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Introduction

OCSTA welcomes the opportunity to provide our perspective on the inquiry into the programs
and services supporting students with reading challenges and students with various forms of
learning disabilities. The overall purpose of our submission is to explain how our Catholic
boards support students with learning disabilities and outline some of the key challenges they
face in developing and funding those supports and services.

The Ontario Catholic School Trustees” Association (OCSTA) was founded in 1930. It
represents 237 elected Catholic trustees who collectively represent 29 English-language
Catholic district school boards. Together, these school boards educate approximately
545,000 students from junior kindergarten to grade 12 and adults in continuing education
programs province-wide.

Inspired by the Gospel, the Mission of the Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association is
to provide leadership, service and a provincial voice for Catholic school boards in promoting
and protecting Catholic education.

Catholic School Boards’ Commitment to Student Achievement and Well-Being

Catholic schools in Ontario take seriously their commitments in respect of student achievement
and well-being. As a Christ-centered community of learners, we are guided by the Gospel where
each student’s individual learning needs are paramount. Each of our boards strive to ensure that
all of our students, regardless of exceptionality or learning challenge, receive the supports,
services and instruction that allows them to reach their full potential and live with a sense of
dignity and purpose. This vision is elaborated in our Ontario Catholic School Graduate
Expectations where students become:

Discerning believers;

Effective communicators;

Reflective, creative and holistic thinkers;
Self-directed, responsible and lifelong learners;
Collaborative contributors to the common good;
Caring family members; and

Responsible citizens.

The involvement of parents in each student’s learning is also a critical success factor and a
relationship at the heart of Catholic education. All our boards strive to build trusting
relationships with parents to ensure each student’s learning needs are understood, and
appropriate educational strategies are developed. In addition, our Catholic boards build
relationships with local parishes as part of the process of facilitating the spiritual development of
our students.

The basic premise of Catholic education is inclusion of all God’s children into the classroom. As
one Catholic board states “our philosophy of inclusion makes every effort to fully include all
students, regardless of exceptionality, into regular, age-appropriate classrooms”.
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It should be noted as well that Ontario’s education system is widely regarded as among the most
successful and equitable in the world. For example, the five-year high school graduation rate is
now over 87 per cent, nearly 20 percentage points higher than in 2003-04. Testing by the
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) shows that achievement gaps between
students from high- and low-income households, and Canadian- and foreign-born students, are
relatively low. In the 2018 PISA/OECD, Canadian students achieved reading results over the
OECD average with only China and Singapore achieving higher scores.! Within Canada, only
Alberta had reading scores higher than Ontario.

Terms of Reference for the Right To Read Inquiry

The Ontario Human Rights Commission (“OHRC”) intends to inquire into potential human
rights issues affecting students with reading disabilities in Ontario’s public schools. As stated in
the Terms of Reference for the inquiry,

“The Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) is concerned that Ontario’s public
education system may be failing to meet the needs of students with reading disabilities
(dyslexia and other learning disabilities that affect reading). The OHRC is conducting a
public inquiry to find out if these students have meaningful access to education as
required by the Ontario Human Rights (Code).”

The scope of the Commission’s inquiry includes:

1. Universal Design for Learning (UDL): Whether Universal Design for Learning, an
approach to education that meets the diverse needs of every student, is being applied
within Ontario’s reading curriculum and in classroom teaching methods;

2. Mandatory Early Screening: Whether all students are being screened for reading
difficulties in kindergarten (or in Grade 1, where a child does not attend public school for
kindergarten) using scientific evidence-based early screening tools;

3. Evidence-Based Reading Intervention Programs: Whether students who have been
identified as having reading difficulties through mandatory early screening or psycho-
educational assessment have access to timely, scientific evidence-based reading
intervention programs;

4. Accommodation: Whether students who have been identified as having reading
difficulties through mandatory early screening or psycho-educational assessment have
access to timely and effective accommodation and assistive technology;

5. Psycho-Educational Assessments: The role of psycho-educational assessments and
whether students have access to timely and appropriate psycho-educational assessments
where needed (in addition to mandatory early screening for reading difficulties).

The Commission will consider perspectives on definitions of learning disabilities and dyslexia,
including whether these terms are appropriately used and understood. Further, the Commission

! See Measuring up: Canadian Results of the OECD/PISA 2018 Study, p. 13.
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will also examine the unique challenges for students with reading disabilities who face other
barriers such as:

e Living in poverty;

e Being members of intersecting Code-protected groups [e.g. newcomer students, English
language learners;

e Racialized students, and

e  Students with Indigenous ancestry.

The Terms of Reference of the Inquiry and the Role of Catholic School Boards

OCSTA agrees that reading is a fundamental skill for students’ learning and for leading a life of
dignity and purpose. The ability to read is foundational for most forms of learning. Our Catholic
boards proactively strive to meet their legal obligations under the Education Act and the Ontario
Human Rights Code when it comes to the provision of appropriate instruction, policies, supports
and programs to meet the needs of all of their students, including those with reading disabilities.

The Ministry of Education defines, through the Education Act (“the Act”), regulations and
policy/program memoranda, the legal obligations of boards regarding the provision of special
education programs and services, as articulated under the definition and categories of
exceptionality in the Act. It also provides funding to boards to address the needs of students with
exceptionalities. The Ministry also sets province-wide standards for curriculum and the reporting
of student achievement, while requiring boards to develop special education plans, which are
reviewed annually by the Ministry. The Education Act and related regulations and policy
guidelines also ensures boards implement procedures for early and ongoing identification of the
learning abilities and needs of all students.?

Boards take these legal obligations seriously and establish a wide range of programs, services
and supports to meet the needs of their students with learning disabilities. For example, boards

e establish policies, procedures and programs that comply with the Education Act,
policy/program memoranda in the provision of special education services;

e provide well trained staff to provide programs and services for students with disabilities
and arrange for on-going professional development opportunities;

e work with the funding allocated to them by the Ministry of Education to ensure those
monies are allocated in a timely manner to support these programs and services while
reporting on these expenditures to the Ministry;

e prepare communication materials for parents on special education programs and services
placement options;

e provide reviews of special education programs and services to ensure each student’s
needs are being met in a timely manner;

e ensure all board staff meet their legal and regulatory obligations in respect of developing
Individual Education Plans, identification and placement of students within the
appropriate classroom setting.

2 See Education Act, subsection 8 (3) (a).
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This list is only a small illustration of what our boards do to support students with learning
disabilities and not an exhaustive accounting of all of our Catholic board programs. Catholic
boards work to ensure students with learning disabilities receive those supports and services
required to meet their unique learning needs while respecting their human rights under the Code.
This includes addressing those unique challenges faced by students living in poverty, indigenous
students, and racialized students. For example, many boards offer nutrition programs for students
from low income homes and specialized programs, cultural support and assessments for
Indigenous and racialized students.

Catholic School Boards’ Literacy, Reading and Special Education Programs

Universal Design for Learning

Universal Design for Learning (“UDL”) principles have served as a core model for assessment
and instruction for boards since the publication of Learning for All: A Guide to Effective
Assessment and Instruction for All Students Kindergarten to Grade 12, 2013.2 UDL principles
and practices are reflected in boards’ strategic and accessibility plans and guide how educators
approach curriculum, assessment and instruction for all students. UDL frameworks are also used
to structure professional development for educators as well as the architecture of the classroom.

In a related context, a number of Catholic boards have been using additional models of learning
to ensure students are more fully engaged in their learning through the use of problem solving
and inquiry-based learning drawn from their own experiences. The goal of learning in this
context is to ensure knowledge gained in one area can be transferred creatively to novel
circumstances. One such model is called “deep learning” and it envisions,

a radical re-positioning of the learning relationships among all the major players:
not only students, teachers and families, but also educators at all levels, policy
makers, and society as a whole. Additionally, deep learning focuses on a set of
fundamental learning outcomes that represent a system change.*

One of the models’ objectives is to ensure more active student participation and engagement in
the learning process via the use of various technologies and practices and authentic learning
tasks. Thus these “deep” learning models may have important implications for assisting students
with reading challenges.®

Mandatory Early Screening

Mandatory early screening of students is a mandatory requirement for all school boards in
Ontario. The Ministry of Education’s PPM 11 outlines the requirements for boards. In summary,
it states:

“Each school board is required to have approved and in operation by September, 1981,
procedures to identify each child's level of development, learning abilities and needs and

3 Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013. Also see Policy/Program Memorandum 8, 2014 for details on the
implementation of program planning for students with learning disabilities.

4 see Fullan and others “Deep Learning: Shaking the Foundations” (White Paper, 2017
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316044370 Deep Learning_Shaking_the Foundations).

5 For background from one Catholic board see https://www.ocsb.ca/deep-learning/.
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to ensure that educational programs are designed to accommodate these needs and to
facilitate each child's growth and development. These procedures are a part of a
continuous assessment and program planning process which should be initiated when a
child is first enrolled in school or no later than the beginning of a program of studies
immediately following Kindergarten and should continue throughout a child's school
life.”

Early identification is a process through which educators, parents and community partners
identify the needs and abilities of early learners. The goal is to help students succeed in school by
providing early assessment, monitoring, instruction, intervention and community support as
needed. The timing of early intervention begins at the time parents register their child for school
and continues throughout the early years using a wide variety of assessment tools and strategies.
These include:

e teacher observations;

e parent reports;

e phonological assessment tools and speech and language checklists to identify at risk
students®;

e reading assessment tools;

e medical information;

o professional assessments by health professionals and psycho-educational assessments.

These assessment tools and strategies are standard practice for identifying reading challenges and
other learning related disabilities and are administered by qualified special education teachers
and other certified professionals. These assessments then guide the development of
individualized programs to meet students’ needs.’

Evidence-Based Reading Intervention Programs

Students with reading difficulties or specific learning disabilities identified using these forms of
evidence-based assessments typically have timely access to evidence-based reading intervention
programs. These programs vary by intensity based on a comprehensive assessment of a student’s
learning needs and challenges. It follows the “tiered approach” to assessment and intervention
outlined in Learning for All (2013, p.24-26). Our boards use this approach to systematically
provide high quality, evidence based assessment, instruction and appropriate interventions that
respond to a student’s unique learning needs.

Tier 1 is standardly focused on classroom assessment and instruction for all students, using UDL
and differentiated instruction while identifying at risk students and applying classroom
interventions such as increased frequency of guided reading.

5 For example, KID, or Kindergarten Early Identification screening tool, is used by some boards to assess
phonological awareness, sound and letter identification skills. Speech pathologists then use this information to
prioritize students for formal speech and language assessments.

7 Further details about assessments and the requirements of boards and education staff are outlined in PPM 155. The
PPM requires that Boards establish and provide a list of approved diagnostic assessment tools that are consistent
with their board plans for improving student learning and achievement.
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Tier 2 requires teachers to identify students who have not made sufficient progress in tier 1
instruction and interventions. This tier also involves more intensive instruction in addition to the
instruction in tier 1.

Tier 3 is for students who do not respond to instruction and intervention in tiers 1 and 2. Itis a
more intensive instruction process so that students can achieve learning goals. Students in tier 3
may also be referred for extensive psychological/speech and language assessment and support.
This is where specially designed, intensive programs are used for students to facilitate their
reading and learning requirements.

Recent research indicates that reading intervention programs that focus on one to one tutoring led
by trained teachers that emphasized phonics were associated with positive outcomes for students.
Small group approaches are also effective though not as strongly correlated with positive
outcomes as individual tutoring. It was also found that instructional process approaches,
specifically cooperative learning, structured phonic models, were effective for both low-
achieving students.®

Catholic boards in Ontario use many of these techniques in their approach to students with
learning and reading disabilities. For example, several boards offer the “Reading Recovery
Program” for tier 3 students. It is a scientifically based short-term intervention of one to one
teaching for grade one students.®

Other boards use different evidenced-based reading intervention programs such as Empower
Reading, a tier 3 program developed at the Hospital for Sick Children. It is a multi-component
intervention program that teaches struggling students effective strategies for decoding and
spelling words and understanding text.'% Other boards use Lexia, a technology based reading
intervention program supported by significant empirical research.!

Accommodation

Students who have been identified as having reading disabilities through tests and screening
procedures in our schools generally have access to timely and effective accommodation and
assistive technology. In addition to a range of reading intervention programs, students with
learning disabilities may need an Individual Education Plan to provide the necessary
accommodations to facilitate their learning and accessing the curriculum. For students with
reading disabilities, accommodations typically include:

e oral assessments;
e assistive technology or laptop computers with specialized programs like speech to text,
text to speech, graphic organizers and word prediction software;

8 See Slavin, R.E., Lake C., Davis, S. and Madden, N.A., (2011). Effective Programs for Struggling Readers: A
best-evidence synthesis. Educational Research Review 6, 1-26.

® For Canada-wide results of Reading Recovery interventions see The Canadian Institute of Reading Recovery
National Data Summary 2018-2019 http://rrcanada.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/CIRR-National-
Implementation-Report 2018-19 Final.pdf

10 See Hospital for Sick Children, www.sickkids.ca/empower/Research/Uniqueness-of-Research/Uniqueness-
Research.html

11 See https://www.lexialearning.com/
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e accessible formats;

e training for the use of this technology;
e extended time for assignments;

e other supports as required.

It should be noted that students can receive reading interventions prior to having an IEP. The
need for these interventions would occur through the kindergarten screening. However, for
accommaodations more generally a school team would need to recommend the creation of an IEP
for the student.

Psycho-Educational Assessments

According to Dr. Sinoplio, a psycho-educational assessment involves a standardized assessment
of a child’s intellectual and academic abilities. It is administered by a psychologist or
psychometrist and combined with clinical interviews, observations, and historical records to help
understand how the child learns, and identify if and how they are struggling. It measures

overall aptitude and academic achievement around core skills, such as reading, writing and math.
It involves a number of techniques, including pencil and paper activities, verbal responses, and
the evaluation of motor skills (e.g., drawing, playing with blocks). The assessment varies based
on a child’s age.?

Catholic school boards standardly use psycho-educational assessments as part of the process to
ensure a student receives the supports, resources and instruction required to access the
curriculum. That process typically is initiated when a concern is raised about a student’s learning
by her classroom teacher, parent or board staff. A review of the student’s learning is completed
(through the Ontario Student Record process®) and a plan is developed to support the student,
including monitoring her progress. If further intervention is required, based on a review of the
student’s progress over time, individualized academic assessments are conducted by a trained
special education teacher or consultant and the results are shared with the student’s parents or
caregiver. If the school team (teacher, special education resource teacher/consultant, Principal)
determines a formal psychological assessment is indicated, the school team completes an
assessment referral. At this point, the school board psychologist reviews the assessment referral
for approval. The board psychologist then contacts the parents/caregiver of the student for
consent for the assessment and books the assessment through the student’s school.

Catholic boards in Ontario strive to ensure students with identified learning disabilities receive
timely access to those formal psychological assessments. It should be noted, however, that
students with disabilities will receive a wide range of educational assessments (for example, the
Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement) to ensure they have access to the supports and
services needed to facilitate their learning, independent of the more formal psychological
assessments administered by the board psychologist. The timeframes for the formal
psychological assessments varies by board depending on their local circumstances and available

12 See Katia Sinopolio, Phd., “What is a psychoeducational assessment and how can it help my child?” February
2019, https://www.cbtassociates.com/what-is-a-psychoeducational-assessment-and-how-can-it-help-my-child/
13 See a description of the Ontario Student Record requirements at
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/document/curricul/osr/osr.html
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resources. In priority cases, however, boards may determine that an expedited assessment is
required to meet the learning or safety needs of the student.

Challenges Facing Catholic School Boards

Funding Issues

A significant challenge facing Catholic boards, and school boards generally in Ontario, is the
adequacy of funding for special education students, including students with learning disabilities.
Currently, the vast majority of our boards are running funding deficits in this area. The increase
in students with Autism Spectrum Disorder or ASD has led to substantial strain on special
education budgets and thus the services and supports boards can offer students with disabilities.

In addition, many of the specific tier 3 reading intervention programs are extremely expensive
and have complex requirements for implementation that make it difficult for boards to use them
in a sustainable and equitable manner for students. To complicate matters further, these reading
intervention programs may not fall within the special education budget for boards, since many of
the students with reading disabilities may not be identified as “exceptional” as defined in
Ministry policy. The costs would be borne then within the curriculum budget, which may lead to
competing claims on a board’s limited resources.

The special education grant structure has recently undergone various changes that has negatively
impacted boards. The Special Incidence Portion allocation that supports students with
extraordinary high needs has decreased and many boards indicate that the Special Equipment
Amount for specialized equipment to support students with assistive technology has also
decreased. Access to assistive technologies (and the related hardware and software) is an
enabling condition for learning for students with various disabilities.

Further, the “high needs” amount of the grant has been replaced by the Differentiated Special
Education Needs Amount (DSENA). This new model is composed of the Special Education
Statistical Prediction Model (SESPM), Measures of Variability Amount (MOV) and Base
Amount for Collaboration and Integration. This new grant structure has funding impacts across
all boards, some gaining and some losing funding. One large Catholic board lost roughly $9
million in special education funding due to the changes in this part of the grant.

In addition, some boards report that funding for various pilot projects for reading intervention
strategies involving partnerships with agencies or post-secondary institutions have been
cancelled or significantly reduced. This affects a board’s capacity to deliver intensive reading
programs for students with learning disabilities.

These funding challenges do not mean that boards do not meet their statutory, regulatory and
human rights obligations. On the contrary, it means that boards must use funds from other parts
of the GSN structure to meet the learning needs of its special education and learning disabled
students. Meeting the learning needs of students is the key priority for Catholic boards despite
the funding challenges they currently face.
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Professional and Teaching Staff Shortages

In addition, boards are struggling to find and maintain the professional staff required to support
special education students and those with disabilities. The shortage of special education teachers,
speech and language therapists, health professionals, and psychologists is a significant challenge
to many rural and northern boards across the province. This affects the timeliness of conducting
various health and psychological assessments for students.'*

In addition, boards have shortages of early childhood educators and supply teachers and the
funding to support them so regular teachers can attend professional development activities.

Professional Development of Staff

The training required to properly implement various reading intervention programs is extensive,
intensive and costly for boards. Given the funding challenges facing boards in various areas, and
the recent Ministry focus on mathematics, boards require more funds to support literacy
intervention program training for staff. For example, beyond the reading intervention programs,
the staff training requirements for assistive technology is intensive and costly. Many boards, for
example, conduct various pilot projects to test new training techniques or equipment after several
professional development sessions involving consultants and other experts.

Professional development in the use of various board approved assessment tools is also required.
With the growing sophistication of these tools for students with disabilities, additional training
for board staff would assist in designing appropriate education supports and interventions.*®

Gaps in Reaching Students with Learning Disabilities

OCSTA acknowledges that gaps may exist in respect of the complete or consistent
implementation of the program requirements for students with learning disabilities. However,
our boards have various audit, program evaluation and accountability mechanisms in place to
ensure those program issues are addressed in a timely manner so students receive the supports
and services they need to access the curriculum. For example, IPRC and IEP reviews are
mechanisms parents can access to quickly discuss the issues their child is having with their
learning or special education programs. In addition, many boards have “accountability
frameworks” for student program reviews. These include program review committees comprised
of teachers, administrators, special education teachers/consultants, social workers, psychologists,
speech and language therapists that meet to review program standards, measures for
improvement, consistent implementation across the system and ongoing professional
development. The ultimate goal of these accountability frameworks is to ensure students are
learning, achievement and well-being is evaluated and improvements implemented.

14 In a recent report, People for Education estimate that northern and rural board schools have limited access to
psychologists compared with schools in the Greater Toronto Area. See Funding education in Ontario-

Time for a review, February 4, 2020 (https://peopleforeducation.ca/our-work/funding-education-in-ontario-time-for-
a-review/?utm_source=E-Newsletter&utm_campaign=a069032721-EMAIIL).

151t is worth noting too that PPM 11 regarding early screening assessments has not been updated in many years. It
may be useful for the Ministry to conduct a consultation process and review of the requirements in PPM 11 in the
near future.
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Conclusion

Catholic School Boards in Ontario are dedicated to creating the most conducive learning
environment for all of their students. In partnership with families, the parish, and the community,
our Catholic education system is directed at developing the full spiritual, physical, academic,
cognitive, social and emotional well-being of each student. As one of our boards states in this
context,

“Inherent in these beliefs is the recognition that all students, regardless of exceptionality,
are entitled to education in the most enabling environment. The exceptional student is a
unique child of God and has a right to be part of the mainstream of education.”

As previously noted, the involvement of parents in each student’s learning is also a critical
success factor and a relationship at the heart of Catholic education. All our boards strive to build
trusting relationships with parents to ensure each student’s learning needs are understood, and
appropriate educational strategies are developed. Literacy and reading programs for students
with learning disabilities is a foundational practice for our boards, and we strive to ensure the
right assessments, instruction, supports and services are provided to all students struggling with
learning and reading disabilities.
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