Promises Unfulfilled
Addressing the Special Education Crisis in Ontario


[bookmark: _Hlk189320318]Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario Equity Statement
[bookmark: _Toc150937946]It is the goal of the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario to work with others to create schools, communities, and a society free from all forms of individual and systemic discrimination. To further this goal, ETFO defines equity as fairness achieved through proactive measures, which results in equality, promotes diversity, and fosters respect and dignity for all. 
ETFO’s Equity Initiatives
[bookmark: _Toc150937947]ETFO is a union committed to social justice, equity, and inclusion. The Federation’s commitment to these principles is reflected in the initiatives it has established as organizational priorities, such as: ETFO’s multi-year strategy on anti-Black racism; two-spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and questioning education; and addressing First Nations, Métis, and Inuit issues. ETFO establishes its understanding of these issues within an anti-oppressive framework. The Federation ensures its work incorporates the voices and experiences of marginalized communities, addresses individual and systemic inequities, and supports ETFO members as they strive for equity and social justice in their professional and personal lives. Using the anti-oppressive framework is one of the ways that ETFO is operationalizing its Equity Statement.
Definition of an Anti-Oppressive Framework
[bookmark: _Toc150937948]An anti-oppressive framework is the method and process in which we understand how systems of oppression such as colonialism, racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, classism, and ableism can result in individual discriminatory actions and structural/systemic inequalities for certain groups in society. Anti-oppressive practices and goals seek to recognize and dismantle such discriminatory actions and power imbalances. Anti-oppressive practices and this framework should seek to guide the Federation’s work with an aim to identify strategies and solutions to deconstruct power and privilege in order to mitigate and address the systemic inequalities that often operate simultaneously and unconsciously at the individual, group, and institutional or union level. 
ETFO Human Rights Statement 
The Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario is committed to:
· providing an environment for members that is free from harassment and discrimination at all provincial and local Federation sponsored activities;
· fostering the goodwill and trust necessary to protect the rights of all individuals within the organization;
· neither tolerating nor condoning behaviour that undermines the dignity or self-esteem of individuals or the integrity of relationships; and
· promoting mutual respect, understanding and co-operation as the basis of interaction among all members.
Harassment and discrimination on the basis of a prohibited ground are violations of the Ontario Human Rights Code and are illegal. The Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario will not tolerate any form of harassment or discrimination, as defined by the Ontario Human Rights Code, at provincial or local Federation sponsored activities.
ETFO Land Acknowledgment 
In the Spirit of Truth and Reconciliation, the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario acknowledges that we are gathered today on the customary and traditional lands of the Indigenous Peoples of this territory.
A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY
SPECIAL EDUCATION IS THE RECOGNIZED NAME FOR THE EDUCATIONAL PROCESSES RESPONSIBLE FOR THE ORGANIZING, FUNDING, AND SUPPORT OF CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES IN ONTARIO SCHOOLS AND IS INSCRIBED IN LEGISLATION AND POLICY. IT IS IMPORTANT TO NOTE THAT SPECIAL EDUCATION, SPECIAL NEEDS, AND EXCEPTIONALITY HAVE BEEN DESCRIBED AS OUT OF DATE, PATRONIZING, AND EVEN DISCRIMINATORY TERMS THAT CREATE BARRIERS FOR THE EDUCATION SYSTEM TO EFFECTIVELY SERVE ALL CHILDREN. HOWEVER, FOR THE SAKE OF CLARITY, THE TERMS INSCRIBED IN LEGISLATION AND POLICY ARE USED THROUGHOUT THIS REPORT.
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[bookmark: _Toc189231931]Preface: Renewing the promise
All children deserve a high-quality education that recognizes their diverse needs and abilities. For decades, ETFO has advocated for Ontario’s public education system to mandate and fully fund the supports and programs necessary to make this goal a reality for children with disabilities. 
In 2002, ETFO released Fulfilling the Promise: Ensuring Success for Students with Special Needs, a position paper that summarized issues in special education caused by the policy and funding changes made by the Mike Harris Conservative government. Informed by input from classroom education workers, the paper included recommendations for the Ontario Ministry of Education that would have supported the success of children with disabilities. 
These recommendations were largely ignored. 
In fall 2024, ETFO commissioned Stratcom to conduct focus groups with ETFO members to better understand the impacts of more than two decades of harmful policy and funding decisions on the everyday realities of special education in Ontario classrooms. Members from across the province, including special education teachers, special education resource/itinerant teachers, and mainstream classroom teachers whose classes include students with disabilities, participated in the sessions.
Their feedback confirmed that the challenges ETFO identified more than 20 years ago persist. In fact, many have worsened. Key findings included:
Chronic underfunding over decades is making it increasingly difficult to attain positive learning outcomes for students with special education needs.
Support services and resources for students with special education needs are severely lacking in Ontario’s public schools.
Special education services and supports have dwindled over the years as the number of students with exceptionalities and the complexity of students’ needs have increased.
Special education teachers and teachers in mainstream classrooms feel overwhelmed, deflated, discouraged, and personally blamed for an education system that is failing students with exceptionalities.
As boards move towards a full-inclusion model and continue to close self-contained and small-group special education programs, services to support students with special education needs have been withdrawn from regular classrooms, leading to a sense of abandonment.
Teachers in mainstream classrooms and special education resource teachers feel at a loss to effectively meet the academic needs of students with complex and multiple exceptionalities in their classrooms.
Teachers are experiencing high rates of burnout, declining mental health, and are witnessing student frustrations manifest physically in their behaviours and violent outbursts in the classroom.
These findings echo those in several articles and reports issued over the past decade, which all point to the same conclusion, as noted in a recent article in online magazine The Local (Leung, 2024): 
“Special education is in a state of crisis, currently serving neither the students it’s meant to serve, nor anyone else. And one thing is clear: there’s no fixing the broader public education system so long as students with disabilities are left behind.” 
[bookmark: _Hlk189320366]Promises Unfulfilled identifies the challenges facing special education in Ontario based on ETFO’s 2024 focus groups, member surveys, research, policy and legislation, and expert analysis. To understand where we are now, we must also examine how we got here. Chapters on the history of special education in the province, funding over time, and special education policy are included for context.
[bookmark: _Toc189231932]Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc189231933]The lack of support for Canadians with disabilities begins in elementary school
In her book Troublemakers: Lessons in Freedom from Young Children at School, Carla Shalaby argues that children with special education needs are the proverbial canaries in the coal mine of our school systems, alerting us to the ever-increasing poisons caused by the chronic underfunding of education. Research indicates that our canaries are in trouble, and have been for some time. 
Almost a decade ago, Horizon Educational Consulting completed an online parent survey to document the systemic barriers and obstacles for families of children with disabilities. In the resulting report, Access to Special Education in Ontario in a Social Justice Context (Horizon, 2016), almost two thirds (58.9 per cent) of parents noted that their children tended to develop negative emotions related to school or school-related anxiety due to challenges in learning or stigmatization of their special learning needs, and 35.3 per cent of parents said that their child lost confidence in their ability to succeed because of the effects of the inadequate funding of supports. The research also pointed to the growing issue of inequity, with almost 20 per cent of parents reporting that their family suffered financial stress due to the need to spend money so their children could access services and programs they needed to be successful in school.
The Canadian Human Rights Commission reports that 10 per cent of Canadians with disabilities are at the very least being forced to limit the scope of their educational choices and career paths and at worst are cutting their educations short or leaving education behind completely (Canadian Human Rights Commission, 2017).
These findings are also reflected in the report of the Ontario Human Rights Commission’s Right to Read inquiry, which specifically focused on children with dyslexia and other “reading disabilities.” It notes many parents and children told the inquiry that stigma related to reading difficulties resulted in students experiencing, “depression, anxiety, school avoidance, acting out, being bullied, victimized, self-harming, and/or thinking about or even attempting suicide” (Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2022).
Most recently, the Ontario Autism Coalition (OAC) released the results of their 2023-24 special education survey, which gathered information from students and families accessing or trying to access special education in Ontario. The survey included questions about safety concerns, accommodations, academics, exclusions, the Individual Education Plan (IEP) process and outcomes.
Almost half (48 per cent) of responding families had elementary-aged students receiving special education support. The survey indicated that most families (82 per cent) reported at least one safety concern, with bullying (41 per cent) and elopement (40 per cent) being the most common. Other concerns included violence from other students or violence towards other students, and an increase in self-injurious behaviour. 
The OAC survey confirms what we heard from ETFO members in our 2024 focus groups and the 2023 all-member violence survey: “While educators and school staff are working hard to support students, they are doing so within a framework of chronic underfunding and systemic neglect. School boards are left struggling to meet the complex needs of special education students without the resources to hire adequate staff, provide appropriate training, or implement necessary support” (Ontario Autism Coalition, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc189231934]Our children grow up and their needs continue to be ignored
In 2005, the legislative assembly of Ontario enacted the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA). Its purpose was to improve accessibility for Ontarians with physical and mental disabilities to all public establishments by 2025. This promise has not been fulfilled. 
AODA development committees are responsible for creating and maintaining the standards. The AODA Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education Standards Committee submitted its final recommendations and report to the Ontario government in 2022 (K-12, 2022). The 225 recommendations have been largely ignored.
While the Ontario government ignores their own legislation and the AODA recommendations, statistics and news reports continue to highlight the escalating challenges faced by Canadians with disabilities: 
· poorer educational outcomes
· increased unemployment
· lower income 
· increased housing insecurity
· increased food insecurity
· higher rates of incarceration. 
These realities reveal critical gaps in support, funding, and access to essential services.
Ontarians with disabilities must be welcomed and valued for their uniqueness and competencies. They need to be provided with supports, programs and services that allow them to flourish as contributing members of society. Ensuring all Ontarians thrive is essential for the economic and social health of the province. That support begins in elementary school.
ETFO recognizes that the practical implementation of special education is a complex web of history, policy, and funding that intersects with the diverse spectrum of student exceptionalities and learning needs within the classroom.
The 27 recommendations included in this report take all of these complexities into account while also demanding necessary change. 
Our students deserve better, and it is incumbent upon our government and education system to ensure that all children in Ontario are provided with every tool and opportunity to fulfil their potential. It is beyond time for real change.
[bookmark: _Toc189231935]Chapter 1: The History of Special Education in Ontario
by Jason Ellis
Special education is not new. It has existed in Ontario for more than 100 years. There are lessons to learn from this history. 
Over its century of existence, special education in the province has changed dramatically in response to activism, advocacy, and shifting school culture. Special education began as a school reform in the early 20th century, was absorbed into the school system in the pre- and post-war eras, was expanded and challenged in the 1970s, and has more recently become a hybrid of inclusive education and a continuum of services. These changes affected teachers’ work and have shaped and been shaped by special education funding.
Throughout this history, people have exchanged views about the appropriate place to educate exceptional children: in different classrooms apart from other children, or in the same classrooms as others but with differentiated instruction. Parents, at first on their own and later together and helped by courts and the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, have tried to make special education serve their children’s best interests. 
This history teaches that individual needs matter, that parents should be listened to, that appropriate special education is a right, and that wide policy mandates require big funding.
[bookmark: _Toc189231936]Special education: A school reform, 1910–1930
Activist school reformers gave Ontario its first special education classes. Among these early reformers were eugenicists, who viewed special education classes as part of their wider efforts to control every aspect of the lives of children and adults with mild intellectual disabilities. Harsh as their ideas were, eugenicists were influential. They convinced one Ontario school board to open the province’s very first special education classrooms in 1910 and they were instrumental in forming the province’s early special education law, the 1914 Auxiliary Classes Act (Ellis, 2019). 
Bureaucratic school reformers were another type of activist that contributed to early special education. They introduced a basic principle of special education as we know it: that schools should instruct children with disabilities separately from other children, in their own special education classrooms (Ellis, 2019). 
Eugenics and bureaucratic school reforms met in the 1910s to create a school culture that approved of separating children by their supposedly natural and fixed abilities. “Nature has put the [disabled child] in a class by himself,” one eugenicist wrote. “We had better take the hint” (as cited in Ellis, 2019). Schools in this period did not consult parents about their children’s best interests. Parents advocated alone, without the support of organizations.
By 1930, special education had spread across parts of Ontario, but there were still places and people it did not reach. Classes in 25 cities and 12 towns enrolled some 5,800 children, who could “now enjoy the advantages of special courses adapted to their particular needs” (Ontario, 1931). But, because the Auxiliary Classes Act did not require school boards to have special education classes, rural Ontario, which could not afford them, was unserved by special education (Amoss & DeLaporte, 1937). The 1914 act also prohibited children with intelligence quotients (IQs) lower than 50 from attending even the special education classes it authorized. With this narrow mandate, the provincial government spent just $42,000 (equivalent to about $770,000 today) on special education in 1930 (Ontario, 1931).
[bookmark: _Toc189231937]Special education classes are absorbed into the system, 1930–1970
The commitment by 1930 to serve some exceptional children anticipated the significant shift in school culture that arrived after the Second World War. This culture embraced equal educational opportunity for all. Getting all children to school – even difficult-to-reach children, such as those with disabilities and rural children – and providing them with quality services defined the era (Gidney, 1999). 
While special education classes had served mostly urban children to this point, as Ontario consolidated rural school boards, the new, larger units gained the greater financial capacity they needed to deliver modern special education to all corners of the province (Amoss & DeLaporte, 1937; Gidney, 1999). 
However, the Auxiliary Classes Act still excluded children with intellectual disabilities from public school special education classrooms. Many were sent away to institutions, such as the Ontario Hospital School at Orillia[footnoteRef:2] (Ellis, 2017; Pletsch, 1997; Simmons, 1982).  [2:  Later other parallel institutions opened and all of these institutions were known as “regional centres,” including Huronia (Orillia), Rideau (Smiths Falls), and Southwestern (Blenheim).] 

Starting in the late 1940s, parents founded a provincial advocacy group and organized private classes in their communities for children with intellectual disabilities who would otherwise be kept out of school. In 1969, Ontario passed a law transferring the private classes to public school boards. Children with intellectual disabilities were still kept separate and not integrated into regular classrooms, but now the public paid for their schooling (Pletsch, 1997). 
[bookmark: _Toc189231938]Expanding and challenging special education, 1970–2000
There were two major tendencies in special education after 1970: expansion and mainstreaming. Received wisdom by this time was that the only problem with special education was that there was still not enough of it; there needed to be an expansion of classes and services. Advocates of mainstreaming, including social justice activists and parents, challenged the idea of separate classrooms. 
“Increasingly,” one historian has written about this period, “access to schooling per se was ceasing to be viewed as an adequate definition of equality of educational opportunity” (Gidney, 1999). 
As the school culture shifted, targeted policies and resources to help the system’s most marginalized children achieve greater “equality of outcome” with peers – the notion of equity – entered the scene (Gidney, 1999). 
Equity principles supported demands for more special education classes, smaller special education class sizes, and greater support services. This widening mandate made special education expansion “the single most costly innovation of the 1970s” in the Ontario school system (Gidney, 1999). 
Yet equity also shaped demands to place special education children in regular classrooms. “Integration” (or, today, “inclusion”) is the movement to accommodate people with disabilities in the same spaces as everyone else. “Mainstreaming” is the name given to this in K–12 schools, specifically (Winzer, 2009). Arguing that segregation is inequitable because it leads to poorer outcomes, advocates presented mainstreaming as being in the child’s best interest. 
“We should no longer tolerate this segregation of many children,” reads one influential national report from 1970. “We are convinced that the best interests of the child will be served only when we make a concerted effort to maintain for him the maximum degree of normality in all his life experiences” (Commission on Emotional and Learning Disorders in Children, 1970).
Bill 82
In 1978, the Ontario government announced the most significant new special education legislation since 1914’s Auxiliary Classes Act. Bill 82 contributed in a big way to the expansion of special education after 1970. The bill replaced permissive clauses in the 1914 act that made it optional for school boards to operate special education classes with clauses that made providing such classes mandatory. School boards that did not offer special education – and there were still some that did not in 1978 – would have to begin supplying it by 1985 (Gidney, 1999).
Bill 82 also created due process rights for exceptional pupils and their parents. Among these, school boards had to form Identification, Placement and Review Committees (IPRCs). Parents also gained the right to appeal their child’s special education identification (designation) and placement (Ellis & Axelrod, 2016). Within just a dozen years of Bill 82’s passage, some 160,000 IPRCs were being conducted yearly in the province (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1992).
Mainstreaming
Though Bill 82 did not require mainstreaming, school boards mainstreamed anyway. The Toronto Board of Education, for example, implemented its “Continuum of Special Programs” policy (Ellis & Axelrod, 2016). In a continuum model, the greatest number of exceptional children is integrated into regular classrooms most of the time, attending segregated classrooms only some of the time. A smaller number of children attends the segregated special education classroom most of the time, or less occasionally all the time (Ellis & Axelrod, 2016). By 1990, two-thirds of Ontario’s 156,000 special education pupils were in integrated settings most of the time (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1992). 
Mainstreaming and the continuum of services changed teachers’ jobs. No longer responsible for one special class, special education teachers became resource teachers who saw children with disabilities or learning difficulties rotating through their classrooms throughout the day for specialized instruction. Regular classroom teachers’ work changed as well; they were asked to adapt their instruction to meet mainstreamed special education pupils’ needs. IPRCs gave all teachers new paperwork to complete (Ellis & Axelrod, 2016; Ontario Ministry of Education, 1992).
Changes to special education and Canada’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms
Bill 82’s requirement that all eligible children be able to access special education, due process guarantees, and the emerging principle of a parent’s right to choose a setting in their child’s best interest all prepared Ontario special education for the 1982 Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which strengthened equality before the law and due process rights for all Canadians (Clément, 2016). 
Section 15 of the Charter forbids discrimination on grounds of “mental or physical disability” (Charter, 1982). With Charter protections in place by the mid-1980s, tribunals, courts, and the Supreme Court of Canada now influenced special education policy. In the Eaton v. Brant County Board of Education case that reached the Supreme Court of Canada in 1996, and in other similar proceedings, parents successfully argued that they were the best judges of their children’s best interests and received the mainstream placements they had demanded but that had been denied (Ellis & Axelrod, 2016; Pletsch, 1997). 
The Ontario government responded to the changing legal landscape with new legislation and policies. These reoriented special education towards mainstreaming and closed loopholes boards had used since the 1914 Auxiliary Classes Act to exclude or segregate “hard-to-serve” children (Cooke, 1991; Education Law Statute Amendment Act, 1993; Pletsch, 1997). The new legislation and policies also communicated the government’s intention to place all special needs children “with respect for parental wishes or preferences to the fullest extent possible” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1992). 
Another special education court case that began in the 1990s would influence placement decisions, policies, and not least of all, how Section 15 Charter equality rights were interpreted for children with disabilities in educational contexts. 
The events in Moore v. British Columbia started on the other side of the country in 1994 and did not conclude until the Supreme Court of Canada ruled on the case in 2012. Like the Eatons, the Moores challenged their school board’s placement of their child. Unlike the Eatons, the Moores requested a separate special setting for their son Jeffrey to accommodate his dyslexia, which the school board denied. The Supreme Court of Canada sided with the Moores. The court found that the school board had discriminated when it denied the placement Jeffrey needed, violating his rights under Section 8 of the B.C. Human Rights Code, and, by extension, his Section 15 Charter right to equality. 
The Moore case determined that “adequate” special education – that which provides equal educational benefit to children with special needs as to those without – can be integration, or not. For Jeffrey Moore, it was not. Whatever it may be in an individual’s case, “adequate special education … is not a dispensable luxury,” the Supreme Court said. “For those with severe learning disabilities, it is the ramp that provides access to the statutory commitment to education made to all children” (Moore v. British Columbia, 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc189231939]Inclusion and a continuum of services: 2000–present
By about 2000, inclusion had become a major part of a wider school culture in which equity and diversity are highly valued (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013). In line with this, instead of treating exceptional children’s differences as deficits to isolate or correct, inclusion treats them as unique characteristics to accept, and even to celebrate (Ellis & Axelrod, 2016). 
In Ontario’s inclusive schools, “the regular classroom [is] the placement of first choice” for exceptional pupils. Yet the province has also chosen to carry on offering “a range of placements” – the continuum of services – as options for some children, simultaneously with inclusion (Bennett & Wynne, 2006). 
Ontario began getting teachers ready for this policy with an emphasis on universal design for learning and differentiated instruction (Bennett & Wynne, 2006; Bernard & Wade-Wooley, 2005). Differentiated instruction is a marked departure from the differentiated settings (separate classrooms) that the province first adopted over 100 years ago for special education.
“WE GET THE MESSAGE FROM OUR BOARDS AND THE MINISTRY THAT WE’RE NEVER DOING ENOUGH. RECENTLY, OUR BOARD DID SOME PD ON UNIVERSAL DESIGN BECAUSE OUR BOARD IS GOING TO BE GETTING RID OF SPECIALIZED CLASSROOMS FOR CHILDREN THAT ARE LD OR MID. UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING IS STUFF THAT WE’VE KNOWN FOR A LONG TIME, AND WE’RE [ALREADY] DOING ALL OF THESE THINGS. BUT WE ARE STUCK IN A SYSTEM THAT IS MEANT FOR US TO FAIL, FOR CHILDREN TO FAIL.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
[bookmark: _Toc189231940]Lessons learned from the history of special education
Special education in Ontario has unfolded over four phases that included shifts in approach, attitude, theory, and delivery models. Across this history, activism and advocacy (often-parent led), and changing school culture (from exclusion to equity, rights and inclusion), have powered change. Teachers have absorbed the effects of these changes, most recently universal design for learning and differentiated instruction, which alter how they prepare, teach, assess and evaluate. 
This history of special education teaches many valuable lessons. One is that there are as many individual sets of special needs as there are children identified as having special needs, about 350,000 children in Ontario today (Ontario, 2024). A range of placements, from inclusion to self-contained, are required to meet needs that are this diverse. 
Another lesson is that special education has worked better when it has listened to parents, served children’s best interests, and respected the rights of both. 
Taken together, these lessons show us that the policy mandate is wider than ever and thus more expensive than ever. With that, the final lesson must be that, above all else, funding matters.
JASON ELLIS, PHD, IS AN ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR IN THE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL STUDIES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA AND AUTHOR OF A CLASS BY THEMSELVES? THE ORIGINS OF SPECIAL EDUCATION IN TORONTO AND BEYOND.
ETFO recommends:
· That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to ensure a full range of responsive special education placements and supports that honour a child as a whole person are available in each district school board. 

FROM STUDENT TO TEACHER – ETFO MEMBERS WITH DISABILITIES 
ETFO MEMBERS WITH DISABILITIES SHARE THEIR CHILDHOOD EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES AND THEIR THOUGHTS ON SPECIAL EDUCATION IN ONTARIO TODAY.
 JAYNE IS PROFOUNDLY DEAF AND ENTERED A GENERAL KINDERGARTEN CLASS IN 1976. 
JAYNE FELT EXTREMELY LUCKY FOR THE TEACHERS SHE HAD. HER TEACHERS WORE LARGE FM MICROPHONE SYSTEMS THAT HUNG AROUND THEIR NECKS. JAYNE’S FM RECEIVER, WORN ACROSS HER CHEST, WAS THE SIZE OF A BRICK. 
JAYNE’S TEACHERS MADE EVERY EFFORT TO ENSURE THEY WERE SPEAKING CLEARLY, REPEATED INSTRUCTIONS, POSITIONED THEMSELVES SO THAT JAYNE COULD EASILY LIP READ, AND SET UP THE CLASSROOM SO THAT SHE COULD INTERACT WITH BOTH TEACHERS AND OTHER CHILDREN. THE TEACHERS WERE ABLE TO GIVE JAYNE THE ATTENTION SHE NEEDED. 
EVERY DAY, JAYNE WAS ABLE TO ACCESS 30 MINUTES OF SPEECH AND LANGUAGE THERAPY IN A CLASSROOM JUST DOWN THE HALL. JAYNE HAS NOT SEEN A SIMILAR LEVEL OF SERVICE FOR PROFOUNDLY DEAF CHILDREN SINCE BECOMING AN EDUCATOR IN 1998.
THOUGH TECHNOLOGY LIKE FM SYSTEMS AND CLOSED-CAPTIONING HAVE IMPROVED, JAYNE KNOWS THE COMPLEX BITS AND PIECES OF TECHNOLOGY, LARGE CLASS SIZES, MORE COMPLICATED SPECIAL EDUCATION PROCESS, AND LACK OF SUPPORT HER STUDENTS ARE CONFRONTED WITH NOW WOULD HAVE CREATED A MORE CHALLENGING ENVIRONMENT FOR HER TO NAVIGATE.
[bookmark: _Toc189231941]Chapter 2: Special Education Policy in Ontario
Special education in Ontario has undergone dramatic shifts over the last century. It’s important to understand this history, but it is even more important to consider where we are now, and the potential implications of current Ontario special education policies outlined in Special Education in Ontario, Kindergarten to Grade 12: Policy and Resource Guide (2017) on the future. 
Ontario special education policy’s reputation of being broken begins with the name itself. Terms such as “special education,” “special needs,” and “exceptionality” attempted to address disability stigma. However, critics argue these terms erase the experience and culture of disability from school and create barriers for the education system to effectively serve all children. The Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) K-12 Education Standards Development Committee received feedback during the development of their recommendations that these terms are out-of-date, patronizing, and even discriminatory. 
Despite this controversy, these are the terms that appear in legislation and policy, and are in common usage. For clarity, ETFO has chosen to use the terms throughout this report, with the understanding that better alternatives may exist. 
This chapter summarizes the main special education processes and highlights how their implementation, as outlined in district school board special education plans, creates significant variation across Ontario.
District school board special education plans
Since 2000, the Ontario Ministry of Education has required each district school board to prepare and submit a special education plan every two years. 
The requirements for special education plans are governed by O. Reg. 306 of the Education Act. The plans must also comply with the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, the Ontario Human Rights Code, Special Education in Ontario, Kindergarten to Grade 12: Policy and Resource Guide (2017), and any other relevant legislation. 
Legislation also requires that each school board have a special education advisory committee (SEAC). This body is comprised of board-appointed members from local associations (which may include parents), the school board, representatives of Indigenous communities, and may include additional members who do not belong to any of these groups. 
Representatives of local associations share the perspectives of parents of children with a wide range of exceptionalities. It should be noted that it is not possible to include associations that represent every exceptionality, and SEAC members must recognize the inherent biases that may exist on committees. 
Some district school boards include ETFO locals on the committees as non-voting association representatives. ETFO locals have strong connections to members in both regular and special education classes, and ETFO representatives bring the classroom realities to the conversation while supporting the use of an anti-oppressive lens in the committee’s work.
The SEAC’s responsibilities are:
· to make recommendations to the board on any matter affecting the establishment, development and delivery of special education programs and services for exceptional pupils
· to participate in the board’s annual review of its special education plan
· to participate in the board’s annual budget process as it relates to special education
· to review the financial statementss of the board as they relate to special education
While the plans must be shared publicly to inform families about the special education supports and resources that are available within the board, many families struggle to understand the plans or how to advocate for their children with disabilities. 
David Lepofsky, chair of the Toronto District School Board’s Special Education Advisory Committee (SEAC) told the Toronto Star that, for eight years, the SEAC has been asking the TDSB to do a better job of communicating with parents about the special education services and supports that are available. 
He noted that parents seeking information were advised to read the board’s special education plan, a 244-page document he described as “a cure to insomnia” that is overly complex and hard to decipher. “It is not very useful, especially for families for whom English isn’t their first language, and who don’t know all the technical jargon edu-speak,” Lepofsky told the Star (Teotonio, 2024).  
District school boards have a great deal of autonomy and flexibility to meet the requirements within their special education plans. As a result, there is significant variability in special education support for children across Ontario. 
[bookmark: _Toc189231942]Identification, Placement and Review Committee (IPRC)
An Identification, Placement and Review Committee (IPRC) meeting is the process school boards follow to identify and determine placements for exceptional pupils, as set out in O. Reg. 181/98 of the Education Act. Under the legislation, an IPRC must be held if the parent/guardian makes a written request for one. A principal may also request an IPRC meeting. 
An IPRC is composed of at least three people, one of whom must be a principal or supervisory officer of the board. The other two members are often the classroom teacher, special education teacher, or school board staff such as a consultant.
Many steps occur prior to deciding to have an IPRC meeting for a student. Typically, the classroom teacher, special education teacher, support staff, and other professionals have worked together to determine the strengths and needs of the student, and to provide appropriate programming based on this information. Eventually, the school or parents may decide to request an IPRC. It is inappropriate to withhold required services from a student while they wait for an IPRC meeting.
Following the IPRC meeting, the committee will issue a written statement of decision that will: 
· state whether the IPRC has identified the student as exceptional
· indicate, where the IPRC has identified the student as exceptional
· the categories and definitions of any exceptionalities identified
· the IPRC’s description of the student’s strengths and needs
· the IPRC’s placement decision
· the IPRC’s recommendations regarding a special education program and special education services, if any
· provide reasons for placing the student in a special education class, where that is the IPRC’s decision

If a student has been identified as exceptional through the IPRC process, an Individual Education Plan (IEP) must be created and be in place within 30 school days of the IPRC.
The identification continues to apply to the student as they progress through school, but the identification and placement decisions must be reviewed annually. An additional IPRC meeting must be convened if it is determined there is a need to change the identification of the student. 
If the parents/guardians disagree with the decisions of the IPRC, there is an appeal process they can follow, as outlined in O. Reg. 181/98.
A student does not have to be deemed exceptional through the IPRC process to receive special education programs or services at the elementary or secondary level. In such cases the special education programs and services the student receives are documented in the IEP. 
Data collected by ETFO over the past decade indicates that while the number of children requiring special education programs or services has increased, the number of IPRCs has gone down during the same period. 
Special Education Needs Identification Overall 2013-2022. Data compiled by ETFO from the annual guides to Special Education Fund. The data for the 2026-17 school year was not available.
Percentage of students receiving special education support on an IEP without an IPRC:
· 2013 - 2014: 44%
· 2014 - 2015: 48%
· 2015 – 2016: 49%
· 2017 – 2018: 52%
· 2018 – 2019: 52%
· 2019 – 2020: 53%
· 2020 – 2021: 53%
· 2021 – 2022: 54 %
Percentage of students receiving special education support with an IPRC:
· 2013 - 2014: 56%
· 2014 - 2015: 52%
· 2015 – 2016: 51%
· 2017 – 2018: 48%
· 2018 – 2019: 48%
· 2019 – 2020: 47%
· 2020 – 2021: 47%
· 2021 – 2022: 46%
The Education Act states that the Minister of Education must “ensure that appropriate special education programs and services are provided for exceptional pupils in accordance with the act and the regulations” and that “it is mandatory for all school boards to provide, or purchase from another board, special education programs and services for their exceptional children.” 
The identification of students as “exceptional” and the guarantee of supports are only determined through the IPRC process. The reduction of IPRC meetings is therefore a direct decline in guaranteed special education support.
There is significant room for improvement in the IPRC process. In Reconceptualizing Disability in Education, Luigi Iannacci, summarizes the literature review and analysis of special education texts written for educators that included information about families who have a child or children with a disability and observed contradictions between the discourse regarding family and school partnerships and the classroom reality of IPRCs:
“The literature analysis ultimately revealed that parents were positioned as objects to be acted upon, deficient in understanding their child themselves and the special education system, in need of being informed by educators about their child’s disability, as well as homogeneous in terms of their experiences regarding their child’s disability.”
DIFFERENT ACROSS ONTARIO
ON PAGE 18 OF THE RENFREW COUNTY DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD SPECIAL EDUCATION PLAN, IT STATES THAT “THE IPRC IS NOT A REQUIRED COMPONENT OF OUR SERVICE MODEL” AND THAT THE PURPOSE OF AN IPRC IS FOR THE PLACEMENT IN A SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASS WITH PARTIAL INTEGRATION, A SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASS FULL-TIME, OR AT THE REQUEST OF THE PARENT. INSTEAD, RENFREW COUNTY INDICATES THAT CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES ARE SUPPORTED THROUGH PERSONALIZED IEPS, IF REQUIRED, AND A FOCUS ON BEST CLASSROOM PRACTICES. IN OTHER WORDS, THEY NEVER RECEIVE A MINISTRY OF EDUCATION-RECOGNIZED IDENTIFICATION OR A DISCUSSION ABOUT WHAT APPROPRIATE SUPPORTS ARE REQUIRED IN THE REGULAR CLASSROOM.
[bookmark: _Toc188947293]Student identification
“WE USED TO BE ABLE TO IDENTIFY IN LATE GRADE ONE, EARLY GRADE TWO, IF WE WERE LUCKY. AND NOW BASICALLY WE’RE BEING TOLD IT WILL BE JUNIOR GRADES BEFORE ANYONE GETS AN IDENTIFICATION.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
Ontario’s Education Act defines an exceptional student as one “whose behaviour, communicational, intellectual, physical or multiple exceptionalities are such that he or she is considered to need placement in a special education program.” 
A total of 12 exceptionalities are organized under five categories, as outlined by the Ministry of Education:
· Behaviour
· Communication: autism, deaf and hard of hearing, language impairment, speech impairment, learning disability
· Intellectual: giftedness*, mild intellectual disability, developmental disability
· Physical: physical disability, blind and low vision
· Multiple
*GIFTEDNESS IS INCLUDED WITHIN SPECIAL EDUCATION IN ONTARIO. ALTHOUGH GIFTEDNESS IS NOT A DISABILITY, ETFO RECOGNIZES THAT GIFTED CHILDREN HAVE INTERSECTIONAL IDENTITIES THAT MAY INCLUDE A DISABILITY. EDUCATION IN ONTARIO SHOULD CONTINUE TO FUND A VARIETY OF GIFTED PROGRAMS AND PLACEMENT IN THOSE PROGRAMS SHOULD BE BASED ON INDIVIDUAL STUDENT NEED.
A broad spectrum of needs exists between and within each of the 12 exceptionalities. Even if two children are identified with the same exceptionality, their learning needs must be considered on an individual basis. There is also room for district school boards to individually interpret the Ministry-defined criteria, resulting in variances across the province. 
DIFFERENT ACROSS ONTARIO
LET’S CONSIDER XANDER, WHOSE INTELLECTUAL INDEX AND ADAPTIVE FUNCTIONING SCORE WAS IN THE 7TH PERCENTILE. IF XANDER LIVES IN GUELPH, HE WOULD MEET THE UPPER GRAND DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD CRITERIA FOR AN EXCEPTIONALITY OF A MILD INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY (MID) (BETWEEN 2ND AND 8TH PERCENTILE). HOWEVER, IF XANDER LIVES A 60-MINUTE CAR RIDE EAST IN ETOBICOKE, HE WOULD NOT MEET THE TORONTO DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD CRITERIA FOR AN MID EXCEPTIONALITY (BETWEEN 1ST AND 5TH).  
In 2022, the AODA K–12 Education Standards Development Committee released its final report and recommendations to the government on how education can be more accessible to people with disabilities under the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (K-12, 2022). It must b noted that the government has not taken any steps towards enacting AODA K-12 education standards.
The AODA k-12 report highlights that children are only eligible for special education if they fall within one of the 12 Ministry-defined exceptionalities. This has created a major barrier for children with disabilities that are recognized by the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and the Ontario Human Rights Code, such as ADHD or mental health conditions, but are not included in any of the 12 defined exceptionalities. 
According to the 2022 Canadian Survey on Disability (Statistics Canada, 2022), of the eight million Canadians aged 15 years and older who reported some type of disability that limited their daily activities, almost 3.1 million (38.6 per cent) of respondents reported a mental health-related disability that impacted their daily lives, and approximately 1.65 million (20.7 per cent) reported a learning disability, the most prevalent being ADHD. 
[bookmark: _Toc188947295]Placement
The IPRC determines the placement of exceptional children. In compliance with the Education Act (O. Reg. 181/98) the IPRC must, “before considering the option of placement in a special education class, consider whether placement in a regular class, with appropriate special education services, (a) would meet the pupil’s needs; and (b) is consistent with parental preferences.” 
Each board must provide a range of placement options, as defined by the Ministry of Education: 
· Regular class with indirect support where the student is placed in a regular class for the entire day, and the teacher receives specialized consultative services
· Regular class with resource assistance where the student is placed in a regular class for most or all of the day and receives specialized instruction, individually or in a small group, within the regular classroom from a qualified special education teacher
· Regular class with withdrawal assistance where the student is placed in a regular class and receives instruction outside the classroom, for less than 50 per cent of the school day, from a qualified special education teacher
· Special education class with partial integration where the student is placed in a special education class for at least 50 per cent of the school day and is integrated with a regular class for at least one instructional period daily
· Full-time special education class for the entire school day
The reality is that district school boards are not always able to offer the full range of placement options. The special education placements or supports that are available are limited and rarely offer the most enabling environments for learning due to the lack of supports. Adding to the complexity, parents and teachers have little control over placement decisions because available funding is often the criterion that dictates placement. 
Access to special education programs is also inconsistent across the province, often underscoring and exacerbating existing inequities. Advocacy group People for Education’s 2017 annual report on special education in Ontario stated that while 90 per cent of children in the greater Toronto area had access to a full-time special education teacher, that number dropped to 60 per cent in northern Ontario.
DIFFERENT ACROSS ONTARIO
THE KEEWATIN PATRICIA DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD SPECIAL EDUCATION PLAN LISTS FIVE SCHOOL-BASED PLACEMENT OPTIONS:
· A REGULAR CLASS WITH INDIRECT SUPPORT
· A REGULAR CLASS WITH RESOURCE ASSISTANCE
· A REGULAR CLASS WITH WITHDRAWAL ASSISTANCE
· A SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASS WITH PARTIAL INTEGRATION
· A SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASS FULL TIME
HOWEVER, AFTER LISTING THE PLACEMENT OPTIONS, THE SPECIAL EDUCATION PLAN NOTES THAT THE MAJORITY OF SPECIAL EDUCATION CHILDREN IN THE BOARD ARE PLACED IN “A REGULAR CLASS WITH INDIRECT SUPPORT.”
“IT CAN TAKE MULTIPLE YEARS TO IDENTIFY A STUDENT AND THEN TO IDENTIFY THE TYPE OF APPROPRIATE PLACEMENT. NOW, WHETHER THAT PLACEMENT IS AVAILABLE FOR THEM OR NOT IS ANOTHER QUESTION. AND HOW DO THEY DECIDE WHO GETS THESE CLASSROOMS AND THESE PLACEMENTS? IT’S A VERY LARGE PUZZLE.” 
– REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, 2024 ETFO SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
For their 2023-24 special education survey, the Ontario Autism Coalition asked families what placements were offered to support their children with special education needs. The numbers reflect the greater inclusion of children with special needs in regular classes rather than congregated settings: 
· 30% received a regular classroom placement
· 39% received a regular classroom with support placement
· 27% received a dedicated autism class, community class, or other special education class
· 11% received an other placement
· 6% received a modified school experience
· 3% received none of the above
Source: Ontario Autism Coalition, Special Education Survey, 2023-24 School Year
More than a third of the parents in OAC’s survey (39 per cent) said they felt their child lacked an appropriate placement. The repercussions of inadequate or inappropriate placements can be severe. In Horizon Education’s 2016 report on access to special education in Ontario, 47.1 per cent of the parents surveyed noted that their children suffered often irreparable academic loss due to their inability to access specialized educational services.
Access to appropriate placements has been a debate for almost a century. In his book A Class By Themselves?, Jason Ellis describes how, in 1922, the Toronto Board of Education began a program for deaf children that used pure oralism, a method that taught lip-reading and speech, while prohibiting deaf children from signing. Plans for even more oralism in the city’s schools were opposed by the Ontario Association of the Deaf (OAD), which argued that the board was attempting to suppress sign language and the unique Deaf culture it nurtured.
During ETFO’s 2024 special education focus group discussions, teachers strongly maintained the benefits of self-contained classrooms, in which children made measurable progress in environments where mistakes were made and accepted. Self-contained classrooms, which have much lower maximum class sizes than integrated classes, offer significantly more support and greater access to learning and accessibility services than are currently available in mainstream classroom settings. 
Maximum sizes for special education classes for various types of exceptional pupils are outlined in O. Reg. 298/31 of the Education Act:
· The maximum class size is 8 for pupils who are emotionally disturbed or socially maladjusted (behaviour), have severe learning disabilities, or are below compulsory school age and have impaired hearing (who are deaf and hard of hearing)
· The maximum class size is 10 for pupils who are blind, deaf, have developmental disabilities, or have speech and language disorders
· The maximum class size is 12 for pupils who are hard-of-hearing, have low vision, or have orthopedic or other physical disabilities
· The maximum class size is 12 for pupils in the primary division who are mildly intellectually disabled
· The maximum class size is 16 for pupils in the junior and intermediate divisions who are mildly intellectually disabled
· The maximum class size is 25 for pupils in the elementary division who are gifted
· The maximum class size is 6 for aphasic or autistic pupils, or pupils with multiple disabilities for whom no one disability is dominant
· The maximum class size is 16 for pupils with different exceptionalities in a class for exceptional students
Teachers expressed during the focus groups that the perceived deficit of special education services and supports includes the loss or impending closure of self-contained special education classrooms and congregated programming. Several participants work in boards that operate under full inclusion models while others are in boards that have eliminated all self-contained special education classes.
“WE NEED MORE SPECIALIZED CLASSES FOR CHILDREN, BUT INSTEAD MY BOARD IS CLOSING THESE CLASSES! CLASSROOMS WITH SPECIALIZED EQUIPMENT, A DIFFERENT DESIGN, ALONG WITH STAFF WITH SPECIFIC TRAINING, LOWER STUDENT-TO-STAFF RATIOS, ET CETERA, ARE WHAT HELP CHILDREN ACHIEVE SUCCESS.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, 2024 ETFO SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
In 2019, the Ontario government announced its plan to increase the funded class size average in grades 4 to 8 from 23.84 children to 24.5 children. This change applied to all district school boards as of September 2019, even if the board had been exempted in the past. The effects of these changes were felt differently from board-to-board and led to the loss of almost 1,000 teaching positions in Ontario’s elementary schools. 
General education class sizes are outlined in O. Reg. 132/12 of the Education Act:
· Kindergarten has an average class size of 26 with a class limit of 29. Up to 10% of kindergarten classes may exceed the limit, up to 32 students, under the following circumstances: (a) to reduce the number of Kindergarten/Grade 1 combined grades; (b) if exceeding the limit helps maintain special programs (e.g., FSL).
· 90% of grades 1, 2, and 3 classes in a district school board should have less than 20 and there is a class limit of 23.
· Grades 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 have an average class size of 24.5 and there is no limit to the number of students.
According to a summary of average class sizes in grades 4 to 8 for the 2018-2019 school year provided in O. Reg. 132/12 of the Education Act, only a quarter (26 per cent) of English public district school boards were achieving the funded class size of 23.84. Forty per cent (9 out of 23) were already reporting average class sizes that exceeded the funded class average of 24.5 starting in September 2019. No further data has been shared since the election of the Doug Ford Conservative government, even though district school boards provide the data to the Ontario Ministry of Education each year. It must be assumed that overall stability of class size averages reported by district school boards must have increased.
DIFFERENT ACROSS ONTARIO
THE 2022-23 OTTAWA-CARLETON SPECIAL EDUCATION PLAN LISTED THE NUMBER OF SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASSES FOR EACH EXCEPTIONALITY:
· THERE ARE 12 CLASSES FOR STUDENTS WITH BEHAVIOUR NEEDS
· THERE ARE 36 CLASSES FOR STUDENTS WITH AUTISM
· THERE IS ONE CLASS FOR STUDENTS WHO ARE DEAF AND HARD OF HEARING
· THERE ARE 14 CLASSES FOR STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES
· THERE ARE 13 CLASSES FOR STUDENTS WITH MILD INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES
· THERE ARE NINE CLASSES FOR STUDENTS WITH DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES
IN THE SPRING OF 2024, THE OTTAWA-CARLETON DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD BEGAN REVIEWING THEIR SPECIAL EDUCATION PROGRAMS. IN THE 2023-24 SPECIAL EDUCATION PLAN THE NUMBER OF SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASSES FOR EACH EXCEPTIONALITY WAS NOT LISTED, RESULTING IN A LACK OF TRANSPARENCY REGARDING THE POTENTIAL CHANGING AVAILABILITY OF SELF-CONTAINED SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASSES. IN JANUARY 2025, THE BOARD INTENDS TO PHASE OUT MANY SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASSROOMS, LEAVING OVER 400 CHILDREN WITHOUT A SPECIAL EDUCATION PLACEMENT.
DIFFERENT ACROSS ONTARIO
THE HAMILTON-WENTWORTH DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD OFFERS AN INTENSIVE SPEECH AND LANGUAGE PROGRAM FOR GRADE 1 CHILDREN WITH PROFOUND LANGUAGE DELAYS ACCOMPANIED, IN MANY CASES, BY A SPEECH IMPAIRMENT. CHILDREN ACCEPTED INTO THIS PROGRAM HAVE BEEN ASSESSED WITH PROFOUND EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE AND/OR ARTICULATION DELAYS WITH AVERAGE RECEPTIVE LANGUAGE SKILLS AND/OR AVERAGE COGNITIVE SKILLS. INSTRUCTION IS BASED ON THE GRADE 1 CURRICULUM WITH A SPEECH AND LANGUAGE FOCUS.
THIS PROGRAM SHOULD BE MAINTAINED, IF NOT EXPANDED. HOWEVER, IT IS A LOCALLY AVAILABLE PROGRAM AND NOT SUBJECT TO REGULATION 298/31 OF THE EDUCATION ACT. AS A RESULT, THE DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD DOES NOT NEED TO ADHERE TO ANY SPECIFIC CLASS SIZES. 
“AUTISM CLASSES ARE FULL ACROSS THE BOARD. NOT EVERY SCHOOL HAS AN AUTISM CLASS, BUT WE ALL HAVE CHILDREN WITH AUTISM. THE COMMON QUESTIONS WE ARE GETTING WHEN THINKING ABOUT PLACEMENTS GOING FORWARD ARE: ARE THEY TOILETED? CAN THEY FEED THEMSELVES? ARE YOU EVACUATING THE CLASSROOM? IF IT IS NO, THEN THEY ARE STAYING RIGHT WHERE THEY ARE.”
– SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER, SELF-CONTAINED CLASSROOM, 2024 ETFO SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
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An Individual Education Plan (IEP) is a working, written plan that moves with the student throughout their education. The IEP must be developed for each student who has been identified as exceptional by an IPRC within 30 school days of the student’s placement in a special education program. As a placement typically starts new each September, it follows that IEPs must be developed within 30 school days of the start of the school year. 
A caring society provides education for all children. It follows that their needs cannot be met by a one-size-fits-all philosophy or approach to education. The research and analysis for this report show that not all children receiving special education supports and services are formally identified through the IPRC process. Teachers, paraprofessionals, educational assistants, school administrators, and families use several measures to evaluate a student’s challenges and needs when determining whether special education and/or an Individual Education Plan (IEP) is right for the student. 
The IEP is reviewed and updated at the start of the student’s placement each year, and a minimum of once per reporting period. It describes: 
· the strengths and needs of an exceptional student or of a student with special needs
· the special education program and services established to meet a student’s needs 
· how the program and services will be delivered, assessed, and reported on

All IEPs, regardless of their reason for development, must meet the Ministry of Education’s IEP standards as outlined in the Special Education in Ontario, Kindergarten to Grade 12: Policy and Resource Guide (2017).
An important requirement is that families be consulted in the development of the IEP each year. This parent consultation must be documented, with outcomes of the consultations recorded. Parents are key partners when working with children with special needs. Keeping them informed as the year progresses and engaging them in discussions about their child are important factors in supporting the children. Additionally, the special education teacher serves as a resource to assist classroom teachers as they develop and update children’s IEPs, as appropriate.
If an IEP has been created for a student who has not been identified as exceptional through an IPRC but requires special education programs and services, it is expected the IEP will continue with the student as they move through the grades. Should the IEP be deemed no longer necessary, after consultation with the principal, the special education teacher, and the parents, it may be discontinued. The decision to discontinue an IEP should be documented, with the documentation stored in the Ontario Student Record (OSR).
Based on the strengths and needs of a student with special needs, teachers may have to make accommodations or modifications to the student’s program, which are reflected in the IEP.
The term accommodation is used to refer to the special teaching and assessment strategies, human supports and/or individualized equipment required to enable a student to learn and to demonstrate learning. Accommodations do not alter the provincial curriculum expectations for the grade.
Modifications are changes made in the age-appropriate grade level expectations for a subject or course to meet a student’s learning needs. These changes may involve developing expectations that reflect knowledge and skills required in the curriculum for a different grade level and/or increasing or decreasing the number and/or complexity of the regular grade level curriculum expectations.
Some children require programing other than that outlined in the provincial curriculum. This is referred to as alternative programming, and it is outlined in the IEP. As there is no provincial alternative curriculum, these programs are developed for the individual child, based on their strengths, needs, and abilities. 
Although IEPs are intended to ensure educators have a clear understanding of what children need to be successful in the classroom, they have, in some cases, developed the reputation of being an “add-on” to classroom programming and a source of extra, inequitably distributed work for educators. This has left some members feeling overwhelmed, inadequately supported, and frustrated that their advocacy for children appears to be unheard.
“I HAVE A CLASS WITH 15 IEPS THAT ALL SAY PREFERENTIAL SEATING. OUR HANDS ARE TIED. IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO SUCCEED. IT IS SO OVERWHELMING TO KNOW THAT YOU ARE LETTING KIDS SLIP THROUGH.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, 2024 ETFO SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
Since 2017, ETFO has tracked which members are writing IEPs, how many IEPs members are writing, and how long it takes to write a single IEP. Over 75 per cent of permanent teachers write an average of seven IEPs per year, each taking about eight hours to complete. That is approximately 60 additional hours of work that teachers complete after school and on weekends.
The ETFO special education focus groups conducted in 2024 found that board-provided professional development specific to special education is largely non-existent for mainstream teachers. Some teachers say they are not even trained on how to write IEPs.
“Where is the professional development?” asked one mainstream teacher. “Where is that someone saying, ‘Okay this is the student coming into your classroom, here are some supports for you [and the student]. Here’s what you can do.’ Not a video that I need to find myself. I need someone to say, ‘This is how we do it, and we will do it together.’”
The Ontario Autism Coalition’s 2023-24 special education survey reported that 89 per cent of families indicated that their special education student had an IEP. However, six per cent did not have an IEP, and five per cent of families were unsure if their child had an IEP. Of the families surveyed, 39 per cent were very dissatisfied with the IEP development process. The OAC argues there may be several reasons for these numbers:
· Families or educators may not fully understand the purpose or process of creating an IEP
· Some schools may be reluctant to initiate the IEP process due to resource limitations, staff shortages, or other systemic barriers
· Families may choose not to pursue an IEP due to concerns about stigma or misunderstanding the potential benefits.
· A student’s barrier might not require an IEP, even though support is still needed

Ontario special education policies have been informed by the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and the Ontario Human Rights Code and are communicated through district school board special education plans. However, over the last two decades, the role of district school boards has transitioned from one of enabling access to needed services to one of gatekeeping and rationing scarce resources. This has resulted in significant inconsistencies regarding special education availability across the province that is incredibly challenging for families with children with disabilities to navigate.
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· That the Ministry of Education convene a special education committee that includes education stakeholders (including the affiliates) that meets three times during the school year to review and advise on special education policy. 
· That the Ministry of Education engage education unions as full partners in the discussion and implementation of special education at local and provincial levels.
· That the Ministry of Education allocate increased, ongoing, and sustainable funding for high-quality professional learning for educators in special education and student mental health, to take place within the instructional day.
· That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding for the creation and implementation of Individual Education Plans (IEP) including professional development and the development of curriculum-related resources. 

FROM STUDENT TO TEACHER – ETFO MEMBERS WITH DISABILITIES 
ETFO MEMBERS WITH DISABILITIES SHARE THEIR CHILDHOOD EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES AND THEIR THOUGHTS ON SPECIAL EDUCATION IN ONTARIO TODAY.
 LYDIA HAS A LEARNING DISABILITY AND ENTERED A GENERAL EDUCATION KINDERGARTEN CLASS IN 1980.
LYDIA ACKNOWLEDGES THAT HER SUCCESS IS THE RESULT OF THE EXPERTISE AND PROFESSIONALISM OF HER PUBLIC SCHOOL TEACHERS. WHEN LYDIA THINKS BACK TO GRADE 1, SHE HAS VIVID MEMORIES OF HER CLASSROOM WINDOWS, THE CHANGING SKY, AND DAYDREAMING. SHE REMEMBERS HOW BY GRADE 2, THE CLASSROOM EDUCATIONAL ASSISTANT AND TEACHER-LIBRARIAN ALWAYS SEEMED TO BE THERE FOR HER. BY GRADE 4 SHE WAS REGULARLY RECEIVING RESOURCE SUPPORT. LYDIA NOW UNDERSTANDS THAT THIS ATTENTION WAS TO SUPPORT HER LEARNING, BUT AT THE TIME SHE DID NOT FEEL ANY DIFFERENT THAN ANY OF HER OTHER CLASSMATES. 
LYDIA BEGAN READING IN GRADE 6 AND CONTINUED SUCCESSFULLY THROUGH SCHOOL WITH THE SUPPORT OF HER ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY TEACHERS. ONCE IN UNIVERSITY, WITH ITS EMPHASIS ON LECTURES AND INDEPENDENT READING, LYDIA BEGAN TO STRUGGLE. SHE SOUGHT HELP FROM AN AVAILABLE COUNSELLING SERVICE FOR SUPPORT WITH STUDY STRATEGIES. THIS EVENTUALLY LED TO LYDIA RECEIVING A PSYCHO-EDUCATIONAL ASSESSMENT AND A DIAGNOSIS OF A LEARNING DISABILITY. LYDIA BECAME A TEACHER IN 2000 AND IS QUALIFIED TO TEACH SPECIAL EDUCATION. 
WHEN LYDIA’S DAUGHTER WAS DIAGNOSED WITH A LEARNING DISABILITY YEARS LATER, SHE ALSO HAD EXCELLENT TEACHERS. BUT UNLIKE LYDIA, HER DAUGHTER DID NOT HAVE ACCESS TO EDUCATIONAL ASSISTANTS OR RESOURCE SUPPORT. IT WAS LYDIA WHO TUTORED HER EVERY DAY AFTER SCHOOL. LYDIA NOW FEELS THE CHRONIC UNDERFUNDING OF THE EDUCATION SYSTEM BOTH PROFESSIONALLY AND PERSONALLY.
[bookmark: _Toc189231944]Chapter 3: Special Education Funding
by Ricardo Tranjan and Carolina Aragão
Since the Doug Ford Conservative government came to power in 2018, funding for school boards has dropped a stunning $1,500 per student, on average, when adjusted for inflation. The increase in class sizes and the introduction of mandatory online courses have resulted in the province having 5,000 fewer teachers than it would otherwise. School buildings are not keeping up either. The latest estimate puts the school repair backlog at $16.8 billion.[footnoteRef:3] This amount doesn’t include many things, like maintaining portable classrooms that were meant to be temporary but have been used for so long that they need fixing. It also doesn’t include monitoring air quality or replacing lead pipes.  [3:  Legislative Assembly of Ontario, Committee Transcripts, June 8, 2021.] 

TO SEE HOW MUCH THE FORD GOVERNMENT HAS CUT FUNDING TO YOUR NEIGHBOURHOOD PUBLIC SCHOOL PLEASE VISIT BUILDINGBETTERSCHOOLS.CA.
In addition to funding cuts and growing repair backlogs, Ontario’s school boards struggle with funding formulas that inadequately estimate need and ineptly allocate resources, leading to the structural underfunding of several school programs. The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA) has carefully documented funding formula flaws and proposed solutions to address them. Yet the funding problems persist, negatively affecting different population groups and program areas. For example, the poorly designed and recently gutted Learning Opportunities Grant has negatively impacted schools with a high concentration of children from low-income households. This chapter focuses on another critical area: special education. 
While increasing funding would positively impact children with special education needs, a long-term solution requires changing the funding model. Currently, only 13 per cent of special education funding is based on assessed student needs; the remainder is based on general enrolment and a statistical model that tries to predict the likelihood of children requiring special education support. The reality of this funding model is the structural underfunding of special education and a devasting lack of knowledge about the student population. 
This chapter discusses how the special education funding model came about, how it works, its flaws, and how to fix it. 
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The Ontario public education system underwent significant changes following the rise to power of Mike Harris’ Progressive Conservative Party in 1995. Influenced by a neoliberal agenda focused on rolling back the state through tax reductions and budget cuts, educational reforms were part of an overhaul of provincial finances that drastically altered public services in Ontario.
Centralization was a main pillar of these reforms. New processes and agencies sought to standardize and closely monitor schools, implementing an “audit culture.” For funding, centralization translated to a funding formula that allocates resources to schools based primarily on enrolment. Funding for teachers, learning materials, and professional support is allocated using a per-pupil measure, while facilities and operations such as heating, lighting, and maintenance receive funding based on a square-foot-per-student calculation.
Leading economist, Hugh Mackenzie has argued that although the new funding formula promised equality among schools across the province, its "one-size-fits-all" logic has, in practice, led to significant financial challenges for many schools (Mackenzie, 2009). In Mackenzie’s view, the funding formula design does not recognize that critical school costs are fixed and do not vary with enrolment, thereby failing to guarantee sufficient funding for basic school expenses. Because items such as teacher salaries, building maintenance, and library resources are fixed at the school level, per-student metrics do not guarantee that schools will receive the funding they need. This system leaves schools critically underfunded, often compelling communities and school boards to fundraise to bridge funding gaps, further exacerbating systemic inequalities between schools based on the economic resources of their local communities. 
This context of financial scarcity insidiously fosters the privatization process. Instead of working toward a quality public education system for all, boards and schools are forced to focus primarily on their own financial survival. 
As the formula's shortcomings in meeting specific school needs became apparent, the Ministry of Education introduced targeted grants for specific areas like library services, language support, and transportation. Although these grants provided some relief to schools, this patchwork approach did not address the core issues of resource allocation, leaving the fundamental flaws of the funding formula unresolved.
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Until the early 2000s, including through the Harris Conservative government years, special education funding was aligned with the needs of children at each school board. Funding was split into two core grants: The Special Education Per-Pupil Amount (SEPPA) and the Intensive Support Amount (ISA). 
The SEPPA was directly tied to the number of children with special education needs. Funding was exclusively used to support special education services, such as hiring specialized teachers, educational assistants, speech-language therapists, and psychologists. In turn, the ISA provided resources for children with high support needs based on demands outlined in Individual Education Plans (IEPs), such as one-on-one assistance and specialized equipment. The ISA also provided flexibility for school boards, enabling them to combine it with other grants to design effective programs. 
In 2010, a significant shift occurred in special education funding – and not for the better. The Liberal provincial government under Dalton McGuinty replaced funding linked directly to identified student needs with allocations based on general student enrolment (called per-pupil funding) and the Special Education Statistical Prediction Model, which estimates the likelihood of children requiring special education programs or services at each school board. The statistical model represented a fundamental change in special education funding from known needs to estimated needs. This change limited the availability of support across the system, forcing school boards to focus on rationing resources rather than meeting needs.
[bookmark: _Toc189231947]The current special education funding model
The administration of special education resources has grown more complex over the years, largely due to the addition of small funding envelopes that try to address the most obvious funding gaps. Each envelope has a separate set of eligibility and reporting rules, increasing the administrative burden on district school boards, schools, and education workers. An overcomplicated funding model also decreases government transparency and, more importantly, thwarts advocacy efforts because educators and parents cannot always keep up with the ever-changing technical terms. 
A detailed list of special education grants and allocation rules is included in Appendix 1. For the remainder of this chapter, the focus will summarize what the major funding envelopes, complicated calculations, and lengthy allocation rules mean for children and educators in the classroom. 
For the 2024-25 school year, special education grants are distributed across four allocations:
· [bookmark: _heading=h.9tfy0r55i172]Per-Pupil Allocation: Provides funding to all school boards to support additional costs for children with special needs, based on total student enrolment rather than the enrolment of children with special education needs. Funding is mainly for staffing costs, professional development, and learning materials. 
· Differentiated Needs Allocation: Aims to address variation in special education needs across schools and boards. Amounts fluctuate annually based on an estimation formula and a statistical prediction model. Subcomponents fund local school board priorities, multi-disciplinary education teams, collaborative initiatives, and special needs assessments (see appendix one for details). 
· Complex Supports Allocation: Provides funding for children with high needs, including those requiring support from more than two full-time, board-paid staff at a time, due to health and safety needs; children and youth who cannot attend regular school due to their primary need for care, treatment, or because of a court order to serve a custody or detention sentence; and children with autism and other special education needs.
· Specialized Equipment Allocation: Assists school boards with the costs of specialized equipment to support children with special education needs that are essential for them to attend school, access curriculum, or participate in board programs and courses. 

As Table 1 shows, 87 per cent of all special education funding is based either on general enrolment or an estimation of the number of children with special education needs, with the statistical model shaping 37 per cent of the total allocation. Only 13 per cent of the funding is based on the known needs of children receiving support. 
The following describe the special education funding amount per allocation and the percentage of funding data from the Ontario Ministry of Education, Guide to the 2024-2025 Special Education Fund:
· The per pupil allocation amount is $1,870 million and is 50% of the funding. It is based on general enrolment.
· The differentiated needs allocation is $1,380 million and is 37% of the funding. It is based on modelled needs.
· The complex supports allocation is $330.2 million and is 9% of the funding. It is based on known needs.
· The specialized equipment allocation is $134.1 million and is 4% of the funding. It is based on known needs.
Major limitations
The Per-pupil Allocation is a blunt instrument that disregards real needs. Instead of the Ministry of Education assuming responsibility for providing the resources current children need, boards and schools must make do with the amount they receive. This is rationing, not funding. 
The Differentiated Needs Allocation is supposed to address the variations in need across schools, but it doesn’t do that well. Much of this allocation is determined using the Special Education Statistical Prediction Model (SESPM), which estimates the proportion of children that likely need special education programs and services. 
Statistical models simulate the real world instead of measuring it. Their main advantage is reducing the cost and time required for assessing needs. Their main disadvantage is the loss of precision. Put simply, it’s easier to model than to measure, but measuring is more precise. 
More specific limitations of the statistical model pertain to how it is built and run. A key issue with the prediction structure of the existing model is its inability to incorporate and respond to shocks. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted child and youth mental health due to prolonged school closures, social isolation, and disruptions to daily routines, leading to heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and stress. Similarly, climate emergencies are linked to mental health problems among children and youth and are likely to become more common because of the climate crisis. The current statistical model takes years to respond to these emerging needs.
The quality of inputs also matters. While the statistical model attempts to approximate real-world conditions, using neighbourhood-level socioeconomic characteristics, calculations are based on outdated data. Currently, the model combines information from the 2006 and 2021 censuses, with 80 per cent of the formula based on data from 2006 and only 20 per cent using data from 2021, which is already stale. 
Ontario's social and economic landscape has changed dramatically over the past 20 years. Population growth was accompanied by a substantial rise in the racialized and foreign-born populations in the province, altering neighbourhood composition in varied ways. At the same time, poverty and income inequality have increased, a fact not reflected in the current model.
DIFFERNETIATED NEEDS ALLOCATION – THE MATH DOESN’T MATH
THE STATISTICAL MODEL APPROACH COMBINES NEIGHBOURHOOD-LEVEL DATA FROM THE 2006 AND 2021 CENSUS WITH CHILDREN’S DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS IN THE ONTARIO SCHOOL INFORMATION SYSTEM (ONSIS). FIRST, THE MINISTRY USES 14 LOGISTIC REGRESSION MODELS TO ASSESS THE LIKELIHOOD OF EACH STUDENT REQUIRING SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICES. THESE MODELS COMBINE INFORMATION FROM INDIVIDUAL STUDENT CHARACTERISTICS AND NEIGHBOURHOOD-LEVEL DATA TO PREDICT SPECIFIC NEEDS. FOR EACH STUDENT, THE MINISTRY RUNS ONE REGRESSION FOR EACH OF THE 12 CATEGORIES OF EXCEPTIONALITIES DEFINED BY THE MINISTRY, AS WELL AS TWO ADDITIONAL REGRESSIONS TO ACCOUNT FOR OTHER, LESS CLEARLY IDENTIFIED NEEDS. THESE MODELS THEN GENERATE PREDICTED PROBABILITIES FOR ALL CHILDREN, WHICH ESTIMATE HOW LIKELY IT IS THAT A STUDENT WILL REQUIRE SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICES FOR EACH TYPE OF EXCEPTIONALITY IN EACH SCHOOL BOARD. 
NEXT, THE MINISTRY CALCULATES THE LIKELIHOOD OF CHILDREN NEEDING SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICES BY SUMMING THE PREDICTED PROBABILITIES FOR ALL CHILDREN WITHIN A SCHOOL BOARD. THIS TOTAL PROBABILITY IS THEN MULTIPLIED BY THE BOARD’S AVERAGE DAILY ENROLMENT (ADE) TO ESTIMATE THE OVERALL NUMBER OF CHILDREN REQUIRING SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICES IN EVERY SCHOOL BOARD. THE DIFFERENTIATED NEEDS AMOUNT IS THEN CALCULATED BASED ON THE SHARE OF THE TOTAL PREDICTED NUMBER OF CHILDREN NEEDING SERVICES ACROSS THE PROVINCE.
THE STATISTICAL MODEL IS GROUNDED IN RESEARCH ON THE SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH, WHICH HIGHLIGHT HOW VARIOUS FACTORS – INCLUDING PERSONAL EXPERIENCES, LIVING ENVIRONMENTS, AND BROADER SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS – INFLUENCE HEALTH OUTCOMES. TOGETHER, THESE NON-MEDICAL FACTORS HELP TO SHAPE CHILDREN’S AND TEENAGERS’ MENTAL AND PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT AND WELL-BEING.
FOR EXAMPLE, THE SOCIOECONOMIC CONDITIONS OF FAMILIES PLAY A CRITICAL ROLE IN CHILDREN’S HEALTH. SYSTEMIC INEQUITIES, SUCH AS RACISM AND XENOPHOBIA, ALSO INFLUENCE HEALTH BY FURTHER EXACERBATING DISPARITIES AMONG CHILDREN. RACIALIZED AND IMMIGRANT FAMILIES OFTEN RESIDE IN DISADVANTAGED NEIGHBOURHOODS WITH GREATER EXPOSURE TO POLLUTION, UNSTABLE HOUSING, AND LIMITED ACCESS TO SERVICES AND RECREATIONAL SPACES. THESE CONDITIONS CONTRIBUTE TO HIGHER RATES OF ANXIETY AND CHRONIC ILLNESSES IN CHILDREN. ADDITIONALLY, CHRONIC STRESS STEMMING FROM POVERTY AND FINANCIAL INSTABILITY DISRUPTS BIOLOGICAL SYSTEMS, INCREASING THE RISK OF DEVELOPMENTAL AND HEALTH CHALLENGES OVER TIME. THESE INTERCONNECTED CONDITIONS ARE CRITICAL IN SHAPING THE DEMAND FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICES. 
In turn, the key limitation of Complex Support Allocation is its limited funding. The original rationale behind this envelope was good: children with very high needs require a separate funding stream. The stricter eligibility rules and lengthy applications could have been justifiable if the amounts disbursed were substantial, but they were not. 
Take, for example, the Special Incidence Portion (SIP), the largest component within this envelope. Until the 2022-23 school year, district school boards had to demonstrate that a student required more than two full-time staff to support their needs to receive a maximum allowance of $28,803 per year, or roughly half of the salary of an educational assistant. In other words, the Ministry would pitch in a little bit but left it to district school boards and schools to figure out how to pay for most of the support children need. 
In practice, this means that special education classes are mainly funded through the general pool of special education resources. It is a common misconception that creating such classes generates additional resources from the Ministry of Education. That is not accurate. Most funding for these classes comes from the Per-pupil and Differentiated Needs allocations. To support children with very high needs, principals must reallocate resources to special education classes from regular classes with children who have special education needs, and boards must reallocate resources from one school to another. In Ontario’s education system, we take from one child to give to another, all the time. 
In 2024, the Ministry of Education announced that the SIP allocation would be capped at a fixed amount. In other words, the largest needs-based envelope – created to address gaps in a funding model that does not rely on assessments – will also disregard needs. The Ontario government is, once again, requiring boards and schools to ration fixed amounts instead of providing the resources needed.
Finally, the limitation of Specialized Equipment Allocation mirrors that of Complex Support Allocation. The Ministry requires boards to demonstrate a need in order to assist with costs, up to a certain amount; boards and schools must figure out where the rest of the money comes from. If the needs are high, this will require taking from one student to give to another. 
[bookmark: _Toc189231948]What underfunding looks like in practice
Numbers can never capture the classroom experiences of children and educators that will be described in chapter 4, but they help contextualize them. Using microdata from the Educational Finance Information System (EFIS) and Ministry of Education data on the number of children enrolled in special education programs and services, we could estimate what the various funding envelopes translate to in practice. We focused on the Differentiated Special Needs Allocation (DSENA), the second-largest funding envelope, meant to cover all children with special education needs. 
In 2022-23, the year for which this data is available, school boards received an estimated $4,200 in DSENA funding for each student with special education needs, on average. Assuming each student had that share of funding applied exclusively to them (which is not the case), this is what schools would be able to provide them with:[footnoteRef:4] [4:  For these estimates, we use DSENA allocations (minus the SIP) reported in the Educational Finance Information System 2022-2023 Revised Estimated and referenced salaries outlined in the Ministry of Education 2022-2023 Technical Papers. Rates for classroom teachers include preparation time. Rates for professionals/paraprofessionals include estimated travel and administrative activities, which is why the authors chose to provide a range.  
] 

· Special education classroom teacher: 1 hour and 30 minutes per week, or 
· Educational assistant: 2 hours and 30 minutes per week, or  
· Specialists: between 1 hour and 1 hour and 30 minutes per week 

Usually, these allocations do not translate into one-to-one appointments with these professionals. For example, 2 hours and 30 minutes with an educational assistant means that the classroom teacher of a regular class with three children with special education needs would have an educational assistant once a week. The other four days of the week, the teacher is alone in the classroom, with a funded class average of 24.5 students for grades 4 to 8, including the three children with special education needs. This very limited number of support hours highlights the enormous gap between allocated resources and needs. 
“SCHOOL BOARDS HAVE THEIR ENVELOPES AND THEY ONLY HAVE SO MUCH MONEY. THEY FEEL THAT SPECIAL EDUCATION IS THAT AREA THAT THEY CAN WITHDRAW [FROM] AND JUST PUT CHILDREN BACK IN REGULAR CLASSROOMS, PUT THAT BURDEN ON TEACHERS. WE DO WHAT WE DO AND WE DO IT WELL. BUT YEAR AFTER YEAR AFTER YEAR WE HAVE TO DO MORE WITH LESS. AND THOSE ARE OUR MOST VULNERABLE CHILDREN. AS A TEACHER, AFTER ALL THESE YEARS, I STILL DO NOT HAVE THE QUALIFICATIONS TO MEET THOSE CHILDREN WHERE THEY ARE.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
Another way to illustrate the inadequacy of Ontario’s special education funding model is to look at the overall number of dedicated special education staff per student with special education needs, as shown in Table 2. 
The first column captures special education teachers assigned to special education classrooms or classes; teachers in regular classrooms with children with special education needs are not included in these counts. The second column captures educational assistants assigned to regular classrooms and special education classrooms. The third column captures all other dedicated staff, including social workers, child and youth workers, speech therapists, psychologists, and classroom consultants. These professionals usually serve several schools, spending a limited number of hours in each and an even smaller number of hours in any classroom. For example, most speech therapists provide support to educators working with children with language development difficulties a few hours a month instead of directly providing support to children, though some speech therapists work directly with children who require substantial support. The third column uses the full-time equivalent of the various services.
On average, English public school boards in Ontario have one special education teacher for every 23 children with special education needs, one educational assistant for every 10 children with special education needs, and one other staff, including specialists, for every 60 children who require special education assistance.
These numbers do not tell the whole story. Given that funding for children with very high needs is so inadequate, those children absorb a significant share of the available resources, making the average number of staff supporting children with more moderate needs even smaller than what is described below. Whereas educators often assume the diagnosis of a specific condition in a student who requires substantial support will generate additional resources, diagnoses mainly increase the pressure on boards to spread resources thinner across schools and classrooms. The current funding model forces boards to ration resources, not to meet needs.  
The total number of elementary students receiving special education is 132, 134. 
· There are 23 students with special education needs per special education teacher
· There are 10 students with special education needs per educational assistant
[bookmark: _Toc189231949]Fixing the special education funding formula 
There are three immediate ways to improve the funding formula used in Ontario to help close the gap between the existing programs and the needed supports. These quick fixes will not address the fundamental problems with the funding formula, however. An adequate funding model would be based on assessed needs rather than estimations. That is the actual fix. In this section, we look at both quick fixes and the actual fix. 
Quick Fix #1: Index special education funding to inflation
Since the onset of the pandemic, special education funding in Ontario has struggled to keep pace with inflation, raising concerns about its ability to meet growing demand. 
Looking at the per-student allocation of the Special Education Per-Pupil Amount (SEPPA), we see that while values reported by the Ministry of Education show nominal increases between the fiscal years of 2018-19 and 2024-25, inflation-adjusted figures reveal a more concerning trend. Real funding declined between 2020-21 and 2022-23, and although a modest rebound has occurred since then, the current inflation-adjusted funding remains below pre-pandemic levels. At the same time, enrolment trends suggest that the number of children requiring special education support is rising, particularly in secondary schools.
The following is the Special Education Per-Pupil Amount for grades 4 to 8, inflation-adjusted:
· 2018-2019: $930
· 2019-2020: $920
· 2020-20221: $930
· 2021-2022: $918
· 2022-2023: 868
· 2023-2024: $859
· 2024-2025: $909
Source: Ministry of Education, Education Funding Technical Papers, 2018-19 to 2024-25; calculations by the authors. 
The COVID-19 pandemic intensified the child and youth mental health crisis, with growing rates of anxiety, stress, and other challenges contributing to the need for enhanced educational and mental health support in schools. To address these issues, it is essential for the Ontario government to, at the very least, ensure that special education funding keeps pace with inflation. Maintaining inflation-adjusted funding levels is a basic, first step in providing schools with the resources needed to meet children’s growing demands. 
Quick Fix #2: Address the assessment backlog
As highlighted in Chapter 2, ETFO’s data collection reveals that 59 per cent (elementary data only) of children receiving special education support had not been assessed by an Identification, Placement and Review Committee (IPRC) process, indicating the lack of school board resources to meet demands related to special education. IPRCs are critical in supporting children with special needs by determining their areas of exceptionality and recommending appropriate educational placement and support. This process is an essential part of ensuring children receive the tailored special education programs they need. Without it, children’s success in regular or special education classes can be profoundly compromised. As observed in chapter 1 and 2, the IPRC process and special education policy must be reviewed to ensure families are heard, children’s best interests are considered, and the rights of both are respected.
Quick Fix #3: Enhancing the statistical model 
The statistical model could be changed to yield more accurate predictions. The current design uses insufficient student information in its estimates. Currently, the model uses information on children’s grade and gender, but more student-level information can be incorporated into the model. The Ontario School Information System (OnSIS) already collects extensive information about children, including country of origin; time in Canada; First Nation, Métis, and Inuit identification; and whether a student is under the care of a Children’s Aid Society. Incorporating this data into the prediction models could enhance their accuracy, enabling the Ontario government to better capture the social determinants of health that influence the need for special education services and more effectively support the evolving needs of school boards.
Incorporating information about assessment backlogs would also improve the statistical model by acting as a proxy for the number of children with unmet needs. For instance, records from the Toronto District School Board show that there are almost 1,400 children either waiting for or receiving assessment for special education, accounting for about 12 per cent of the board's total special education enrolment (Toronto, 2024). 
The Real Fix: Replace the general-enrolment-based funding and the statistical model 
By funding special education based on general enrolment and statistical estimates, the Ministry of Education avoids getting into fine-grained financial matters of the actual cost of providing support. Instead, the Ministry delegates the responsibility to boards and schools, which are tasked with rationing insufficient funding across schools. 
A funding formula based on assessed needs and individual support plans would provide a clearer picture of funding gaps. Knowing is better than estimating. That is the reform the education system needs. 
ETFO recommends:
· [bookmark: _Issues_in_the]That the Ministry of Education resume the practice of including the breakdown of funding allocations under the education category in the provincial budget. 
· That the Ministry of Education establish an independent, external review of Ontario’s education funding formula to ensure it reflects actual student needs and close any funding gaps that may exist by increasing base special education grants. 
· That the Ministry of Education allocate increased enveloped special education funding that is more accessible and allows for more flexibility to meet the wide range of needs of all children throughout the school year. 
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FROM STUDENT TO TEACHER – ETFO MEMBERS WITH DISABILITIES 
ETFO MEMBERS WITH DISABILITIES SHARE THEIR CHILDHOOD EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES AND THEIR THOUGHTS ON SPECIAL EDUCATION IN ONTARIO TODAY.
 ABIGALE IS HARD OF HEARING AND ENTERED A GENERAL EDUCATION KINDERGARTEN CLASS IN 1973.
BECAUSE ABIGALE WAS NON-SPEAKING, HER PARENTS WERE ORIGINALLY TOLD THAT SHE HAD A DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITY. THIS DIAGNOSIS DID NOT ALIGN WITH WHAT HER PARENTS, A NURSE AND A TEACHER, WERE OBSERVING AT HOME. THROUGH ONGOING ADVOCACY, IT WAS EVENTUALLY DISCOVERED THAT SHE WAS COMPLETELY DEAF. AT FOUR YEARS OLD, TUBES WERE INSERTED IN HER EARS. ALTHOUGH ABIGALE REMAINED COMPLETELY DEAF IN HER LEFT EAR, SHE GAINED SOME HEARING IN HER RIGHT EAR. 
ABIGALE BEGAN SPEAKING AT FIVE YEARS OLD. SHE CREDITS HER CLEAR ARTICULATION AS AN ADULT TO WEEKLY SPEECH AND LANGUAGE THERAPY SHE WAS ABLE TO ACCESS IN CHILDHOOD AND HER PARENTS’ DAILY IMPLEMENTATION OF THE ASSIGNED HOMEWORK FROM THE SESSIONS. WHEN ABIGALE CHANGED SCHOOLS IN GRADE 2, THE SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER PROVIDED SPEECH AND LANGUAGE SUPPORT UNTIL GRADE 4. SHE FONDLY REMEMBERS THE SCRAP BOOK OF SPEECH SOUNDS.
AFTER ABIGALE BECAME A TEACHER, SHE FINALLY DECIDED TO TRY HEARING AIDS AND AT 31 SHE HEARD A BIRD SING FOR THE FIRST TIME IN HER LIFE. ABIGALE ADMITS IT CAN BE EXHAUSTING TO LISTEN AND THAT THERE ARE STILL SOME SOUNDS AT THE START AND END OF WORDS THAT SHE CANNOT PROCESS. 
THOUGH AWARENESS OF DEAFNESS HAS INCREASED OVER THE YEARS, THERE IS STILL A LACK OF ACCEPTANCE. ABIGALE IS CONCERNED ABOUT THE DECLINING ACCESS TO THE ALREADY LIMITED AVAILABILITY OF SPEECH AND LANGUAGE THERAPISTS FOR DEAF AND HARD OF HEARING CHILDREN. 
[bookmark: _Toc189231950][bookmark: _STRATCOM_QUESTIONS:]Chapter 4: Challenges in the classroom
“THIS MORNING, AT NINE O’CLOCK, SOMETHING TRULY AMAZING HAPPENED IN ONTARIO; 2 MILLION KIDS TURNED UP IN PUBLICLY FUNDED BUILDINGS, AND SAT DOWN AT DESKS IN PUBLICLY FUNDED CLASSROOMS, AND CONTINUED THE PROCESS OF BECOMING ADULTS WITH THE HELP OF PUBLICLY FUNDED TEACHERS.
CAST IN THIS LIGHT, THE SYSTEM IS SOMETHING OF A MARVEL. THE FACT THAT ONTARIO HAS AMONG THE HIGHEST PARTICIPATION RATES OF PUBLICLY FUNDED EDUCATION IN THE WORLD IS A SIGN THAT, FOR ALL ITS FLAWS, IT’S DOING SOMETHING RIGHT. IT IS, IN OTHER WORDS, A SYSTEM WORTH PROTECTING. THAT’S WHY I THINK PEOPLE LIKE ME GET SO UPSET WHEN THE FUNDING STARTS TO UNDERMINE OUR ABILITY TO DELIVER THAT.” 
– HUGH MACKENZIE, “CUTS TO TORONTO SCHOOLS ARE CARVING INTO BONE,” THE WALRUS (2024)
ETFO’s Fulfilling the Promise (2002) detailed a series of issues created by changes to education by the Mike Harris Conservative government. In listening to ETFO members during the 2024 special education focus groups, we found that these challenges are still, more than 20 years later, present in Ontario classrooms. 
What follows is an updated examination of these issues, and ETFO’s recommendations to resolve them.
[bookmark: _Early_Intervention][bookmark: _Early_Intervention_1][bookmark: _Toc189231951]A lack of early interventions
“WE HAVE BEEN TOLD THAT JK-GR. 1 CHILDREN DON’T REALLY NEED IEPS. I THINK THAT DENIES THE REAL NEEDS OF SOME OF OUR MOST VULNERABLE LEARNERS.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER WITH A SPECIAL EDUCATION BACKGROUND, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
Starting Kindergarten is an important event in a child's life, but even more so for families whose children have disabilities. 
Kindergarten educators play an integral role for families of children with special education needs. By establishing connections and building relationships with parents, teachers, and designated early childhood educators (DECEs) develop a partnership that serves the children in the program. Knowing their children as well as they do, parents provide essential information that helps educators meet the children’s individual learning needs more effectively. 
Within any kindergarten classroom, children demonstrate a wide range of strengths and needs. Kindergarten educators plan programs accordingly that honour the unique gifts that all children bring and reflect the belief that all children are capable and competent learners who are full of potential.
ETFO affirms the long-standing position that all kindergarten classes should be staffed accordingly with a teacher and a DECE, which is in the best interest of early learners. It should be noted that this staffing model is not in place in all kindergarten classrooms across the province, despite ETFO’s position that the educator partnership in the kindergarten classroom is foundational for children’s learning.
“Educator team members have complementary skills that enable them to create a nurturing and stimulating learning environment that supports the unique needs of each child. While an educator team will reflect the uniqueness of its members, the hallmark of all successful partnerships is an atmosphere of mutual respect, trust, and open communication” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 112). 
The benefits of early childhood education and interventions are well established. High-quality early childhood education is generally thought to accelerate cognitive and language development in the short term, and research has found its effects can be detected even in late secondary school. 
The Early Years Study 4: Thriving Kids, Thriving Society (2020) report cites an analysis of 22 experimental studies that found early childhood education reduces special education placement by 8.1 per cent, lessens grade repetition by 8.3 per cent, and increases high school graduation by 11.4 per cent (McCoy, 2017). 
The average rates of students requiring special education, grade retention, and high school graduation for students who did not receive early childhood education:
· 28.3% require special education
· 30.6% experience grade retention
· 62.6% graduate high school
Compared to students who receive early childhood education
· 20.3% require special education
· 22.7% experience grade retention
· 74.0% graduate high school
“WE’VE BEEN TOLD KINDERGARTEN CHILDREN DON’T GET PLACEMENTS. BUT WE HAVE OUR KINDERGARTEN CLASSROOMS EVACUATING, WE HAVE GRADE 3 CLASSES EVACUATING REGULARLY BECAUSE IT’S TAKING SO LONG TO IDENTIFY, GET PARENTS ON BOARD, WORK THROUGH THE SYSTEM . . .“ – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
Memorial University professor David Philpott and a team of researchers from across Canada, the U.S. and the U.K. examined more than 50 years of international data and also concluded that participation in quality early childhood education decreased special education needs and insulated children against requiring supports later in their school experience.
The findings included that high school success rates increased by more than 15 per cent and that behavioural and mental health challenges were significantly reduced for children who had received early childhood interventions. (Philpott, 2019)
Writing about the research in The Conversation, Philpott highlighted the long-term benefits of Early Years education: “In Ontario, the success of Junior and Senior Kindergarten has produced startling results: academic and developmental gains the children are enjoying are not fading as they get older, and the impact is greatest for those most at risk for special education placements.”
The economic benefits of early childhood education and interventions are also well established. Philpott believes while overall investments in the early years more than “pay for themselves,” the return is even greater in terms of the impact on special education resources and funding.
However, the transition from preschool to public school can be complicated, as there is often less support available for children with special education needs. This is illustrated in changing staffing ratios. As per Ontario’s Child Care and Early Years Act, 2014, preschool children experience a staffing ratio of 8 to 1 in daycare settings, and 12 to 1 in kindergarten.
When children enter Kindergarten in Ontario, classes with more than 16 students are staffed with a kindergarten educator team consisting of a teacher and a DECE. While these ratios might at first appear comparable to those of daycare settings, per O. Reg. 132/12 of the Education Act, the average kindergarten class size is 26, with a maximum of 29. The staffing levels, however, do not increase to match the greater number of students.
Children with disabilities often require additional support to adjust to the school environment. This is particularly true for those who experience a combination of needs rather than one single exceptionality, which requires individualized and multi-faceted support from service providers. 
To add to the complexity of this transition, services to help children with special education needs often shift from government agencies to school boards once children enter Kindergarten, and early interventions and resources already in place at child-care centres or preschools often do not accompany the children into their kindergarten classrooms. 
“WE HAVEN’T REALLY HAD MUCH IN THE WAY OF SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASSES IN MY AREA FOR QUITE SOME TIME. [THERE IS A HUGE PUSH] TO AN INCLUSION MODEL, BUT WITHOUT AVAILABLE SUPPORTS. I SPEND MOST OF MY TIME WORKING WITH KINDERGARTEN CHILDREN. WE HAVE ALMOST A MAKESHIFT WITHDRAWAL KINDERGARTEN PROGRAM THAT ENDS UP HAPPENING FOR HALF THE DAY, BECAUSE WE HAVE HUGE NUMBERS OF CHILDREN DIAGNOSED AND ON WAITING LISTS TO BE DIAGNOSED WHO NEED SERVICES BECAUSE THEY’RE NOT FUNCTIONING SAFELY IN CLASSROOMS.”
– SPECIAL EDUCATION RESOURCE TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUP
Experts in the field of special education continually advocate for children with disabilities to be given opportunities for early intervention in an inclusive school environment so they can prosper as adults. Reid Lyon observes that, “the longer children with disability in basic reading skills, at any level of severity, go without identification and intervention, the more difficult the task of remediation and the lower the rate of success" (Lyon, 1996).
The Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC)’s Right to Read inquiry, which focused on early reading skills, found that Ontario’s public education system doesn’t meet the needs of children with reading disabilities. The inquiry’s final report noted a lack of access to early learning interventions:   
“There are a few exceptions where boards do have good programs for the youngest children, but once again, demand outstrips supply. The lack of consistency between boards and schools is concerning. Good early intervention programs should be available to all children, regardless of where in Ontario they go to school or which school they attend in a board.” 
The lack of special education support for the early years was also observed through ETFO’s 2023 all-member survey on violence in schools. Special education teachers were asked which grades they worked with. Their responses show that most special education support is concentrated in grades 4 to 8, with a much smaller percentage serving Kindergarten. ETFO’s position is that all grades require an increase in special education support, but this is especially true for the early years.
Grades primarily worked with by special education teachers
· Junior kindergarten: 7.7%
· Senior kindergarten: 8.6%
· Grade 1: 10.8%
· Grade 2: 13.1%
· Grade 3: 15.1%
· Grade 4: 19.3%
· Grade 5: 22.2%
· Grade 6: 25.2%
· Grade 7: 25.0%
· Grade 8: 24.1%
During the 2022-26 round of central collective bargaining, ETFO was concerned that the Ontario Ministry of Education was creating a false sense of accountability by arbitrarily selecting recommendations from the Right to Read report that required the least amount of investment. In response, ETFO bargained for an additional 401 early reading specialist teachers to support both the implementation of early reading screeners and early intervention for children who may be experiencing or at risk of experiencing difficulty with reading. (Refer to the 2022-2026 central collective agreement for the memorandum of understanding for early reading screeners.)  
In other words, it was ETFO’s bargaining that secured the implementation of recommendation 69 of the Right to Read report, not government-led initiatives. However, it must be noted that these allowances are only in place until the end of this collective agreement, which expires on August 31, 2026. The question then becomes how the early reading intervention support teachers will be funded after the collective agreement expires, and if there is a possibility of expanding this support.
We must continue to advocate for funding for early interventions and supports. As the research proves, properly funded, high-quality education in the early years benefits children with disabilities for the rest of their lives. 
ETFO recommends:
· That the Ministry of Education increase funding to ensure every Kindergarten class is staffed with a full-time certified teacher and a designated early childhood educator.
· That the Ministry of Education increase funding for early reading intervention services, special education services, resources, professional development, and staffing for children in Year 1 and 2 of Kindergarten, Grade 1 and Grade 2. 
[bookmark: _Inclusion_Model][bookmark: _Toc189231952]No supports in the inclusion model
“ALL THOSE CHILDREN THAT WERE IN SELF-CONTAINED PROGRAMS BECAME ACCUSTOMED TO HAVING PEOPLE WHO WERE IN THEIR CORNER ON A DAILY BASIS. AND NOW THEY’RE IN THESE HUGE POPULATIONS WHERE THEY DON’T NECESSARILY HAVE ACCESS TO THAT SAME SUPPORT, AND THEY ARE NOT REACTING TO IT WELL. WE ARE DEALING WITH A LOT MORE BEHAVIOURS BECAUSE WE JUST DON’T HAVE THE RESOURCES TO CONTEND WITH THEM. WE HAVE ONE MAINSTREAM EA IN OUR SCHOOL OF 801.” – SPECIAL EDUCATION RESOURCE TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
The Ontario Ministry of Education’s IPRC placement policy favours the inclusion of exceptional children in the regular classroom. In 2000, almost 80 per cent of children with special needs were in regular classes for at least part of the day. Over 20 years later that number has increased, with approximately 87 per cent of children with special education needs in regular classrooms for more than half of the instructional day, according to 2021-22 data from the Ontario School Information System (OnSIS). 
In Education that Fits: Review of International Trends in the Education of Children with Special Education Needs (2010), David Mitchell provides evidence from research that shows children’s learning is enhanced by their peers. Mitchell explains that this learning can be supported by group work that provides intentional opportunities for children to discuss and collaborate. 
Data collected by Robert S. Brown and Gillian Parekh for a TDSB special education research report published in 2010 demonstrated that children identified with a learning disability and enrolled in the general program fared better academically than children with the same designation enrolled in self-contained programs. 
As we’ve established, however, there is no “one-size-fits-all” solution to special education, and not everyone agrees the inclusion model is the best choice for all children. Online education-focused newsroom The Hechinger Report was provided a draft copy of a new research paper entitled “Reframing the Most Important Special Education Policy Debate in Fifty Years: How versus Where to Educate Children with Disabilities in America’s Schools.” The paper, by researchers Douglas Fuchs, Allison Gilmour, and Jeanne Wanzek, is expected to appear this spring in the Journal of Learning Disabilities. 
The paper’s authors argue that research on including children with disabilities in general education classrooms is weak, flawed, and no conclusions can be drawn from the evidence. The Hechinger story notes that the Campbell Collaboration, an international non-profit organization, also concluded that the benefits of inclusion were inconsistent and inconclusive after reviewing research for public policy purposes. 
The Hechinger article concludes that unfortunately, current research cannot definitively say whether a separate classroom or inclusion model is best. What we can be sure of is that the inclusion model in Ontario is not working. 
The ETFO special education focus groups conducted in 2024 found that teachers strongly believe the current inclusion model fails children, families, and educators. In the words of multiple participants, “inclusion without proper support is abandonment.” 
The rollout of integration models in schools looks vastly different in practice from the theoretical best practices on which they may have been based. Mainstream class sizes are too large to effectively support the inclusion of children with special needs, particularly when factoring in the absence of appropriate human and other resources that adequately address learning challenges. Teachers see “inclusion” as a thinly veiled resource-cutting measure.
“THE NEEDS ARE NOT REFLECTIVE OF THE PROVINCIAL NUMBERS. THE PROVINCIAL GOVERNMENT THINKS THE RATE OF AUTISM IS ONE IN 63. IN ONE OF MY SCHOOLS, THE RATE IS ONE IN 22; IN ANOTHER OF MY SCHOOLS THE RATE IS ONE IN 14. THE PROVINCIAL GOVERNMENT DOES NOT FUND AT THAT RATE. WE DON’T HAVE SPECIALIZED SCHOOLS FOR KIDS TO GO TO. FOR SOME CHILDREN – GRADE 6, NON-VERBAL, NON-TOILET-TRAINED – THEIR ONLY OPTION IS A REGULAR CLASS PLACEMENT.” – DECE MEMBER, ETFO 2023 ALL-MEMBER VIOLENCE SURVEY
Ontario teachers are not alone in their concern over inclusion models for special education in a climate of reduced support. 
In January 2025, the Canadian Teachers’ Federation (CTF) released the initial findings from the first edition of their new pan-Canadian educator survey series, Parachute. Participants included 5,000 teachers, principals, educational assistants, and support workers. 
Five key areas of concern emerged: lack of ministerial support, untenable working conditions, class size and complexity, rising incidents of violence and aggression, and overwork and lack of preparation time.
Of particular relevance within the context of special education and inclusion, the survey revealed:
· 77 per cent of educators report that children’s needs have become “significantly more complex” compared to five years ago.
· The number of children, in particular those requiring substantial support, without adequate support, along with the diversity of their needs, are the main factors contributing to classroom challenges.
· Children requiring special education support are being systematically left behind, exacerbating inequities in the classroom.

[bookmark: _Hlk189320450]These findings underscore why the inclusion model has been a priority for ETFO at the central bargaining table, resulting in the negotiated Letter of Agreement #9 in the 2019-2022 teacher/occasional teacher collective agreement.  
The Letter created the Support for Students Committee, comprised of representatives from ETFO, Ontario Public School Boards’ Association (OPSBA), and the Ministry of Education, which collaborated on Supporting Children Toward Successful Integration, a document that was shared with district school boards in 2021. As a result of the 2022-26 central collective agreement, the report was re-issued in January 2024.
The committee defined the following key components of understanding integration:
· Integration is a type of placement for children who require special education services or supports in school settings and other educational environments and includes age-appropriate peers, beyond congregated special education settings.
· Integration involves educational settings where the program and learning environment are adapted to meet the individual needs of a student.
· Integration is guided by a formal process, the Identification, Placement and Review Committee (IPRC). Integration is supported by the In-School Support Team, which implements and monitors the decisions of the IPRC and facilitates seamless transitions and supports for students.
· Integration is purposefully planned based on the student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP) which details the accommodations, modifications, and supports/services to best meet the learning strengths, needs and interests of a student.

To bring Supporting Children Toward Successful Integration to life, in the fall of 2024, ETFO and OPSBA began to compile a list of evidence-based and research-informed practices, including resources, which have been scaled in district school boards across the province to support success for children with disabilities both academically and socially during periods of inclusion. The process of determining best practices remains ongoing and challenging because of the variability of both learners and of special education supports that exist across the province.
It is in our best interest to heed the conclusion of Chapter 1: special education has always worked best when it has listened to parents, served children’s best interests, and respected the rights of both. As Luigi Iannacci reminds us in Reconceptualizing Disability in Education, inclusion is not, nor should it ever be, understood as a geographic location in a school, such as a “regular” classroom. Instead, inclusion means offering a range of placement options that are responsive to children. 
Now more than ever, class size matters
Lower class sizes and adequate staffing levels are essential to the inclusion model. Unfortunately, Ontario is losing teachers at an alarming rate, and classes are getting bigger. 
An analysis of the technical papers that provide the number of classroom educators per 1,000 children from the 2018-2019 and 2024-2025 school years reveals that there are 1,600 fewer kindergarten educators and 1,000 fewer teachers in grades 4 to 8 as of this school year:
The following table provides the estimated total cuts in classroom staffing across the province for the 2024-25 school year, due to funding changes since 2018-2019. The numbers represent classroom educators:
Previous investments in smaller classes have had a positive impact on our classrooms. Ontario-based research demonstrates that smaller Primary classes have enabled teachers to provide more individual attention to children and a greater variety of instructional strategies. 
Currently, Primary grades are funded for an average class size of 20 and secondary grades for an average class size of 23. By comparison, funding for grades 4 to 8 supports a class size average of 24.5. As Ontario seeks to address existing learning gaps, reducing class sizes is a necessary first step.
But establishing limits on class size average alone without hard caps means that individual classes can vary a great deal. Unlike in the Primary grades, there are currently no caps on class size for grades 4 to 8. This has resulted in the largest class sizes in the system, often with more than 30 children.
“THE NEEDS OF KIDS IN SELF-CONTAINED SPEC ED CLASSES HAVE GOTTEN SO MUCH MORE EXTREME. REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHERS END UP WITH REALLY HIGH-NEEDS KIDS IN CLASSES OF 30 – NON-VERBAL KIDS, KIDS THAT HAVE PICA AND PUT EVERYTHING IN THEIR MOUTHS – I DON’T KNOW HOW THEY MANAGE.” – SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER, SELF-CONTAINED CLASSROOM, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
For classrooms to be truly inclusive, class size must be considered in conjunction with class composition and children’s diverse needs. Class size reduction was ranked as the highest spending priority in seven of the eight Canadian Teachers’ Federation surveys conducted between 1995 and 2008. 
In the early school years, it is recognized that the benefits of smaller classes are greater when class sizes are reduced to 20 or less. While developing accessibility standard recommendations for the Ministry of Education, the K–12 Education Standards Development Committee heard a great deal of feedback on the pressing need to reduce class size. This feedback suggested that smaller class sizes would support more effective instruction, inclusion, and increase the capacity to create and implement a Universal Design for Learning (UDL) approach that would lead to more effective student outcomes in student achievement and health and well-being.
ETFO recommends:
· [bookmark: _Access_to_Programs][bookmark: _Toc189231953]That the Ministry of Education amend Regulation 132/12 of the Education Act and cap grades 4 to 8 class size at 24 children.
· That the Ministry of Education amend Regulation 132/12 of the Education Act and cap Kindergarten class size at 26 children. 
Barriers to accessing programs
The results of psychological tests are often required by schools, and by extension the Identification, Placement, and Review Committee (IPRC), to identify if a student has an exceptionality and determine a placement and needed special education supports.
Data collected by ETFO between 2013 and 2022 reveals a steady increase in the number of children requiring special education supports and being granted IEPs, even as the number of IPRCs has declined. 
This is a troubling trend. While IEPs are critical for students with special needs to succeed, the IPRC is the only way to guarantee that a child receives the supports they require, in accordance with the Education Act and related regulations.
The percentage of children receiving special education programs and/or services in the elementary panel:
· 2013-2014: 14.17%
· 2014-2015: 14.70%
· 2015-2016: 15.00%
· 2017-2018: 15.20%
· 2018-2019: 15.30%
· 2019-2020: 15.30%
· 2020-2021: 14.70%
· 2021-2022: 14.50%
Source: ETFO, compiled from the annual Guides to the Special Education Fund. *Data for the 2016-17 school year was not available. The decrease in children receiving special education programs and/or services during the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 school years could be attributed to the COVID-19 pandemic and the remote/online delivery of instruction. 
People for Education reported in 2017 that an estimated 37,000 children in Ontario were waiting for professional assessment and/or a special education placement through an IPRC. That translates to an average of nine children per elementary school. 
In Responding to Special Education Student Need in Ontario (2018), Horizon Educational Consulting notes it is common knowledge that parents can wait up to two years for psycho-educational assessment for their child in the publicly funded education system. 
These long waiting lists exist because of the increasing number of schools with no access to a psychologist. When ETFO released Fulfilling the Promise in 2002, 12 per cent of schools did not have access to a psychologist. According to People for Education’s 2023-24 survey, that number has doubled to 24 per cent. In addition to limited access to school psychologists, 60 per cent of elementary schools report restrictions on the number of special education assessments completed each year. 
Long wait times are compounded by a lack of documentation, communication, or follow-up with families by the district school board about their child’s position, or how it changes, on the wait-list (Horizon, 2018).
“WE’RE ALLOWED, NO MATTER WHAT THE SIZE OF THE SCHOOL IS – AND OURS IS A LARGE SCHOOL – TWO PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSESSMENTS A YEAR. IT HAS BEEN LIKE THAT FOR A LONG TIME. THAT’S TO CUT DOWN ON OUR WAIT-LIST FOR OUR PSYCHOLOGISTS, BUT THEN WE DON’T HAVE THOSE SERVICES FOR THE ASSESSMENT. WE’RE LACKING IN PSYCHOMETRISTS AND PSYCHOLOGISTS TO DO THOSE IDENTIFICATIONS.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
Understandably, many parents do not want to wait years for their child to receive special education supports, so those who can afford to pay for private testing do so and bring the results to the school so that an IPRC can be scheduled more quickly. In her book Unequal Benefits: Privatization and Public Education in Canada, Sue Winton warns us that privatization is not a phenomenon that just happens, it is a process. Private psychological testing is just one way parents are actively privatizing public education and shifting toward prioritizing individual benefits over collective ones.
Even though cognitive testing is only a snapshot of a student’s strengths and needs, when combined with classroom-based assessments it provides important insight for teachers when writing IEPs or advocating for special education support.
Parents must aggressively seek support from all sectors of the education and health care communities to obtain, often at their own expense, the documentation required to prove that their children meet the criteria for special education programs and services. Not all parents have the time or resources to conduct this kind of information gathering and advocacy.
“WE’RE LACKING IN PSYCHOMETRISTS AND PSYCHOLOGISTS TO DO THOSE IDENTIFICATIONS. THE PRESSURE IS ON THE PARENTS TO GET THOSE DONE PRIVATELY AND INTERPRETED. THEN THAT CREATES A TWO-TIERED SYSTEM. WE ARE SEEING FEWER IDENTIFICATION [AS A RESULT], AND SO WE DON’T EVEN HAVE THE RIGHT EQUIPMENT OR UNDERSTANDING OF HOW TO PROGRAM FOR THOSE NEEDS. WE ALSO HAVE A LOT OF PARENTS GOING OUTSIDE AND GETTING OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY AND SPEECH SUPPORTS AS WELL BECAUSE THE WAIT LISTS ARE EXCESSIVE, LIKE OVER TWO YEARS.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
Barriers to a special education placement continue even after a child has received an psycho-educational assessment. Parents, teachers, and schools want to work together to provide the most responsive programs and placements for children. However, the statistical model for special education funding and the political climate of austerity puts parents and schools in a difficult position. 
In addition, parents are often confused and feel betrayed because support previously provided has been withdrawn with little or no recognition of what their child continues to need. 
Appropriate placement decisions require collaborative decision-making between parents, teachers, administrators, and other relevant professionals at an IPRC. While general classroom placement is the first consideration of the IPRC, it is not necessarily the only or best placement option for all children at every stage of their educational career. In addition to unsatisfactory learning conditions, inappropriate placement can result in unsafe conditions for children and school personnel. School and board policies should be written and implemented to ensure the health and safety of all children and staff when integration of children with special education needs takes place.
“WE HAVE [OPERATED UNDER A] FULL INCLUSION [MODEL] FOR 10 YEARS. WE LOST SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASSES BUT WITH NO SIGNIFICANT INCREASE IN SUPPORTS AT THE SCHOOL LEVEL.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
A June 2024 article published by The Trillium (Duggal, 2024) summarized special education program closures across the province. These included District School Board Ontario North East, which announced it was closing a high-support self-contained classroom in Hearst, and the Peel District School board, which is cutting communication classes that offer specialized literacy supports for children. 
In January, the Ottawa-Carleton District School Board released details of proposed changes to its elementary program model, which include phasing out the following programs. These changes will affect approximately 400 children:
A team of researchers from three universities was assembled to review the Reaching Individual Success and Excellence (RISE) program within the Greater Essex County District School Board (GECDSB) in the fall of 2023. The resulting report recommended that any restructuring of the RISE program should be done with consideration to the impact on current children, families, and educators. A shift to an inclusion model should be rolled out over three to five years and involve continued investment, not removal, of financial, human, and technological resources.
This is not what is happening. In November 2024, the school board trustees voted in favour of a multi-year financial recovery plan to help make up a $6.3 million deficit. Making up the shortfall included the elimination of the RISE program.
In response to this action, Joanna Conrad, a member of the Greater Essex County Special Education Advisory Committee, told the CBC, "We already are at an extreme staff shortage in the schools. How are we going to support these students? If they remove psych assessments, if they remove … speech pathology. If they remove all of these types of services that are provided — That's never coming back” (CBC, 2024).  
To ensure student learning needs are being fulfilled, district school boards often undertake these types of program reviews using independent researchers. However, with decades of chronic underfunding of education in Ontario, the reviews are now being conducted in a politically charged climate that pits program protection – and special education programming in particular – against budget austerity. This was the experience acknowledged by the researchers who conducted the program review in Greater Essex County.
“I TAUGHT A COMPOSITE CLASS, A GROUP OF 12 KIDS FROM GRADES 3 TO 8. THEY WERE ALL AT LEAST THREE GRADE LEVELS BELOW. I WOULD WITHDRAW THEM FOR HALF DAYS. I WOULD WORK WITH THEM INTENSIVELY FOR LANGUAGE AND MATH, SO THAT THEY WERE STARTING TO CATCH UP. I HAD THAT CLASS FOR TWO YEARS. IT WAS WONDERFUL; THE KIDS GREW SO MUCH, AND I ABSOLUTELY LOVED WHAT I WAS DOING BECAUSE I COULD SEE THE GROWTH IN THE KIDS. AND THEN THE BOARD DECIDED THAT WITHDRAWING WAS A BAD THING. THEY SHUT DOWN THE COMPOSITE CLASSES, BECAUSE THE KIDS WERE BEING ‘SINGLED OUT,’ IS WHAT THEY SAID. THE KIDS USED TO COME TO ME BECAUSE THEY FELT SAFE, IT WAS A SAFE PLACE TO WORK AND TO MAKE MISTAKES. NOW THE KIDS ARE BACK IN [MAINSTREAM CLASSROOMS], BUT THE SERT IS SPREAD SO THIN THAT WE ONLY GET SUPPORT THROUGH BRAINSTORMING IDEAS. THERE’S NO FOLLOW-UP WHEN WE SAY IT’S NOT WORKING.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER WITH A BACKGROUND IN SPECIAL EDUCATION, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
The ETFO special education focus group participants observed that as standalone and self-contained special education classrooms have closed, children have moved or returned to mainstream classrooms without the level of support provided in standalone programs. Supportive services – professional support that is, rather than accessibility tools – disappear entirely or in large part when children who once qualified for congregated placements move into or are placed in mainstream classrooms. Teachers worry parents have misconceptions of the amount of support their children receive in moving from congregated to mainstream programs.
ETFO recommends:
· [bookmark: _Resources_and_support_1][bookmark: _Toc189231954]That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding that ensures all children with exceptionalities have access to the full range of special education placements that meet their needs, from full withdrawal to full integration, with accompanying services, programs, and resources. 
· That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to increase special education teachers and educators for children to receive the direct support necessary to meet their needs. 
Limited resources and support services
IN 2006, MY SCHOOL HAD AROUND 600 KIDS, ABOUT 80 IEPS AND 12 TO 14 EAS. WE HAD A VARIETY OF SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASSES AND MAYBE ONE VIOLENT INCIDENT PER YEAR. IN 2023, WE HAVE THE SAME NUMBER OF CHILDREN AND IEPS, BUT WITH MUCH MORE SEVERE NEEDS AND ONLY FIVE EAS AND ONE SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASS.” – SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER, ETFO 2023 ALL-MEMBER VIOLENCE SURVEY
Adequate support services, appropriate teaching and learning materials, and other resources such as assistive technology are necessary to help children reach their full potential. However, through the ETFO’s 2024 special education focus groups, 2023 all-member violence survey, and annual membership survey, ETFO members have expressed that available resources are far from adequate. 
Focus group participants report feeling overwhelmed; that students’ support needs far exceed actual capacity. They noted that the availability of special education services and supports has declined despite an increase in demand. At the very least, available supports – professional staff supports in particular – have failed to keep pace. 
Over the last five years, ETFO members reported that access to assistive technology, professional development, and time to collaborate with colleagues has never even approached adequacy.
The Special Equipment Allocation (SEA) under the current Ministry funding model is allocated to school boards to purchase various assistive devices (including software, computers and computer-related devices), supporting furniture, and other non-computer-based equipment to be used by identified students with special education needs. 
In theory, this should help ensure that children with disabilities have access to the assistive technology they need to be fully integrated within the regular classroom setting. The reality is the SEA claim application process creates many barriers and even when requests are approved, there can be significant delays in receiving the equipment, as reported by ETFO members during the 2024 special education focus groups: 
“We have a child in an electric wheelchair. We have a desk for him on order. He’s been in our school for five years, but apparently, we are just now getting him a desk that can fit his chair. We are also still waiting for technology so that he can use speech-to-text to do his work.” – Regular Classroom Teacher
“We wait months and months and months for kids to get the services they need. In my class, I have a student who would be classified as deaf and hard of hearing. We see our deaf and hard of hearing teacher probably twice in the year. If we have equipment that’s not functioning, that kid is not hearing because they are just not getting to us.” – Regular Classroom Teacher
In her book Ableism in Education: Rethinking School Practices and Policies, Gillian Parekh argues that access to accommodations is not necessarily synonymous with inclusion, and that how accommodations are made available is equally important. She gives the example of providing laptops to all students in a class so those who require them for accommodations aren’t singled out or stigmatized. Normalizing accommodations should also be extended to other technology, such as but not limited to having FM systems and closed-captioning in every classroom.
ETFO member surveys also report inadequate access to personnel:
· 77 per cent of ETFO members report in-class supports have decreased during their time in the public school system, including 50 per cent who say they have decreased significantly
· 69 per cent of ETFO members report in-school supports like child and youth and guidance counsellors have decreased, including 35 per cent who say they have decreased significantly 
· 60 per cent of ETFO members report board supports in the form of behaviour specialist and itinerant staff have decreased, including 34 per cent who say they have decreased significantly 

A majority of ETFO members reported that educational assistants (61 per cent), social workers (56 per cent) and child and youth workers (53 per cent) were available only “some of the time,” “rarely,” or “never” when needed in the 2022-23 school year. Additionally, the vast majority of ETFO members believe that children who have been allocated support from an educational assistant still require greater support.
“IN THE 20 YEARS THAT I HAVE BEEN TEACHING IN ONTARIO, I HAVE SEEN A REAL DECLINE IN THE AMOUNT OF SUPPORT STAFF WE HAVE. WE HAVE BEEN TOLD BY ADMIN THAT EAS ARE ONLY THERE FOR SAFETY, AND THEY’RE ONLY THERE FOR TOILETING OR HEALTH NEEDS. ASIDE FROM THAT, EAS ARE NOT GIVING ANY TYPE OF ACADEMIC SUPPORT OR ANY TYPE OF FURTHER SUPPORT. IT’S A REAL DISAPPOINTMENT” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
“I HAVE A STUDENT WITH CEREBRAL PALSY WHO HAS MOBILITY ISSUES. SHE PREVIOUSLY HAS HAD AN EA WITH HER FULL TIME IN ORDER TO ACCESS SPECIALIZED PROGRAMMING, BUT THEY PULLED HER EA TO FOLLOW BEHAVIOUR CHILDREN. NOW SHE HAS NO SUPPORT AT ALL, WHICH MEANS SHE’S JUST NOT PARTICIPATING IN THE CLASS.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
Focus group participants reported that special education resource teachers (SERTs) are often reassigned to cover staff absences or other unfilled roles, or to cover prep periods, pulling them away from what little time they have with children with special education needs. They are also called on in times of crisis to help de-escalate children engaging in destructive behaviours or to help with medically fragile children. Additionally, a significant amount of SERT time is filled with paperwork and other administrative tasks rather than on direct student support.
“SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS IN MY SCHOOL WHO PROVIDE IN-CLASS OR WITHDRAWAL SUPPORT REALLY WANT TO BE THERE TO SUPPORT CHILDREN, BUT SO MUCH TEACHING TIME SEEMS TO BE TAKEN AWAY WHEN THEY ARE CONSTANTLY BEING REQUIRED TO DO MORE PAPERWORK, FILL OUT MORE FORMS, PARTICIPATE IN MEETINGS. THEY JUST WANT TO SUPPORT CHILDREN, BUT THERE’S SO MANY OTHER ASPECTS OF WITHDRAWAL THAT CAN BECOME OVERWHELMING.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
A shortage of available SERTs is one issue. A dearth in educational assistants is another. Low pay and poor working conditions have created gaps in the workforce and made it much more difficult to fill open educational assistant roles, even when boards are willing to hire additional EA support. In response, untrained/unqualified community members are brought in as “monitors” to fill EA roles in boards where staffing is an issue.
Despite more educational assistant support needed in our schools, the federal government removed early childhood educators and educational assistants from Canada’s Post Graduation Work Permit (PGWP) Program in 2022.
On February 27, 2025, the federal government reversed this decision and Mark Miller, Federal Minister of Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship reinstated the field of education as an express entry category that allows international students to remain in Canada and work temporarily for up to three years.
ETFO applauds this policy change, however, the overall recruitment and retention of early childhood educators and educational assistants must be considered to ensure the ongoing supports students need.
“FOR THE LAST FEW YEARS, OUR BOARD SEEMS TO BE HAVING DIFFICULTY JUST STAFFING ENOUGH EAS. WE HIRE COMMUNITY MEMBERS AND CALL THEM MONITORS. THEY HAVE NO SPECIFIC TRAINING, NO SPECIALIZED EDUCATION TO SUPPORT CHILDREN. THEY ARE JUST PEOPLE FROM THE COMMUNITY WHO ARE WILLING TO ACCEPT A PAID POSITION AT THE SCHOOL JUST TO BE A BODY IN THE ROOM.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUP
For years, disability advocates have been sounding the alarm about how insufficient resources and supports in schools often result in children with disabilities being excluded from the classroom because their needs cannot be accommodated. 
There are two types of exclusions:
· Hard exclusions involve formal processes where the school completes official paperwork. These hard exclusions may include suspensions or expulsions.
· Soft exclusions occur without a formal documentation and often go untracked. Examples of soft exclusions involve the school asking parents to pick up their student early, or sending the student home regularly, due to a lack of accommodations required by a student’s IEP (Ontario Autism Coalition, 2025).

People for Education has been tracking this reality for the last decade. According to their 2024 Annual Report on Access to Special Education, the number of principals who asked parents if their student with special needs could stay home instead of attending school because of insufficient supports has steadily increased – from 48 per cent in 2014 to 58 per cent in 2018 and 63 per cent in 2024.
The recent OAC Special Education Survey Report provided even more detailed statistics. For example, in the 2023-24 school year, six per cent of families reported that their child should have attended a school but were either involuntarily or voluntarily fully excluded. Of these families, 73 per cent said the main reason for full exclusion was that needed accommodations were not available.
Another 37 per cent of families indicated their child was excluded from various elements of the school experience. These included:
· 16 per cent of families reported that children were excluded from recess or other parts of the school day due to a lack of available support. 
· 15 per cent of families received a call from the school to pick up their child as the school was unable to support them for the remainder of the day.
· 13 per cent of families indicated their child was not allowed to participate in a school field trip or other school-related event.
· 9 per cent of families indicated that they were contacted prior to school starting that day and told to keep their child home as the school did not have proper supports available to keep them safe.
· 6 per cent of families indicated their child was excluded from full-time school and placed on a modified schedule due to a lack of available support.
· 3 per cent of families indicated their child was excluded for a set period with formal paperwork.
· 10 per cent of families indicated other.

These exclusions are allowed under provincial law when, according to the principal’s judgement, a student’s presence is determined to be “detrimental to the physical or mental well-being of the pupils.” Advocates argue that these exclusions are used for children with special needs who cannot be disciplined for behaviour that results from their disability or a failure to accommodate it. Exclusions are distinct from suspensions and expulsions.
These requests to keep children home are often undocumented. This has become an issue for advocacy groups when demanding more funding and supports from the government. The province began collecting exclusion data during the 2021-22 school year. However, disability advocates say the data is incomplete, inconsistent, and the numbers observed are alarmingly high (Smith Cross, 2023).
Inclusion Action in Ontario, a non-profit charitable organization dedicated to the inclusion of children with disabilities in education and community, argues that these exclusions are not only very disruptive for the child, but also for the family:
“More often than not, mothers in particular bear the brunt of these exclusions, by having their workday interrupted frequently. Eventually, employers lose patience. Rather than fight a second human rights battle at work, mothers drop out of the workforce altogether, or radically alter their working life. The consequences to her and the family can be enormous.”
This is a clear example of deteriorating funding, poor policy, and how the ongoing history of special education hides inequity.
“WHEN I STARTED TEACHING THERE WAS EA SUPPORT ASSIGNED TO A SINGLE STUDENT. NOW THE SUPPORT IS ASSIGNED TO THE SCHOOL AND THE SUPPORT PERSON IS RUNNING FROM ROOM TO ROOM, LEAVING TO TOILET OTHER CHILDREN.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
Specialist teachers and teacher-librarians are also integral to helping children with special education needs thrive. Teachers with specialized training in physical education, guidance, and the arts greatly enrich the educational experience and lead to a broader range of extra-curricular activities at the school level.
A study by Queen’s University and People for Education conducted on behalf of the Ontario Library Association observed that the presence of a teacher-librarian in a school was the single strongest predictor of reading enjoyment by students, and that library staffing is associated with an increase in reading performance (Ontario Library Association, 2006). 
In 1998, 80 per cent of schools had a teacher-librarian. Almost 20 years later, People for Education observed that only 52 per cent of elementary schools had a teacher-librarian (People for Education, 2017). 
That number is likely to decline further. With the Core Education Funding model introduced by the Ford government for the 2024-25 school year, money that was previously earmarked for school libraries and library staff is now pooled into a broader “learning resources fund,” which is also allocated for guidance and mental-health workers. 
The Core Education Funding model also eliminates accountability measures that ensured money for libraries is spent on libraries. Given that so many district school boards are facing difficult budgetary decisions, it is easy to see how libraries and library staff are now even more vulnerable. These cuts come at the expense of our children’s learning experiences. 
ETFO recommends:
· That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to school boards for the purchase of technology devices on a 1:1 basis for children in Grade 4 and above. 
· That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to school boards for the hiring of additional behavioural therapists, child and youth workers, educational assistants, guidance counsellors, psychologists, registered nurses, school support counsellors, social workers, special education teachers, speech and language pathologists, teacher-librarians and other specialized teachers to support culturally relevant and responsive support to children. 
· That the Ministry of Education provide adequate funding to school boards to ensure availability of appropriately trained staff to fill absences.
[bookmark: _Violence,_Health,_and][bookmark: _Toc189231955]Increased school violence because of unmet student needs
“WHEN WE TALK ABOUT BEHAVIOUR IT IS REALLY COMMUNICATION. VIOLENT BEHAVIOURS ARE A FORM OF COMMUNICATION. OUR BEST INTERVENTION IS PREVENTION, AND WE CAN’T PUT STRATEGIES IN PLACE WHEN THERE’S ONLY ONE OF US OR NOT ENOUGH OF US.” – SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER, ETFO 2023 ALL-MEMBER VIOLENCE SURVEY
In a Fall 2018 ETFO Voice article examining the issue of violence in the classroom, Darcy Santor and Chris Bruckert, authors of Facing the Facts: The Escalating Crisis of Violence Against Elementary School Educators in Ontario, note that “the predictable result of government budget cuts in education is unsatisfactory staffing levels and frustrated, struggling children who lash out.”  
This sentiment is echoed in Troublemakers, Lessons in Freedom from Young Children at School by Carla Shalaby, who urges us to consider disruptive, hyper-visible, and problematic behaviours as both the loud sound of student suffering and a signal that there is poison in our chronically underfunded educational system.
“I HAVE [CHASED] KIDS DOWN THE ROAD. WOODEN BLOCKS USED TO WEDGE OPEN DOORS HAVE BEEN WHIPPED AT MY FACE. I HAVE BEEN SCRATCHED, HAD CHAIRS THROWN AT ME. I HAVE BEEN BITTEN, SPAT ON, I HAVE GOTTEN PUNCHED IN THE FACE. I ALMOST BROKE MY ARM CHASING AFTER CHILDREN. I PUT MYSELF IN FRONT OF KIDS, SO THEY DON’T GET HURT. I WOULD RATHER ME TAKE THAT ON. I DO THESE THINGS BECAUSE I WANT TO PROTECT CHILDREN WHO ARE BEING VIOLENT, AS WELL AS THE CHILDREN AROUND THEM.” – SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER, ETFO 2023 ALL-MEMBER VIOLENCE SURVEY
Respondents to the ETFO’s 2023 all-member violence survey[footnoteRef:5] reported an increase in the number and severity of violent incidents in elementary schools. More than three quarters (77 per cent) of ETFO members have personally experienced violence or witnessed violence against another staff person. This is an increase from the 70 per cent reported in 2017.  [5:  Unless otherwise noted, statistics, graphics, and some text in this section are drawn from the 2023 ETFO All-Member Violence Survey Results report prepared by Stratcom on ETFO’s behalf.  ] 

Violence survey focus group participants attest to having witnessed a significant uptick in workplace violence over the course of their time in education, and point to four underlying factors driving safety concerns:
· Declining funding to Ontario’s public schools, including and especially for children with special needs.
· Increasing number and severity of children with complex neurological, developmental and behavioural needs in public school and in mainstream classrooms.
· Declining supports in schools for children with special needs, both diagnosed and undiagnosed occurred simultaneously with a greater emphasis on including children with special education needs in regular classrooms
· Declining ability of educators and administrators to hold children involved in violent incidents accountable for the actions.

Educators working with younger children are more likely to experience violence, and 86 per cent of members who work in special education have personally experienced violence or witnessed violence against another staff person.
Four out of five members (80 per cent) state that there are more incidents of violence in schools since they started working in the Ontario public elementary school system, and two-thirds of members (66 per cent) say the severity of violent incidents has increased. Most members (80 per cent) agree that “violence is a growing problem” at their school. Almost three-quarters of members (72 per cent) state the number of violent incidents has increased since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Violence is disrupting teaching, working, and learning conditions. Almost all members are feeling the negative impacts on teaching and working conditions, with 87 per cent of members agreeing that violence in elementary schools is “making teaching more difficult” and 83 per cent saying that violence “interferes with classroom management.” Just over a third of ETFO members (35 per cent) participated in a classroom evacuation during the 2022-23 school year. This increases to 40 per cent for ETFO members who work in Kindergarten.
“I DON’T THINK PARENTS, OR THE PUBLIC HAVE A GOOD UNDERSTANDING OF WHAT VIOLENCE LOOKS LIKE IN OUR SCHOOLS.” – CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2023 ALL-MEMBER VIOLENCE SURVEY
Almost two-thirds (63 per cent) of ETFO members say that school administrators do not take the problem of violence in elementary schools as seriously as they should. Additionally, only 36 per cent of members who reported incidents of violence indicated that there was follow-up or investigation “in all cases” or “in some cases.” This is a significant decrease from 50 per cent reported in 2017. When there were follow-up actions to prevent the recurrence of violent incidents, only eight per cent of members rated those actions as effective.
Lack of documentation continues to thwart advocacy and action. In the 2023 all-member violence survey and focus groups, ETFO members reported they have been discouraged by school administrators from filling out violent and serious student incident reports. Members have been told by administrators that reports do not help, largely go unread at the board level, and will not result in additional EA support, as there is no funding. 
The same is true with regards to incidents involving children with exceptionalities. Some members have been told that if the physical behaviour and/or violence is associated with a student’s diagnosis, the reports are not necessary or may not impact the supports provided. Moreover, educators say they are often treated as though they are to blame for student incidents when they do file reports.
“JUST A FEW WEEKS AGO, I GOT BIT, AND THE WORST PART OF IT IS, THE ADMINISTRATION TOLD ME NOT TO REPORT IT. WHEN I GOT HIT WITH A CONCRETE OBJECT, ANOTHER TEACHER TOLD ME NOT TO REPORT IT, NOT TO TELL THE STUDENT’S FATHER, AND NOT TO TELL THE ADMINISTRATION. THEY SAID THEY ARE ALREADY AWARE OF IT. I DID REPORT IT FOR OBVIOUS REASONS – IF THERE IS NO PAPER TRAIL, THAT STUDENT IS NOT GOING TO GET THE SUPPORT THEY NEED.” – OCCASIONAL TEACHER, ETFO 2023 ALL-MEMBER VIOLENCE SURVEY
“THERE IS A PART OF ME THAT CAN SAY, ‘OKAY THIS CHILD IS TRYING TO COMMUNICATE, THAT’S WHY THEY ARE HITTING ME.’ BUT WHEN I AM HIT BY A STUDENT NOW, EVEN IF I CAN RATIONALLY SAY THEY DIDN’T MEAN TO HIT ME, THEY DON’T HAVE THE WORDS, IT DOESN’T MATTER. I AM STILL BEING HIT BY A SMALL CHILD. BUT I AM BEING TOLD, ‘THIS IS AUTISM AND IT’S JUST HIS BASELINE BEHAVIOUR SO PLEASE DON’T REPORT IT.’ I DON’T FEEL HEARD. I DON’T FEEL SUPPORTED.” – KINDERGARTEN TEACHER, ETFO 2023 ALL-MEMBER VIOLENCE SURVEY
The costs to Ontario’s education system in learning loss and injury because of workplace violence is significant. Violent incidents in schools disrupt student learning, often repeatedly, as well as educators’ ability to manage classroom environments or perform effectively in their jobs. This is in addition to the significant psychological harm inflicted on educators and children and their sense of safety and well-being.
More than two-in-five members (42 per cent) suffered a physical injury/illness or psychological injury/illness because of workplace violence against them in the 2022-23 school year. 
Some violence survey respondents were out on sick leave, long-term disability, or unpaid leave, with the majority indicating experiences of school-based violence contributed to or were wholly responsible for their leave. 
Of members who experienced a physical workplace injury due to violence, 17.4 per cent missed work and 25.6 per cent sought medical attention. All of these should have been WSIB claims, but only 13.2 per cent filed a claim.
Of members who experienced a psychological workplace injury due to violence, 19.2 per cent were absent from work and 12.6 per cent sought medical attention, but only 1.4 per cent submitted a WSIB claim.
“BEING IN OUR CLASSROOM IS STRESSFUL, HAVING VIOLENT KIDS IN OUR CLASSROOM IS STRESSFUL. AND I THINK FOR ME PERSONALLY, THE STRESS COMES OUT IN THAT I DON’T SLEEP. I HAD HUGE ANXIETY ABOUT COMING TO SCHOOL SOME DAYS LAST YEAR. IT WAS TAKING A TOLL ON MY FAMILY LIFE AS WELL, BECAUSE OF ALL THE ANXIETY.” – KINDERGARTEN TEACHER, ETFO 2023 ALL-MEMBER VIOLENCE SURVEY
In 2014 and 2018, ETFO analyzed available WSIB data on the effect of workplace violence on Lost Time Injury (LTI). The 2014 WSIB data indicated that “teacher assistants” had a higher rate of LTIs for workplace violence than police officers. By 2018, teaching assistants’ LTIs increased by 133 per cent, compared to 20 per cent for police officers. 
 “I HAVE A STUDENT IN MY CLASS WHO IS TRIGGERED BY LITTLE THINGS. THEY WILL THROW CHAIRS, MATS, ANYTHING IN THE CLASSROOM. I WAS TOLD BY AN ADMINISTRATOR, “HERE’S A WALKIE-TALKIE. IF IT HAPPENS AGAIN, EVACUATE THE CLASS.” IT’S NOT VERY HELPFUL KNOWING THEY CAN EXPLODE AT ANY MINUTE AND THE ONLY THING WE CAN DO IS EVACUATE. EVERYONE ELSE’S PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY IS JEOPARDIZED.” – REGULAR TEACHER, ETFO 2023 ALL-MEMBER VIOLENCE SURVEY
There is a financial impact to lost time injuries in Ontario. In 2007, the direct cost (WSIB) premiums of a new lost time injury were on average $21,300 per claim and the indirect cost of each lost time injury claim, including, but not limited to, re-hiring, re-training, loss of productivity was $85,200. This amount has only increased with inflation.
The growing prevalence of workplace violence in Ontario’s schools has had significant impact on workforce stability – leading to the absence of teachers and education workers from classrooms in the short and long term. It has also led countless more to reconsider their futures in the public education system. For educators, this includes considering work in the private sector, early retirement for teachers, or a career change. Experiences with workplace violence is contributing to and exacerbating chronic recruitment and retention of staff in Ontario’s public schools.
Ontario is not alone. In November 2024, the Newfoundland and Labrador Teachers’ Association (NLTA) released data obtained through an access to information request that confirmed violence in schools was on the rise. Year over year, reported occurrences of violence and aggression increased by 26 per cent between the 2022-23 and 2023-24 school years, to an average of 22 incidents per school day. In a press release, NLTA president Trent Langdon noted the insufficient response of the provincial government to the growing crisis: “[We] recognize some initiative government has taken recently in an effort to improve school safety. However, the addition of six teaching and learning assistant positions across over 250 schools is just not going to resolve this issue.”
Some provinces are taking action. In October 2024, the Nova Scotia Department of Education and Early Childhood Development announced it was investing $976,000 in addition to placing 47 new specialized staff in schools as part of a pilot program aimed at addressing and preventing violence in the classroom. The investment followed a report by the province’s auditor general, which revealed that incidents of school violence against students and educators had increased province-wide by 60 per cent over the previous seven years, from 17,000 to 27,000 in 2023.  
Meanwhile in Ontario, the fall economic statement, released around the same time in October, provided no meaningful new investment to support public education and instead offered $200 rebates to eligible taxpayers and their children at a cost of more than $3 billion. In a press release, ETFO president Karen Brown stated, “It is outrageous that the Ford government is choosing to cut funding for public schools while using Ontarians’ own money to attempt to buy their votes. The message is loud and clear: public education does not matter to this government.”
The Ontario Ministry of Education has failed to fund Ontario’s public schools to the level that would adequately address the learning needs of all children, let alone children who require academic or behavioural interventions. According to ETFO members, funding is required to reverse the trend of increasing rates of violence in Ontario’s public schools and ensure safe and effective learning and work environments for educators and children alike. 
It is obvious that investing in children, investing in their learning needs, is an investment that benefits everyone. Children in Ontario should not have unmet needs within the education system because of underfunding.
ETFO recommends:
· [bookmark: _English_Language_Learners][bookmark: _Toc189231956]That the Ministry of Education implement a province-wide strategy to address violence in schools.
· That the Ministry of Education develop and deliver long-term, fully funded, comprehensive, culturally responsive mental health and special education supports for children.
· That the Ministry of Education ensure that district school boards comply with their legal obligations under the Occupational Health and Safety Act to provide a safe working environment.
Lack of special education supports for English language learners
[bookmark: _Equity_in_Special_1]“WE HAVE AN ITINERANT TEACHER THAT COMES AROUND AND SUPPORTS OUR BOARD. BUT SHE TOLD ME THE OTHER DAY THAT SHE HAS AT LEAST 150 CHILDREN AND, I THINK, 18 SCHOOLS SHE’S SUPPORTING. SHE SAID SHE’S SO STRETCHED THIN. I HAVE A STUDENT THAT’S A MULTI-LINGUAL LANGUAGE LEARNER AND SHE SAID, ‘I’LL DO THE ASSESSMENT, BUT I MAY SEE HIM ONCE THIS YEAR.’ THERE’S NOTHING FOR HIM OTHER THAN WHAT I PROVIDE FOR HIM. I FEEL DEFEATED.“ – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
The Ontario Ministry of Education defines English language learners (ELLs) as “children in provincially funded English language schools whose first language is a language other than English or is a variety of English that is significantly different from the variety used for instruction in Ontario’s schools, and who may require focused educational supports to assist them in attaining proficiency in English. These children may be Canadian born or recently arrived from other countries. They come from diverse backgrounds and school experiences and have a wide variety of strengths and needs (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 8).” 
Two policy requirements inform school boards of their responsibilities pertaining to supporting ELLs with possible special education needs, as outlined in English Language Learners ESL and ELD Programs and Services: Policies and Procedures for Ontario Elementary and Secondary Schools, Kindergarten to Grade 12:  
· School boards will develop a protocol for identifying English language learners who may also have special education needs. 
· If information from the student’s home country, from initial assessment, or from early teacher observation indicates that the student may have special education needs, the student will be referred to the appropriate school team. 

The guide continues: 
“Where special education needs have been identified, either in the initial assessment or through later assessments, children are eligible for ESL or ELD services and special education services simultaneously. The administration and interpretation of psycho-educational assessments should be linguistically appropriate (i.e., tests should be administered in the student’s dominant language or with the assistance of a bilingual educator whenever possible). As well, assessors should use more than one instrument or set of instruments in considering the learning characteristics and describing the performance of English language learners. Assessors should also consider the student’s prior opportunities for learning. The development of an Individual Education Plan (IEP) for an English language learner needs to take into consideration both needs related to language learning and needs related to the student’s exceptionality.” 
The Steps to English Proficiency: A Guide for Users (2015) acknowledges that some English language learners have behavioural, communication, intellectual, physical, or multiple exceptionalities or special education needs at a similar rate as children who are not English language learners. The determination of whether English language learners may or may not have special education needs is complex work requiring additional and specialized resources, expertise, professional learning, board protocols, and time.  
As North American classrooms have become more linguistically diverse, educational research has provided a better understanding of the considerations and equitable approaches required to identify and support ELLs with possible special education needs. Policies in other jurisdictions are beginning to reflect this complex and critical work that must be done with an in-depth understanding of culturally and linguistically responsive practices and an awareness of the risks of overrepresentation or underrepresentation of these children in special education programs. 
“WE ARE STRETCHED SO THIN WITH THE LEVEL OF NEEDS AND THE SUPPORTS THAT ARE AVAILABLE. WE HAVE ONE COORDINATOR OF OUR BOARD; IT’S ALL ASSESSMENT AND SHE’S AVAILABLE FOR QUESTIONS BUT THERE’S NOT TIME TO WORK DIRECTLY WITH THE CHILDREN. THAT’S AN AREA WHERE I AM LACKING IN TRAINING, IS SUPPORTING CHILDREN WHO ARE COMING IN AND HAVE TO LEARN ENGLISH.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER WITH A SPECIAL EDUCATION BACKGROUND, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
The Ontario Ministry of Education developed the English Language Learners ESL and ELD Programs and Services Policies and Procedures for Ontario Elementary and Secondary Schools, Kindergarten to Grade 12 in 2007, in response to the 2005 annual report of the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario, which identified gaps and issues faced by English language learners in the Ontario education system.  
The Ministry’s 2007 ELL policies and procedures were a promising starting point, as they recognized the needs and issues of not supporting ELL children in a timely way with proper assessment and information gathering. However, Ontario has not kept up with the research. People for Education’s 2017 annual report observed that there is insufficient support for English language learners with special education needs.
A 2020 report by the Council of Ontario Directors of Education (CODE), funded by the Ministry of Education, acknowledges that the 2007 ELL policies and procedures, while well intended, have not been well implemented by the Ministry of Education or district school boards. 
For example, over the past 15 years, only a handful of boards took advantage of a mainly invitational, application-based program offered by CODE that provided $5,000 per board for project work focused on English language learners with special needs. The small, scattered projects that did result from this funding have not yielded the long-term, systemic program support required to address policy implementation challenges.  
There is a lack of transparency regarding protocols in district school boards to help teachers determine if English language learners may need special education support. Only a few district school boards provide information on assessing English language learners’ special education needs in their special education plans, which creates barriers for families and their children. For boards that do have guidelines and processes, it is unclear how well these functions, and if any professional learning is provided to educators or leaders to support this work. 
“WE DON’T HAVE ANY TOOLS OR KNOWLEDGE AROUND HOW TO DETECT LEARNING DISABILITY IN A STUDENT WHO’S COMING AS A MULTILINGUAL OR AN ESL LEARNER. THAT’S THE TRICKY PART. I THINK THAT’S WHY BOARDS ARE HESITANT. I THINK IN THE PAST, OUR ELL CHILDREN DIDN’T HAVE ACCESS TO SPECIAL EDUCATION BECAUSE IT’S HARD TO TEASE OUT. THAT’S JUST SOMETHING THAT EVENTUALLY BOARDS WILL HAVE TO FIGURE OUT, BECAUSE [CHILDREN] WILL FALL THROUGH THE CRACKS IF WE DON’T HAVE A SYSTEM.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
The Ontario Ministry of Education developed the Steps to English Proficiency (STEP) framework for assessing and monitoring English language learners’ language acquisition and literacy development across the Ontario curriculum. STEP supports both ESL/ELD and classroom educators in scaffolding instruction to meet the needs of English language learners. 
Not all children who have special education needs will come with documents like psychological assessment reports and/or Individual Education Plans (IEPs) when they come to Canada. Even with special education documentation, families may not understand when or how to share these with the school. The STEP framework can be used to gather evidence and support student’s English language acquisition who are also experiencing difficulties in their learning.
A 2020 value-for-money audit by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario was critical of the Ministry of Education and the aging curriculums and resources, including those intended to support English language learners. It could be inferred that to avoid criticism of the aging English language learner resources, the Ministry of Education made the decision to move the STEP framework from the publicly accessible EDUgains website to a restricted virtual learning environment (VLE). This has created a long-standing barrier for both teachers and families to extend their understanding of how English language proficiency develops. 
The Right to Read inquiry report specifically acknowledges that multilingual children should not be overlooked when determining which children may need early intervention. Among the inquiry’s recommendations are that the Ministry of Education needs to support district school boards, schools, and educators in recognizing the signs of a reading disability in multilingual children and provide funding, resources, and professional development to ensure timely assessments and interventions. 
“I’M AUTOMATICALLY SUPPOSED TO KNOW HOW TO TEACH AN MLL KID HOW TO READ. I’VE RECEIVED NO TRAINING IN TEACHING THESE KIDS HOW TO READ AND I’VE BEEN SCREAMING ABOUT IT FOR YEARS AND GET NOTHING.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
However, like the Ministry of Education, the Right to Read report falls short of explicitly recommending how these barriers can be dismantled. It does not speak enough to the complexity of this work and specialized knowledge required. The report is not clear enough about the unique types of collaboration required to ensure this work is done without delay and accurately, while also continuing to support the whole learner. 
With approximately one-third of children in Ontario schools speaking a language other than English or French, understanding how to support linguistically diverse children in any program is greater now than ever before. The Ontario Ministry of Education must address the systemic barriers that prevent English language learners from the specialized support and considerations required when they may need access to special education programs and services. The dearth in supports, including a knowledge gap in Ontario schools, can be addressed with dedicated focus and increased funding.   
ETFO recommends:
· That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to ensure that an expanded range of programs are provided by school boards to support English language learners with special education needs. 
· That the Ministry of Education ensure that district school boards spend ESL grants on their intended purpose. 
· That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding for ongoing high-quality professional development for teachers and education workers supporting ELLs with possible special education needs, to take place within the instructional day. 
[bookmark: _Equity_in_Special][bookmark: _Toc189231957]Inequities for children with disabilities persist
The Ontario Human Rights Code came into effect in 1962. The Code affirmed the right to equal access to services, including education, and was the first comprehensive human rights code in Canada. However, it took 20 years to amend the Code and prohibit discrimination based on disability.
Decades of research tell us that access to special education is not equal across Ontario. Among Social identities such as gender, race, socioeconomic status, type of disability, and geography, among other social identities, can all impact whether a student with special needs is able to access the services and programs that will not just set them up for future success, but also create educational experiences that are joyful, meaningful, and respectful of who they are. 
A 2010 demographic review of special education students by the Toronto District School Board found that:
· children from two-parent homes were less likely to be labelled as special needs
· Black children were overrepresented among children labelled with behavioural issues, mild intellectual disability, and developmental disability
· white children were overrepresented when it comes to autism, learning disabilities, physical disabilities, and significantly overrepresented in terms of giftedness
· 80 per cent of children with multiple special needs were male

The overrepresentation of boys in special education dates to the auxiliary classes of the Toronto Board of Education in the 1920s. Historians argue that special classes evolved as a convenient way for school officials to deal with “difficult” boys. A set of “backstage rules” was used that allowed auxiliary classes to become a secret dumping ground for pupils with behavioural problems, with or without a disability. Even today, it remains unclear whether an overrepresentation of boys in special education represents a difference in incidence or in identification (Grant, 2014). 
On the other side of an overrepresentation of boys in special education is the underrepresentation of girls, who are less likely to receive diagnoses of autism and ADHD, in part because diagnostic criteria may be biased toward male presentation of these conditions (Hare et al, 2024; Law, 2024). 
This underdiagnosis is further amplified once additional intersections are present. In the article How Black autistic women and girls are excluded from conversations on resources and research, Katherine Gilyard argues that the research is playing an overdue game of catch-up. Advocates are calling for more inclusive research and diagnostic tools that account for the different ways autism manifests according to race and gender, and more culturally relevant resources and support.
A recent fact sheet by the Ontario Alliance of Black Educators’ (ONASBE) highlights the racial disparities in student identification in the Toronto District School Board. Student data collected between 2006 and 2011 revealed that almost twice as many Black students (34 per cent) were identified with non-gifted special education needs compared to their white peers (17 per cent). On the flip side of this, only 0.6 per cent of Black students were identified as gifted versus four per cent of their white counterparts (Ontario Alliance of Black Educators, 2023). 
In Canada, the most overrepresented children in the special education program are children of Indigenous communities. Sara Grelund, Kent McIntosh, Sterett H. Mercer, and Seth L. May considered issue of the overrepresentation of Indigenous children in the special education program in their article Examining Disproportionality in School Discipline for Aboriginal Children in Schools Implementing PBIS. They argue that it is important to look at other factors that play a key role, such as intergenerational trauma, poverty, and disproportionate school discipline practices, and that when looking at these factors, it is also important to understand the history. For example, research has shown that both parents and children have a serious mistrust of the education system due to the implementation of residential schools.
“THERE’S A FINANCIAL BARRIER. SOME PARENTS ARE JUST TRYING TO GET THEM FOOD FOR LUNCH. THE COST OF A PSYCHO-ED ASSESSMENT IS PROHIBITIVE.” – REGULAR CLASSROOM TEACHER, ETFO 2024 SPECIAL EDUCATION FOCUS GROUPS
In their 2024 report on access to special education in Ontario, People for Education reports that lower-income neighbourhoods have a greater percentage of children receiving special education supports than higher-income areas (20 per cent vs. 14 per cent). Conversely, schools in lower-income areas have less access to psychologists to perform pyscho-educational assessments, a requirement of the IPRC process. 
While parents with higher incomes are more likely to pay for the psychological assessment (90 per cent versus 74 per cent) rather than spend months or even years on waiting lists, schools in lower-income neighbourhoods have higher rates of IEPs for children who have not undergone a formal identification process (94 per cent versus 84 per cent).
Families should not have to pay out of pocket to ensure their children are receiving the education they need. It is the responsibility of the provincial government to adequately fund these services for all children who need them and reduce the inequities that reverberate throughout a person’s life. 
The effects of inequities in childhood are long-lasting
Investment in special education is an investment in the economic and social health of our province. According to Statistics Canada (Statistics Canada, 2024), in 2023 the unemployment rate for persons with disabilities (7.6 per cent) was almost twice as high for those without (4.6 per cent). Once employed, the median hourly average pay of persons with disabilities was 5.5 per cent lower than that of employees without disabilities ($26 versus $27.50). 
In April 2024, results from the Canadian Income Survey reported that people with disabilities are twice as likely to live in food insecure households as those without. Although lower income is tied to household food insecurity, the study found that people with disabilities were still at a higher risk even when accounting for income, employment status, education, and other demographic factors. Other pathways through which disability affects food insecurity could be the incursion of higher health-care costs and mobility challenges that hinder their ability to access grocery stores.
The Canadian Human Rights Commission and the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate partnered on a joint project to monitor the right to housing of Canadians with disabilities and to identify where improvements are urgently needed. Released in December 2024, their first report provides clear evidence of what people with disabilities in Canada have been saying for many years: their fundamental right to housing is being violated. 
Meanwhile, CAMH reports that the prevalence of developmental disabilities in federal correctional institutions is two times that reported in the general population. Those with developmental disabilities served more days in custody and were more likely to incur serious in-prison disciplinary charges compared to people without developmental disabilities (CAMH, 2022).
In April 2024, the Canadian federal government tabled the 2024 budget, which included reforms to the Canadian Disability Benefits Act. The goal of this program is to provide financial support for low-income, working-aged people living with disabilities. The payment is meant to supplement the existing provincial and territorial programs rather than create a replacement. The proposed benefits are estimated at $200 dollars a month. Only 600,000 out of 1.4 million Canadians with disabilities living in poverty would be eligible, and according to advocates, the amount is significantly less than is needed. 
Ontarians with disabilities face many challenges and barriers, particularly when intersectional identitites are present. To combat potential negative outcomes in adulthood and ensure all children are receiving equitable access to the tools, services, and personnel they need to harness their full potential, special education policies must address the needs of the whole child through funding and the embracing of an anti-oppressive framework. 
ETFO recommends:
· [bookmark: _Resources_and_support][bookmark: _Responsiveness_to_Challenges][bookmark: _Futures]That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to ensure that district school boards provide a variety of programs for children disadvantaged by intersectional issues that contribute to marginalization, including socioeconomic status, such as but not limited to breakfast and lunch programs, 1:1 technology programs, and free before- and after-school care.
· That the Ministry of Education require district school boards to collect disaggregated race-based data and provide professional development opportunities to eradicate continued over- and underrepresentation within special education.
· That the Ministry of Education commit to increased professional development on the importance of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy as it relates to student engagement and its implications on the special education identification process.

FROM STUDENT TO TEACHER – ETFO MEMBERS WITH DISABILITIES 
ETFO MEMBERS WITH DISABILITIES SHARE THEIR CHILDHOOD EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES AND THEIR THOUGHTS ON SPECIAL EDUCATION IN ONTARIO TODAY.
VIOLET HAS AUTISM AND ADHD AND ENTERED A GENERAL EDUCATION GRADE 1 CLASSROOM IN NEW BRUNSWICK IN 1990.  
VIOLET’S FATHER SERVED IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY, SO SHE WAS EDUCATED IN FIVE PROVINCES: NEW BRUNSWICK, BRITISH COLUMBIA, ONTARIO, QUEBEC, AND NOVA SCOTIA. EVERY PROVINCE’S EDUCATION SYSTEM WAS INCREDIBLY DIFFERENT – EVERYTHING FROM GRADE STRUCTURE TO FUNDING TO CURRICULUM. 
VIOLET WAS NOT DIAGNOSED UNTIL ADULTHOOD BUT ALWAYS KNEW SOMETHING WAS DIFFERENT. SHE FELT MOST SUCCESSFUL IN BRITISH COLUMBIA. DIFFERENT WAYS OF LEARNING WERE VALUED AND THE CURRICULUM SUPPORTED PROJECT-BASED LEARNING, FIELD TRIPS, AND OUTDOOR LEARNING. CLASSROOMS WERE FUNDED TO HAVE EDUCATIONAL ASSISTANT SUPPORT. IT WAS WHERE SHE FELT MOST HERSELF.
THE TRANSITION TO ONTARIO AS SHE ENTERED GRADE 7 IN 1996 WHEN MIKE HARRIS WAS IMPLEMENTING THE “COMMON SENSE REVOLUTION” WAS THE HARDEST. TO MASK HER CHALLENGES, SHE DOUBLED DOWN AND BECAME OBSESSED WITH BEING SUCCESSFUL, BOTH ACADEMICALLY AND SOCIALLY. THE ENERGY IT TOOK TO MASK WAS DEPLETING AND SHE NOW RECOGNIZES HOW SHE WAS ROBBING HERSELF. 
AS A TEACHER AND AS A MOTHER OF THREE CHILDREN WITH AUTISM, SHE PAINFULLY FEELS THE CHRONIC UNDERFUNDING OF ONTARIO’S EDUCATION SYSTEM. SHE OBSERVES HOW THE ONTARIO GOVERNMENT TALKS ABOUT INCLUSION AND SUPPORTING ALL CHILDREN – BUT THAT TALK IS NOT FOLLOWED UP WITH THE APPROPRIATE FUNDING.
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“IT COMES DOWN TO MONEY, AND UNFORTUNATELY THIS PROVINCE AND ITS LEADERSHIP ARE GOING IN THE WRONG DIRECTION – DEFUNDING EDUCATION. IT IS NOT GOING TO GET BETTER UNTIL POLITICIANS TAKE EDUCATION SERIOUSLY.” – SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER, ETFO 2023 ALL-MEMBER VIOLENCE SURVEY
For too long, ETFO has been sounding the alarm about the state of special education in Ontario. After years of funding cuts and policy changes by the Doug Ford Conservative government, school boards simply do not have the ability to provide children with disabilities in this province with the supports, resources, and programs they need to succeed. The system is fundamentally broken. 
It is important to acknowledge that disability is an uncomfortable subject for many people. But we must face the biases and prejudices of our past and understand how they have manifested in today’s special education policies and funding.
As an organization that promotes equity and social justice within the education system and broader society, ETFO supports moving discussions about disability beyond whether children have access to accommodations and modifications and towards acknowledging disability identity, incorporating disability culture, teaching disability history, and challenging all forms of ableism within classroom practices.
ETFO is not alone in recognizing this change must happen. Throughout this report, we have drawn on research and reporting by organizations and individuals, including People for Education, the Ontario Autism Coalition, the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, district school boards, experts in education, journalists, academics, and government bodies, which speak to the challenges in special education and in many cases advocate for the same actions and shifts in approach we have expressed in our 27 recommendations. 
Underscoring all of this is the input of ETFO members. Through surveys, focus groups, and regular feedback, they have shared the day-to-day realities of classrooms across Ontario. Their frustration and heartbreak at trying to do their best for their students in a system that is seemingly designed to work against them is a testament to their dedication.
As noted by the Ontario Autism Coalition in their 2023-24 special education survey report, “increasing student needs, failure in policy, and chronic underfunding have forced school boards to reduce special education programming, leaving educators, education workers, students, and families to bear the brunt of these challenges.”
Special education is failing our children. It is failing the economic and social health of our province. ETFO is urging the Ontario Ministry of Education to adopt our 27 recommendations so that children with disabilities can thrive.
[bookmark: _Toc189231959]ETFO Recommendations
1. [bookmark: _Toc189231960]That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to ensure a full range of responsive special education placements and supports that honour a child as a whole person are available in each district school board. 
2. That the Ministry of Education convene a special education committee that includes education stakeholders (including the affiliates) that meets three times during the school year to review and advise on special education policy. 
3. That the Ministry of Education engage education unions as full partners in the discussion and implementation of special education at local and provincial levels.
4. That the Ministry of Education allocate increased, ongoing, and sustainable funding for high-quality professional learning for educators in special education and student mental health, to take place within the instructional day.
5. That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding for the creation and implementation of Individual Education Plans (IEP) including professional development and the development of curriculum-related resources. 
6. That the Ministry of Education immediately index special education funding to inflation, address the assessment backlog, and enhance the statistical model.
7. That the Ministry of Education resume the practice of including the breakdown of funding allocations under the education category in the provincial budget. 
8. That the Ministry of Education establish an independent, external review of Ontario’s education funding formula to ensure it reflects actual student needs and close any funding gaps that may exist by increasing base special education grants. 
9. That the Ministry of Education allocate increased enveloped special education funding that is more accessible and allows for more flexibility to meet the wide range of needs of all children throughout the school year. 
10. That the Ministry of Education increase funding to ensure every Kindergarten class is staffed with a full-time certified teacher and a designated early childhood educator.
11. That the Ministry of Education increase funding for early reading intervention services, special education services, resources, professional development, and staffing for children in Year 1 and 2 of Kindergarten, Grade 1 and Grade 2. 
12. That the Ministry of Education amend Regulation 132/12 of the Education Act and cap grades 4 to 8 class size at 24 children.
13. That the Ministry of Education amend Regulation 132/12 of the Education Act and cap Kindergarten class size at 26 children. 
14. That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding that ensures all children with exceptionalities have access to the full range of special education placements that meet their needs, from full withdrawal to full integration, with accompanying services, programs, and resources. 
15. That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to increase special education teachers and educators for children to receive the direct support necessary to meet their needs. 
16. That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to school boards for the purchase of technology devices on a 1:1 basis for children in Grade 4 and above. 
17. That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to school boards for the hiring of additional behavioural therapists, child and youth workers, educational assistants, guidance counsellors, psychologists, registered nurses, school support counsellors, social workers, special education teachers, speech and language pathologists, teacher-librarians and other specialized teachers to support culturally relevant and responsive support to children. 
18. That the Ministry of Education provide adequate funding to school boards to ensure availability of appropriately trained staff to fill absences.
19. That the Ministry of Education implement a province-wide strategy to address violence in schools.
20. That the Ministry of Education develop and deliver long-term, fully funded, comprehensive, culturally responsive mental health and special education supports for children.
21. That the Ministry of Education ensure that district school boards comply with their legal obligations under the Occupational Health and Safety Act to provide a safe working environment.
22. That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to ensure that an expanded range of programs are provided by school boards to support English language learners with special education needs. 
23. That the Ministry of Education ensure that district school boards spend ESL grants on their intended purpose. 
24. That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding for ongoing high-quality professional development for teachers and education workers supporting ELLs with possible special education needs, to take place within the instructional day. 
25. That the Ministry of Education allocate increased funding to ensure that district school boards provide a variety of programs for children disadvantaged by intersectional issues that contribute to marginalization, including socioeconomic status, such as but not limited to breakfast and lunch programs, 1:1 technology programs, and free before- and after-school care.
26. That the Ministry of Education require district school boards to collect disaggregated race-based data and provide professional development opportunities to eradicate continued over- and underrepresentation within special education.
27. That the Ministry of Education commit to increased professional development on the importance of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy as it relates to student engagement and its implications on the special education identification process.
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