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WHO WE ARE: 

The Ontario Autism Coalition is a volunteer-led grassroots political advocacy group. Our mission is to 
ensure that publicly-funded services for individuals with autism and their families are accessible, ethical, 
evidence-based, and comprehensive.  

Founded in 2005, our organization now represents the voices of over 9,000 parents, self-advocates, autism 
workers and allies. The Ontario Autism Coalition has organized countless protests against cuts to autism 
funding, worked with the media to raise autism awareness, and has met with politicians from all parties 
along with government officials to educate them on the challenges affecting our community. Our goal 
with this report is to provide guidance to the Ministry of Education on how best to serve students with 
autism as schools begin to re-open. Doing so will require additional resources and funding, and sensitive 
consideration of the unique needs of autistic learners. As always, we will make ourselves available to the 
Minister and Ministry staff for additional discussions on request. 

We want to begin by saying that we fully endorse the recommendations of the AODA Alliance, 
particularly their ideas around establishing a students with disabilities command table, creating COVID-
19 specific IEP’s, increasing support to students with special needs and restricting the use of exclusions. 
We list a summary of our key recommendations below and then go into more detail later in the report. 
Our top three priority items are listed first, in bold. 

 

SUMMARY OF OUR KEY RECOMMENDATIONS:  

1. Hire more educational assistants--lots of them. 

2. Provide additional funding to school boards to train more EA’s up to the level of a 
Registered Behaviour Therapist(s) and hire more Board Certified Behaviour Analysts to 
supervise them. 

3. The Ministry of Education should immediately issue a policy direction to all school boards, 
imposing restrictions on when and how a principal may exclude a student from school. 

4. In pre-school, the ratio of Registered Early Childhood Educators (RECE) to children must be kept 
as low as possible. It must be noted that some students with Autism will require 1:1 support. 

5. Preschoolers with autism require consistent staff support. The RECE should be the same person 
every day whenever possible, and should have proper ASD training. 

6. Funding will be needed to provide for extra staff and extra equipment for preschool classrooms. 

7. Members of home therapy teams should be given the opportunity to participate in planning 
meetings for the child. They should also be allowed to accompany the child to the childcare 
centre to assist with the transition if necessary. 

8. Allow pre-schoolers to delay entry to elementary school if necessary. For those making the 
transition, allow them early entry to help with the transition. 
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9. School meetings involving parents and school board staff  (Identification, Placement and Review 
Committee (IPRC), Individualized Education Plan (IEP) transition meetings, third party 
meetings, etc.,) should continue to have a virtual option moving forward to allow for the 
accommodation of a caregiver’s time and availability. 

10. Allow qualified therapists (behaviour therapists, occupational therapists, and speech/language 
pathologists) who are approved by the Ministry of Children and Community Services to provide 
services in the community to also enter classrooms to provide additional support. Allow these 
therapists to become school board employees and union members. 

11. If it must continue, implement province-wide standards and expectations for distance learning. 

12. Bring back school nurses. 

13. Allocate additional resources to the Special Education budget to address the temporary effects of 
COVID-19. 

14. Develop regional autism education hubs through Demonstration Schools and other models. 

15. Communicate with families no later than August 10th, 2020 about the details of the return to 
school so that they have time to prepare their children for transition. 

16. Allow autistic students early access to their school buildings in order to help them become 
familiar with the space and to assist with the transition back to school.  

17. Parents of students with disabilities should be contacted by phone over the summer months to 
assist with the development of a “COVID-19 IEP” to assist with the transition needs of students. 

18. Avoid all unnecessary changes to the schedules of autistic students. 

19. Provide all educational workers with proper Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). Those who 
work with students with special needs such as autism and hearing difficulties should be provided 
with clear masks. 

20. Commit to swift action and continuous improvement. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

COVID-19 has changed the lives of Ontario students completely. The closure of schools and the 
lockdown that followed has had an as-yet-incalculable impact on school aged children. 

The move to online learning has been extremely challenging for most families. Generally speaking, 
parents are at their wit's end. One parent in our community described feeling like a “frayed knot,” already 
tied tight at the best of times, but now coming apart at the ends. 

Children and youth with autism are disproportionately affected by all of this due to their unique 
challenges with independent play, social skills, and communication. They are now totally out of routine 
and without access to their essential therapies. Many are regressing and/or developing new behavioural 
issues. Add in social distancing, being confined inside, parents working from home, and generalized 
anxiety in the household due to COVID-19, and you have the most challenging times of our generation. 

Parents are deeply concerned about September 2020. Safety, testing, transitioning back to school and the 
reality of a continued e-learning environment are some of the main concerns that we are hearing 
expressed. 

 

The COVID Education Experience so far: 

The Good:  

● Parents are very satisfied with virtual IPRC meetings. The OAC recommends that all school 
meetings (IPRC, IEP, transition meetings, third party meetings, etc.,) continue to have a virtual 
option moving forward to allow for the accommodation of a caregiver’s time and availability in 
order to meet the requirements for parental involvement. This may also allow for other service 
providers and professionals to attend meetings for sharing of pertinent information without 
having the families incur additional travel costs. 

 
● With one or both parents involved in their child’s education on a day to day basis, many parents 

are understanding and appreciating first-hand the challenges that teachers and educational support 
staff face. Some parents and their children are thriving and have adapted well to the new normal. 
Other families have had the opposite experience. There are also situations where both parents are 
still working and cannot be involved with supporting online learning. For parents raising one or 
more children with autism, the challenges of homeschooling have been particularly difficult.  

● Many parents are now more in touch with the abilities of their children as it relates to their IEP 
and lesson plans due to their hands-on involvement. (And they are appreciating education 
workers a lot more as a result!) 
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The Bad: 

● Inconsistencies across school boards with respect to educational activities, number of hours, 
technology platforms, assistance, materials, parental involvement required, etc. 

● The lack of access to reliable high speed internet in some areas and the cost of home computer 
equipment and materials needed to make distance education work. 

● Limited amount of online class time. Regular school days provide 5 hours of instruction per day. 
Home schooling is 3 hours per day. During the last few months, some students have not had any 
access to synchronous learning, only posted lessons and minimal telephone support.  

● Inability to access online learning when it is available. Some autistic students who have had 
access to synchronous learning lack the skills needed to attend to a computer screen without one-
on-one support. Others have had difficulty with the visual and auditory stimulation of a video 
call.  

● Inconsistent levels of Education Assistant/Education Resource Worker support from one board to 
another. 

 

The Not-So-Pretty: 

● Many children and students with autism have gone for months without access to behaviour, 
speech, or occupational therapy and have lost skills as a result. 

● Some autistic children are engaging in more aggressive behaviour since going into lockdown 
● The loss of social skills in particular will prove challenging when schools reopen. 
● Restrictions on recess, the use of PPE by staff, restricted access to sensory rooms and equipment, 

increased demands and more transitions will likely contribute to increased anxiety and stress for 
autistic students.  

 

 

The Fear: The over-use of refusals to admit (a.k.a. “exclusions”)  

Families are very worried that principals may use their power to exclude autistic students even more than 
they were before the schools were closed. They’ll say that because autistic students may refuse to wear 
PPE, may have difficulty with physical distancing, and may exhibit challenging behaviours, that they 
pose a safety risk and therefore cannot be permitted to attend school. As a result, these children will be 
forced to stay at home—again—and their parents will not be able to work. 

The issue of exclusions (or “refusals to admit”) is not new. This excessive power afforded to school 
principals has been used largely against students with disabilities and students from visible minority 
groups. School boards have not always tracked when or why or how many students are excluded from 
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school under this power. The Ontario Autism Coalition has been deeply concerned about this issue for 
some time and we provided a full briefing to Parliamentary Assistant Sam Oosterhoff on exclusions on 
October 18, 2018. On January 30, 2019 we issued a joint news release with the AODA Alliance and held 
a news conference together, along with a representative from ARCH Disability Law. To date, the Ontario 
Government has not announced any changes regarding exclusions, which we find deeply disappointing. 

We therefore fully endorse the recommendations by the AODA Alliance that: 
 
The Ministry of Education should immediately issue a policy direction to all school boards, 
imposing restrictions on when and how a principal may exclude a student from school, including 
directions that: 
 

a) During the re-opening at schools, students with disabilities have an equal right to attend 
schools as do students without disabilities. The power to refuse to admit a student to school 
should not be used in a way that disproportionately burdens students with disabilities or that 
creates a barrier to their right to attend school. 
 
b) A principal who refuses to admit a student to school during the school re-opening process 
should be required to immediately give the student and their family written notice of their 
decision to do so, including written reasons for the refusal to admit, the duration of the refusal to 
admit and notice of the family’s right to appeal this refusal to admit to the school board. 
 
c) A principal who refuses to admit a student to school for all or part of the school day should be 
required to report this in writing to their school board’s senior management, including the reasons 
for the exclusion, its duration, the student’s race, and whether the student has an exceptionality or 
a disability. Each school board should be required to compile this information and to report it on a 
bi-monthly basis to the board of trustees, the public and the Ministry of Education (with 
individual information totally anonymized). The Ministry should promptly make public on a 
school board by school board basis the information it receives on numbers, reasons and durations 
of refusals to admit during post- COVID-19 school re-opening. 

 

Moving Forward in September 2020: What to Expect? The Unexpected! 

At this point it is unknown what the educational landscape will look like in September. Minister Lecce’s 
announcement on June 19, 2020 allows schools board to plan for one of three possible scenarios: 

● Normal school day routine with enhanced public health protocols 
● Modified school day routines 
● At home learning 

 
It is imperative that school boards be required to communicate their plans to parents no later than August 
15, 2020. All families need time to plan, and families of children with autism will need additional time to 
prepare children for this huge transition. 
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What can’t be predicted, of course, is whether there will be new outbreaks and if schools will need to shut 
down again. However, it would obviously be prudent for the Ministry to draw up protocols and 
procedures for this eventuality. 

 

 

Main Concerns of Parents and questions: 

Safety: 

● Students with autism may have an aversion to wearing face masks and gloves, or an aversion to 
other people wearing them. 

● They may have difficulty understanding social distancing, the need to restrict hand to face 
contact, and other COVID aversion protocols. 

● Overall school cleanliness and sanitizing is important, but some textures and smells may be 
aversive for students with autism. 

● The need to maintain social distancing while busing will require additional supervision on school 
transportation. This will be particularly challenging in rural and northern communities. 

● Will staffing levels be adjusted to reflect safety concerns? Will all students who need a 1:1 EA be 
able to have one? 

Testing: 

● What will be the frequency and details of COVID testing in the school environment? Daily 
temperature checks? Weekly throat swabs? 

● Will the COVID-19 testing protocols consider the needs of children with autism in terms of 
handling certain invasive tests like these which these, which students may find aversive? Are 
there alternative ways for testing that will be implemented to minimize if not eliminate this 
aversion?  

● Will there be mandatory protocols regarding household travel and subsequent quarantine? 
● What will be the communication protocol if there is a COVID exposure at a school? 

 
Transitioning Back to School: 

● Adjusting to the school environment will be difficult for all students; the transition will be 
particularly difficult for students with autism, who often have difficulty with changes to routine. 

● For students who require access to the gym, playground or other equipment/structures for breaks 
and/or reinforcement purposes, depending on the school board’s plan to restrict access to one or 
more of those areas, this change in routine may lead to increased anxiety and behavioural 
challenges. 

● Will there be advanced training that is individualized to the student (i.e. social stories, 
behavioural skills training) in August? Will this be available to all special needs students who 
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require it, or only a select few? Will opportunities to access summer learning programs be 
communicated to all eligible families? 

● Will staffing levels be adjusted to reflect increases in behaviours and other transitioning 
concerns? 

●  
Supported home schooling: 

● Returning to the school building must be optional for families that have medically compromised 
students.  

● Continued distance education must also be a viable option for those who can not attend school 
due to immunocompromised or infected family members. 

● Some ABA providers have been able to adapt quickly to provide one-on-one and small group 
synchronous online learning during the pandemic. Through their innovative work, they have 
demonstrated that some of their autistic students are able to participate in ABA therapy using 
these online methods. Where successful, northern and rural communities which lack local ABA 
therapy providers could use and benefit from ABA therapists located in southern and central 
Ontario, helping to fill a current service gap. The Ministry of Education should investigate the 
work of these providers and consider the possibility of providing additional support to students 
with autism in this way. (It should be pointed out, of course, that this model does not work for all 
autistic students.)  

● There will be long term mental health effects for all children due to the lack of interaction and 
structure during the pandemic. By September 2020, they will have been out of their regular 
routine for close to six months. Those who continue to stay home even longer will need 
additional support when they eventually do return to school. 

● Will there be province-wide standards for E-Learning involving the following: 
○ live or taped (asynchronous) learning: Frequency/duration per day/wk? 
○ live video/telephone EA supports for students/parents : Frequency/duration per day/wk? 

● Will there be province-wide standards for the consistent use of fully accessible technology? 

 

Child Care Centres 

Children with autism have a varying range of needs and skills. As childcare centres begin to reopen, it is 
critical to do everything possible to keep the children and staff safe, while delivering a quality program. It 
needs to be set up for success! 

If we are talking about preschoolers in general at Childcare Centres, then there could be one or many 
children with autism within that environment. Broadly speaking, these children fall into one of three 
categories. 

Likely the children with autism who manifest the most challenging behaviours (group 1) would be those 
children that can be described as “on their own agenda” and/or those with significant behavioural 
challenges that restrict their ability to interact appropriately with their environment. 
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This child likely has not yet developed appropriate play skills, has a tough time with transitions, likes to 
do their own thing and has trouble following instructions and routines. 

This child will do best with a 1:1 ratio. This will help keep the child distanced and will provide the 
opportunity for  quality program experience. This 1:1 staff needs to be the same person all day every day 
to establish trust and to ensure the progress of the child’s learning. 

Children with autism that are at the early communicator stage (group 2) in their development do well 
with visual schedules, can follow familiar routines and need to be in a small group . 

The ratio of Registered Early Childhood Educators (RECE) to children in this cohort should be no more 
than 1:4 (assuming one child has autism). There should be no groups larger than 8. 

The more advanced child with autism (group 3) often displays interest in playing with a peer, as in the 
partner stage. Visual schedules are also important for this group. 

A RECE ratio of 1:5 could work nicely for this group as long as it is not 5 children with autism. This 
would be in keeping with the room size grouping as is currently suggested by the Ministry of Education. 

How to make this work: 

● The RECE or equivalent working with the children with autism needs to be the same every day. It 
goes without saying that they need appropriate ASD training. 

● Washroom and snack /lunch will need additional staff for all children’s groups other than the 
kiddies with 1:1. This will help keep distance and prevent food sharing/grabbing from happening 
at eating times. 

● There should be extra tables to keep meal times separate. 
● More equipment such as painting stations /easels /sensory tables /trampolines so there is no 

sharing or waiting, but a quality experience is offered. 
● Sensory activities for all groups are critical and it needs planning /lots of extra supplies ie: 

shaving cream, Play Doh, magic sand etc. 

Miscellaneous: 

● Singing for transitions for all preschoolers is important--even more so for children with autism. 
There will be a need to adjust to the “no singing indoors” rule in the current guidelines. 

● If a child with autism has a home therapist, they need to be offered the chance to be part of the 
planning process with the childcare team. It would also be helpful in some cases if the home 
therapist could accompany the child to the childcare centre to assist with the transition. 

● Gradually bringing the child with autism into the Center before other children arrive will help 
with the reopening adjustment. Let the child have time to explore, meet their allocated RECE , 
review the daily schedule, etc. (This may not be ideal for all children with autism, though—some 
will do better when the environment actually looks the way it will in the end—with all the 
children there). 
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● A positive suggestion for children that are in a specialized nursery school with a specialized 
curriculum is that they have the opportunity to remain there until perhaps January 2021 if that is 
in the best interest of the child. 

 

 

 

 

 

Elementary and Secondary Schools: 

 

1) Immediately allocate funding to hire more Education Assistants (EAs) / Education Resource Workers 
(ERWs), teachers and other support staff to work directly with students with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder and other exceptionalities. There is an urgent need to reduce the worker to student ratio and 
to ensure that EAs/ERWs work in one classroom only (just like teachers) in order to minimize the risk 
of transmission. In the past, it has been virtually impossible for students to have access to an 
EA/ERW on a 1:1 basis.  During this global pandemic, that needs to change. 

2)  It’s time to take the Targeted Education Assistant Training Pilot Program established in 2017 and roll 
it out across the province. Data from that pilot program provided to the Autism Advisory Panel in the 
summer of 2019 clearly showed that EAs who were provided with the 40-hour training module 
experienced significant increases in their level of confidence in their ability to work with autistic 
students and that they were very likely to recommend the training to others.  The Ministry of 
Education should ensure that any frontline staff who deliver ABA programming in schools have 
completed a 40-hour online Registered Behavior Technician™ (RBT™) module approved by the 
Behavior Analyst Certification Board®  (BACB®). Ideally, this training should be made available to 
all EA/ERWs over the summer of 2020.  The 40-hour training module is available for free on the 
Autism Partnership Foundation webpage. To increase the trajectory for training and competence, EAs 
who have completed the 40-hour online RBT course must pass the Initial Competency Assessment 
for RBTs supervised by a BCBA and pass the RBT exam, as stipulated by the BACB as 
requirements. Currently, there is a lack of consistency across the province in regards to RBT training 
and certification. This must be addressed. Furthermore, regular supervision from a Board Certified 
Behaviour Analyst is an absolute must--RBTs should never work without it.  

3) Allow qualified therapists (behaviour therapists, occupational therapists, and speech/language 
pathologists) who are approved by the Ministry of Children and Community Services (MCCSS) who 
provide services in the community to also enter classrooms to provide additional support. Allow these 
therapists to become school board employees and union members. The scale up of required resources 
needed to facilitate the transition in September 2020 will be impossible if left to up to existing staff 
only. Allowing RBTs, BCBAs, and others to enter schools would not replace or duplicate the 
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important work done by classroom teachers and EAs/ERWs. Rather, doing so would embrace the 
spirit of PPM 140. The intention would be to provide additional support on an interim basis until 
schools are able to train more frontline staff via the 40-hour online RBT training program and hire 
more of their own BCBAs. If it is not possible to hire more BCBAs as school board staff, boards 
should be permitted to contract with independent BCBAs to provide ABA services in schools, much 
like Community Care Access Centres (CCACs) do. 

4) If it must continue, implement province-wide standards and expectations for distance learning. The 
approach and frequency of e-learning during the COVID-19 crisis has varied greatly from region to 
region. Moving forward, parents and students must have predictable and consistent expectations when 
it comes to all aspects of e-learning, including the vital support role that EAs play in the process. 

5) It is also time to bring back school nurses. For decades, nurses provided an invaluable service in 
schools. In the midst of a global pandemic, the need to have qualified medical staff in every school 
should be obvious. The Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Health should work together to 
ensure that this is in place by September. 

6) Allocate additional resources to the Special Education budget to address the temporary effects of 
COVID-19. There is no question that many of these recommendations will strain Special Education 
budgets at a board level. Funding should either be increased to facilitate this or savings should be 
found at the top end of school boards’ budgets. 

7) Develop regional autism education hubs through Demonstration Schools and other models. It has 
been evident for some time that having hubs of autism learning would be of great benefit. Regional 
hubs would facilitate hands on training, gather and share information, and communicate clear 
recommendations on approaches and strategies on all autism educational issues. These hubs could 
also: 

● conduct, oversee, and provide mentorship for Ontario-wide initiatives such as educational 
research involving students with ASD; 

● vet and/or approve evidence-based education curriculum and/or approaches specific to 
students with ASD; and 

● provide more standardised training across the province for teachers, EAs/ERWs, Child and 
Youth Workers (CYWs), and school-based health professionals such as psychologists, 
speech-language pathologists, nurses, occupational therapists, etc.  

8) Mandate that school boards shall communicate with families no later than August 10th 2020 about the 
details of the return to school plan in their region, so that families have time to plan and to prepare 
their children for transition. 

9) We endorse the AODA’s recommendation that parents of students with disabilities should be 
contacted by phone over the summer months to develop  a “COVID-19 IEP” to assist with the 
transition needs of students.  We also agree that “Students with disabilities who need this 
accommodation should be afforded a chance to return to the school facility early so they can be 
oriented to any changes to which they need to adjust in the COVID-19 era.” 



11 

10) Children with autism need routines that are predictable and consistent. Every effort should be made to 
avoid unnecessary changes to their schedules/timetables. 

11) Obviously all staff who come into contact with children need to be provided with proper Personal 
Protective Equipment (PPE). To accommodate students with a variety of special needs (autism and 
hearing difficulties, for example) clear masks that allow students to see the mouths of their education 
workers is an absolute must to support lip-reading and the identification of facial expressions.  

12) Commit to swift action and continuous improvement. Through feedback and consultation with all 
stakeholders, implement and encourage real meaningful dialogue on changes to the Special Education 
Plan at the board level. Enable and empower regional Special Education Advisory Councils (SEACs) 
to be agents and arbitrators of these changes. We also endorse the recommendation of the AODA 
Alliance for the establishment of a “Students with Disabilities Education Command Table” to 
“oversee the development and implementation of a Government action plan for meeting the urgent 
learning needs of students with disabilities during the COVID-19 crisis, and to swiftly react to issues 
for students with disabilities as they arise.” 
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Conclusion:  

COVID -19 has exposed weaknesses and shortcomings across all sectors, including education. For 
example, it has highlighted the equity issues surrounding access to high speed internet and technology. It 
has called attention to issues of inadequate funding and staffing in relation to students with special needs. 
It has underscored the need for more consistency across Ontario’s 72 school boards. However, it has also 
shown us that when faced with a crisis, we are able to innovate and do things that were previously thought 
to be impossible. Within weeks, education workers managed to completely reinvent the way they do their 
jobs. Parents set up classrooms in their kitchens and rolled up their sleeves to support at-home learning. 
Students have learned in completely new ways. And governments spent money in ways that they had 
claimed for decades was totally impossible. 

It will be some time before we can fully evaluate what has happened in the education system since the 
schools were shut down. Regarding students with autism, we know this: one size does not fit all. As we 
move forward in this environment, we will need to address all of these issues and more. We need to 
encourage stability and resilience in autism education for both the short and long term.  
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