not be perceived to be as

equitable.

It is hoped that this study will further the implementation of employment equity
policies and assist in enhancing the employment environment at the University

of Alberta.
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Chapter |

Background to the Study

Introduction

Due to immigration patterns since the mid-1940s, Canada has evolved, from a
demographic, social and cultural standpoint, as an increasingly muiticultural
society with corresponding multicultural policies. A definition of multiculturalism
is difficult to formulate as it tends to mean different things to different people.
While some proponents of multiculturalism tend to focus on the right of ethnic
minorities to express their cultural distinctiveness, others focus on the right of
ethnic minorities to equality within the social, political and economic institutions
of Canada. It is useful to note that Fleras (1992) defines the main tenet of
multicuituralism to be “nothing less than the fair, just, and equitable treatment of
minorities of all colors and cultures” (p. xiv).

Multiculturalism has had a strong impact on alil sectors of Canadian society.
Educational institutions, the criminal justice system and the media are among the
institutions which have been affected by muiticulturalism. These and other
institutions have had to adjust to the changing demographic realities in Canada.
These institutions have made efforts to become more representative, equitable
and accessible for all Canadians. Despite these efforts, however, many ethnic
minorities continue to encounter probiems related to racial intolerance, such as
racism and systemic discrimination.

Canada’s strong commitment to addressing these problems and to
multiculturalism in general is in keeping with its strong commitment to human
rights overall. In a multicultural society, the rights of all peoples must be
respected, regardless of culture, race, ethnicity or other characteristics such as
gender or religious beliefs. Racism and discrimination violate the human rights
of specific groups and individuals and must be addressed and eliminated in
order to create a just multicultural society.

This study focuses on the human rights of ethnic minorities as they relate to
employment. Promoting respect for these rights is one of the main objectives of
employment equity. During the last decade in Canada, employment equity
legislation and regulations have been implemented and refined in an attempt to
remedy “deeply entrenched patterns of disadvantage in the Canadian
workplace” for four officially designated groups: women, Aboriginal peoples,
persons with disabilities and visible minorities (Agocs, Burr and Somerset, 1992,
p. 37). This study focuses exclusively on visible minority employees. Visible
minorities are defined under the Employment Equity Act, as “persons ‘other than
aboriginal peoples, who are, because of their race or color, in a visible minority
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in Canada,’ and/or who identify themseives to their employer as such. Examples
may include Blacks and persons of Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Filipino, Indo-
Pakistani, West Asian or Southeast Asian ancestry” (Agocs et al., 1992, p. 10). It
is important to stress that, in practice, this definition includes all individuals who
perceive that they are a visible minority even though they may not be perceived
by others to be visibly distinct from the standpoint of ‘race or color.’ For example,
it is possible that a Caucasian person may experience discrimination related to
such things as religious beliefs, accent, English language ability, or simply
because they are an ‘immigrant.’ In this case, they may more readily identify with
those who are visibly distinct.

At present, visible minorities represent approximately 12 percent of the
workforce in Canada. However, studies have shown that visible minorities are
underrepresented within specific areas of the workforce or they are
underemployed considering their education and credentials. Visible minority
employees tend to be absent from or underrepresented in positions of power
such as supervisory, managerial, and decision-making positions.

Public sector institutions such as government departments, universities and
colleges have an important role to play in promoting human rights in general.
They also have a role to play in promoting employment equity. In the case of the
University of Alberta, an Office of Human Rights was established in December of
1990. As stated in their Annual Report for the period January 1, 1995 to
December 31, 1995, the Office of Human Rights was “established to assist and
advise the University of Alberta community in achieving the goals regarding the
promotion and recognition of human rights on campus set out in the University’s
mission statement and other documents and policies” (p. 1).

Former University of Alberta President Paul Davenport created the President's
Employment Equity Implementation Committee (PEEIC) in June of 1991 in order
to “prepare an employment equity plan for the University of Alberta which meets
the terms and conditions of the Federal Contractors Program (FCP) and which is
acceptable to the University community and observes the policies of the General
Faculties Council and the Board of Governors respecting employment’
(University of Alberta, 1994, p. vii). The result of this initiative is the document
entitted Opening Doors: A Plan for Employment Equity at the University of
Alberta. Employment equity is characterized by the University as the

process by which artificial barriers to employment are systematically
identified and removed. It is a way of ensuring that everyone gets
employment, training and promotions based on merit. It is a means
through which the University works towards making all of its employees -
regardless of gender, race, color or disability - feel welcomed and valued.
Opening Doors focuses on improving the work climate on campus.
(University of Alberta, 1995, p.1)
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The Office of Human Rights has undertaken and continues to undertake many
initiatives which further the goals of Opening Doors such as administering an
employment equity census, maintaining special bulletin boards to raise
awareness of human rights and employment equity issues, coordinating
conferences on employment equity-related issues, preparing catalogues of
services of interest to designated groups, and offering courses on various issues
which are pertinent to human rights and employment equity (University of
Alberta, 1995).

Several of the objectives or recommendations outlined in Opening Doors make
reference to the need for a study of the employment environment at the
University of Alberta as experienced by members of designated groups - one of
which is visible minorities. This is where the concept of pursuing a study
regarding visible minority employees originated.

In accordance with a recommendation in Opening Doors, an Employment Equity
Discretionary Fund was established in order to provide financial support for
initiatives which would assist with the University of Alberta’s employment equity
goals. University of Alberta students, academic staff and support staff are invited
to submit proposals for projects which they believe would further the goals set
forth in Opening Doors. Funding for this study was awarded through the
Employment Equity Discretionary Fund.

Research is very important in order to help implement employment equity
objectives or policies. Research studies provide data to help gain a better
understanding of the social and cultural realities of the workplace. Such studies
reveal areas where change is needed to fulfill the goals and purposes of
employment equity. They also help to ascertain which initiatives have had
positive outcomes and therefore should be continued and reinforced. Thus far,
there has not been a great deal of research regarding employment equity as it
relates specifically to the designated groups at the University of Alberta.

The University of Alberta’s Empiloyment Equity Implementation Committee has,
however, funded many initiatives that relate directly to employment equity at the
University of Alberta. A few of the initiatives that were funded include: an
Aboriginal daycare program, an Aboriginal scholars database to assist with
faculty renewal, sign language interpreting for University of Alberta employees,
and a project regarding women's experiences as faculty members in the
sciences.

Studies related to educational equity have also been funded by the Employment

Equity Implementation Committee. One of these studies was conducted in 1995
by Toh and Cawagas which focused on the experiences of visible minority
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students at the University of Alberta. Another study which has been funded
involves the experiences of men and women in first year science courses.

There are aiso other studies which are not associated with the Employment
Equity Discretionary Fund. For example, Louise Walden, a graduate student in
Educational Policy Studies, is currently working on her doctoral thesis regarding
the pay equity program for support staff at the University of Alberta which was
implemented in 1989. In addition, University Teaching Services has sponsored
an educational equity study which is currently being conducted by Dr. S. H. Toh
also of Educational Policy Studies. This study examines models of University
teaching which promote respect for equity and cultural difference. The above
noted studies and initiatives provide a background as to the kinds of equity
related endeavors pursued at the University of Alberta to date.

Although it will be important to look at all levels of staff from designated and non-
designated groups in both the academic and support areas at the University of
Alberta, this study focuses exclusively on visible minority employees in support
positions. In this regard, the choice has been influenced by my personal
experiences as a support staff employee in a higher education context. | am
currently employed as a Student Advisor in Services for Students with
Disabilities and, in the past, have worked in many other areas on campus. These
experiences have provided me with some insight into the workplace environment
at the University of Alberta. Furthermore, although | myself come from an Anglo-
Franco Canadian ethnocultural background, | have a keen interest in
intercultural studies. As part of my Bachelor of Arts degree in French transiation
and Chinese language and literature, | studied in France for two years and in
China for approximately eight months. In addition, experience gained while
previously working at the International Centre and the Centre for International
Education and Development on campus has further solidified my interest in the
area of intercultural education.

Conceptual Framework

This study has been guided by the conceptual and theoretical issues and
insights that have emerged within the Canadian and parallel muiticultural
contexts (e.g., USA, UK, Australia). The three primary fields which will be
explored are: multiculturalism, human rights and human rights education, and
employment equity.

Multiculturalism

Over the past few decades, the demographics of Canadian society have
changed substantially. In the period between 1945 and 1970, the vast majority of
immigrants who came to Canada were from the United Kingdom, Northern
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Europe, Austria, ltaly, Germany, Greece, France, Portugal, and the United
States. However, since the 1970s, immigration sources have shifted, with more
immigrants coming from Asia, South and Central America, the Caribbean and
Africa. Thus, the proportion of visible minorities in Canada has substantiaily
increased. Indications are that this trend will continue. It has aiso been
suggested that increased immigration is necessary in order to maintain
Canada’s population and the social programs upon which Canadians have come
to depend. “Given that the demographic patterns of our society are rapidly
changing, and the fact that Canada’s population will actually begin to decline by
the year 2010 if immigration is not increased, one can safely assume that the
racial/ethnocultural elements of our society will continue to grow” (Montgomery
and McDonald, 1991, p. 2).

According to the report Visible Minorities and the Federal Public Service (1997a),
which was commissioned by the Canadian Human Rights Commission, “visible
minorities are an integral part of Canadian society. Their proportion in the
labour force rose from 5.9% in 1986 to 9.1% in 1991, and [was] estimated to be
about 12% in 1996.” Thus, it is clear that learning how to successfully deal with
diversity is crucial to the viability of Canada as a nation.

Acknowledging the increasing diversity within Canada, former Prime Minister
Pierre Trudeau introduced the policy of Multiculturalism in 1971. Although the
policy did not have any real legal authority, it sought to promote diversity, reduce
discrimination and ensure that all ethnic minority groups would be able to fully
participate within the institutions of Canadian society (Kallan, 1995).

Seventeen years later, after much pressure from the growing ethnic minority
population, the federal government passed the Multiculturalism Act on July 16,
1988. The act was designed to encourage maintenance of cultural identity,
reduce discrimination and promote institutional change that is sensitive to the
needs of cultural minorities. An excerpt from the Act reads:

The Government of Canada recognizes the diversity of Canadians as
regards race, national or ethnic origin, color and religion as a
fundamental characteristic of Canadian society and is committed to a
policy of muiticulturalism designed to preserve and enhance the
multicultural heritage of Canadians while working to achieve the equality
of all Canadians in the economic, social, cultural and political life of
Canada.... (Elliott and Fleras, 1992, p. 279)

Ideally, the Multiculturalism Act should provide a vehicle through which the
political interests of minority groups can be addressed. However, in many
instances, the reality of the situation has not lived up to the rhetoric. When
commenting on similar acts, policies and plans designed to promote human
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rights, the Canadian Human Rights Commission Annual Report for the year
1996 eloquently stated:

Such fine rhetoric, however, does not substitute for specific actions.
Canada’s record as a committed proponent of human rights is only as
convincing as its latest performance....Again, our moral authority is only
as good as our own performance and readiness to stand behind our
commitments. (Canadian Human Rights Commission, 1997b)

A detailed description of other initiatives undertaken by the federal government
to further the goals of multiculturalism is provided in Chapter II.

As mentioned earlier, muiticulturalism is understood differently by various
peoples, groups, scholars and researchers. As detailed in Chapter Il, literature
on muiticulturalism and multicultural education shows a range of perspectives
and discourses that have been identified by scholars such as McLaren (1995),
Sleeter (1996), and Fleras (1992). Conservative multiculturalism, liberal
multiculturalism and critical multicufturalism are the three main perspectives
which have been identified. However, as stated by McLaren (1995), it is
important to remember that these are ‘ideal typical labels....In reality, the
characteristics of each position tend to biend into each other....[One must be
careful not to create] an overly abstract totality that dangerously reduces the
complexities of the issues at stake” (p. 35).

According to McLaren (1995), conservative multiculturalism has its roots in
colonial, imperialist and white supremacist ideology. Minorities, because they
are seen as ‘different’ from the mainstream majority are considered to have
‘culturally deprived’ backgrounds or lack qualities such as strong family values.
Conservative multiculturalism subscribes to the idea that minorities are somehow
devoid of the supposedly superior traits held by the dominant or majority group.
This serves as the rationale to explain why some minority groups are not
successful. This thought pattern also provides the dominant or majority group
with the excuse required to unreflectively and disproportionately monopolize
positions of power (Fleras, 1992).

Conservative multiculturalism believes in the existence of a ‘common culture’
which disregards the different cultures that exist. One aspect of enforcing this
‘common culture’ involves “linguistic hegemony...[or] the articulation of signs and
symbols which...codify and reinforce the dominant viewpoint” (McLaren, 1995, p.
37). ‘Whiteness’ is not seen as a type of ethnicity but rather as the norm against
which others are judged. Conservative multiculturalism does not find it
problematic that standards of achievement such as aptitude tests are based on
the “cultural capital of the Anglo middle-class” (McLaren, 1995, p. 38).
Conservative muiticulturalism also fails to consider whose interests are being
served by the current version of ‘knowledge’ or ‘truth’ and does not question the
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practices involved in preserving global dominance. Conservative multiculturalism
views the world as a meritocracy and believes that with effort, everyone can
succeed.

The paradigm of liberal multiculturalism believes in a natural equality among all
human beings. Because everyone is seen as being equal, they can supposedly
compete equally in a capitalist society. As such, it upholds the belief that society
is a meritocracy in which the success of individuals is proportionate to their
effort. Although it is believed that everyone is born equal, liberal muiticulturalism
does acknowledge the presence of economic, social and political inequality. It
does not attribute this to ‘cultural deprivation’ but rather to an inequality in social
and educational opportunities. It holds that with certain modifications, the
existing cultural, social and economic inequalities can be altered or reformed so
that relative equality can be achieved. Liberal multiculturalism tends to disregard
the idea that difference is socially constructed by those who have the power to
represent meanings (McLaren, 1995; Fleras, 1992).

In contrast to the conservative and liberal paradigms, critical multiculturalism
believes that one of its central tasks is to transform “the social, cultural, and
institutional relations in which meanings are generated” (McLaren, 1995, p. 42).
It sees difference, identity and the idea of a ‘common culture’ as human
constructs. Critical multiculturalism believes that the idea of a ‘common culture’ is
a “defense against the real...demands that the articulation of cultural difference -
the empowering of minorities - makes upon democratic pluralism....[lt stresses]
the importance of engaging on some occasions in dissensus in order to contest
hegemonic forms of domination and to affirm differences” (McLaren, 1995, p.
44). Critical multiculturalism questions the rights of those who currently hoid
power and privilege. As MclLaren (1995) explains, critical multiculturalism holds
that justice does not already exist. It is continually being constructed and must
be struggled for. This study adopts the perspective of critical multiculturalism.

The concept of cultural identity is integral to an understanding of multiculturalism
and the issues addressed in this study. When analyzing identity, it is necessary
to avoid essentialist definitions of cultural or racial groups. Homi Bhabha (1994)
stresses the negative ramifications of our desire “to fix cultural difference in a
containable, visible object. [Bhabha emphasizes that]...identity is never an a
priori, nor finished product...” (pp. 50-51). He thus suggests that it would be
useful to consider identity as having a ‘hybrid’ nature since the identity of every
individual is informed by their interactions with others. Khayatt (1994) also
emphasizes the importance of non-essentialist interpretations of cultural and
racial identity.

The assumptions implicit in the categories of ‘immigrant woman,’ ‘woman
of color,” and ‘visible minority’ conceal real differences in experience and
do not account for or distinguish between the various levels of
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oppression. They assume a homogeneity of background amongst all
people who fall into those various groupings. (p. 81)

It is also important to treat issues regarding race and ethnic identity “with the
seriousness and complexity that they deserve, and refuse...to totally separate
race from class, gender, sexuality and other relations” (Apple, 1993, p. ix).
McCarthy and Crichlow (1993) caution that it is important not to articulate issues
concerning culture and identity “in essentialist and exclusionary terms that
ignore the historical and contemporary variability of race and the crucial roles of
gender, class, sexuality and nation in the process of racial identity formation and
structuration” (p. xvi). Ng (1993) stresses the importance of seeing race, gender
and class in relational terms. If this relational character is not taken into
consideration, then attempts at racial equality may only result in wealthy, male,
heterosexual visible minorities being represented in the corporations and
institutions of our society while those who are poor, female or homosexual
become further marginalized.

Despite the efforts of governments and international organizations in the area of
human rights, there continues to be evidence of interpersonal and systemic
racism and discrimination against visible minorities throughout the world. As
noted by Richmond (1994), the effects of “racism, ethnocentrism, religious
bigotry, prejudice, nationalism and ancient rivalries” (p. xii) can be witnessed
globally. Richmond insightfully notes that economic competition plays a major
role in fueling many of the conflicts as “the economically privileged seek to
protect their advantage while the absolutely and relatively deprived fight for their
piece of the pie” (p. xii).

Evidence of racism and discrimination can also be found in Canada (Kivel, 1996;
Alladin, 1996; Richmond, 1994; Alberta Human Rights and Citizenship
Commission, 1997; Kalian, 1995; Elliott and Fleras, 1992). In 1996, the Supreme
Court of Canada upheld a ruling which found Malcolm Ors, a math teacher from
New Brunswick, guilty of making racist and discriminatory statements in written
publications and on television (Canadian Human Rights Commission, 1997b).
An article in the Edmonton Journal (March 20, 1997), told of how a human rights
tribunal found that Health Canada discriminates against racial minorities. “It is
the first time an entire federal department has been found to practice ‘systemic’
discrimination.” Health Canada was found guilty of denying a scientist of South
Asian origin promotions to director-level positions based on his ethnocultural
background.

The Canadian Human Rights Commission also commissioned a study on the
situation of visible minorities in the Federal Public Service. The report, which
was published in 1997, revealed that despite representing 12% of the Canadian
workforce, visible minorities only represent 4.1% of the employees in the Federal
Public Service. The report identifies “elements in hiring practices and in the
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workplace environment that may help to explain the lack of representation of
visible minorities” (Canadian Human Rights Commission, 1997a).

The 1996 Annual Report of the Canadian Human Rights Commission states,
“racial or cultural discrimination impinges directly on the economic situation of
the victims. Recent research findings on race/color-related wage gaps in
Canada’s major cities confirm that visibie minorities earn significantly less than
Canadian-born whites. The study also reveals that race/color-related wage
discrimination is relatively uniform across Canada” (Canadian Human Rights
Commission, 1997b).

The Concept of Human Rights

Perhaps one of the most significant developments in the history of human rights
was the proclamation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights on
December 10, 1948. This international document stressed that dignity and equal
and inalienable rights were the birthright of every person throughout the world.
The two covenants that followed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
outlined the specific civil, political, economic, social and cuitural rights of
individuals. Together these make up the International Bill of Rights (Eide, 1989).
However, despite the existence of the above instruments, it is clear that the
human rights of all individuals are not equally upheld. For example, the right to a
standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of self and family is but
one of the many rights denied to a large proportion of the world’s population.

In order to uphold the rights of Canadian citizens, Canada has adopted several
pieces of human rights legislation, including the Canadian Human Rights Act in
1978. This Act led to the creation of the Canadian Human Rights Commission.
The Commission has been assigned the duty of ensuring that all individuals

have equal opportunity to make for themselves the lives that they are able
and wish to have...without being hindered or prevented from doing so by
discriminatory practices based on race, national or ethnic origin, color,
religion, age, sex, sexual orientation, marital status, family status,
disability or conviction of an offense for which a pardon has been granted.
(Canadian Human Rights Commission, 1997c)

The jurisdiction of the Canadian Human Rights Commission extends to “federal
crown corporations (such as CN Rail, Canada Post), federal government
departments, and any businesses in the federally regulated private sector such
as chartered banks, airlines, railways, interprovincial transportation and trucking,
broadcasting and telecommunications” (Alberta Human Rights and Citizenship
Commission, 1997). Other important federal human rights-related instruments
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such as the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, will be elaborated upon in Chapter
il

At the provincial level, all Canadian provinces and territories have established
human rights commissions in order to administer anti-discriminatory legislation.
Each has enacted human rights codes which apply to jurisdictions which are not
federally regulated, such as certain private businesses.

Non-governmental organizations also play an extremely important role in
furthering the goals of human rights. By forming interest groups, mobilizing the
public, organizing petitions and lobbying the government, they play an important
advocacy or ‘watch dog’ role for the interests of specific groups.

Other strategies for the promotion of human rights incilude human rights
education and antiracist education. The strategies of each movement are
outlined below.

Human Rights Education

Human rights education seeks to develop in individuals a basic knowledge base
regarding the evolution of human rights principles and the various human rights
organizations. In addition to developing a general political literacy, it also seeks
to develop a knowledge of the major human rights instruments. Human rights
education also encourages individuals to acquire certain skills and values.
These skills include but are not limited to critical thinking skills, effective
communication skills, conflict resolution skills and actions skills. Some of the
values it seeks to instill include but are not limited to self-respect, self-esteem
and respect for others. Human rights education attempts to empower individuals
to take responsibility for their world in an optimistic and hopeful manner by
helping them to see their own capacity to make a difference. Proponents of
human rights education believe that, in order for genuine human rights education
to take place, the principles of human rights must permeate the entire ethos of
institutions. Human rights education will be elaborated upon in greater depth in
Chapter Il.

Antiracist Education

The goals and principles of critical multiculturalism and human rights education
are closely related to those of antiracist education. Antiracist educators assert
that the unequal distribution of power is a central factor which needs to be
addressed through antiracist education. Antiracist education is based on the
belief that many well-meaning attempts to make institutions equitable for
everyone have not been entirely successful because of their failure to deal with
implicit, hidden and systemic issues and to challenge existing power relations.
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Champions of antiracist education believe that education is, in the final analysis,
about power. They therefore challenge the content and the processes of
education which are based on the values and ideologies of dominant groups.
Specific groups dominate because their members hold most of the positions of
power and influence in important social institutions. Thus, the members of these
groups create policies and procedures which tend to reflect their own values and
predispositions.

There are two primary forms of antiracist strategy: one focuses on modifying
individual behavior and attitudes, the other focuses on the elimination of
discriminatory structural barriers through systemic or institutional restructuring.

The first form of antiracist strategy attempts to address individual attitudes and
values and even unintentional dispositions. The following example of antiracist
initiatives which address personal racism at a university campus is instructive.

‘Personal’ antiracism concentrates on behavior modification through
education and training....Race-relations workshops for incoming students
are proposed as part of their orientation. Faculty and administration, as
well as support staff, are expected to receive ongoing training as part of
their condition of permanent employment....[This is necessary because]
“‘while most concur that minorities are disadvantaged, few understand the
advantages of white privilege as the standard and ideal (Mcintosh, 1988).
Fewer still can appreciate how white privilege actively contributes to
minority disadvantage. (Fleras, 1996, pp. 77-78)

This type of training also encourages people to take a stand when they
encounter racism. Another facet of personal antiracism stresses the need for
individuals to critically examine their own perceptions of specific minority groups.
It is important to understand how it is that certain perceptions were formed. It is
even more important to clearly see the relationship between those perceptions
and the relationships we choose to enter into, our behavior, and our methods of
communication.

Institutional antiracism, on the other hand, focuses on dismantling the structural
basis of inequality. Policies, programs, values and practices are reassessed.
The focus is on reinventing institutions so that they are more inclusive.

Both personal and institutional forms of antiracist education are effective when
used in conjunction with each other; it is important to avoid piacing more
emphasis on one rather than another. Hence, it is important to avoid focusing
solely on the personal model of racism because

it leads us to focus on intentional racism so that we see racism as a fringe
phenomenon in society, consisting mostly of the dramatic activities of
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