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Preamble:  
 
This report represents months of research, writing and consultation by the Ontario Autism 
Coalition. The original writing team was assembled in October of 2016 and consisted mostly of 
parents of youth on the Autism Spectrum. Once the first draft was done, input was sought from 
the OAC Youth Advisory Committee, which consists of over 70 autistic teens and young adults. 
A public protest organized by the OAC was held outside of the offices of the Ministry of 
Education on November 29th, to draw attention to the need for better supports for autistic 
students in schools. That event led to a meeting in early December where the second draft of 
the report was shared with senior officials in the office of Education Minister Hunter. 
Consultations with MPP’s, teachers unions, other disability organizations, and fellow education 
stakeholder groups were held from November through to the end March of 2017, and will 
continue for months to come. Our hope is that this report will not only provoke a dialogue about 
autism and schools, but that it will also lead to concrete action from the current government, 
because #autismdoensendatschool.  
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SUBJECT:  
Improving supports for students with autism in Ontario’s elementary and secondary schools. 
 
 
SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

● A review of the Special Education Funding Formula and accountability for money spent 
on special education 

● Direct funding to provide more training and supports for teachers, EAs and other staff 
who work with students with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) 

● A review of the implementation of Policy/Program Memorandum (PPM) 140 
● An investigation into the feasibility of an Autism Demonstration School 

 
 
ISSUE:  
Ensuring the consistent delivery of meaningful, intensive, and evidence-based education for all 
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in Ontario. 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
The Ontario Autism Coalition (OAC) is a provincial, not for profit corporation working to advance 
the support and services available to children and youth with autism in Ontario. Since it was 
established in 2005 by a small group of parents of children with autism, the OAC’s membership 
has grown to over 2700 individuals. The OAC’s membership includes individuals with autism, 
their family members, their friends and the professionals who work with them. 

 
 

ABA AND IBI 
The language of autism includes a highly specialized vocabulary and numerous acronyms that 
can quickly become overwhelming. Until recently, the term “Intensive Behavioural Intervention” 
(or IBI) referred to a program offered by the Ministry of Children and Youth Services (MCYS) 
where youth with ASD received 20-40 hours per week of intensive therapy based on the 
principles of Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA.) However, Ontario is currently revising its 
autism program, which could lead to the introduction of new terminology. We may soon see the 
use of terms like “comprehensive” or “intensive ABA” to refer to a program where a child works 
on multiple programs or goals at a time for several hours per week, and the term “focussed” 
ABA to refer to a program where a person with ASD is working on one goal at a time for a lower 
number of hours per week.  
 
 
EARLY INTERVENTION AND THE AUTISM INTERVENTION PROGRAM 
There are significant and systemic barriers faced by families seeking publicly-funded ABA and             
IBI therapy for children on the autism spectrum in Ontario, long before they reach the school                
system. While the OAC acknowledges and supports the recent changes made to the Autism              
Intervention Program (AIP), there are still many challenges that continue. 

First, many families are still confronted with procedural delays in obtaining an autism             
diagnosis for their children. On average, it takes eight months to obtain an autism diagnosis in                
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Canada. According to the experiences of the OAC’s members, the wait can be significantly              
longer. This poses a challenge for families who are seeking early intervention and therapy for               
their children. 

Second, the long wait-lists for families to obtain publicly-funded IBI therapy in Ontario are well               
established. According to a Freedom of Information request filed by MPP Monique Taylor, there              
were 2,192 children waiting for IBI in Ontario in 2015. Generally, wait times average two to three                 
years, with some children exceeding maximum age limits for eligibility without ever receiving             
therapy. 

The significant waiting period for publicly-funded IBI therapy raises a third challenge for Ontario              
families - namely, the economic burden of seeking private therapy for children with autism.              
While waiting for publicly-funded IBI therapy, families have little choice but to expend substantial              
amounts of money on private therapy in order to ensure that their children are exposed to                
autism intervention as early as possible. These private programs can cost as much as              
$50,000 to $70,000 annually. This enormous cost places significant financial strain on many             
families, and eliminates entirely the possibility of private therapy for families of low             
socioeconomic status. 

As a result of these challenges, accessing IBI therapy for children before they enter the school                
system is difficult and economically burdensome for families in Ontario. The OAC recognizes             
that efforts are underway to change the situation. Nevertheless, there is a generation of children               
entering the school system now who were unable to access IBI at the pre-school stage in any                 
capacity and will therefore require intensive support in order to access education in a school               
setting. It is equally true that many of those who were able to access IBI will continue to need                   
support when they start school. By virtue of their disability, students with autism are at a serious                 
disadvantage in comparison to their neuro-typical classmates at the start of their public school              
education. 

AUTISM GOES TO SCHOOL 
Once autistic students manage to reach the school system, they enter a regime governed by the                
Special Education Act, a piece of legislation written 36 years ago. Since that time, numerous               
systemic barriers have arisen. Under the current regime, the level of support that a student               
receives may depend more on their postal code than on their level of individual need. Some                
schools may use intensive ABA at clinically appropriate levels, while others may not. Some              
Boards may have specialized classrooms and extensive supports, while others have virtually            
nothing. For this reason and many others, the Ontario Autism Coalition agrees with the              
AODA Alliance that there is an urgent need for an Education Accessibility Standard.  

Education Amendment Act, 1980 
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Autists are the ultimate square pegs, 

and the problem with pounding a 

square peg into a round hole is not that 

the hammering is hard work. It's that 

you're destroying the peg. 

 
― Paul Collins 

 
 
RECOMMENDATION #1 
 
Increase and improve training in special education for teacher candidates. 
 
DETAILS 
 
For decades, teacher candidates have been able to graduate from Teachers’ College with little 
more than a surface level understanding of the complex needs of the students who will be in 
their classrooms. For some, the only formal instruction they get in something like autism will be 
a brief section of a psychology course.  
 
The OAC recommends:  
 
With the introduction of a two-year program for teacher candidates, time is now available for the 
kind of detailed instruction that is needed to truly prepare those candidates to teach students 
with exceptionalities. The OAC believes that all Teacher Colleges in Ontario should be 
required to make at least one special education class mandatory for all teacher 
candidates. Furthermore, we believe that: 
 

a) The course should include curriculum that introduces teacher candidates to the 
characteristics of students with various exceptionalities and the teaching strategies 
(including ABA) that can be used to reach them.  

b) The course should also include an introduction to relevant education law and cover the 
IPRC process, the development and implementation of IEPs, differentiated instruction, 
differentiated assessment, and accommodation strategies.  

c) All relevant policy memorandums, including PPM 140, should also be included. 
 
Furthermore, we believe that all teacher candidates should be required to complete at least 
one of their observations or practicum placements in a special education setting. Teacher 
candidates should graduate knowing that they will work regularly with students with 
exceptionalities--and they should embrace this opportunity rather than fear or avoid it. 
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CALLS TO ACTION 
 

● Will your government (EDU and Colleges and Universities) commit to instructing 
all Teachers’ Colleges to introduce a mandatory course in special education, 
effective September 2018?  

● Will your government also require that all teacher candidates be required to 
complete at least one of their observations or practicum placements in a special 
education setting? 
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RECOMMENDATION #2 
 
Revise PPM 140 and enforce its application. 
 
DETAILS 
 
PPM-140 is problematic in four key areas: 
 

1. The use of soft language, including phrases like “where appropriate” and “wherever 
possible” allows room for interpretation of the memorandum’s directive. 

2. A lack of ministry level accountability for the implementation of PPM-140 at the school 
board level. 

3. A failure to provide a minimum level of training for teachers, EAs and other school 
personnel in the use of ABA.  

4. There is no directive to coordinate with outside agencies providing services to the 
learner with an ASD. 

 
The OAC recommends:  
 
Children receiving intensive ABA through the Ontario Autism Program who are also attending 
school in Grades 1 or higher should receive the same level of quality of ABA services, at an 
intensity that is based on the recommendations of the clinician in charge. Families should not 
have to choose between intensive ABA and school. 
 
PPM 140 must be updated to make it mandatory for evidence-based ABA based practices 
to be used with all learners with an ASD when recommended or requested by a clinician 
in charge, the parents and any/or an outside agency that is providing ABA services to the 
child. 
 
Daily data collection related to goals set by the multidisciplinary clinical team must become a 
mandatory practice for all ASD students. Schools should be held accountable for this data 
collection to the school board, and school boards in turn should be accountable to the Ministry 
of Education, as well as for the implementation of ABA principles by trained professionals  
 
The Ministry of Education must hold each school board accountable for the creation and 
implementation of a plan to meet PPM 140 requirements. For programming development (such 
as IEPs), schools must solicit input in writing from parents and any outside agency or individual 
professional who is providing service to the child with ASD. 
 
The Ministry of Education must recognize that implementation of ABA programs is an ongoing 
process involving regular data collection, supervised evaluation of that data, and regular 
revision of programs and strategies to support the student. 
 
CALL TO ACTION 
 

● Will your government commit to revising PPM 140 and establishing an 
enforcement mechanism by March, 2018? 
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RECOMMENDATION #3 
 
Reform education funding to ensure that the money allocated to provide services to 
exceptional students actually makes its way directly to the supports and services they 
need. Find a mechanism that will hold the Ministry of Education and/or school boards 
accountable when it doesn’t. 
 
DETAILS 
 
Despite increases in special education funding, a recent report from People for Education found 
that 79% of school boards still say they spend more money on special education than they 
receive from the province. The implications here are significant, and in light of the Supreme 
Court’s recent decision in Moore, they are not to be taken lightly. 
 
Other organizations with resources far more extensive than the OAC have studied the funding 
formula in detail. At one point, a school board lobbied for change. We won’t presume to know 
more than them or to understand the complexities involved. Parents who are raising exceptional 
children simply don’t have time to study the complex formula currently used to determine special 
education funding. Even if they did, it appears to be designed in such a way as to be totally 
incomprehensible to the average citizen:  
 

 
 

What is that? 
 
However, there ARE things that parents of exceptional children understand all too well. They 
understand that their children are not getting the supports and services that they require in order 
to access their education in a meaningful way. Parents understand that their children may bring 
in thousands of dollars to the school board and yet the local principal says that their child can’t 
have the 1:1 Education Assistant they require. Parents understand that there are materials and 
programs that would benefit their child but that they can’t access because of “budgetary 
constraints.” Parents understand that they’re regularly being told to keep their children home 
because the school doesn’t have the necessary staff to keep them safe. And exceptional 
children understand all too well when they feel lost in class, when they’re left out of field trips, 
when they’re tossed out into the school yard with no one to help them navigate the social rules 
of friendship, when their IEP’s are consistently ignored, and when they’re bounced from school 
to school in the hopes that someone else will be able to solve “the problem.” 
 
What we know for certain is that there is a huge lack of accountability when it comes to special 
education services and funding. If money allocated for special education is used for something 
other than special education, there is nothing parents and students can do about it. There is no 
penalty given to anyone when this happens. Families in the Ontario Autism Coalition want to 
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see accountability for special education funding dollars, and they want to see funding provided 
at a level that meets the needs of the students it is intended to serve. 
 
Further, we believe that the Ministry of Education should focus on providing support to ASD 
students during the school day, in the actual classroom, before it considers programs offered 
after school. At this time, funding to after-school programs only serve to divert funding from the 
critical need of EA support. We have serious concerns about the money being sent to school 
boards from MCYS for after-school programs. That money should have been invested in 
supports that autistic students desperately need between 9 a.m. and 3 p.m. 
 
The OAC is also troubled by Ministry of Education initiatives that invest taxpayer dollars into 
interventions that are not grounded in evidence-based best practices. We urge the Minister to 
listen to the advice of ABA experts before funding projects like “Conscious Classrooms” 
 
If this government is serious about improving outcomes for students with all exceptionalities 
including autism, then the current system must be reviewed to find out why gaps exist. That 
review must include consultation with front line staff who work directly with exceptional students, 
the parents of those students, and--most importantly--the students themselves. 
 
 
CALL TO ACTION 
 

● Will your government commit to a full and transparent review of education 
funding, to be completed no later than March, 2018? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If they can’t 

learn the way we 

teach, we must 

teach the way 

they learn. 

~ Ivar Lovaas 
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RECOMMENDATION #4 
 
Allocate funding to hire more EA’s and to implement more extensive autism and 
ABA-related training for all Education Assistants (EAs), teachers, administrators and 
support staff assigned to work with students with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Ensure that 
those who deliver ABA programming in schools collect regular data and receive 
appropriate supervision. 
 
DETAILS 
 
The OAC is aware that there are many schools across the province that permit Registered 
Behaviour Technicians (RBTs) and Board Certified Behaviour Analysts (BCBAs) to work 
collaboratively with school staff and to interact directly with students with autism. There are 
places where strong community partnerships exist between schools and outside agencies 
familiar with the use of ABA in a classroom setting. The problem, however, is that these 
arrangements are the exception, not the rule. There is a lack of consistency when it comes to 
what schools will allow, which is both inherently unfair and extremely frustrating for families. 
That’s why the OAC is proposing the following phased-in approach: 
 
As a short term measure, the OAC recommends that: 
 
The Ministry of Education should allow professionals who are approved by the Ministry 
of Children and Youth to provide ABA therapy (as part of the Ontario Autism Program) to 
enter classrooms to help support students with autism. 
 
For further clarification, this recommendation applies to both RBT’s and BCBA’s currently 
authorized by the Ministry of Children and Youth Services and their respective Regional 
Programs to provide ABA in Ontario. Allowing RBTs and BCBAs access to classrooms would 
not replace or duplicate the important work done by classroom teachers and EAs. Rather, the 
intention would be to provide additional support on an interim basis until schools are able to 
train EAs and use their own BCBAs to perform these tasks. School boards will not reduce EAs 
during this period. 
 
As a medium-to-long term goal, the OAC supports: 
 

a) EA training in ABA instruction in the form of the 40 hour RBT training module 
approved by the Behaviour Analyst Certification Board (BACB.) The BACB® 
provides professional credentialing to assist behaviour analysts, governments, and 
consumers of behaviour analysis services. It is recognized as the international “gold 
standard” in regulating those who deliver ABA.  

b) Having EAs complete the RBT training that is consistent with the BACBs/RBT task list 
as well as a live RBT assessment that is conducted by a BCBA.  

c) EAs should receive a salary increase upon training completion, and that amount should 
be bargained between the unions and the government. 

d) RBT support should be based on individual student need, consistent with the BCBA’s 
direction i.e., working one to one. 

e) BCBAs should be responsible for the development of these accommodations, and will 
offer instructional accommodation in the form of ABA programming based on the 
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Practice Guidelines established by the Behaviour Analyst Certification Board (BACB.) 
f) School boards must hire more clinical psychologists who specialize in autism to provide 

the necessary supervision for properly trained staff and to provide clinical 
recommendations based on the data collected in the classroom.  

 
 
As an alternative to the BACB model, the OAC would be open to the idea of the Ministry 
considering the ABA training models currently in use in New Brunswick. 
 
In New Brunswick, there is one unified Ministry of Education and Early Childhood Development.              
The government there has established a Provincial Autism Training Framework for all            
pre-school and educational personnel based on ABA principles. Training in ASD & Behavioural             
Intervention is offered to all Education Assistants in New Brunswick. Since the launch of their               
Provincial Autism Training Framework, over 1400 EA’s have completed Level 1, consisting of a              
40 hour training module designed by three BCBA’s in New Brunswick. These models, designed              
by three BCBA’s from New Brunswick, are designed to help educational personnel to provide              
evidence-based support for ASD students. There are another 1500 enrolled now, and by the              
end of this year, 100% of EA’s will be fully trained. The training takes place during professional                 
development days throughout the year. Starting in November of 2016, the training will also be               
available to all education workers, including teachers, principals, and other staff, and more             
emphasis will be placed on encouraging education workers to complete Levels 2 and 3.              
(Source: Phone Interview with Isabelle Cowan, Learning Specialist, Government of New           
Brunswick. Oct. 5, 2016) 

What many OAC members dream of is a system where multidisciplinary clinical teams exist 
at the individual school (or family of school) level to support all exceptional students. These 
teams would include occupational therapists, speech and language therapists, psychologists, 
BCBA’s, BCBA-D’s, social workers and / or counsellors, and registered nurses. The clinical 
team would assemble at the first IPRC meeting when a child registers or transfers into a school 
board, and would be responsible for creating short and long-range plans for the student. In 
future years, the clinical team’s involvement could be requested by any member of the IPRC, 
including the parents. Under this model, the costly autism consultants or teams currently 
employed by many boards in Ontario would only be called in when the clinical team has 
exhausted their ideas and strategies. The key is to monitor the student’s progress on an 
ongoing basis rather than waiting for a crisis to develop.  
 
It’s time to fulfil the promise of Bill 82. 
 
 
CALLS TO ACTION  
 

● Will your government commit to adopting a needs-based funding model for EA’s?  
● Will your government provide additional funding for autism and ABA training for 

EAs, teachers, administrators and support staff?  
● Will your government ensure that those who deliver ABA interventions for autistic 

students receive the appropriate supervision from professionals with the 
appropriate qualifications? 
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Autism is a difference that 
the world needed, took 
too long to recognize, is in 
the process of 
understanding, and has 
yet to accept. 
 

-Stuart Duncan 
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RECOMMENDATION #5 
Establish a Demonstration School and/or a Provincial School for students with autism. 
 
DETAILS 
 
“The Ontario Ministry of Education is responsible for the administration of four provincial and 
three demonstration schools for Anglophone Deaf, blind, deafblind, and/or severely learning 
disabled students. It also operates Centre Jules-Léger, which offers educational programs for 
Francophone students who are Deaf, deafblind and/or have severe learning disabilities.” 
(Source: http://psbnet.ca/eng/schools/index.html)  
 
These schools provide a much needed service to students and their families, and the OAC 
congratulates the Minister for announcing last year that these schools will remain open. We 
believe that these schools not only provide much-needed opportunities for students, but also a 
valuable resource for both research and teacher training.  
 
Currently, Provincial Schools for students with severe learning disabilities require that students 
should “not be in need of treatment for emotional or behavioural disorders.” Students with 
autism, however, often struggle with behavioural challenges and mental health issues and are 
often excluded from school. People for Education found in their 2014 report that nearly 50% of 
elementary school principals admitted that they have had to recommend that parents of special 
needs students keep their children home from school. 
 
Even with the support of specialized staff in Section 23 classes, there are still some students 
with autism who would need a specialized benefit from a temporary residential placement so 
that treatment and education can be done simultaneously and consistently throughout the day. 
Only provincial schools can provide this kind of opportunity. 
 
 
(Note: A Demonstration Classroom was already attempted in the TDSB--much can be learned 
from this experience.) 
 
 
CALL TO ACTION  
 

● Will your government commit to investigating the possibility of Provincial and/or a 
Demonstration School for Students with Autism and release a feasibility study by 
January 2018?  

 
  

© 2017 Ontario Autism Coalition 

http://www.provincialschooladvocates.ca/index.php/demonstration-schools/qualifying-to-attend
http://www.peopleforeducation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/special-education-2014-WEB.pdf
http://psbnet.ca/eng/schools/index.html


 
 

16 

  

  

 
 

If you’ve met one individual with autism, you’ve met ONE individual with autism. 
-Stephen M. Shore 
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CUT THE CONSULTANTS 
 
6. The OAC urges School Boards to restructure the use of costly consultants and “autism 
teams.” According to the MCYS website, there are “more than 185 autism consultants working 
with public elementary schools and high schools across Ontario.” In some boards, these 
consultants perform administrative and consultative duties only. Often they are called in by 
schools when they are having difficulty supporting ASD students. The consultants come in, 
observe the student, write a report, deliver it to the school team, and leave. They are not 
allowed to interact directly with the student, and they don’t provide any funding or materials for 
teachers and EA’s to use in order to implement their recommendations.  
 
Now, if multidisciplinary clinical teams consisting of teachers, behaviour therapists, occupational 
therapists and speech therapists existed at the school (or family of schools) level, then having 
autism consultants at the board level would make more sense. However, without such teams in 
place, the recommendations of most autism consultants cannot, on a practical level, be 
implemented by front line teachers and EA’s already struggling to meet the demands of the 
diverse learners in their classrooms. Under the current model, parents would prefer it if the 
Ministry were to re-direct those funds into hiring and training more Education Assistants and 
providing them with the clinical supervision they need to effectively support students with ASD. 
 
 
URGE SCHOOL BOARDS TO AMEND THEIR THIRD PARTY PROTOCOLS 
 
7. Schools must allow outside agencies to actively participate in the development and 
monitoring of the learner’s IPRC and/or IEP. The OAC acknowledges that some individual 
schools and school boards are already doing this and are experiencing great success as a 
result. However, the problem is the lack of consistency--what is common practice in one school 
is not permitted in another. School boards should set the policy on this, rather than leaving it up 
to the discretion of principals. This highlights the need for an Education Accessibility Standard, 
which would ensure that exceptional students can receive the same level of support regardless 
of where they live. 
 
8. For programming development (such as IEPs), schools must solicit input in writing from 
parents, EAs, and all school support staff and any outside agency who is providing services to 
the child with ASD. Verbal as well as written input should be accepted.  
 
9. If all parties are in agreement, outside agencies should be allowed to observe the learner in a 
classroom setting, as well as to attend team meetings. 
 
10. In order to fulfill Recommendation #4 (“Training for EAs”), boards must be required to 
amend their third party protocols to allow RBTs and BCBAs who currently work in the Ontario 
Autism Program under the Ministry of Children and Youth Services to be permitted to enter 
classrooms and work directly with ASD students. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF STUDENT VOICE 
 
11. Like any other student, an ASD student should have the right to be informed of the decisions 
being made on their behalf by parents and educational professionals and to have those 
decisions explained to them in language they understand. 
 
12. ASD students should have the right to contribute to the process of deciding how their 
education will progress. This includes facilitating their participation in IPRC, IEP and team 
meetings. Educators should always assume competence on the part of the student, and should 
only proceed without the student if the student has made an informed decision not to participate, 
and/or if all members of the school team, including the parents/guardians, deem that such 
participation would be impractical. 
 
13. ASD students must be provided, for the purpose of maintaining social cohesion and civil 
discourse, proper accommodation and support by educators in the form of clear direction. 
Teaching ASD students sometimes requires that educators provide explicit practical reasoning 
as to why a student must comply with stated directions/recommendations, etc. Educators must 
be mindful of the fact that the ASD student may not be aware of things that are “obvious” to 
others. 
 
14. Educators should always be encouraged to greet ASD students as an opportunity to learn, 
not as a challenge or a burden. Autistic people think in very unique ways, and having autistic 
students in the classroom presents everyone in the class with an exciting opportunity to see the 
world from a different perspective.  
 
THE CONNECTIONS PROGRAM AND TRANSITION PLANNING 
 
15. If existing ABA therapists authorized by MCYS are given access to classrooms and/or if 
EAs are trained as Registered Behaviour Technicians, (see Recommendation 2, above) then 
the OAC recommends eliminating the Connections Program altogether. In the alternative, we 
would suggest the following: 
 
16 The Connections Program should be re-named the Transitions Program to more accurately 
reflect its true intention. The program should be re-organized to focus on helping with the 
transferring of skills acquired during intensive ABA therapy into classroom settings. The duration 
of involvement should not be limited, but should continue for the full period of time needed for 
the student and classroom staff to work on transferring all the skills previously mastered in ABA. 
(These should be decided on the basis of clinical recommendations, on a case-by-case basis.)  
 
17 ABA data collection methods must be implemented during the transition period and clear 
responsibilities assigned to the transition team with weekly reports. The transition procedures 
must be overseen by a BCBA. 
 
18. When a child has a community-based ABA team already working with them at the time of 
school entry, the involvement of the Connections team is an unnecessary duplication of 
services. This may lead to confusion for the student, family and school staff in the classroom. In 
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cases when an ABA team is already involved with a child, that same team should be allowed to 
enter the school and to provide the services of a transition team, collaborating with and offering 
suggestions to the school staff. The duration of this transition team’s involvement, and the 
number of visits/hours at school must not be limited, but should be decided based on the child’s 
individual needs. Follow-up visits should be allowed until the team is confident that all necessary 
skills have been generalized from the ABA program to school.  
 
19. The goals set by the Transition Program must be specific and measurable (ideally, SMART 
goals.) Data collection must be an integral part of the process, and clear responsibilities for all 
team members must be assigned. In a case where a student is not able to transfer a skill during 
the desired time, an appropriate assessment must be conducted, with a focus on the school 
environment and sensory issues. Based on this assessment, (conducted by a Speech and 
Language Pathologist (SLP), Occupational Therapist (OT) and/or BCBA, and paid for by the 
school board,) a list of accommodations should be developed and added to the student’s IEP. 
Follow up on these accommodations should be conducted at least twice each school year until 
the issue is resolved.  
 
20. The OAC recognizes, of course, that not all children entering the school system with a 
diagnosis of ASD may have been lucky enough to receive intensive ABA. This is where the 
resources of the current Connections Program should be re-directed. The role of a re-structured 
Transitions Program could be crucial to facilitating the transition to school for these children. 
Such a program should include guidelines for increasing staff that are specifically trained in ABA 
for the student and must ensure that ongoing supervision by BCBAs is a in place.  
 
 
THE IMPORTANCE OF WRITTEN COMMUNICATION BETWEEN SCHOOL AND HOME 
 
21. Multiple documents published by the Ministry of Education speak to the importance of 
parental engagement. These documents describe the importance of embracing new 
technologies as a way to connect schools and homes. “As our access to information technology 
continues to expand, a variety of online tools and strategies are now available--and are being 
used--to engage parents ... Maximizing the use of technologies is essential as we approach 
parent engagement in the twenty-first century.” Parents in Partnership: A Parent Engagement 
Policy for Ontario Schools, 2010. 

23.  Unfortunately, many parent members of the Ontario Autism Coalition report significant 
challenges due to the refusal of some Principals and/or School Board officials to adhere to a 
parent’s request for written correspondence, including (but not limited to) correspondence via 
email or signed/dated letters on school letterhead.  This causes a variety of challenges: 

- Decreases accountability:  If there is no written record of timelines to be adhered 
to, deadlines, report names and their authors, it makes it hard for the 
parent/caregiver to stay on top of critical pieces of their child’s education plan.  This 
can lead to detrimental impacts on the child’s education. 

- Negatively impacts school-family partnerships:  If the Principal or School/School 
Board member refuses to interact with a parent through a written form of 
communication (including but not limited to the structuring of goals, data collected, 
method of obtaining data, results or deadlines of assessments or plans,) it makes it 
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difficult to foster a relationship of trust, as it gives the impression that the reason 
behind not putting “pen to paper” is to avoid written details that could hold someone 
accountable. This often causes parents to escalate their concerns to school officials 
further “up the chain,” which can lead to an unnecessarily adversarial situation. 

- Creates an additional burden on parents: Failure to agree to written 
communication forces parents/caregivers to use workarounds such typing a 
summary of what was discussed during a meeting/phone call/teleconference and 
then delivering it to the administrative personnel the conversation took place with, in 
order to get an agreement on the terms discussed in writing. This is time consuming 
and tedious for parents who are already struggling with managing their child’s care 
along with work schedules and other responsibilities. 

 
24. The OAC urges your government to instruct (via published memorandum) all schools 
and school boards to comply with the preferred method of communication as requested 
by parents, especially when the request is made for written correspondence. 
 
ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY AND AUGMENTATIVE COMMUNICATION DEVICES  
 
25. When a child needs to use alternative and augmentative communication (AAC) in the 
classroom, comprehensive training for the school staff must be provided by a professional 
SLP or Communicative Disorders Assistant (CDA) with an AAC specialisation. Staff should also 
be evaluated regularly on their knowledge and provided with ongoing supervision, training and 
support on an ongoing basis. 
 
26. Revisit the lack of collaboration between school boards and Ministry of Education / 
provincial AAC clinics that prescribe devices/communication systems. Children who are 
non-speaking do not necessarily qualify for CCAC speech services, as those services are 
focused on articulation issues. Board speech pathologists within boards offer minimal supports, 
and certainly not at the level needed to ensure successful implementation for children learning 
the necessary skills needed to be successful AAC users. Presently there is nothing in place that 
plans for, implements, or oversees how supports are put into place for children who are 
prescribed or are using AAC for communication within the school system. Students who utilize 
AAC desperately need speech and language oversight for their best chance at success with 
their AAC devices. Currently this oversight is acutely inconsistent, and in some cases, entirely 
absent. Adequate levels of clinical support from an experienced SLP are universally necessary, 
regardless of the system being used by the student.  
 
27. Review the average length of time that AAC clinics are supporting prescribed devices 
in the school system. A longer duration is needed before switching the child to “lease 
monitoring” only. Any future commissioned studies should look at tracking success rates, the 
length of involvement from clinics, and the process that is put in place with school boards to 
ensure that a seamless transition has actually taken place. Studies should also examine the 
long-term plan for support from school board resources and data should be taken to determine 
levels of  success for children using AAC. 

28. Increase the available training for all school staff that may interact with a child 
utilizing AAC. It can be intimidating to support a child using technology to communicate and 
speak, and even more so for a child or student using AAC for academics. There are some 
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exceptional training opportunities that could be offered through AAC and AT experts like Bridges 
of Canada. Large group training could be offered at a board level to make some training cost 
effective. Supporting AAC users involves some innovation and different ways of thinking—and 
the OAC highly recommends that the Ministry explore this option.  

30. Children entering school need a transition plan that addresses their need for 
supports and trained staff if they will start JK utilizing AAC, for both low and high 
technology. Planning and implementation need to begin before the child sets foot into the 
classroom. Extended school programs need to be brought on board as well, as it is vitally 
important that a child is given the maximum number of opportunities to truly be successful with 
AAC. Ample research supports the fact that children need to generalize and practice 
communication in a school setting amongst their peers.  

31. Implementation (or Communication) plans must be created for children in the school 
system who utilize AAC, from entry to transition to adulthood. The plan should outline 
supports, goals, and ongoing direction for those working with the child and their AAC progress. 
The Children’s Treatment Network has used a “Guided Assessment Plan” that addressed some 
of the needs as far as getting kids assessed to provide AAC as an early intervention.  

32. There needs to be transparent clinical assessments that include every team member for 
a child, including parents. If parents and teachers are not both on board with something like a 
low tech PECS system, then chances are the child will not be successful. 
 
 
ASD STUDENT SUSPENSIONS & EXPULSIONS 
 
33.  In 2003, The Ontario Human Rights Commission examined the Ontario Safe Schools Act 
and its adverse effects on students with disabilities. The OHRC found that: 

  

The government has been aware since at least 1997 that the use of suspensions and 
expulsions in schools may have a disproportionate impact on students with disabilities. 
Furthermore, it clearly states that if students with disabilities are not accommodated, the 
disproportionate impact may be viewed as discrimination. 

 

The OHRC stated that the Safe Schools Act, (which is now part of the Education Act,) 
represents more of a “hardline” approach to dealing with behaviour, discipline and safety 
problems than was seen in the past. This is of particular significance to students who have 
Autism Spectrum Disorder and who may exhibit behaviors that are not controllable, predictable, 
or properly understood by others.  

The executive functioning challenges faced by autistic students sometimes prohibit them from 
fully anticipating or comprehending the consequences of their behavior.  The ASD student may 
not understand that social norms set prohibitive standards of behavior. The ASD student is thus 
vulnerable to decisions to suspend, expel or change placement. Although the Act allows for the 
consideration of mitigating factors, suspension rates for students with exceptionalities are higher 
than one would expect. According to the Ministry of Education website, 22-23% of all 
suspensions involved students with exceptionalities in recent years. However, according to data 
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published by the Provincial Advocate for Children and Youth, exceptional students represent 
only 11% of the overall student body. This suggests that exceptional students are 
suspended 200% more often than other students. This is cause for serious concern.  

Curiously, the data published on the website began in 2005 and stops abruptly in 2014. The 
OAC recommends that the Ministry resume the practice of publishing province-wide 
statistics on the suspension and expulsion rates of exceptional students. Furthermore, 
the OAC urges the Ministry to break down the data using the Ministry’s 14 categories of 
exceptionality. 

 

SECTION 23 CLASSROOMS 

34. Section 23 classes exist to serve students who are in care, treatment, custody, or 
correctional settings. In recent years, school boards have opened more Section 23 classes that 
focus on serving the needs of autistic students.The OAC recognizes that in some of these 
classes, great work is being done for students with ASD and ABA is being properly implemented 
with appropriate supervision provided by BCBA’s. We encourage the Ministry to identify such 
“best practices” and to work to duplicate them.  

While the OAC recognizes that for some autistic students, section 23 classes are a good, there 
are some cases where they are not. At times, it seems that the recommendation to place an 
autistic student in a Section 23 class comes too soon; there are reports that Regional Autism 
Providers in some areas are advising parents and school administration that a Section 23 
classroom is the most suitable placement for children who are only just entering the school 
system, without even allowing that child the opportunity to try other placement options. Our 
members have also expressed concern that some students are being placed in these 
classrooms in response to ‘behaviors’ that have escalated over time, rather than as part of a 
planned and deliberate decision taken by parents, teachers, administrators and community 
partners. Viewed one way, this appears to be punishing autistic students for behaviours that are 
part of their disability. The OAC recommends that the Ministry of Education require all 
school boards to gather data on the number of autistic students enrolled in Section 23 
classes, going back to 2005 if possible, and to make that information publically available. 

 

THE USE OF PHYSICAL RESTRAINT IN SCHOOLS 

35. Any physical restraint results in significant trauma for everyone involved: for the student 
being restrained, for the staff who are doing it, and for all those observing the event. OAC 
members are deeply troubled by the number of incidents where students with ASD are 
physically restrained by school staff. We are also concerned by the number of instances where 
schools engage local police forces in order to control, subdue or remove autistic students who 
have meltdowns. While we recognize that autistic students can become aggressive during 
meltdowns, we urge the Ministry of Education to require all school boards to collect and 
publish school-based data on the use of physical restraints and any events involving 
police interactions with students with disabilities. Currently, group homes and Section 23 
classes are required to file “serious incident reports” any time a restraint occurs, and some 
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school boards do so as well. It’s time for this to happen consistently in all schools across the 
province and for the data to be publicly available. Once this happens, we can begin a serious 
dialogue about how to prevent and reduce these incidents. 
 
 
OCCASIONAL TEACHERS 
 
36. Occasional teachers are a necessary and important part of the school system. It is crucial, 
therefore, that occasional teachers have both the training and the information they need to 
properly serve the students they work with on a day-to-day basis. Without access to proper 
training about the different exceptionalities they may encounter, occasional teachers are at an 
obvious disadvantage in the classroom. When occasional teachers lack access to information 
about the exceptional students in their classes, they can quickly find themselves caught off 
guard. Autistic students can sometimes react negatively to changes in their routine, and an 
occasional teacher that hasn’t been informed of the things that may trigger that student is at risk 
of accidentally creating a situation that is dangerous to everyone. We ask that the Ministry of 
Education require all school boards to provide training in the various exceptionalities 
that occasional teachers may encounter in the classroom. We further ask that school 
administrators be responsible for providing all occasional teachers who enter the school 
with information regarding the exceptional students that they will encounter in the 
classrooms they work in. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

… When a new handout is passed around, printed on that light green 
paper they stock the school with I flip it over. A blank canvas, a fresh 
space, a new horizon. And I draw…Work with them long enough, David, 
treat them right, and you can make pencils sing for you. 
 

Drawing kept me listening; ears cocked and taking in the lesion while I 
appeased the need to get up and go. I’ve seen other autistic kids who 
have done just that; gotten up whenever the need arose, paced and 
hopped and walked right out of the room. I envy their freedom, David. ... 
But I knew what was expected; you will sit, you will listen, you will be 
quiet until you’re told to leave. Even when it hurts. Even when your body 
comes alive with the restless buzzing hum whispering ‘no more, let me 
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go, let me run.’ 
 

~Elsbeth Dodman 
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THE BIG PICTURE: DEFINING SUCCESS 

 

If students with autism were thriving in Ontario Schools, we would know because:  

A. They would experience a seamless transition from the Ontario Autism Program to the 

education system, from elementary to high school, and from high school to 

postsecondary pathways; 

B. They would be treated with respect, compassion, and understanding by a 

multidisciplinary team of collaborative professionals who work with them; 

C. They would have opportunities to learn and socialize with their peers and would enjoy 

going to school; 

D. They would not experience frequent restraint, isolation, injury, suspension, expulsion or 

arrest because of violent outbursts at school. Instead, their needs would be met by 

knowledgeable, trained and experienced staff; 

E. Fewer students, teachers, EA’s and other school staff would be injured at work, and 

when they were they would report their injuries without fear of reprisal; 

F. They would be a collaborative, strength-based approach to planning for ASD students; 

G. There would be fewer ASD students placed in Section 23 classes; 

H. Parents would not be asked to voluntarily withdraw their children because schools 

lacked the resources to properly support them and would report injuries without fear of 

reprisal; 

I. Teachers and EA’s would feel confident that they had the resources and training they 

needed to support their ASD students and would report injuries without fear of reprisal;  

J. More ASD students would be graduating from full credit-bearing programs; 

K. Individuals with autism would be employed at higher rates. 
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I strongly recommend that students with autism get involved in special interest clubs in 
some of the areas they naturally excel at. Being with people who share your interests makes 
socializing easier. 
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-Temple Grandin 
 
 
THE OAC ENDORSES THE RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE FOLLOWING GROUPS:  
 
 
THE AODA ALLIANCE  
 
37. The OAC endorses the AODA Alliance’s call for an Education Accessibility Standard 
and urges the Minister to begin this process immediately. We also respectfully request 
that the OAC be given a seat at the table when a committee or working group is 
established. 
 
38. The OAC was a signatory to the Open Letter sent by the AODA to Premier Wynne on 
December 5, 2016, which called for an Education Accessibility Standard. 
 
39. The OAC calls upon the government to implement the resolutions already passed by the 
SEAC committee in the Toronto District School Board (in June of 2016) across Ontario. It is 
essential that we develop provincial standards for exceptional students.  
 
40. The OAC calls upon the provincial government to convene an advisory panel comprised of 
students, teachers, support workers and parents to identify systemic barriers facing exceptional 
students. 
 
41. The OAC further calls upon the province to establish a Centre for Excellence in Special 
Education to study and share information on best practices for those with special learning 
needs, both inside and outside Ontario. 
 
42. We agree with the AODA’s recommendation that The Ministry of Education should create a 
“rights of the student” package that is distributed to all special needs students at the beginning 
of the year as well as a “rights of the parent” package. Too many students and parents of 
exceptional students have never heard of SEAC, PPM-140, IPRC, IEP etc, let alone what they 
can expect from the school in terms of involvement in the IEP writing process, regular meetings 
etc. 
 
THE PROVINCIAL ADVOCATE FOR CHILDREN AND YOUTH: 
 
The OAC fully endorses the recommendations contained in the report “We Have Something To 
Say” that pertain to the education system. Those recommendations state:  
 
43. The Ministry of Education must establish a youth advisory table and ongoing working 
partnership with children and youth with special needs to inform and review policies pertaining 
to all facets of their education. 
 
44. The Ministry of Education must work with the youth advisory table to develop content for 
in-service training for all school personnel who work with exceptional students. Principals, 
Teachers, Educational Assistants and administrative staff must see exceptional students as 
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individuals with unique strengths and differences and be respectful and supportive of those 
unique strengths and differences. 
 
45. The Ministry of Education must work with the youth advisory table to develop curriculum - 
beginning in the early grades - this normalizes difference, helps reduce stereotyping and 
eliminates bullying. This curriculum must help students develop the skills necessary to establish 
friendships across difference. This skill-building is needed to help all students, including those 
with special needs, see themselves as part of a supportive, welcoming and interdependent 
learning environment. 
 
46. The Government of Ontario must ensure that all children who need it can get timely access 
to effective assistive learning technology and that this technology be kept in good repair and up 
to date. 
 
47. The Ministry of Education must use a special needs lens to ensure that all policy and 
curriculum is designed with the goal of ensuring that all students can participate equally in all 
learning activities. 
 
48. The Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Colleges, Training and Universities 
must ensure all schools, colleges and universities are fully accessible. This includes 
maintaining barrier free access to sidewalks and walkways and entrances in all seasons. It also 
includes the accommodation of students with electric wheelchairs, service dogs, personal 
support workers, communication devices or other required supports. 
 
49. All student teachers must be required to spend a portion of their professional education in a 
special needs learning environment. Upon graduation from teachers college, educators should 
be prepared and able to work with exceptional students. College instructors and university 
professors and administrators must be required to have the knowledge and supports to 
accommodate exceptional students. 
 
50. Students of any age or ability must be directly involved in providing input into the 
development of their Independent Education Plan (IEP) and participate in the Identification, 
Placement and Review Committee (IPRC) meeting that determines whether or not they need to 
be identified as exceptional students. 
 
51. Universities, colleges and all post-secondary training programs must provide information on 
disability services and summer transition programs to all students in their acceptance packages. 
 
52. The Ministry of Colleges, Training and Universities must develop and work with a youth 
advisory table with the goal to review eligibility criteria for admission, grants, student loans and 
bursary programs.  
 
 
THE RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE LEARNING DISABILITIES ASSOCIATION OF CANADA: 
 
The OAC endorses the following recommendations from the Learning Disabilities Association of 
Canada (LDAC): 
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53. The LDAC supports the availability of a continuum of education services as prescribed 
in an individual educational plan for each student with learning disabilities to ensure 
success and must be flexible enough to meet the changing needs of students with learning 
disabilities by: 

54. Providing a range of options and services and diverse learning environments (placements) 
to meet the specific needs of each student; 

55. Providing the most enabling environment for that student that will effectively meet the 
student’s best interests socially, emotionally, behaviourally, physically and educationally; and, 

56. Focus on what is in the best interest of the student and, in that context, consider all the 
needs of the student as expressed by the student and his/her parents and that of their 
consulting professionals. 
 
 
THE ELEMENTARY TEACHER’S FEDERATION OF ONTARIO’S CALL TO ACTION ON 
VIOLENT INCIDENTS IN SCHOOL 
 
57. The OAC recognizes and supports the recent call to action from Ontario’s Elementary 
Teachers on the issue of violence in schools. In particular, we agree that inclusion can only 
work if properly funded supports are put into place for students with exceptionalities and 
students with mental health issues. We endorse ETFO’s recommendations that: 
 
58. The provincial government must increase its funding for special education teachers, 
educational assistants, psychologists, behavioural therapists, school support counselors, child 
and youth workers and speech-language pathologists.  
 
59. This funding would improve early interventions and supports for children’s mental health and 
special education needs. In short, [the government] must update its funding model for special 
education to address actual needs for special education programs and supports. 
 
 
THE ONTARIO SECONDARY SCHOOL TEACHER’S FEDERATION’S RECOMMENDATIONS 
ON PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE ONTARIO AUTISM PROGRAM 
 
In June of 2016, (just before Minister Coteau’s announcement of June 28th) OSSTF published 
an issue of “Education Watch” specifically on the Ontario Autism Program. The OAC endorses 
the following recommendations from that report:  
 
60. Fully fund services that allow children with ASD to access the therapy that works best.  
 
61. Increase the number of school board personnel who directly support children with ASD in 
our schools, including IBI specialists.  
 
62. Reconsider a year round school-based model to provide ongoing support to this vulnerable 
population of students.  
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63. Provide education workers employed by school boards with additional training and support 
so they can offer comprehensive assistance to children with ASD. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
KEN BHATTACHARJEE’S RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE ONTARIO HUMAN RIGHTS 
COMMISSION, 2003 
 
64. The Ontario Autism Coalition endorses the statements and recommendations found in the 
report written by Ken Bhattacharjee on the impact of the Ontario Safe Schools Act on racialized 
and disabled youth. Those recommendations include: 

 
(1) collecting and publishing statistics on race and disability in the application of school 
discipline with the goal of addressing any inequities;  
 
(4) requiring schools to attempt to accommodate students who may be exhibiting 
disability-related behaviour;  
(5) training administrators of discipline on racial stereotyping and profiling, cross-cultural 
differences, accommodating people with disabilities, and understanding the immigrant 
and refugee experience;  
(6) establishing a better balance between punishment, on the one hand, and conflict 
resolution, peer mediation, prevention, human rights protection and equity, on the other 
hand;  
(7) using in-school suspensions;  
(8) mandating mediation before a hearing;  

 
(10) restoring the community advisor, youth outreach worker, attendance counsellor and 
social worker positions that were cut by the Toronto District School Board. 

 
 
 

 

When parents talk about the special education 
system, they liken it to playing a slot machine. If they 
happen to hit the three-cherry jackpot of an 
experienced teacher, an effective principal and a 
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well-funded school, their child could be on a path to 
success. Education becomes a desperate attempt to 
rig the game to ensure their kid comes out on top. 
 

-Nicholas Hune-Brown,  
“The Autism Wars”  

Toronto Life Magazine 
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