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1. Introduction

Never, in a million years did I think our public education system would pick and
choose which children are worth helping and shrug their shoulders and leave
others behind.
- Parent
It is our job to get kiddies reading. One of the things we do as educators is teach
students how to read. Getting to all students regardless of their profile is a moral
imperative.
- Board administrator
I have had a front-row seat to see the emotional distress, mental health disorders
such as school avoidance, anxiety, depression and suicidality that are a result of
unaddressed reading problems at school…As you know, educational level and
literacy are social determinants of health and economic outcomes. We know that
a system-wide approach needs to be adopted to inform the development of
policies that can adequately solve this problem – and it is solvable.
- Pediatrician

Education is the foundation lives are built on. The first few years of school help shape
a person’s future, influencing everything from their lifelong sense of self-confidence and
self-worth to their future employment and income, and even their physical and mental
health. Reading is a fundamental building block in this foundation. No skill is more
important in the first few years of school than learning to read.
It is the education system’s job to teach every student to read. Yet, the reality in Ontario
is much different. Many students are not learning this foundational skill, with devastating
consequences. Students who do not develop strong early reading skills struggle in school
and later life. This negatively affects the student, their family and broader society.
This does not have to be the case. Many researchers have studied how children learn
to read, and for decades we have known the best way to teach foundational wordreading skills. But we are not using these approaches in Ontario. Instead, Ontario is
using approaches to early reading that we know will fail the most vulnerable students.
Students with word-reading disabilities/dyslexia and other disabilities, students from
lower-income backgrounds, racialized students and Indigenous students are all much
more likely to fall behind their peers when it comes to early reading. When schools do
not use proven approaches to teach word-reading skills, these students disproportionately
experience higher rates of reading difficulties. This makes learning to read a human rights
issue, which is why the Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) launched an inquiry
focusing on the right to read.
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Ableism is a belief system, similar to racism, sexism or ageism, that sees persons with
disabilities as less capable or worthy of respect and consideration than others. 1 It is an
attitude that exists in society and is reflected in our education system. For far too long,
lowered expectations for certain learners – including students with disabilities – have
resulted in systemic failures in the education system. A belief that some students cannot
learn as well as their peers has led to limiting their opportunities instead of removing
barriers to make sure they can learn. However, these students’ struggles are not inevitable.
They can be prevented with high-quality, scientifically validated curriculum and instruction,
universal early screening to identify who may be at risk for difficulties, providing early
evidence-based interventions, ensuring timely and effective accommodations if required,
and providing professional assessments for the small number of students who may still
need them.
Our public education system has a responsibility to improve equity outcomes and
provide students with an equal opportunity to succeed in life. However, for many
students, the system creates, deepens and exacerbates disadvantage.
The OHRC’s mission is to promote and enforce human rights and create a culture of
human rights compliance and accountability. The OHRC 2017–2022 Strategic
Plan, Putting people and their rights at the centre: Building human rights accountability, 2
identifies education as one of four strategic priorities, and places a special focus on
addressing systemic discrimination in our education system.
For over 20 years, the OHRC has exposed and challenged systemic discrimination in
education by publishing policies on accessible education for students with disabilities; 3
making many submissions and recommendations to government, school boards and
post-secondary institutions; engaging in strategic litigation; and using its other powers
under the Ontario’s Human Rights Code (Code).
In 2007, the OHRC initiated and settled human rights complaints about safe schools
provisions under the Education Act and related school discipline policies that had a
disproportionate effect on students with disabilities and racialized students.
In 2008, the OHRC successfully argued that the Ministry of Education (Ministry) should
be added as a respondent to a human rights case before the Human Rights Tribunal of
Ontario (HRTO). In Davidson v Lambton Kent District School Board, 4 the HRTO found
that the Ministry has a role in how school boards exercise their responsibilities, and
can potentially be liable for discrimination where its definition of exceptionalities
prevents or delays a student (in this case, a student with ADHD) from receiving required
accommodations. This important decision ensures that matters the Ministry is responsible
for – the framework for providing special education services, and the standards that set
preconditions for access to special education services – can be the subject of a
discrimination claim.
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In 2012, the OHRC intervened in Moore v British Columbia (Education). 5 This landmark
Supreme Court of Canada (SCC) case dealt with the denial of meaningful access to
education for a student with dyslexia. The SCC agreed with the OHRC’s arguments
about how to analyze discrimination claims about accessible education, and upheld the
original decision that found discrimination.
After intervening in and settling a case involving the rights of post-secondary students
with mental health disabilities in 2016, the OHRC obtained a commitment from all
Ontario public colleges and universities to implement steps to reduce systemic barriers
for these students. With Learning in Mind 6 reports on the systemic barriers the OHRC
identified, the modifications to post-secondary institutions’ policies and procedures
requested by the OHRC, and the institutions’ self-reported progress in implementing the
requested changes.
In 2018, the OHRC released an updated Policy on accessible education for students
with disabilities and made recommendations for improving education outcomes for
students with disabilities to the Ministry, school boards, private education providers and
post-secondary institutions. 7
These are just a few of the OHRC’s efforts to address discrimination in education.
Yet despite these efforts, the OHRC has continued to hear concerns about students’
experiences in Ontario’s public education system, particularly related to the largest
special education exceptionality in Ontario – learning disabilities, and especially reading
disabilities/dyslexia.
These concerns, combined with the results of extensive background research, led the
OHRC to start a public inquiry into human rights issues facing students with reading
disabilities. On October 3, 2019, the OHRC announced it would use its inquiry powers
under section 31 of the Code to investigate whether students with reading disabilities
have meaningful access to education as required under the Code and international
human rights treaties such as the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 8
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 9
The OHRC’s public inquiry powers under section 31 include but are not limited to:
• The power to request the production of documents or things
• The power to question a person on matters that may be relevant to the inquiry
• The ability to use expert assistance to carry out the inquiry. 10
The OHRC’s public inquiries support its mandate to promote and enforce human rights
compliance in Ontario.
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2. Inquiry scope

The Right to Read inquiry’s terms of reference 11 explain the scope of the inquiry. The
inquiry looked into five requirements that are essential to meeting the right to read:
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 interventions: Whether students who have been
identified as having reading difficulties through mandatory early screening or
psychoeducational assessment have access to timely, scientific evidence-based
reading interventions.
4. Accommodation: Whether students who have been identified as having reading
difficulties through mandatory early screening or psychoeducational assessment
have access to timely and effective accommodation and assistive technology.
5. Psychoeducational assessments: The role of psychoeducational assessments
and whether students have access to timely and appropriate psychoeducational
assessments where needed (in addition to mandatory early screening for reading
difficulties).
The inquiry considered systemic issues that contribute to human rights concerns,
including in the areas of teacher training; setting standards, ensuring consistency and
monitoring; data collection; and communication and transparency.
The inquiry also considered perspectives on definitions of reading disabilities and
dyslexia, including whether these terms are appropriately used and understood.
The inquiry used an intersectional framework to consider how race, gender, identifying
as First Nations, Métis or Inuit, lower socioeconomic status, co-existing disabilities,
being a newcomer, refugee or English language learner (multilingual students who are
learning English at the same time as they are learning the curriculum), or being in the child
welfare system can combine with a reading disability to create unique and overlapping
experiences of disadvantage and discrimination.
There are several reasons why children may struggle with reading. Becoming fully
literate requires more than just the ability to read words. The ability to understand the
words that are read and the sentences that contain them are important for strong
reading comprehension. A comprehensive approach to early literacy recognizes that
instruction that focuses on word-reading skills, oral language development, vocabulary
and knowledge development, and writing are all important components of literacy.
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Word-level reading skills involve learning the correspondence between sounds and
letters, and using this knowledge to sound out words and to spell. The inquiry focused
on word-level reading difficulties more than difficulties related to reading comprehension.
This focus was chosen because of the ongoing struggle for Ontario students with reading
disabilities to receive evidence-based instruction in these foundational skills; the difficulty
in meeting these early reading outcomes for many more students, often from marginalized
or Code-protected groups; research recognizing the importance of instruction in these
foundational word-reading skills; and the recognition of the rights of students with dyslexia
in the Moore decision. Specifically:
• Word-level reading difficulties are the most common challenge for students with
reading disabilities, learning disabilities and even all young students who struggle
to learn to read well.
• Most students who have issues with reading comprehension have word-level
reading difficulties. The reading comprehension difficulties may be caused solely
by the time, effort and attention needed to decode the written words. This
interferes with the flow of language from the text, and requires students to use
limited cognitive resources that cannot then be put toward understanding the
texts. A smaller group of students may also have difficulty with language
comprehension that impairs reading comprehension. These difficulties are most
often compounded by their word-reading impairments. For all these students,
effective word-reading instruction and interventions are needed.
• The solutions for students with word-level reading problems have been
extensively researched and are well understood. Responding to students with
only reading comprehension difficulties is significantly more variable and
complex, with less agreement on effective interventions at this time.
• The areas identified as the main focus of the inquiry are the most frequent
obstacles to developing early reading proficiency.
The OHRC acknowledges the importance of the education system not only teaching all
students to read well, but also making sure all students become fully literate. A robust
and evidence-based phonics program should take place within a rich evidence-based
language arts instructional experience. Modern definitions of literacy include the
essential elements of being able to read and write proficiently, and also the ability to
access, take in and analyze information. For example, the Alberta Ministry of Education
defines literacy as “the ability, confidence and willingness to engage with language to
acquire, construct and communicate meaning in all aspects of daily living.” 12 Being able
to read and write are fundamental building blocks to becoming fully literate.
While the focus of this report is on teaching students foundational reading skills, there
are references to literacy and the importance of enhancing all students’ ability to
understand, make meaning out of and analyze what they read. The report also
acknowledges the importance of culturally responsive pedagogy, and having students
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engage with literature and other forms of art and information that reflects their diverse
sociocultural backgrounds alongside using scientifically supported, evidence-based
methods to teach all students to read. For example, other areas of literacy instruction
and engagement will be required to fully meet the needs of Indigenous students.
Early word-reading skills are critical, but they are not the only necessary components
in reading outcomes. Robust evidence-based phonics programs should be one part of
broader, evidence-based, rich classroom language arts instruction, including but not
limited to storytelling, book reading, drama, and text analysis. Evidence-based direct,
explicit instruction for spelling and writing are also important to literacy. Many students,
including students with reading disabilities, have difficulties with written expression.
Explicit, evidence-based instruction in building background and vocabulary knowledge,
and in reading comprehension strategies, are all parts of comprehensive literacy
instruction. Although the inquiry focused on one most frequent obstacle to students
developing a strong foundation in early reading skills, the report also acknowledges the
other elements of a comprehensive approach to literacy. These elements must also be
addressed when implementing report recommendations.

Teachers and other educators

This report focuses on the role of teachers in meeting the right to read, because
teachers are responsible for delivering language curriculum to students. However, the
OHRC acknowledges that a range of educators play an important role in helping
students learn to read. The report discusses different educators’ roles below (see
section 4, Context for the inquiry). In short:
• Principals are responsible for the “quality of instruction” at their school, and assist
and supervise teachers and other staff. 13
• Early childhood educators who work alongside teachers in Kindergarten classes
“have knowledge of early childhood development, observation skills and
assessment skills,” and focus on “age-appropriate program planning” that
promotes language development. Teachers base their formal reporting to parents
on “the teacher-ECE team’s assessment of children’s progress.” 14
• Educational assistants act as support staff, and may assist “teachers and other
classroom staff in carrying out education plans.” 15
• Literary specialists work with students and other educators on reading and
writing processes.
• Speech-language pathologists, psychologists and other professionals provide
advice and support with regard to how a student’s educational and other needs
can best be met.
Wherever possible, recommendations in this report should be implemented in a way
that empowers educators to be effective reading instruction partners.
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Students with other disabilities

While students with reading disabilities were our focus, the inquiry revealed that many
other students are at higher risk of reading failure. The OHRC heard that students with
other disabilities such as intellectual disabilities, developmental disabilities, hearing
disabilities, vision disabilities, autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) also struggle with reading for many of the same reasons
as students with reading disabilities. They face many of the barriers identified in this
report and will benefit from the report’s recommendations.
Students with ASD, ADHD, intellectual disabilities and developmental disabilities
Students with other disabilities also experience unique challenges that differ from those
of students with reading disabilities. Some students are never given the opportunity to
learn to read. For example, students with intellectual disabilities are often placed in
segregated special education classes that focus on social and life skills with little
academic instruction in reading, writing or math. As will be discussed later in greater
detail, students with disabilities such as ASD, ADHD, intellectual and developmental
disabilities who are behind in reading may not be considered suitable candidates for
reading interventions, even though these interventions would help them improve their
reading (see section 10, Reading interventions).
ARCH Disability Law Centre’s submission to the inquiry reported that one of the biggest
barriers students with ASD and intellectual disability exceptionalities face is being
excluded from school (or regular classrooms) 16 due to behaviour or safety issues, or
simply due to a lack of accommodations or support services being provided in school. 17
If students are not in school, they can’t be taught reading and other literacy skills. ARCH
also raised concerns about students being placed in segregated special education
classes where the focus is on social and life skills with little to no academic instruction in
reading and math.
In its submission to the inquiry, the Down Syndrome Association of Ontario noted that
children with developmental disabilities are assumed to be unable to read and are given
no reading instruction. The Association also said that the tendency to modify curriculum
expectations to below grade level limits students’ opportunities and life pathways. This
report addresses the issue of modifying versus intervening and accommodating (see
section 11, Accommodations).
Students with blindness, low vision or deaf blindness
The OHRC heard that students with blindness, low vision or deaf blindness also face
serious barriers in learning to read. The fact these are “low-incidence” disabilities
affecting fewer students does not mean that less attention should be paid to meeting
their right to read. VIEWS for the Visually Impaired and the CNIB Foundation submitted
that school boards across Ontario do not employ enough teachers of the visually
impaired (TVI). A TVI provides hands-on direct training to students with vision loss on
______________________________________
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braille reading and writing where needed, on using assistive technology that is critical to
literacy, and on other vital skills relevant to reading. The TVI also supports classroom
teachers, special needs and educational assistants and other teaching staff and guides
them on how to effectively teach students with vision loss.
VIEWS also outlined concerns with the training requirements for TVIs. VIEWS noted
that three or fewer Additional Qualification (AQ) courses are all that is required to be
a TVI, and these courses do not need to be delivered through a faculty of education.
According to VIEWS, this is inadequate preparation to work with visually impaired
students. At least five Canadian provinces and many other jurisdictions have higher
training standards for TVIs. VIEWS submits that a qualified teacher should be required
to complete a one-year graduate degree specializing in teaching students who are blind,
low vision or deafblind and that Ontario should fund that graduate training, just as it now
does for the one-year graduate-level program required in Ontario to qualify as a
Teacher of the Deaf.
Deaf and hard-of-hearing students
The OHRC heard that deaf and hard-of-hearing students 18 also deal with serious
challenges when learning to read. For example, the Ontario Cultural Society for the
Deaf (OCSD) said that deaf and hard-of-hearing students are prone to experiencing
reading difficulties, and many fail to become fluent readers. 19 OCSD also said that deaf
and hard-of-hearing students do not get enough access to American Sign Language
(ASL) instruction, which it says is required for many deaf students to be able to learn to
read. It noted that students who can hear have access to oral language, and that many
deaf and hard-of-hearing students who do not have this access find written text foreign
and largely inaccessible. It further submitted that the province does not have a wellestablished and effective reading program for deaf and hard-of-hearing students.
Deaf or hard-of-hearing students whose primary language is not ASL or Langue des
signes québécoise, and who primarily use auditory-verbal communication, may require
different supports for learning to read.
A significant theme in this report is the concern that teachers are not properly equipped
to support all students learning to read. The OHRC’s recommendations here should
benefit students with a variety of disability-related needs. Although this report could not
address unique barriers for students with other disabilities, those issues merit further
consideration by the Ministry, school boards, faculties of education, and the Ontario
College of Teachers. All the recommendations in this report should be implemented with
proper consideration of intersecting concerns and impacts. All children, regardless of
their disability, deserve equal access to a meaningful education, which includes learning
to read.
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Other students at risk for reading difficulties
Because few school boards were collecting or analyzing student demographic data at
the time of the inquiry, there is limited Ontario data connecting reading achievement
with factors such as race, place of origin, gender, LGBTQ2S+ identity, and socioeconomic
status. However, the Toronto District School Board (TDSB), Ontario’s largest school board,
has conducted a student census for several years. It has helpfully analyzed reading and
literacy achievement patterns of TDSB students on the Grades 3, 6, and 10 Education
Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) standardized assessments against various
demographic and student family background characteristics from the TDSB’s School
Information Systems (SIS), Parent Census in 2007–2008 and 2011–2012, and Student
Census: Grades 9 to 12 in 2006 and 2011.
The TDSB has found that students from particular identity groups (low socioeconomic
status; Black, Latin American and Middle Eastern; from the English-speaking Caribbean;
with special education needs; male; and not sure of or questioning their sexual orientation)
experience significantly lower achievement in reading.20 This is consistent with data from
jurisdictions such as the United States showing that students who are African American,
Hispanic, learning English, and/or from low-income homes fall behind and stay behind in
reading in far greater proportion than students who are White and middle-class.21
While the inquiry focused on students with reading disabilities, it also revealed that
many other students are at risk for reading difficulties and the negative outcomes
associated with failing to learn to read well. These students do not achieve at the same
level as others for many of the same reasons, such as lower phonological awareness at
school entry and ineffective curriculum and teaching methods.22 Instructional approaches
that reflect the research science (discussed in greater detail in section 8, Curriculum and
instruction) will in fact benefit all students who are at risk. The issues and recommendations
identified in this report are matters of overall equity in education.
First Nations, Métis and Inuit students
The OHRC’s First Nations, Métis and Inuit engagements revealed significant
disadvantage experienced by First Nations, Métis and Inuit students attending
provincially funded schools, and First Nations students attending federally funded First
Nation schools on reserve. As a provincial human rights agency, the OHRC does not
have the legal authority to compel federal schools or the federal government to provide
documents or data, and cannot enforce their non-compliance with human rights obligations.
Nevertheless, this report addresses what the OHRC learned about First Nations, Métis
and Inuit students’ experiences in provincially funded schools and First Nations students’
experiences in federally funded schools. We will share this report and recommendations
with the Canadian Human Rights Commission and the federal government.
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Students learning in French
The OHRC is aware that issues exist within French-language school boards. Although
the OHRC did not select a French school board to be part of the inquiry, we did hear
about many of the same concerns exist with the Ontario curriculum and the approach to
reading difficulties in French boards.
The inquiry also heard about unique challenges for Francophone students with reading
difficulties from a lack of resources, reading interventions and supports in French. We also
heard from families of students in French Immersion programs in English-language boards.
Most inquiry findings and recommendations likely apply equally to French-language
education, and the Ministry and French boards should work with French reading
expert(s) to address and implement the recommendations as appropriate for students
learning in French.
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3. Methodology

To assess Ontario’s performance on its approach to reading disabilities, the OHRC
obtained documents, data and information from a variety of sources using several
different methods.

School boards

The OHRC worked with its expert to select a representative sample 23 of eight Ontario
English-language public school boards:
1. Hamilton-Wentworth District School Board (Hamilton-Wentworth)
2. Keewatin-Patricia District School Board (Keewatin-Patricia)
3. Lakehead District School Board (Lakehead)
4. London District Catholic School Board (London Catholic)
5. Ottawa-Carleton District School Board (Ottawa-Carleton)
6. Peel District School Board (Peel)
7. Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District School Board (Simcoe Muskoka Catholic)
8. Thames Valley District School Board (Thames Valley).
The boards were selected based on a variety of factors, including lived experience
accounts, size and type of school board (public and Catholic), different geographic
regions, demographic information, EQAO data including reading test results, boards’
Special Education Plans, the proportion of students with different Code-protected
identities, and public reports.
The OHRC used its section 31 Code powers to request significant production of
documents, data and information from the eight boards.24 The OHRC obtained additional
information and clarification from the boards through follow-up interviews and questions.
While there were delays in receiving information from one school board, the school
boards’ overall level of cooperation and assistance was excellent. This was especially
noteworthy given the challenges boards were facing with providing continuity of learning
during school closures due to COVID-19 and other challenges. The OHRC extends its
appreciation to the school boards for their assistance.

Faculties of education

To assess whether teachers educated in Ontario receive adequate training and
academic preparation to teach all students to read, the OHRC requested production of
documents, data and information from Ontario’s 13 English-language public faculties of
education (faculties). 25 After seeking several extensions, the faculties eventually
provided the requested information.
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Ministry of Education

The OHRC is grateful to the Ministry for its ongoing assistance throughout the inquiry.
The OHRC obtained and reviewed relevant Ministry documents and asked the Ministry
questions about the areas being considered in the inquiry.

Public engagements

The OHRC received a significant amount of information from the public through a
variety of means. A total of 1,425 students, parents and guardians 26 completed an
online Qualtrics survey and shared their experiences with learning to read and the
impact on themselves and their families. A survey for educators and other professionals
was widely distributed, including to every school board in Ontario. The OHRC received
1,769 surveys from educators (classroom teachers, teacher candidates, special
education teachers, early childhood educators, educational assistants, school and
board administrators), private tutors, and other professionals (such as speech-language
pathologists, psychologists and pediatricians). Both quantitative and qualitative data
was analyzed for this report.
The OHRC received surveys about school boards across Ontario. This included 100
surveys about French public and French Catholic school boards.
The OHRC received over 1,000 telephone calls or emails and many more engagements
through social media.
The OHRC also received over 20 submissions from organizations representing a variety
of perspectives.
The OHRC held four public hearings corresponding with the location of five of the eight
school boards selected for the inquiry: Brampton, London, Thunder Bay and Ottawa. At
each public hearing, up to 20 speakers or groups of speakers shared their experiences.
The OHRC heard from students, families, educators, service providers (such as private
tutors, a child welfare agency) and other professionals. Over 600 people attended the
hearings. All but the Brampton hearing were live streamed, and all hearings are
archived on the OHRC’s YouTube channel.
The OHRC had also planned to hold community meetings in Kenora, Barrie and Hamilton
to give people in those communities the opportunity to share their experiences. However,
due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the province’s Emergency Order prohibiting public
gatherings,27 only the Kenora public hearing took place, with 25 people attending.
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The OHRC held Indigenous engagements at the London, Thunder Bay and Kenora
Friendship Centres, and met with representatives of an Inuit organization in Ottawa. The
OHRC also met with representatives of the Métis Nation of Ontario. Further Indigenous
engagements planned for Barrie and Hamilton could not take place due to the pandemic.
To mark Human Rights Day, December 10, 2019, the OHRC called on students to
submit art, poetry and media on “what the right to read means to me.” The OHRC
received several submissions.
Both before launching the inquiry and afterwards, the OHRC interviewed many people
with specialized knowledge or expertise or unique insight into the issues in the inquiry.
This included school board staff (teachers and other professionals) who approached
the OHRC independently to provide confidential insight into their experiences
working within boards.
All of these engagements combined provided the OHRC with a rich understanding of a
variety of perspectives on the right to read. The OHRC is grateful to everyone who took
the time to share their knowledge and experience. Your voices have been instrumental
in shaping this report and its recommendations.

Expert assistance

The OHRC retained two experts, Dr. Linda Siegel and Dr. Jamie Metsala, to assist with
the inquiry and analyze the information received.
Dr. Siegel is an international authority on reading disabilities and the former Dorothy
C. Lam Chair in Special Education, an Emeritus Professor in the Department of
Educational and Counselling Psychology and Special Education at the University of
British Columbia and a registered clinical psychologist. She has over 200 publications
on early identification and intervention to prevent reading problems, dyslexia, reading
and language development, mathematical concept learning, mathematical learning
disabilities, and children learning English as a second language.
Dr. Metsala is a Professor of Education and the Gail & Stephen Jarislowsky Chair in
Learning Disabilities at Mount Saint Vincent University in Halifax. She was previously an
Associate Professor in Educational Psychology at the University of Maryland, College
Park, where she also served as the Associate Director of the National Reading Research
Center. Dr. Metsala has expertise in the psychology of language and reading, dyslexia and
learning disabilities, psychological assessments, has taught English language arts methods
to pre-service teachers, and is a registered clinical psychologist.
The experts’ participation was central to all aspects of the inquiry. The analysis, findings
and recommendations in this report are based on the combined expertise of the OHRC
in human rights and discrimination and the experts in reading disabilities. While many
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reports have studied the most effective way to teach reading, this report is unique in
making clear how these research-based approaches are essential to meeting human
rights obligations.

Research

Among other things, this report draws on extensive multi-disciplinary research into:
• How children learn to read
• What causes reading difficulties
• Which students are at risk
• The essential components of effective reading instruction
• How to identify children who may be at risk of reading failure
• Reading interventions that are scientifically supported and effective
• Teacher training
• The impact of not learning to read on the individual and society
• Best practices in other jurisdictions.
References to this research are found throughout the report.

Limitations

While the level of public engagement in the inquiry was significant, there were some
limitations of note. The OHRC has been mindful of these limitations in drafting this report.
The OHRC’s student/parent and educator/other professional surveys were based on
self-selection (people choosing to complete the survey) rather than random sampling,
(randomly selecting people to complete the survey). The risk of self-selection bias exists
as the people who chose to take part may not represent the entire population of students
with reading difficulties or educators/other professionals. For this reason, the OHRC has
used multiple sources of information, not just the surveys, to draw its conclusions. For
example, the 479 student/parent surveys and 635 educator/other professional surveys
concerning one of the eight school boards selected for the inquiry were carefully reviewed
to compare students’ and educators’ lived experiences with the information provided to the
OHRC by the school boards.
A relatively low number of student/parent surveys described the experiences of:
• Racialized students 28 (132 out of 1,369 surveys where a race category
was specified)
• First Nation, Métis and Inuk/Inuit students (44 out of 1,369 surveys where
a race category was specified)
• Students whose first language learned was not English or French (68 surveys)
• Students who were not born in Canada (60 surveys).
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Student/parent survey respondents also tended to have income levels higher than the
Ontario average, and relatively higher levels of education. Half reported a household
income of over $100,000 before taxes, compared to the median after-tax income of
Ontario families of $66,200 in 2018. 29 Of the 1,405 respondents who indicated the
highest level of education they completed, 31.8% had a professional degree (such as
a law or medical degree), Master’s degree or Doctorate degree.
The OHRC recognizes that completing a survey or attending a public hearing may have
been challenging for families that are the most marginalized. More diverse engagements
may have been possible had the COVID pandemic not affected the OHRC’s ability to hold
additional in-person meetings. The OHRC has paid special attention to the accounts it did
receive from vulnerable groups to better understand intersectional barriers. As well, given
the research that shows students from these groups are even more likely to fall behind
in reading, it is reasonable to assume that the challenges these students with reading
difficulties face are just as significant, if not more significant, than challenges faced by
students with relative privilege. Concerns about the particular impacts on marginalized
students are noted throughout this report.
The student/parent survey described experiences of individuals ranging in age from four
to 84. The OHRC recognizes that the experiences of older students or people no longer
in the public education system may not reflect the current situation in all cases. Even so,
these accounts had significant value to the inquiry as they showed the profound, longlasting impacts of failing to address a reading difficulty. Unfortunately, the OHRC also
found that many of the issues these surveys identified remain today. This shows the
systemic, enduring intergenerational effects of the public education system’s failure to
adequately meet the needs of students with reading difficulties.
The survey for educators and other professionals asked respondents to rate the
effectiveness of different approaches to teaching reading, screening tools for reading
difficulties, and reading interventions. Educators may have a bias toward rating as most
effective the teaching approaches, screening tools and reading interventions they are
most familiar with and currently use. They may not be familiar with other options, and
may not be in a position to assess their effectiveness. Therefore, in assessing effective
approaches to teaching reading, screening for reading difficulties and reading
intervention, the OHRC has placed less emphasis on survey responses compared to
scientific research and empirical validation.
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4. Context for the inquiry

WARNING: This section deals with topics that may cause trauma to some
readers. It includes references to bullying, emotional and physical abuse, mental
health challenges, self-harm and suicide. Please engage in self-care as you read
this material. There are many resources available if you require additional
support, including on the OHRC website.

What are reading disabilities?

Reading is a fundamental skill that students must have to navigate their school
experience and their later lives. Our public schools should be able to teach students to
read. Yet, this may not be the reality for students with reading disabilities and others.
Reading is a complex cognitive skill. While good readers seem to read effortlessly, to
get to that point, they must first learn how to decode the words on the page. 30 This
means they must learn to turn written words into corresponding spoken words. The
process of learning to decode our alphabetic system requires both knowledge of lettersound relationships, and an ability to apply that knowledge, blending the individual
sounds together, to successfully identify written words. It is this process that allows the
child to then make meaning from the written words. Over time, with lots of practice at
deliberately decoding words, the process becomes quicker and eventually, automatic.
Once a reader can decode, fluency (reading accurately and quickly) will follow. 31
Vocabulary (knowing what individual words mean), language comprehension and
reading comprehension (understanding and interpreting what has been read) are also
critical aspects of reading development.
A reading disability, formally known as a specific learning disorder with impairment in
reading, 32 is a type of learning disability 33 that affects one or more of these skills. A
reading disability can range from mild, to moderate, to severe. Reading disabilities are
due to differences in the way the brain processes specific types of information, and are
not a sign of lower intelligence or unwillingness to learn. 34
Dyslexia or a reading disability in word reading is a specific learning disability
characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word reading and/or poor
decoding and spelling abilities. These word-reading difficulties may also result in
problems with reading comprehension and can limit learning vocabulary and
background knowledge from reading. 35
Although dyslexia is assumed to be neurobiological in origin, there is evidence that with
early identification, evidence-based reading instruction and early evidence-based reading
intervention, at-risk students will not develop a “disability.” If the education system is
working as it should, a reading disability can be prevented for almost all students.
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According to the DSM-5, “Dyslexia is an alternative term used to refer to a pattern of
learning difficulties characterized by problems with accurate or fluent word recognition
and/or poor decoding, and poor spelling abilities.” 36
In practical terms, people with a word-reading disability/dyslexia may experience
problems with:
• Learning letters and the sounds they represent
• Blending sounds to make words
• Reading quickly enough to understand
• Spelling
• Keeping up with and understanding longer reading assignments.
Despite this, people with learning disabilities and reading disabilities may have unique
skills, strengths and talents, just as in the larger population. 37 Learning disabilities do
not need to be impairments to life-long success. Many entertainers, designers, architects,
writers, athletes, jurists, physicians, scientists, political and business leaders have selfidentified as having dyslexia or another learning disability.
Prevalence
Word-reading, spelling, phonological and fluency skills exist on a continuum, with no
clear-cut off point for a diagnosis of a reading disability. 38 The prevalence of reading
disabilities has been estimated to be about 5–10% of the population. 39 However, many
more children in Kindergarten and Grade 1 are at risk for reading disabilities (about
25%), 40 and without evidence-based instruction in these grades, many more children
will meet diagnostic criteria for a reading disability. 41
Reading disabilities are the most common childhood learning disability. 42 They affect
all genders, ethnic, racial and socioeconomic groups almost equally, 43 although the
experience of having a reading disability may differ based on intersecting characteristics.
The Ministry of Education (Ministry) has recognized that students with learning
disabilities are the largest exceptionality group among students with special education
needs in Ontario. 44 Since reading disabilities, and dyslexia in particular, are the most
common learning disability, 45 it is reasonable to assume that reading disabilities are the
most prevalent disability in schools and that there are students with reading disabilities
in every classroom.
Heredity component
Some reading disabilities run in families. For example, approximately 40% of siblings,
children or parents of an affected person will have dyslexia. 46 This is significant for
several reasons. Failing to address reading disabilities can lead to intergenerational
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cycles of illiteracy. Parents with reading disabilities may have more challenges
supporting their children with learning to read at home. This may be magnified if
they have more than one child who struggles to read, which is more likely.
When educators or professionals assess the learning profile of a student, it is important
to note if they have been told that there are other family members who experience or
have experienced significant academic challenges, or been diagnosed with any
disability that could affect learning. 47 This knowledge is a red flag that can allow for
earlier identification and intervention. However, many children who have a learning
disability will not have a family member who has been diagnosed with one. These
children will also need to be flagged with universal early screening.
Overlap with other learning disabilities
Reading disabilities can exist along with other separate but related disabilities. For
example, dyslexia and dysgraphia (problems with writing, including difficulties with
spelling, grammar, punctuation and handwriting 48) can overlap as they both involve
processing language. 49 While dyscalculia (difficulty with math) is an independent
learning disability, it commonly exists along with dyslexia. 50
Reading disabilities and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) often go hand-inhand. Estimates are that 30% of people with dyslexia also have ADHD. 51 Where ADHD
is noted at a young age, it may indicate a child is at risk of later reading problems. 52 Of
course, reading disabilities can overlap with any other disability.

Terminology

The term “dyslexia” has been used to describe word-level reading difficulties for
hundreds of years. 53 It is commonly used in international research and practice and
the education field around the world. It is highly researched and there is considerable
evidence about what teaching methods and interventions work for dyslexia. 54
Many people prefer the term dyslexia to describe impairments in word-reading accuracy
and/or rate rather than the more general terms reading disability or learning disability.
There may be several reasons for this:
• It is more specific or descriptive, and indicates word-level reading difficulties
• This specificity helps to clarify what intervention is required
• There are many resources available, in books and websites that are specific
to dyslexia. 55
One leading researcher noted: “The word [dyslexia] indexes a treasure trove of
interdisciplinary scientific research, books and articles that summarize that research,
advocacy and support organizations that assist parents and families, and legitimate
therapeutic interventions.” 56
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Many people think that dyslexia indicates a learning difference as opposed to a
“disability.” 57 They may prefer the term dyslexia to avoid the socially constructed stigma
often associated with the “disability” label. The OHRC’s position is that people should be
allowed to self-identify and if someone objects to a term used to describe them, it
should not be used.
There has been a move away from the term dyslexia in Ontario education over the past
several years. This may be, in part, due to a concern that the term is sometimes
misunderstood, with people thinking it refers to visual difficulties, such as the tendency
to invert letters. The broader term of learning disability may have also been preferred
because it includes other reading difficulties as well as sometimes related learning
difficulties in other domains (such as writing or math).
The Ministry and school boards do not currently use the term dyslexia or even reading
disability, preferring the broader umbrella term learning disability.
Consistent with the fact that the terms dyslexia (when the reading disability relates to
word-level reading difficulties) and reading disability are more descriptive and useful,
this report uses “reading disability” and “dyslexia” as appropriate throughout. The report
also uses “learning disability” where the research referred to uses that term, or where
the report refers to the “learning disability” exceptionality as defined by the Ministry.
The report uses “reading difficulty” when referring more broadly to all students who face
challenges as they learn to read. Students from several Code-protected groups
disproportionately have reading difficulties because of societal factors such as structural
inequality. The Code protects the right to read of all students – not just students with
reading disabilities.
This report further discusses and makes recommendations about the terminology used
in Ontario’s education system in section 12, Professional assessments.

Identifying reading difficulties

It is possible, and in fact essential, to identify children who may be at risk of reading
difficulties at a very young age.
Some signs of reading difficulties in children who are in Kindergarten to Grade 2 include
difficulties in learning to:
• Associate sounds with letters
• Blend phonemes and segment words into phonemes
• Decode words. 58
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Early screening for reading difficulties does not require psychological testing. Many
professionals including educators, speech-language pathologists and physicians can
administer evidence-based early screening tools. Interventions can and should be
started without a formal learning disability or reading disability diagnosis.
Where a diagnosis is required, in Ontario it is typically made by a licensed psychologist.
However, physicians can also make a clinical diagnosis of a learning disorder based on
the DSM-5 criteria.
This report addresses many issues with how reading difficulties are identified and
reading disabilities are diagnosed (see sections 9, Early screening and 12, Professional
assessments).

The consequences of not teaching children to read
Introduction
Most children can learn to read. 59 Reading failure can be prevented in all but a small
percentage of students with serious reading disabilities by starting early and using
approaches that through decades of research have been proven to be most effective. 60
One expert on reading disability noted:
Researchers now estimate that 95 per cent of all children can be taught to read
by the end of first grade. 61
Despite this, many children still have difficulty reading and writing with significant,
lifelong consequences. Children and adults with unsupported learning disabilities and
dyslexia 62 can struggle with many aspects of school, employment and life. They are at
higher risk for negative emotional, social, educational and occupational outcomes. 63
The negative impacts can be substantial and affect individuals, their families and
broader society.
The negative effects of struggling to learn to read can begin very early. As young as age
seven, many students with dyslexia feel they have failed in school. 64 When a student is
not a proficient reader by the end of Grade 1, it predicts longer-term outcomes such as
ongoing reading failure throughout schooling, dropping out of school and developing
psychiatric problems. 65
The difficulties that develop from having an unsupported reading disability are often
interrelated, mutually reinforcing and cumulative. For example, when a student loses
confidence in their learning abilities, it affects their academic performance and selfesteem. Their impaired academic performance reinforces their poor academic confidence
and low self-esteem, and contributes to social, mental health and behavioural difficulties,
and so on. The adverse effects can continue over the person’s lifetime, leading to
increased risk of underemployment or unemployment, relying on social assistance, poverty,
homelessness, criminalization66 and even suicide.
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At the same time, many of these dire consequences can be reduced or prevented
through effective and early instruction and intervention. 67 This can change a person’s
life course for the better, and lessen the burdens on individuals, their families and
society. 68 Many studies note that long-term social and economic costs are reduced by
investing in making sure every child learns to read.
Adverse outcomes for persons with reading and other learning disabilities have been
extensively researched and documented. 69 These findings are consistent with the lived
experiences we heard in the inquiry (see section 6, The experience of students and
families). Given the prevalence and seriousness of these consequences, and the cost
to individuals, families and society, it is essential that Ontario schools identify and
appropriately respond to early reading difficulties.
School effects
Teaching students to read has been described as “the single most important task
assigned to elementary schools.” 70 This is because learning to read in the early grades
enables children to read to learn throughout their lifetime. Students who struggle to gain
word-reading accuracy and fluency fall further behind their peers in their ability to
access all aspects of the curriculum in all subject areas:
No other skill taught in school and learned by school children is more important
than reading. It is the gateway to all other knowledge. If children do not learn
to read efficiently, the path is blocked to every subject they encounter in their
school years. 71
Students without foundational word-reading skills experience a chain of escalating
negative academic consequences. 72 A lack of these skills contributes to the “Matthew
effect,” where the academically “rich get richer and the poor get poorer” over time.
Young children who are good readers experience more success, which encourages
them to read more. This additional reading practice further increases their word-reading
automaticity (the ability to read without conscious thought), their vocabulary and world
knowledge, which all contribute to increased comprehension. This can lead to greater
success in all academic areas. On the other hand, struggling readers are less likely to
enjoy reading and will avoid it. They do not get additional practice, and do not improve
in their word-reading automaticity, and are less likely to learn new vocabulary and
knowledge from reading. As a result, their motivation towards reading and school
decreases. They can fall behind in all subjects. In this way, early differences between
students in acquiring reading skills can get amplified and become huge differences in
later grades. 73
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Students with reading difficulties often realize they are struggling to learn to read and
write, are making mistakes, and are not meeting expectations (their own and other
people’s). One study noted:
This is extremely frustrating to them, as it makes them feel chronically
inadequate. This in the long term can cause them a lot of problems in their
personal and social life. 74
From a very young age, students with reading difficulties develop low academic selfconcept (a poor perception of their abilities in school). 75 Academic self-concept affects
a wide range of educational and emotional outcomes including achievement, motivation,
effort, education goals, course choices and career aspirations. Academic self-concept
and academic achievement are mutually reinforcing. Low academic self-concept
predicts a later lack of academic success, which in turn leads to a lower future
academic self-concept. 76
Students with reading disabilities often experience low academic achievement (or
failure) that does not reflect their potential. 77 They can develop school avoidance
behaviours and higher absence rates. 78 They are more likely to have behavioural issues
at school and to be suspended. 79 They are more likely to drop out of school, 80 less likely
to go on to post-secondary education, 81 and they take longer to finish programs they
enroll in. 82
Stereotyping, discrimination and victimization
Stereotyping, discrimination and victimization can compound the struggles that young
students already face with learning to read. This further contributes to their academic
difficulties and social isolation.
Both children and adults with learning disabilities, such as dyslexia, have been
stereotyped as stupid, cheating, lazy or careless before they get a formal diagnosis. 83
Educators may hold negative attitudes towards students with learning disabilities,
believing they are less intelligent, more difficult to teach or lazy. 84
Their peers may hold similar negative attitudes. 85 In reality, students with reading
disabilities are often working extra hard. 86
As is the case with many other disabilities, attitudes in society that celebrate ability and
ostracize difference have a significant impact on the experience of having dyslexia and
learning disabilities. 87 People with dyslexia have reported that stereotyping, perceptions
and assumptions take a greater emotional toll than the language difficulties they
experience. 88
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Implicit negative attitudes of some educators towards students with dyslexia may also
directly affect their’ educational experiences and academic performance. 89 Studies have
found that negative perceptions towards dyslexic students may affect teachers’ efforts
to help, the opportunities they offer, the feedback they give, their nonverbal behaviour, 90
as well as their teaching. 91
Researchers 92 used Toronto District School Board data to compare teachers’
subjective assessment of “learning skills and work habits” on provincial report
cards 93 with objective measures of achievement (EQAO scores). Even when they
had the same achievement level, there was a disparity in teachers’ perception of
students’ learning skills connected to race, gender, disability and socioeconomic
status. Students who self-identified as White, female, not having special
education needs (excluding gifted), and who were from relatively historically
privileged family contexts (for example, access to two parents, parents with
university education, and living in higher-income neighborhoods) were all
perceived to have “better” learning approaches than students who were
racialized, male, had special education needs, and who were less sociodemographically privileged, despite the same level of achievement. The
researchers concluded that this suggests that teachers have implicit biases
that can influence students’ academic pathways and academic outcomes.
Students with learning disabilities are also at increased risk for bullying and
victimization, rejection and social isolation. 94 There is evidence that children and youth
with learning disabilities are significantly more likely to be bullied than their peers. 95
They are also more likely to have greater social challenges and fewer friends. 96
One study of adults with dyslexia found a relationship between dyslexia and childhood
physical abuse. 97 Using Canadian data, 98 researchers found that 35% of adults with
dyslexia reported being physically abused before they turned 18. In contrast, 7% of
people without dyslexia reported experiencing childhood physical abuse. Even after
adjusting for variables such as age, race, sex and other early adversities such as
parental addictions, dyslexia was six times more likely to be present in children who
were physically abused.
In another study of adult dyslexic learners, adults described being ridiculed and
punished, and facing traumatic teaching practices (for example, having to stand up
and spell in front of the class; or the teacher handing back tests and assignments
in the order of marks). 99 While these practices may seem outdated, several people
described similar recent experiences in surveys they completed for the inquiry.
Being victimized is connected to withdrawal, stress, depression, social problems,
problems with thought and attention and disruptive behaviour. 100 The effects of bullying
can further contribute to learning difficulties. One paper on bullying noted:
For those victims with learning disabilities (LD), pre-existing cognitive difficulties
can be exacerbated by anxiety and depression brought on by bullying. 101
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Self-esteem
Self-esteem is the attitude we have about ourselves and our overall sense of self-worth
and personal value. Self-esteem is created by our experiences and begins to be shaped
from the earliest years of our lives. Self-esteem is vital to our psychological functioning
and mental health. 102
Low self-esteem is one of the most common psychological challenges for people with
dyslexia and is a risk factor for children, adolescents and adults. For children with dyslexia,
a lack of self-esteem often emerges in the early school years. This can interfere with
establishing a healthy personality and sense of self.103 Negative effects on self-esteem and
self-concept are more likely when students are not identified as at risk for reading difficulties
and supported from a young age.104
The combined effects of low academic self-concept, low self-esteem and other challenges
associated with reading difficulties affect individuals in many different ways, and may affect
social interactions with peers or supervisors in the workplace, as well as success at all
levels of schooling and employment.105
When reading difficulties are identified early and effective teaching methods and
interventions that improve reading skills are used, it contributes to positive self-esteem.
Healthy self‐esteem and a good understanding of their reading disability may help
children avoid or reduce some of these difficulties. 106 Teaching children to read will help
prevent these negative cycles from developing in the first place.
Mental health effects and suicide
Children with dyslexia may be susceptible to becoming withdrawn, anxious and
depressed due to their academic underachievement. 107 People with learning disabilities
have been shown to have more psychiatric problems, including depression, anxiety and
substance use disorders 108 than people who do not. 109
For example, one study that examined comorbidities in young people (aged 7–16) with
specific learning disorders (in reading, writing and math) found that 28.8% also had
an anxiety disorder and 9.4% had a mood disorder. 110 Studies have also found a
relationship between reading achievement and behavioural problems, particularly
among boys. 111
Sadly, some research has found an association between suicide and learning/reading
disabilities. In one study, adolescents with reading disabilities were more likely to
experience suicidal ideation (thinking about suicide) and suicide attempts. 112 Another
study that analyzed suicide notes for errors in spelling and writing found that 89% of the
27 adolescents who completed suicide had problems in spelling and handwriting
consistent with learning disabilities. 113
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Another Canadian study showed that one in every six women and one in every nine
men with a learning disability had attempted suicide. Even after controlling for many of
the known risk factors for suicide attempts, people with learning disabilities had 46%
higher odds of having ever attempted to die by suicide than people who did not have a
learning disability. 114 Among people with learning disabilities, lifetime episodes of major
depression and witnessing ongoing domestic violence as children were associated with
higher incidence of suicide attempts. 115
Overall health
Education and literacy are key determinants of overall health. Lower levels of education
and lower literacy skills are associated with worse health outcomes, and may even
be associated with premature death. 116 Canadians with low literacy skills are more
likely to suffer poorer health and worse health outcomes than Canadians with high
levels of literacy. 117
One paper noted:
The development of reading proficiency in childhood is a public health issue:
literacy is a widely recognized determinant of health outcomes and is associated
with many indices of academic, social, vocational, and economic success. A
recent National Academy of Medicine summary highlights that duration of
education, which is highly dependent on reading proficiency, is a better predictor
of health and long life than cigarette smoking or obesity. 118
Underemployment, poverty and homelessness
Literacy is an essential skill to get and keep a job, and to adapt and succeed at work.
Yet in Ontario, a substantial portion of adults (42% according to the International Adult
Literacy Skills Survey) do not have the literacy skills they need for home, work and
everyday life. Sixteen per cent struggle with very serious literacy challenges and have
trouble reading even the most basic text, while the other 26% can read but not well
enough to meet the demands of today’s society. 119 Low literacy is worse among certain
groups. For example, a Statistics Canada report found that while 17% of all persons had
a literacy score in the lowest category in 2012, 30% of recent immigrants, 26% of
Indigenous persons, 120 27% of unattached non-elderly persons, and 23% of people with
an activity limitation had a literacy score level in the lowest category. 121
As of 2018, Ontario’s five-year graduation rate was 87.1% with almost 13% of Ontario
students failing to earn an Ontario Secondary School Diploma within five years of
entering Grade 9. 122 This rate is even more troubling for certain communities. Only 60%
of First Nations students, 68% of Inuit students and 76% of Métis students graduated
within five years. 123
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People with low literacy skills are much more likely to experience unemployment and for
longer periods of time. In Ontario, just 61% of adults with the lowest literacy levels are
employed, while 82% of people with the highest levels of literacy are in the workforce. 124
Without the ability to read or write, many people become trapped in a cycle of poverty
with limited opportunities for employment or earning income. 125 Approximately 29% of
adults with the lowest levels of literacy live in low-income households (households
whose income is below Statistics Canada’s after-tax Low Income Measure), compared
with only 8% of people with high levels of literacy. 126 People with low literacy skills are
also more likely to receive government social assistance. 127
Fewer people with diagnosed learning disabilities are employed, and if they are they
have less job satisfaction and more work-related challenges. 128 Adults with reading
disabilities may have underachieved educationally and may be underemployed. 129 They
may avoid jobs that have a lot of reading and writing. They may be reluctant to tell their
employer about their disability because they fear discrimination. 130 A wage gap has
been found between employees with and without learning disabilities. 131
The higher school dropout rate for students with learning disabilities leaves them
at greater risk for socioeconomic disadvantage, street involvement, and even
homelessness. 132
People with childhood learning disabilities are over-represented among homeless
youth and adults. 133 A 2016 pan-Canadian study of young people who experience
homelessness reported:
Homeless youth have challenging and disrupted academic trajectories, with
bullying and learning disabilities impacting school engagement and achievement
for these youth. Among study participants, 50% reported being tested for a
learning disability while at school, indicating that school staff view these youth
as suffering in some way. Importantly, those who had dropped out of school
were much more likely to report learning disabilities (41.8%), ADHD (46.1%),
and physical disabilities (47.9%). 134
In a study examining the prevalence of math and reading difficulties in 16- to 21-yearold clients of a shelter for runaway and homeless street youth in Toronto, 52% of
participants had a reading disability. 135
Criminalization and incarceration
As well as being over-represented in the homeless population, youth and adults
with low literacy, learning difficulties, and who have dropped out of school are
disproportionately involved with the criminal justice system and in correctional
facilities. 136 The 2003 International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey found:
• Offenders are three times as likely as the rest of the [Canadian] population to
have literacy problems
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•
•

79 of 100 people entering Canadian correctional facilities don’t have their high
school diploma
65 of 100 people entering correctional facilities have less than a Grade 8
education or level of literacy skills, and 82% test lower than Grade 10. 137

Studies from other jurisdictions have found a high prevalence of learning disabilities and
dyslexia in adult and youth prison populations (from 30% to 70%). 138
The Canadian Association of Chiefs of Police (CACP) has recognized the link between
literacy and crime. In an 18-month project, Literacy and Policing in Canada: Target
Crime with Literacy, the CACP identifies several ways that low literacy contributes to
crime and recidivism (re-offending). In addition to statistics about lower levels of literacy
among offenders compared the general population, the CACP noted:
• Neighbourhoods with lower literacy have higher crime rates 139
• Witnesses with lower literacy have difficulty communicating effectively when
giving a report to police or testifying in court 140
• Offenders with low literacy have a harder time successfully completing many
sentencing programs that involve reading, such as programs for anger
management and drug rehabilitation. 141
The CACP report recognizes the link between literacy and factors such as poverty,
racism, being an immigrant, being Indigenous, and having a disability, including learning
disability. 142
CACP has identified increasing literacy as a way to prevent crime. 143
Impact on families
The challenges associated with reading difficulties do not end with the affected person.
They extend to other family members including parents and guardians, siblings,
grandparents and extended family.
Parents want the best for their child and often worry about their child’s physical and
mental health (including their confidence and self-esteem), safety (including security
from bullying), development, education, future success and overall well-being. When a
child experiences difficulties in any one of these areas, it takes a significant toll on
parents, siblings and families. Studies that looked at the impact of a reading or learning
disability on the family have confirmed that parents of children with reading disabilities
experience significant additional stress 144 and anxiety 145 as well as guilt, fear, shame,
helplessness, frustration, disillusionment and isolation. 146

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

40

Right to Read

Parents who themselves have a reading disability may have a trauma-like reaction to
their child’s diagnosis. They may feel additional guilt, for example from believing that
they are genetically responsible for the reading disability, and additional responsibility
for trying to protect their child from the same negative experiences they faced. Parents
who do not share the disability may feel a painful loss of connection to their child. 147
Parents also commonly report tension in the relationship between parents and an impact
on family dynamics and unity,148 as well as financial impacts and interrupted careers.149
Parents expend significant time, money and emotional energy to try to get help for their
child. 150 Parents must become advocates for their child within the school system and
they must also locate and pay for services outside the school system. Parental
involvement and persistence are often needed to get any supports in school. Many
parents cannot afford to pay for outside private supports such as psychoeducational
assessments and private education services. This contributes to their guilt, stress and
anxiety. 151 An Australian paper describing the many struggles that parents, often
mothers, face when their child has dyslexia noted:
Mothers become emotionally and physically drained as they become heavily
involved in their child’s remedial education…and worry for the child’s future.
Many mothers choose to quit their jobs to focus their energy and time attending
to their child…Overall, the literature reports ongoing difficulties for parents
as they struggle to support their child before, during and after the assessment
of dyslexia... 152
When a child struggles and needs extra attention from parents and other relatives, it
can also have a negative impact on siblings and sibling relationships. 153
Other families without the means for private psychologists and networks to learn about
reading disabilities may be unaware of or unable to tackle the obstacles impeding their
child’s success at school.
Costs of low literacy
The negative impacts described above result in significant socioeconomic costs to the
affected individuals, their families, and society as a whole.
The estimated financial costs that result from reading disabilities, learning disabilities
and low literacy have been quantified and are substantial. A report prepared by the
Roeher Institute for the Learning Disabilities Association of Canada 154 estimated direct
and indirect costs that result from learning disabilities. It considered costs to individuals,
families and society arising from:
• Hospital and medical services
• Miscellaneous health-related expenses
• Medications
• Education services
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Criminal justice services
Income transfers through social assistance programs
Services provided by community agencies to assist with everyday activities
because of disability
Reduced earnings of people with learning disabilities
Reduced household incomes (forgone income related to taking care of persons
with learning disabilities). 155

The Roeher report took a conservative approach to quantifying costs by not including
costs of assessments, re-evaluations, reports to employers or accommodation costs in
its calculations.
It found that the estimated simple incremental cost of a learning disability (the cost
difference between the situation of a person with a learning disability and a person
without, from birth to retirement) is $1.982 million per person. The burden of these costs
mainly falls on the person with the learning disability and their family (61.4% of the
costs). Public programs cover approximately 38.5% of the costs and private-sector
insurers take on the balance (for example, by covering medication costs).
The report quantified the estimated overall costs to society. Using a conservative
estimate that 5% of the Canadian population has a learning disability, the report found
that the simple incremental cost of learning disabilities from birth to retirement (to all
individuals with learning disabilities, their families and to public and private programs in
Canada) is about $3,080 billion. 156 These figures are from the early 2000s, and would
likely be much higher in today’s dollars.
Similarly, in evidence submitted to a United Kingdom (U.K.) Parliamentary Committee in
2006, the Dyslexia Institute in the U.K. quantified long-term economic costs to society
from the systemic failure to support children with dyslexia. The institute estimated that
undiagnosed dyslexia and reading failure cost the U.K. economy $1 billion per year. 157
There is an economic cost associated with students failing to complete high school,
which is more likely for students with reading disabilities. One study looked at financial
costs to society in the areas of health, social assistance, crime, labour and employment.
The study found that a 1% increase in the graduation rate could save the Canadian
economy $7.7 billion per year (in 2008 dollars). 158
A report on literacy in Canada noted that Canada has a problem with literacy that is
getting worse. 159 The report cites data showing that more than 40% of Canada’s
workforce does not have the literacy skills needed for most of today’s jobs. It identifies
several reasons for this, including low youth literacy due to failures in Canada’s
education system. 160
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One of the report’s main recommendations is to improve the literacy skills of graduates
of Kindergarten to Grade 12 and post-secondary programs. This would have significant
benefit to our economy and would lead to a “tangible return on investment.”161 Increasing
literacy skills in the workforce, particularly of people with the lowest literacy levels, by an
average of 1%, would over time lead to a 3% increase in Canada’s Gross Domestic
Product, or $54 billion every year, and a 5% increase in productivity.162
A Canadian study concluded that improving health literacy, 163 which is affected by
general literacy, could lead to reductions in health costs:
Although the evidence of the financial costs associated with low health literacy in
Canada is sparse, there is enough Canadian and American research to suggest
that policies designed to raise average health literacy levels might lead to
improvements in population health and concomitant reductions in health costs. 164
It is well known that money spent on early education reduces the overall costs to the
education system over time. In Moore v British Columbia, the British Columbia Human
Rights Tribunal noted:
The importance of early intervention as a means of helping to ensure the
academic success of all students cannot be overstated. A report prepared
for the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(Clarifying Report, 1995) put it this way:
Special instruction for under-achievers, especially at the
beginning of primary education should be regarded…as a firstclass investment….It become[s] progressively more costly to deal
with the difficulties of [students with low achievement] since, as
they move “up” from class to class, compensatory programmes
tend to have less and less effect….Investment in compensatory
education should be seen, therefore, not as a charge on
educational budgets but as a deferred gain. 165
A special education report commissioned by the British Columbia Ministry of Education
noted that research has shown “that for every education-related dollar we spend during
a child’s early years we save many dollars in the health care and justice systems.” 166
Investing in ensuring every child in Ontario has the best opportunity to learn to read
simply makes economic sense. The financial and social returns of investing in proven,
effective methods to teach reading and prevent reading failure far outweigh the original
investment.
Literacy as a social justice issue
Teaching all children to read has been identified as a social justice issue. One of the
goals of a publicly funded education system is to give every child an opportunity to
succeed, no matter their background. 167 However, children from historically
disadvantaged communities, including children who are Black, Indigenous, learning
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English or who live in poverty, are disproportionately represented among students who
struggle with reading. 168 Lower literacy has been identified as one of the reasons these
communities have lower academic achievement, are under-represented in professions
that require higher education, and are over-represented in prison populations, among
other things. 169
When the education system provides vulnerable children with a strong foundation in
reading, it has the potential to reduce their historical and social disadvantage. When it
does not, it can deepen their marginalization and entrench their risk of intergenerational
inequality. 170
A paper written for the Canadian Education Association described the role of the
education system in levelling the playing field for disadvantaged children. It said: “when
children at risk receive the support necessary to develop literacy skills early in their
school career, they close the gap with more advantaged peers.” 171 It concluded that
schools have a role in benefitting society and redressing social inequity by teaching
children to read early and well:
Schools can better reflect Canada’s commitment to equity and inclusivity by
equalizing educational opportunity for disadvantaged children at an early age. …
improving literacy outcomes is not just about raising reading scores; it truly is a
matter of social justice. 172

Education in Ontario

The purpose of education
Education is essential to both individual and societal progress. International legal
instruments recognize the importance of education for human development and also for
collective growth. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 173 (UDHR) states that the
goal of education is “the full development of the human personality” and also to promote
“understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious
groups.” 174
Education is so important for realizing other rights and freedoms that it is reflected
in many other international and foundational documents, such as the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 175 (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 176 (ICESCR). Education “is both a human right in
itself and an indispensable means of realizing other rights.” 177
The ICESCR and other human rights instruments 178 elaborate on the UDHR and
underscore the role of education in fostering a person’s capabilities, sense of dignity
and self-worth so they can actively take part in and meaningfully contribute to society. 179
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Ontario’s Education Act 180 echoes these principles. The Act states: “A strong public
education system is the foundation of a prosperous, caring and civil society,” and the
“purpose of education is to provide students with the opportunity to realize their potential
and develop into highly skilled, knowledgeable, caring citizens who contribute to their
society.” 181
Internationally and in Ontario, the consensus is that education is critical to a person’s
personal, social and economic development, and vital to their ability to contribute to
the well-being of their community. To realize this vision, all students must have equal
access to a meaningful education. In Ontario, education partners each have their own
set of distinct responsibilities to ensure this reality for all students.
Responsibility for public education in Ontario
The Education Act and its accompanying regulations govern public education in Ontario
and set out the duties and responsibilities of different education partners. The Act states:
All partners in the education sector, including the Minister, the Ministry and the
boards, have a role to play in enhancing student achievement and well-being,
closing gaps in student achievement and maintaining confidence in the
province’s publicly funded education systems. 182
Some of the main partners in delivering education are described below.
Ministry of Education
Under the Education Act, the Ministry has ultimate responsibility for education. 183 As
well as funding and oversight functions, the Ministry has overall responsibility for
developing legislation, regulations and policies for education. The Ministry is
responsible for:
• Issuing policy directives, known as Policy/Program Memoranda (PPMs) to
school boards to outline expectations for implementing Ministry policies and
programs
• Monitoring the implementation of these policies and programs, making sure
that school boards comply with the requirements of the Education Act and
its regulations
• Allocating funding through a series of grants that are described annually in
regulations under the Education Act, and establishing reporting and
accountability requirements for these grants
• Issuing curriculum, 184 which includes the “front matter” (foundational
information), curriculum expectations and teacher supports. Curriculum
expectations, overall and specific, make up the mandatory Ontario curriculum.
They are the standard knowledge and skills that students are expected to show
in each subject by the end of the grade
• Developing and publishing policy and resource documents for Kindergarten to
Grade 12. Policy documents outline mandatory requirements and standards.
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Resource documents support implementation of policy, and their use is a
local decision.
Setting out the categories and definitions of “exceptionality” that school boards
must use, and ensuring that boards provide appropriate special education
programs and services for these students in accordance with the Education Act
and its regulations 185
Providing regional office staff with special education expertise to monitor and
assist school boards in implementing special education policies
Setting provincial standards and guidelines for all assessment, evaluation and
reporting for all students
Setting requirements for diplomas and certificates 186
Requiring school boards to maintain Special Education Plans, review them
annually, and submit amendments. 187 Special Education Plans provide
information to the Ministry and the public about special education programs and
services that school boards provide
Preparing lists of approved textbooks and other learning materials 188
Initiating research and grants available for school board use. 189

Provincial and demonstration schools
The Ministry also operates provincial and demonstration schools that provide
specialized integrated programming for students with special learning needs. 190 Ontario
has three English/American Sign Language provincial schools for students who are
Deaf/hard of hearing, one English-language provincial school for students who are
blind/low vision and deafblind, three demonstration schools for students diagnosed with
severe learning disabilities, some of whom may also have ADHD and one Frenchlanguage provincial school for children who are Deaf or hard of hearing, blind or have
low vision, are deafblind or have severe learning disabilities. Unlike the other provincial
and demonstration schools, this French-language school, Centre Jules-Léger (CLJ) is not
governed by the Ministry. CLJ is operated by a consortium of French-language school
boards. Provincial schools offer the Ontario curriculum for students from Kindergarten to
Grade 12 and parallel courses provided in school boards. Demonstration schools provide
a one-year residential school program for students with a possibility for a second year in
certain program areas.
School boards and school authorities
The province’s 72 publicly funded school boards are responsible for delivering special
education programs and services in accordance with Ministry requirements – the
Education Act, regulations and policy. These boards are made up of 31 English public
boards, 29 English Catholic boards, four French public boards and eight French
Catholic boards. Ten Ontario schools are operated by school authorities that oversee
schools in hospitals and treatment centres, and in remote regions. 191 School boards are
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responsible for most aspects of delivering education to students and for providing
education programs that meet the needs of the school community, including the needs
for special education. School boards are responsible for:
• Setting standards for delivering education and services in their schools
• Developing and monitoring policies in achieving goals such as effective
instruction
• Ensuring schools follow Ministry requirements
• Implementing curriculum according to Ministry policy
• Deciding how to spend funds from the Ministry
• Providing statistical reports to the Ministry as required and as requested
• Implementing procedures for early and ongoing identification of children’s
learning needs 192
• Developing procedures and protocols such as Multi-Year Strategic Plans and
Board Improvement Plans for Student Achievement and Well-being
• Developing Special Education Plans and reviewing them annually 193
• Providing appropriately qualified staff for programs and services for exceptional
students
• Preparing guides to provide parents with information about special education
programs, services and procedures
• Providing professional development to staff
• Establishing new teacher induction programs (NTIP) as required by the
Ministry, 194 including orientation, mentoring and professional learning.
Many different administrative, teaching and professional staff support student learning
and achievement. Some of these staff are described below.
Principals
Principals are responsible for organizing and managing individual schools, including any
budget the school board assigns to the school. They are responsible for the quality of
instruction at their school and for student discipline. Principals are responsible for
assigning teachers to classes and selecting textbooks and other learning materials from
the approved Ministry list, with the help of teachers. Principals are also required to
provide the Ministry with any information that may be required on the school’s
instructional program, operation or administration. 195
Teachers
Teachers are responsible for preparing lesson plans, effective instruction and
supporting their students. They carry out different kinds of assessments – diagnostic,
formative and summative. Diagnostic assessments occur before instruction begins so
teachers can determine students’ readiness to learn and plan instruction and
assessment that are differentiated. Formative assessments occur during instruction,
and help teachers monitor students’ ongoing progress. Summative assessments occur
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at or near the end of learning. On request, teachers report to the principal on their
students’ progress. Teachers are also responsible for taking part in regular meetings
with students’ parents or guardians. 196
Special education teachers
Special education teachers hold qualifications, in accordance with the Education Act, 197
to teach special education. They play a variety of roles including consulting with and
assisting classroom teachers with early identification, differentiating and modifying
curriculum, assessment, intervention strategies, developing and coordinating Individual
Education Plans (IEPs), and in-class or withdrawal support for special education
students. 198
Special education teachers may teach in self-contained classrooms. In a self-contained/
specialized/special education class, students are placed in a smaller class with students
who have similar academic needs. These students spend their whole day or at least
50% of their day outside the regular classroom. 199 Special education teachers may also
work as a learning resource teacher or in-school support person, or may be a
consultant/itinerant role where they support a variety of schools.
Registered early childhood educators
Registered early childhood educators work alongside a teacher in every Kindergarten
class that has 16 or more students in Ontario. They are trained in early childhood
development, observation skills and assessment skills. They focus on age-appropriate
program planning that promotes each child’s physical, cognitive, language, emotional,
social and creative development and well-being. 200
Educational assistants
Educational assistants work in and outside the classroom as directed by the principal.
Depending on their qualifications, they enable students with a variety of emotional,
behavioral, physical, personal care, and medical and academic needs to access the
curriculum.
Literacy specialists
Literacy specialists work with administrators, educators and students to deepen their
understanding of the reading and writing process and extend the repertoire of teaching
and learning strategies. Their goals are to promote student learning and to raise
achievement. 201 School boards in Ontario set their own standard for hiring specialists,
and use different language to refer to their literacy support specialists – including early
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literacy teachers, lead literacy teachers, literacy coaches, itinerant teachers and literacy
resource teachers. Literacy specialists can be either based in school boards where they
work district-wide (often assigned to a family of schools), or can work in a specific
school (often with release time from teaching). 202
Speech-language pathology staff
Speech-language pathologists work in school boards and provide a range of
interdisciplinary supports for students, such as reading instruction using Universal Design
for Learning strategies and evidence-based reading intervention for children with or at risk
for reading disabilities across all tiers of instruction. They also provide screening for literacy
skills, communication programming and interventions, professional assessments of literacy
and oral language, and training for educators. They work with individual students, groups of
students and educator teams, both inside and outside the classroom.203
School board psychology staff
School board psychology staff provide a range of services for students such as
consultation, diagnostic assessments, counselling, crisis response, referral to
community-based services, and professional development for staff. Psychology staff
conduct psychoeducational assessments (also known as psychological assessments).
These assessments identify a student’s learning strengths and needs and provide
programming recommendations. 204
Ontario College of Teachers
The Ontario College of Teachers (OCT) regulates the teaching profession and governs
its members, as set out in the Ontario College of Teachers Act. 205 The College develops
codes of conduct for teachers, investigates complaints and makes decisions about
teacher discipline and fitness to practice.
The College also sets requirements for the Certificate of Qualification. This certificate
is a member’s license to teach in Ontario and outlines teaching qualifications. To
receive this certificate, most teacher candidates complete a minimum three-year postsecondary degree, a four-semester teacher education program at a faculty of education.
The College sets the standards for teacher education programs at Ontario faculties of
education and monitors these programs to make sure they meet the standards.
Teachers who complete their teacher education program in Ontario have the required
areas of study – known as Basic Qualifications – to teach in two consecutive divisions –
Primary/Junior (Kindergarten to Grade 3), Junior/Intermediate (Grades 4–6), and
Intermediate/Senior (Grades 7–12). Basic Qualifications determine what language,
grades and subjects teachers can teach. Teachers can take Additional Basic
Qualification (ABQ) courses through a faculty of education to add another division or
subject area to what they are already qualified to teach. Additional Qualification (AQ)
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courses allow teachers to expand their knowledge and skills within the divisions and
subjects they are already qualified for. Examples of AQ courses include Special
Education or Reading. Faculties of education and other providers across Ontario offer
AQ courses, based on guidelines the College has developed establishing learning
expectations, instructional strategies and forms of assessment.
Specialist and honour specialist courses allow teachers to focus on leadership and
developing curriculum.
Faculties of education
Thirteen public faculties of education offer English-language initial teacher education
programs in Ontario. Preparing for a career in teaching in Ontario currently involves
successfully completing a three- or four-year bachelor’s degree, followed by a two-year
(four-semester) program of professional education accredited by the Ontario College of
Teachers. After completing a four-semester teacher education program, teacher
candidates apply to the OCT to receive a Certificate of Qualification. It is also possible
to get certification through a concurrent program, where the five or six years of
academic and professional studies are undertaken at the same time. All pre-service
teacher education programs offered by Ontario's faculties of education must be
accredited by the Ontario College of Teachers.
Select faculties of education are recognized providers of AQ courses accredited by
the OCT.
Professional organizations and bargaining agents for teachers and
other educators
The Ontario Teachers’ Federation (OTF), established by the Teaching Profession
Act, 206 is the professional organization for all teachers in Ontario’s publicly funded
schools. OTF is the official liaison between teachers and the Ministry and provides
advice and input about policy decisions.
Teachers also belong to one of four Ontario federations (or unions) affiliated with the
OTF. Some of these unions also represent a significant number of non-teaching school
board staff such as early childhood educators and other professional support staff. The
four federations are:
• The Elementary Teachers' Federation of Ontario (ETFO) represents Englishlanguage elementary public school teachers
• The Ontario Secondary School Teachers’ Federation (OSSTF) represents
secondary teachers in English-language public school boards
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The Ontario English Catholic Teachers’ Association (OECTA) represents both
elementary and secondary teachers in Catholic boards
The Association des enseignantes et enseignants franco-ontariens (AEFO)
represents all teachers in French-language boards.

While some unions represent other education workers, the Canadian Union of Public
Employees (CUPE) represents the majority of school-based staff who are not teachers.
Members include office; clerical and technical; custodial and maintenance; early
childhood educators, and educational assistant employees.
Unions represent their members in negotiations to reach collective agreements with
school boards. These collective agreements include central and local terms. When
negotiating central terms, school boards are represented by their school board
association, and the Crown is a participant. Decisions about which items are negotiated
locally or centrally are determined by the central table. Central terms could include
salary, hiring practices, professional development, class sizes, funding and the exercise
of professional judgment. Educator sector unions issue directives to their members on
matters that affect their collective bargaining rights or public education, more broadly. 207
They also issue internal and external policies or position statements to guide their
members or set out beliefs that guide union action on issues such as equity and
inclusive education, disability issues and developing curriculum. 208
Education unions also provide resources to help their members implement the Ontario
curriculum, advance equity, support student learning and negotiate their employment.
Some unions also offer AQ courses accredited by the OCT on a range of subjects.
Education Quality and Accountability Office
The Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) is an arm’s-length agency
of the provincial government that develops and administers province-wide tests to
evaluate the achievement of students in Grades 3, 6, 9 and 10. Grade 3 and Grade 6
students are tested in reading, writing and mathematics based on Ontario curriculum
expectations. Grade 9 students are tested only in mathematics. As a condition of high
school graduation with an Ontario Secondary School Diploma (OSSD), all students,
including students in private schools, must pass the Ontario Secondary School Literacy
Test (OSSLT), which is usually written in Grade 10. It is possible for a student to
graduate with an OSSD by completing the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Course
instead of the OSSLT.
All students are expected to write these assessments, but exemptions can be made.
Exemption decisions are made in consultation with the student, parents or guardians,
principal and appropriate teaching staff, with the consent of the parents or guardians.
If a parent or guardian want their child to write the assessment, the student must be
allowed to write.
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The EQAO sets the criteria for who qualifies for an accommodation and what form of
accommodation is permitted. Accommodations are generally only available to students
with an IEP, certain English language learners and other students with special
circumstances. Examples of permitted accommodations include scribing or assistive
technology.
As well as achievement scores, the EQAO collects and reports on student demographic
data and questionnaire responses from students, teachers and principals. The EQAO
also collects data on special education needs by category of exceptionality and on
matters such as types of accommodation received and enrolment in academic vs.
applied courses. The EQAO reports to the Minister of Education, the public and the
education community on assessment and education issues and makes
recommendations for improvement.
The mandate of EQAO is to enhance the quality and accountability of the education
system in Ontario and to work with the education community.
Special education framework
School boards identify and meet students’ special education needs in formal and
informal ways.
School boards must identify students’ learning needs early on and on an ongoing
basis. 209 This may identify students who show difficulties in learning. If these students
would benefit from special education supports and accommodations, they are entitled to
receive them. In addition to these special education services, these students should
have an Individual Education Plan (IEP).
Some students may be referred to an Identification, Placement and Review Committee
(IPRC), a formal process that might identify the student as “exceptional.” If identified as
“exceptional,” an IEP must be created and the student must receive the necessary
accommodations and special education supports. Students may have an IEP, setting
out what special education services they may receive, without an IPRC.
Exceptionalities
The Education Act requires the Ministry to ensure that appropriate special education
programs and services are provided for all exceptional students in Ontario in
accordance with the Act and its regulations. 210 The Act identifies five categories of
exceptionalities:
1. Behavioural
2. Communicational
3. Intellectual
4. Physical
5. Multiple. 211
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

52

Right to Read

In policy documents, the Ministry defines these exceptionalities and lists
subcategories. 212 “Learning disability” is a subcategory of “Communicational”
exceptionalities. 213 Although reading disability is not explicitly listed, a student with a
reading disability may be identified as an exceptional student with a “learning disability.”
In a memo directed to all school boards, the Ministry has elaborated on how these
categories should be interpreted broadly. 214 Including some disabilities (such as autism)
is not meant to exclude other disabilities (such as ADHD).
All students with demonstrated learning-based needs are entitled to special education
programs and services, including classroom-based accommodations. The determining
factor for providing special education programs is the need of the student, and not a
diagnosed or undiagnosed medical condition 215 or formally identifying the student as
exceptional. 216
Also, under the Code, education providers must accommodate all students who
have or may have disabilities, not just students whose disabilities are listed in the
exceptionality categories.
Identification, Placement and Review Committees (IPRC)
School boards must establish Identification, Placement and Review Committees
(IPRC). 217 An IPRC is the committee that meets and decides if a student should be
identified as exceptional, and if so, what placement will best meet the student's needs.
If identified as exceptional, the committee decides whether a student should be placed
in a regular classroom with supports, in a special education class or a combination of
both. 218 Where placement in a regular classroom would meet the child’s needs and is
consistent with parental preferences, the IPRC must place the child in the regular
classroom.
The IPRC also has the power to make recommendations, but not decisions, about
special education programs and services. The IPRC must review the identification and
placement at least once in each school year. A parent (or guardian) may give written
notice dispensing with the annual review. 219
School boards are required to establish Special Education Appeal Boards (SEAB).
Parents may appeal the decisions of an IPRC to the SEAB. 220 Identification and
placement decisions can be appealed, but recommendations on programs and services
cannot be appealed.
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Individual Education Plan
If the IPRC decision is not appealed, an Individual Education Plan (IEP) must be
prepared for the student. 221 The student’s principal is responsible for ensuring this
happens. An IEP is the school’s written plan of action to address the student’s learning
expectations. The Ministry describes it as an “accountability tool” for the student, the
parent and everyone else who has responsibilities under the plan. 222
The Education Act sets out certain requirements for an IEP. 223 The Ministry has also set
out additional requirements in PPMs and policy standards that school boards must
follow when creating IEPs. 224 The IEP must describe:
• Reasons for developing the IEP
• Student profile
• Relevant assessment data
• The student’s strengths and needs
• Specialized health support services the student needs
• The subjects, courses or alternative programs the IEP applies to
• Accommodations the student needs
• Any accommodations for or exemptions from provincial assessments (EQAO)
• The student’s current level of achievement in every subject or course where
modified expectations are required and in every alternative program
• Modified or alternative expectations for the reporting period
• Teaching strategies and other accommodations tailored to the student’s
strengths, needs, learning style and interests, to support learning and determine
progress in achieving modified or alternative expectations
• Human resources (both teaching and non-teaching) to be provided
• Reporting dates for evaluations and how student progress will be reported
to parents
• A transition plan (for example, on entry to school, between grades, from one
program area or subject to another, when moving from school to school, from
elementary to secondary school and from secondary school to the next
appropriate pathway) 225
• A record of parent/student consultations
• A record of staff review of the IEP
• Signatures of the principal, parent, and student if 16 or older. 226
The Ministry conducts reviews of selected school boards’ IEPs on an annual basis to
assess compliance with these standards. 227
In developing the IEP, the principal must consult with the student’s parent or guardian
(or with the student, if they are 16 or older), and must consider any recommendations
made through the IPRC process.
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An IEP may also identify “modified” or “alternative” learning expectations. Modifications
are changes made to the grade-level expectations for a subject or course to meet a
student’s learning needs. 228 Modifications can include assessment at a different grade
level or changing the number and/or complexity of the regular-grade level expectations.
Alternative expectations are those that are not derived from the expectations set out in
the curriculum. 229
Students who have not been identified with an exceptionality by an IPRC are also
entitled to receive special education programs or services and accommodations to meet
their education needs. In these cases, an IEP may be developed for a student who the
board has deemed to require a special education program or services to attend school
or achieve curriculum expectations and/or to demonstrate learning. 230

Legal obligations

Equal access to education is a fundamental human right guaranteed under the Ontario
Human Rights Code 231 (Code), the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 232
(Charter), and international law. The Supreme Court of Canada (SCC) has affirmed that
all students must have meaningful access to education, which includes being provided
the supports needed to learn to read. 233 In Eaton v Brant Country Board of Education
(Eaton), the SCC also emphasized the importance of inclusive education as an equality
right, finding that “…integration should be recognized as the norm of general application
because of the benefits it generally provides.” 234
Ontario’s Human Rights Code and Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms
The Code protects students from discrimination and harassment in education based on
disability, including reading disability/dyslexia, 235 and other prohibited grounds such as
race, ancestry, place of origin, ethnic origin, citizenship, creed, sex, sexual orientation
and gender identity. 236
Family, friends, advocates or others are protected from discrimination based on their
association with students with reading disabilities. 237 The Code also prohibits reprisal,
which is an action or threat that is intended as retaliation for claiming, enforcing or
refusing to infringe a right under the Code. 238
The Code has primacy over all other Ontario laws, including the Education Act, unless
the law specifically states that it operates notwithstanding the Code. 239 This means that
where the Education Act conflicts with the Code, the Code will prevail. It is not enough
for education providers to do what is required under the Education Act. They must also
comply with the requirements of the Code, which may mean doing more than what is
required under the Education Act. 240
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For example, while the Ministry has its own framework for identifying “exceptional
pupils” under the Education Act, the Ontario Human Rights Code and human rights
case law 241 establish that education providers have a legal duty to accommodate
students’ disability-related needs to the point of undue hardship. This legal duty exists
whether or not a student with a disability falls within the Ministry’s definition of
“exceptional pupil,” has received a diagnosis, gone through a formal IPRC process,
or has an IEP.
Like the Code, section 15 of the Charter guarantees students’ right to equality without
discrimination based on mental or physical disability, among other grounds. 242 State
actors (such as governments and school boards) must not infringe Charter rights unless
the infringement can be justified as a reasonable limit under section 1 of the Charter. 243
Forms of discrimination
Discrimination may take different forms. It may take place in a direct way, 244 where
students receive worse treatment than others because of disability and/or another Code
ground. This form of discrimination is often based on negative attitudes, stereotypes
and bias. However, intent or motive is not relevant for a finding of discrimination.
Discrimination is often subtle and hard to detect. It may be unlikely that discriminatory
remarks will be made directly, or that someone will freely voice their stereotypical views
as a rationale for their behaviour.
Adverse effect discrimination (also called constructive discrimination) results from
requirements, policies, standards, qualifications, rules or factors that may appear
neutral, but have a negative effect based on a prohibited ground. Adverse effect
discrimination can only be justified as reasonable and bona fide if the needs of the
student cannot be accommodated without undue hardship. 245
Discrimination in education can also be systemic 246 or institutionalized. 247 Systemic
or institutional discrimination is one of the more complex ways that discrimination
happens. 248 This discrimination includes attitudes, patterns of behaviour, policies or
practices that are part of the social or administrative structures of an institution or
sector, and that create or perpetuate a position of relative disadvantage for students
with disabilities or who identify by other Code grounds. 249
Education providers have a positive obligation to make sure they are not engaging in
systemic or institutional discrimination. This means that even if there are no complaints,
educators are expected to consider and plan for avoiding this discrimination. An
important principle that helps avoid adverse effect and systemic discrimination is
inclusive design. In the education context, “Universal Design for Learning” (UDL) 250 is
a form of inclusive design that emphasizes equal participation and recognizes that all
students have varying abilities and needs.
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In Eaton, a case about inclusive education, the SCC noted the need to “fine-tune”
society so that structures and assumptions do not exclude people with disabilities from
taking part. 251 Education providers should never create barriers when designing new
systems or revising old ones, and should design their programs, services and facilities
inclusively with the needs of all students, including students with disabilities, in mind. 252
Effective inclusive design reduces the need for people to ask for individual
accommodation.
Duty to accommodate and undue hardship
Consistent with human rights principles, education services must be designed to reflect
and include all students, as much as possible. Where individual needs remain, there is
a duty to accommodate those needs to the point of undue hardship.
The duty to accommodate has both a procedural and substantive component. This
means that the process to explore and assess accommodation options is just as
important as the accommodations that are provided. Courts and tribunals have found
that education providers must at least consider alternatives in meeting the duty to
accommodate, and not doing so can result in findings of discrimination even if no
accommodation would have been possible. 253
Accommodations must be provided unless it would cause undue hardship. Undue
hardship is a very high standard. Under the Code, the only considerations when
assessing this are cost (factoring in outside sources of funding) 254 and health and
safety requirements. 255
The cost standard is a high threshold. 256 The government is required to make sure that
school boards have access to enough funding to safeguard equal access to education.
Given the Ministry’s size and access to resources, it would be very difficult for it to
establish undue hardship based on cost. 257 School boards also have a responsibility to
provide adequate funding to schools to enable them to provide accommodations. The
appropriate way to evaluate cost is based on the global budget of the school board, not
the pre-determined special education budget. 258 Inclusive design at the outset can often
avoid expensive costs later on.
The Code recognizes that the right to be free from discrimination must be balanced with
health and safety considerations. Depending on the nature and degree of risk involved,
an education provider may argue that accommodating a student with a disability would
amount to an undue hardship, based on health and safety risks. However, the
seriousness of the risk of accommodation should be judged based on taking suitable
precautions to reduce it.
Factors such as business or institutional convenience, 259 student or educator morale, 260
third-party preferences, 261 and collective agreements 262 are not valid considerations in
assessing if an accommodation would cause undue hardship. 263
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Accommodations must be both effective and timely. When educating children,
accommodation delayed can be accommodation denied. Education providers must
therefore provide early intervention or interim accommodation as soon as a disabilityrelated need is suspected, and must not obstruct or delay the accommodation process
by rigidly insisting on formalities, unnecessary professional assessments, or diagnosis
information. 264
Effective communication about accommodation procedures is essential to the
accommodation process. 265 Information about accommodation procedures should be
readily available to students, and where applicable, their parents and guardians. The
duty to accommodate is a shared responsibility that requires all parties to cooperate. 266
However, parent behaviour cannot be the basis for failing to accommodate a student’s
needs, unless the behaviour interferes with an education provider’s ability to
accommodate. 267
Also, before concluding that a student (or their parent/guardian) has not co-operated,
education providers should consider if there are any disability or Code-related factors
that may prevent taking part in the process. These factors may then need to be
accommodated.
In Moore v British Columbia (Education), the Supreme Court of Canada (SCC)
unanimously affirmed that the right to meaningful access to education includes early
and effective intervention. 268 For this access to be meaningful, there must be a range of
services available, and services must be specific to each student’s identified needs. 269
In this case, student Jeffrey Moore needed intensive and individualized remediation to
have meaningful access. The SCC said that for students with severe dyslexia, remedial
instruction to learn to read “is not a dispensable luxury,” but a “ramp that provides
access to the statutory commitment to education made to all children…” 270 The SCC
confirmed that if parents must resort to private education because the public system is
found to discriminate, then boards can be ordered to compensate the parents for the cost
of tuition. The Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario (HRTO) has also found that if a school
board did not provide the supports necessary to provide meaningful access to education,
and the school board cannot show that providing the supports would be undue hardship,
the HRTO can order the school board to reimburse parents for private school.271
The accommodation process must be individualized. 272 The SCC states: “The
importance of the individualized nature of the accommodation process cannot be
minimized” 273 and disability means “vastly different things depending upon the individual
and the context.” 274 Individualized accommodation also requires education providers to
be mindful that many students with disabilities will identify by other Code grounds, in
addition to disability.

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

58

Right to Read

Intersectionality
Discrimination may be intersectional when it occurs based on two or more Code
grounds. Students who identify based on more than one Code ground can experience
discrimination in unique and compounded ways because of how these identities
intersect. 275
In Egan v Canada 276 and Corbiere v Canada, 277 former SCC Justice L’Heureux-Dubé
stated: “More often than not, disadvantage arises from the way in which society treats
particular individuals, rather than from any characteristic inherent in those individuals” 278
and individuals with more than one ground of discrimination can be “doubly
disadvantaged.” 279 The HRTO has also stated that individuals with
“multiple/intersecting social identities may be particularly vulnerable.” 280
Examples of intersecting identities creating distinct disadvantage could include:
• Black students with disabilities may be streamed into particular programs based
on stereotypical assumptions about their capabilities because of their disability
and race 281
• The impact of intergenerational trauma and educators’ lack of cultural
competency may have a negative impact on the learning experiences of First
Nations, Métis and Inuit students with disabilities 282
• Racialized and First Nations, Métis and Inuit students with disabilities may be
disproportionally excluded from the classroom due to suspensions or other forms
of discipline 283
• Francophone students with disabilities may have difficulty accessing special
education services in their language
• Multilingual or newcomer students may not receive timely supports for their
disability needs because of assumptions related to language or their place
of origin
• Students with a disability who also have low incomes may not have the same
access to private services as other students, or may not benefit equally from
services offered within the school 284
• Female and male-identified students with disabilities may receive different
treatment based on stereotypes about learning potential related to their gender.285
OHRC Policy on accessible education for students with disabilities
The OHRC’s Policy on accessible education for students with disabilities (Accessible
education policy) provides more detail on applying the Code to special education. This
policy provides practical guidance for rights-holders to understand the scope of the
Code, and for education providers to meet their legal duties.
Section 30 of the Code authorizes the OHRC to establish human rights policies to
provide guidance on interpreting provisions in the Code, effectively setting standards to
ensure compliance. 286
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International human rights law
Canada has signed or ratified many international documents that guarantee the right to
education, including:
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 287
• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 288
• Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 289
• Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) 290
• United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN
Declaration). 291
International human rights treaties and conventions are not part of Canadian law unless
the relevant legislature has implemented them. 292 However, even unimplemented but
ratified treaties can be relevant and persuasive before Canadian courts. 293 The SCC
has acknowledged the importance of international law in interpreting domestic law. 294
International law helps give meaning and context to Canadian law. The SCC has stated
that courts should interpret domestic law according to the presumption that it is
consistent with Canada’s international obligations. 295 The SCC has also affirmed that
the Charter should be presumed to provide protection at least as great as that provided
by similar provisions in international human rights documents that Canada has
ratified. 296
Under Canada’s constitutional framework, education falls under provincial authority.
Federal and provincial governments are jointly responsible for implementing international
human rights treaties. Each jurisdiction must pass legislation to incorporate international
law into domestic legislation. As a practice, Canada seeks the consent of provinces before
ratifying treaties, and co-ordinates with provinces to meet the United Nations’ reporting
requirements on implementing different treaties.297
International human rights agreements are influential in interpreting Ontario’s laws, and
have also helped shape these laws. The Preamble to the Ontario Human Rights Code’s
emphasis on the “inherent dignity” of all people was inspired by the 1948 UDHR. 298 The
UDHR is the foundation for many other international human rights agreements. Article
26 is the basis for the global right to education for all. 299
The right to education in the UDHR has been further recognized in other international
legal instruments. Article 13 of the ICESCR deals with the right to education and Article
2 allows for progressively achieving this right subject to “maximum available
resources.” 300
International law recognizes that children have their own rights and deserve special
protection due to their particular vulnerability. Article 23 of the CRC recognizes the
rights of children with disabilities to “enjoy a full and decent life, in conditions which
ensure dignity, promote self-reliance and facilitate the child’s active participation in the
community.” 301 This Article further requires state parties to extend special care to
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children with disabilities, to make sure they have effective access to and receive
education in a way that makes it possible for the child to achieve the fullest possible
social integration and individual development. Article 3 requires decision-makers to make
the best interests of children their primary concern in all actions that may affect them.302
Most recently, Article 24 of the CRPD recognizes the right of people with disabilities to
education without discrimination. 303 Articles 2 and 24, read together, expressly support
Universal Design for Learning; 304 and require state parties to train teachers on disability
awareness, accommodation and educational techniques to promote the right to
inclusive education. 305 Article 24 further requires state parties to provide reasonable and
individualized accommodation for people with disabilities to facilitate their effective
education. 306
Canada has signed the Optional Protocol of the CRPD, which means that people can
complain directly to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities. Canada has not signed the optional protocols under the ICESCR and CRC,
which would allow for a similar complaint and inquiry procedure. However, Canada and
other provinces must provide periodic reports to the United Nations on government
initiatives and case law that address the right to education under the ICESCR, CRC and
CRPD. The United Nations committees responsible for monitoring implementation of
these treaties then provide recommendations.
All of these international human rights instruments highlight the link between the right
to education and the ability to participate in society. Literacy is critical to the right to
education. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) states that literacy is both a “tool for learning” and a “social practice whose
use can increase the voice and participation of communities and individuals in
society.” 307 UNESCO also recognizes the impact of failing to acquire literacy: “Literacy
is about more than reading and writing…Those who use literacy take it for granted – but
those who cannot use it are excluded from much communication in today’s world.” 308
In Canada, education is an inherent treaty right for First Nations, which both the federal
and provincial governments must honour. 309 Particular attention must be paid to the
intersectional needs of First Nations students with special needs. 310
In addition to the Code and Ontario’s treaty commitments, the UN Declaration protects
the right to education without discrimination for Indigenous children, including children
with disabilities. 311 The UN Declaration recognizes that education not only empowers
individuals 312 and improves their economic and social conditions, 313 but also is the
means people use to transmit their culture and language. Article 13 provides that
Indigenous peoples have “the right to revitalize, use, develop and transmit to future
generations their histories, languages, oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

61

Right to Read

and literatures.” 314 Article 14 requires Canada (and Ontario) to take effective steps
so that children have access, when possible, to an education in their own culture and
provided in their own language. 315
In addition to the UN Declaration, several international legal instruments protect the
right to education for specific groups such as the Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees. 316
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5. How Ontario students are performing
Introduction

Too many Ontario students are not learning to read well. Education Quality
Accountability Office (EQAO) data shows that a large proportion of Ontario students
(one in four in Grade 3 and one in five in Grade 6) are failing to meet provincial reading
standards. 317 The data is even more concerning for students with special education
needs (this term includes all students with IEPs but excludes students whose only
exceptionality is giftedness). 318 Approximately half of students with special education
needs (53% in Grade 3 and 47% in Grade 6) are not reading well enough to meet
provincial standards. Data linking reading scores to race, gender, socioeconomic status
and First Nations, Métis and Inuit self-identification data shows that certain groups,
particularly boys, 319 Black students, 320 students from low-income homes, 321 and First
Nations, Métis and Inuit students 322 are underperforming (for more details on the
Indigenous student achievement gap, see section 7, First Nations, Métis and Inuit
experiences). Low literacy is also a significant issue among Ontario adults (see section
4, Context for the inquiry for more information about adult literacy rates).
The results of the EQAO writing assessment are similar. 323 In 2018–19:
• 31% of Grade 3 students did not meet the provincial writing standard on the
Grade 3 assessment
• 18% of Grade 6 students did not meet the provincial writing standard on the
Grade 6 assessment
• 53% of Grade 3 students with special education needs did not meet the
provincial writing standard
• 46% of Grade 6 students with special education needs did not meet the
provincial writing standard.
Research also shows that students identified with learning disabilities are disproportionately
streamed into applied-level courses in Grade 9,324 and are less likely to graduate from high
school.325 They are also much less likely to go on to post-secondary education.326
The quantitative data on reading achievement alone is cause for concern. However, the
statistics combined with all the other evidence the OHRC gathered through the inquiry,
establish that too many Ontario students are being left behind.
Significant attention has been paid in recent years to falling math scores. Although
EQAO reading scores have been relatively steady, scores on international assessments
have been declining. 327 Ontario has also not been able to increase the proportion of
students meeting baseline levels of achievement on international assessments. 328 As
well, there has been a significant increase in students using assistive technology and
other accommodations such as scribing on EQAO reading tests, which does not provide
accurate information about whether Ontario students are able to read and write well on
their own. 329
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Regardless of whether reading test scores are falling or remaining stable, we cannot
afford to be complacent about how effective our public education system has been in
meeting the right to read. Ontario’s Auditor General has said “Ontario should be striving
for improvement.” 330 Many more students should be meeting standards set for reading
assessments, including students with disabilities. It is simply unacceptable that close to
50% of students with special education needs are not meeting the provincial EQAO
standard.
This does not have to be the case. With the proper approach, many more children can
be reading proficiently in the earliest elementary grades and meeting provincial testing
standards at Grade 3 and beyond. We should not settle for anything less.

Education Quality Accountability Office reading assessment data

The EQAO assesses reading levels for Grade 3 and 6 students. Students, including
students in private schools, must pass the Grade 10 Ontario Secondary School Literacy
Test (OSSLT) to earn their Ontario Secondary School Diploma (OSSD). Students may
also earn their OSSD by completing the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Course (if
they do not pass the OSSLT).
According to the EQAO’s 2018–19 Provincial Elementary School Report, 331 only 74%
of all Grade 3 students met the provincial reading standard on the primary-division
assessment. 332 This means that one-quarter of Grade 3 students in Ontario are not
good readers and are already at risk of, or have started to experience, the negative
impacts described earlier in this report. As well, only 62% of students met the standard
unassisted (without scribing or assistive technology). 333
On the junior-division assessment, 81% of Grade 6 students met the provincial reading
standard. 334 In other words, in 2018–2019, one in five Grade 6 students struggled with
reading. Only 72% of students met the standard unassisted. 335 As it becomes
increasingly hard to address reading difficulties after Grade 6, even with the best
interventions in place, many of these students will never catch up. 336
There are gender differences in reading achievement with boys lagging behind girls.
On the Grade 3 reading assessment, 71% of boys achieved the provincial standard,
compared to 78% of girls. Boys’ scores were lower on the Grade 6 reading assessment
as well, with only 77% meeting the standard compared to 85% of girls. 337 That means
that by Grade 6, almost one-quarter of all boys in Ontario were not able to read at
grade-level standards.
There are also significant discrepancies between school boards, with southern boards
consistently performing better than northern boards. 338 In an audit of School Boards
Management of Financial and Human Resources, the Office of the Auditor General of
Ontario compared student EQAO achievement by region and found that the percentage
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

66

Right to Read

of students meeting the provincial standard in northern boards was 8% lower than
southern boards, and 5% lower than the provincial average on the 2015–2016 Grade 3
reading assessment. 339
The provincial EQAO results for students with special education needs are particularly
troubling. Only 47% of Grade 3 students with special education needs and 53% of
Grade 6 students with special education needs met the provincial reading standard. 340
The EQAO flagged the failure of a significant proportion of students with special
education needs, particularly learning disabilities, to meet the provincial standard as
a concern requiring attention:
The persistent discrepancy in achievement between students with special
education needs and those without requires attention. EQAO data show
that students with learning disabilities are the largest group in the cohort
of students identified as having special education needs. Historically,
students with learning disabilities have had a low level of achievement
despite having average to above average intelligence. It would be
beneficial to review supports available and strategies for success. 341
The results of the OSSLT show similar outcomes for students with special education
needs. Eighty per cent of all fully participating students 342 taking the test for the first time
were successful, as were 50% of previously eligible students. 343 However, only 50% of
students with special education needs were successful taking the test for the first time,
and 34% of previously eligible students with special education needs were successful.344
There is also a significant achievement gap between multilingual students (who are
learning the language of instruction at the same time as they are learning the curriculum)
and other students on all assessments, but particularly the OSSLT.345
There is a significant discrepancy in achievement on the OSSLT based on whether
students are in applied or academic courses. Only 41% of fully participating students in
applied English courses passed the OSSLT the first time, compared to 91% of students
in academic English courses. As discussed below in the section on streaming, students
with learning disabilities are disproportionately streamed into applied-level courses, as
are Black and Indigenous students and students from lower-income families.
EQAO data from 2017–2018 tracking the progress of students over time is consistent
with the “Matthew Effect” described in section 4, Context for the inquiry. Of the 64,643
students (64%) who had met the reading standard in both Grade 3 and Grade 6, 94%
(60,462) were successful on the OSSLT. However, of the 13,385 students (13%) who
had not met the reading standard in both Grade 3 and Grade 6, only 28% (3757) were
successful on the OSSLT. 346
Students who did not meet the standard on either the Grade 3 or 6 reading assessment
also had a lower success rate on the OSSLT. 347 The EQAO has noted the importance
of early success on its assessments to future education and later life, saying “analysis
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of student outcomes going back to 2004 show that students who do not meet the
provincial standard in reading and writing in the early grades are at a greater risk of not
having the literacy skills required in secondary school and beyond.” 348
The EQAO also assesses student engagement with reading using a student
questionnaire. In 2018–2019, a little less than half of students (44% in Grade 3 and 42%
in Grade 6) said they do not like to read. About one-third (38% in Grade 3 and 33% in
Grade 6) said they do not think they are good readers most of the time. 349 This
suggests that current approaches to reading are failing to teach many students to read,
and to promote reading confidence and a love of reading in many more.
Accommodations
The EQAO results for reading achievement in Ontario are even more concerning when
accommodations are factored in. A large proportion of students with special education
needs receive accommodations during EQAO testing. These include verbatim scribing of
responses and using assistive technology (such as Read and Write for Google Chrome).
Accommodations are important and necessary to give struggling readers an equal
opportunity to be assessed on their understanding of written text and to convey their
ideas in writing. However, the accommodations provided mean that the EQAO data,
which is already concerning, likely significantly under-represents the magnitude of
reading difficulties among Ontario students. For example, the International Dyslexia
Association (IDA) analyzed provincial EQAO data. It found high rates of assistive
technology and scribing for students with IEPs (students with special education needs),
and an increasing use of these accommodations over time. For example, the IDA found:
In 2019 84% of Grade 3 students with an IEP completed the reading assessment
using these accommodations up from 36% in 2005. Rates of AT/scribing also
increased over time in Grade 6 (2005: 19.6%, 2019: 72%) and OSSLT (2005:
14.25%, 2019: 38.7%). 350
The IDA’s data also showed that 87% of Grade 3 students with a learning disability
exceptionality used scribing. 351
The IDA found that only 8.5% of Grade 3 students with special education needs
achieved the provincial standard on the EQAO reading assessment without using
assistive technology or scribing. This is similar to the OHRC’s findings from the school
board data. The IDA also found little to no improvement in the unaccommodated pass
rate for students with special education needs between 2005 and 2019. 352
Therefore, for students with word-reading disabilities and other special education needs,
the EQAO assessment does not accurately measure whether they can read and write
unassisted. Overall EQAO scores for all Ontario students do not reflect whether the
education system is equipping students to read independently.
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Exemptions
Two to three per cent of all Ontario students in Grade 3 or 6 receive a formal exemption
from having to complete the EQAO reading assessment. Exemptions are permitted
when the student is unable to participate in part or all of the assessment even with
accommodations. 353 A student must be exempted from the reading assessment, if they
must be read to by a teacher or another adult. 354
The exemption rate is much higher in some boards. For example, in Keewatin-Patricia,
up to 13% of students do not participate in the EQAO reading assessment in either
Grade 3 or 6. Several other Ontario boards have high exemption rates. Examples are
Moosonee (7% in Grade 3, 8% in Grade 6) and Superior-Greenstone District School
Boards (12% in Grade 3, 6% in Grade 6).
Students with special education needs are much more likely to be exempted from
assessment. 355 The issue of whether some students should be exempted from
standardized testing is complex. However, when students with disabilities are exempted
from taking part in standardized assessments, we cannot know how they would have
performed. Valuable information about the student’s learning is lost. System-level
information that can guide policy decisions about areas such as curriculum, teaching
methods and interventions is also compromised. 356

Inquiry school board data

The OHRC requested EQAO data from the inquiry’s eight school boards to better
understand how their students with special education needs, particularly learning
disabilities, are performing on EQAO reading assessments. As school boards do not
break down learning disabilities further, it was not possible to assess the performance of
students with reading disabilities specifically. However, as discussed in sections 4,
Context for the inquiry and 12, Professional assessments, since reading disabilities are
the most common learning disability, it is likely that a significant proportion of students
identified as having a learning disability in the EQAO data have reading disabilities.
Another limitation in assessing the performance of students with reading disabilities
was that boards were only able to provide data for students with a formally designated
learning disability (LD) exceptionality (meaning students who had gone through the
IPRC process and been designated under the LD exceptionality category). Not all
students with a learning disability have been diagnosed by a health professional or
formally identified through the IPRC process. It is also possible that students identified
through the IPRC process as having “Multiple Exceptionalities” have a reading disability
as one of their exceptionalities.
Consistent with provincial data, students with special education needs in the eight
inquiry school boards fared poorly on the Grades 3 and 6 EQAO reading assessments
for 2018–2019. For example, in Keewatin-Patricia, only 13% of Grade 3 and 35% of
Grade 6 students with special education needs achieved the provincial standard.
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Lakehead had the highest percentage of students with special education needs
achieving the provincial standard in Grade 3. However, at 55% this figure was still
concerningly low. More Ottawa-Carleton students with special education needs
achieved the provincial standard in Grade 6 than in any of the other inquiry boards.
However, once again the percentage was low, at only 60%.
When looking specifically at students with an LD exceptionality, only 12% of Grade 3
students in Hamilton-Wentworth met the provincial standard. Simcoe Muskoka Catholic
had the highest percentage of students meeting the provincial standard in Grade 3 at
60%. In Grade 6, Keewatin-Patricia had the lowest percentage of Grade 6 students at
33%, while another northern board (Lakehead) had the highest percentage of Grade 6
students meeting the standard at 69%. In most cases, only about half of students with
an LD exceptionality were able to meet provincial EQAO standards, even with the high
rate of accommodations, as reported below.
Quantitative data from school boards and qualitative data from surveys confirms
the EQAO’s finding that all students with special education needs, a significant
proportion of Ontario’s student population, and not just students with learning
disabilities, struggle with reading.357 This suggests that Ontario’s current approach
does not reflect Universal Design for Learning, which requires effective reading
instruction for all students.
Ottawa-Carleton, the only board in our sample that provided us with its own in-depth
analysis of student achievement data, stated:
Across all provincial assessments, achievement outcomes continue to be lower
for English Language Learners (ELLs), students with special education needs
(excluding gifted; SpEd), students residing in low income neighbourhoods (SES),
and those who identify as Indigenous (INDG) compared to all students. The data
suggests that the more groups the students belong to – the lower their
achievement is, especially in numeracy. Outcomes based on gender tend to
favour boys in mathematics, girls in reading, writing and the OSSLT. Gaps are
much wider in literacy than they are in math.
Table 1 sets out data, obtained through the inquiry, on the percentage of students 358
who met the provincial standard (achieved a level 3 or 4) in the 2018–2019 EQAO
reading assessment including:
• Overall percentage of board students who met the provincial standard in the
EQAO reading assessment in each of Grade 3 and 6 359
• Percentage of students with special education needs who met the provincial
standard in the EQAO reading assessment in each of Grade 3 and 6 360
• Percentage of students with an LD exceptionality (as identified through an IPRC)
who met the provincial standard in the EQAO reading assessment in each of
Grade 3 and 6 361
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•

Percentage of students with an LD exceptionality (as identified through IPRC)
who needed accommodation (questions read to them, assistive technology,
scribing) and met the provincial standard in each of Grades 3 and 6.

Table 1: Percentage of students who met the provincial standard in the 2018–2019
EQAO reading assessment 362
Students
with
special
education
needs
met the
standard
Grade 3

Students
with LDs
met the
standard
Grade 3

Students
with LDs
met the
standard
had
accommo
dation
Grade 3

Overall
met the
standard
Grade 6

33

12

100

73

59

18

N/D

N/D

71
72

55
39

50
50

76

52

75
67
63

Overall
met the
standard
Grade 3

HamiltonWentworth
KeewatinPatricia
Lakehead
London
Catholic
OttawaCarleton
Peel
Simcoe
Muskoka
Catholic
Thames
Valley

67

Students
with
special
education
needs
met the
standard
Grade 6

Students
with LDs
Met the
standard
Grade 6

Students with
LDs met the
standard had
accommodation
Grade 6

42

48

95

72

35

33

100

100
100

75
78

48
47

69
44

82
78

58

89

82

60

61

94

50
35

42
60

100
100

81
79

35
51

46
49

96
94

32

53

100

73

35

45

98

Accommodations
The low percentage of students with learning disabilities who met the provincial
standard is even more concerning when accommodations are factored in. Most or all
students who met the standard had test questions read to them, had verbatim scribing
or used assistive technology. In several boards (Hamilton-Wentworth, Lakehead,
London Catholic, Peel, Simcoe Muskoka Catholic and Thames Valley), every student
with a learning disability who met the provincial standard in Grade 3 did so with
accommodation. In Grade 6, most students who met the standard did so with
accommodation. Very few students with an LD exceptionality met the provincial
standard without accommodation. Lakehead had the lowest percentage of students
meeting the provincial standard without accommodation at 2%, and London Catholic
had the highest percentage of Grade 6 students with an LD exceptionality meeting the
provincial standard without accommodation at 22%. So even students with LD
exceptionalities who are meeting the provincial standard may not be able to read and
write adequately without assistance.
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Exemptions
The OHRC found that in the eight school boards, between 6% and 60% of students with
special education needs were exempted from the Grade 3 EQAO reading assessment
and between 5% and 35% from the Grade 6 EQAO reading test. Among students
designated as having an LD exceptionality, between 0% and 5% were exempted from
the reading assessment in Grade 6. 363
Table 2 sets out data 364 on exemptions from the Grades 3 and 6 EQAO reading
assessment (2018–2019 school year) received from the eight school boards in the
inquiry including:
• Overall percentage of board students who were exempted from the EQAO
reading assessment
• Percentage of students with special education needs who were exempted from
the EQAO reading assessment
• Percentage of students with an LD exceptionality who were exempted from
EQAO reading assessment.
Table 2: Percentage of exemptions from the Grades 3 and 6 EQAO reading
assessment, 2018–2019 school year

HamiltonWentworth
Keewatin-Patricia
Lakehead
London Catholic
Ottawa-Carleton
Peel
Simcoe-Muskoka
Catholic
Thames Valley

Overall
exempt
Grade 3

Students
with special
education
needs
exempt
Grade 3

Students
with LDs
exempt
Grade 3

Overall
exempt
Grade 6

Students
with special
education
needs
exempt
Grade 6

Students
with LDs
exempt
Grade 6

4

12.

0

4

8

1

365

13
4
2
4
3

60
6
12
8
17

N/D
0
0
0
2

13
4
3
3
3

35
5
6
5
8

0
0
0
2
2

4

15

0

3

9

5

4

19

0

3

11

1

Other observations
Data about students with special education needs includes all students with an IEP,
whether or not they have been formally identified through the IPRC process. Many of
these students likely have a reading disability or other learning disability. 366 The EQAO
data provided by the eight school boards suggests that very few students with reading
disabilities, relative to their likely prevalence in the population, have been identified as
having an LD exceptionality through the IPRC process. For example, one school board
told us that only 30% of students with a learning disability diagnosis go through the
IPRC process. Undoubtedly, there are also other students who have or are at risk for a
reading disability but who have not been assessed and diagnosed.
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Although an IPRC designation is not needed to receive interventions and accommodations,
in the current system, when students with learning disabilities are not identified through this
process, there is no way to capture data about their performance on EQAO assessments.
Section 13 includes recommendations on improved data collection for students with
reading and other learning disabilities.

Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)

The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) is an international
assessment that reports every five years on the reading achievement of Grade 4
students worldwide. It is the only international program that assesses reading
achievement of Canadian students in the earlier years of education.
PIRLS is administered by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational
Achievement (IEA), an independent cooperative of research institutions and governmental
agencies. It was first administered in 2001 and has been administered every five years
since then.367
The last PIRLS assessment was in 2016, when 50 countries took part. A random
sample of over 18,000 Canadian students in eight provinces, including Ontario, were
assessed on reading achievement. Information about students’ homes, schools and
classroom contexts was also collected using background questionnaires. The
questionnaires were completed by the students, their parents or caregivers, their school
principals, and their teachers. 368
Grade 4 was selected for the PIRLS assessment because it represents an important
transition point in students’ development: “the point at which students are expected to
have already learned how to read and are now using their reading skills to learn.” PIRLS
assesses reading skills defined as “the ability to understand information presented in the
written format required by society and favoured by the person, and the ability to use it.”369
The purposes of the PIRLS study are to:
• Assess the reading skills of nine-year-olds (Grade 4 students)
• Determine the contexts that influence reading development
• Understand how young children learn to read
• Improve teaching and learning methods in reading for all children
• Assess and understand differences among education systems to improve
teaching and learning methods in reading throughout the world.
PIRLS uses sampling to identify schools, both public and private, and students who will
take part in the test. Schools and students can be excluded from the test for various
reasons, such as disability (if the school serves students with disabilities or the student
has a disability). The PIRLS exclusion rate should not be higher than 5%, and students
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with dyslexia are not supposed to be excluded but rather accommodated in test-taking,
where possible. 370 Nevertheless, some have argued that the way PIRLS has been
constructed and reported systematically excludes marginalized students and students
with disabilities. 371
In 2016, Ontario had a score of 544, which is above the PIRLS centre point of 500 and
the international average of 511. Ontario scored one point above the Canadian average
(543) but lower than British Columbia (555), Quebec (547) and Alberta (547). 372
Table 3 shows jurisdictions with a higher score than Ontario.
Table 3: Jurisdictions with a higher score than Ontario on PIRLS 2016
Russian Federation
581
Singapore
576
Hong Kong, SAR
569
Ireland
567
Finland
566
Poland
565
Northern Ireland
565
Norway (Grade 5 was assessed)
559
Chinese Taipei
559
England
559
Latvia
558
Sweden
555
British Columbia
555
Hungary
554
Bulgaria
552
United States
549
Lithuania
548
Italy
548
Denmark
547
Quebec
547
Alberta
547
Macao SAR
546
Netherlands
545
Australia
544
Ontario’s performance on PIRLS decreased in 2016 (544) compared to 2011 (552),
2006 (555), and 2001 (548). 373 Importantly, data is not presented for students with
learning disabilities separately, nor is the rate of accommodations for students with
learning disabilities.
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A report by the Canadian Council of Ministers of Education noted that PIRLS scores
and other data point to the need to identify and respond early to children who are
struggling with reading:
Although Canadian students are among the most proficient readers in the
world…and Canadian Grade 4 students obtained strong results in PIRLS
2011…there remains a significant proportion of youth who do not possess
the necessary knowledge and literacy skills to adequately benefit from
educational opportunities. Indeed, the PIRLS 2011 results revealed that 14 per
cent of Grade 4 students did not reach the intermediate international benchmark,
although there were significant differences across provinces and by language
and gender...Results from the most recent Pan-Canadian Assessment Program
(PCAP) assessment show that 12 per cent of Grade 8/Secondary II students in
Canada did not reach Level 2 in reading, the baseline level of reading proficiency
or the expected level for their grade in reading…Thus, it is of the utmost
importance to be able to identify, as quickly as possible, those areas in
which students encounter difficulties, so as to enable Canadian parents
and educators to intervene early. 374 [Emphasis added.]

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)

The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is a collaborative effort
among members of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD). In Canada, PISA is carried out through a partnership between Employment
and Social Development Canada (ESDC) and the Council of Ministers of Education,
Canada (CMEC). PISA is administered every three years and measures 15-year-olds’
abilities in reading, mathematics and science. Private school and public school students
take part in PISA.
In 2018, a year that PISA focused on literacy, 79 countries and economies, including
Canada, took part.
Ontario students perform well in PISA with scores above the average of the participating
OECD countries. However, some research suggests that Canada's results may not be
comparable to results of other participating countries due to Canada’s comparatively
high student exclusion rate, low levels of school participation and high rates of student
absence. Excluded students were mainly students with intellectual disabilities 375 (5%),
limited language skills (1.5%), and physical disabilities (0.5%). 376
Despite Ontario’s and Canada’s generally strong performance in PISA, there are areas
of concern:
• Girls perform significantly better than boys in reading 377
• Students in the English-language public education system in Ontario perform
better in reading than students in the French-language public education
system 378
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•
•

•
•

Since 2000, overall reading scores have declined 379 and the number of students
who cannot read to international standards has increased 380
The reading skills gap between students with the highest and lowest
performance levels, an important indicator for the equity of educational
outcomes, 381 has widened
13% of students (or about one in seven) performed at the lowest levels of PISA
(below level 2) 382
Socioeconomically advantaged students performed better than
socioeconomically disadvantaged students by 63 points (or 4.8%). 383
Approximately 24% of advantaged students in Canada, but only 7% of
disadvantaged students, were top performers in reading in PISA 2018. 384

The CMEC’s discussion of Canadian students’ performance concluded:
In spite of these strong results, PISA 2018 achievement in reading literacy also
suggests that there is cause for some concern. Reading performance in PISA
has declined in Canada overall and in many provinces since 2000. One in seven
Canadian students scored at the lowest levels identified by PISA (below Level 2),
and students in minority language settings achieved lower results in reading
compared to their counterparts in majority-language settings in most provinces.
Furthermore, the gap in reading achievement between girls and boys persists. 385

Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario

The Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO), an agency of the
Government of Ontario, is mandated to bring evidence-based research to the continued
improvement of Ontario’s post-secondary education system. It reports to the Ontario
Minister of Colleges and Universities.
In 2016–2017, the HEQCO led a project called the Essential Adult Skills Initiative
(EASI). 386 The project measured literacy, numeracy and critical-thinking skills in
students entering and graduating from 20 colleges and universities. 387
For the inquiry, the results from the literacy assessment of students who were starting
their post-secondary studies are most relevant to assessing whether students are
graduating from high school with the literacy skills needed to perform well in today’s
economy.
Incoming students were assessed using the Education and Skills Online (ESO)
assessment. The ESO is the commercial version of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) Programme for the International Assessment of
Adult Competencies (PIAAC) assessment. The test has been validated for adults
between the ages of 16 and 65. It measures the key cognitive and workplace skills
needed for adults to participate in society and for economies to prosper.
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Thirty-four per cent of incoming college students and 26% of incoming university
students scored level 2 or lower. This means they did not meet the minimum literacy
standard the OECD considers necessary to perform well in today’s economy. 388
The HEQCO has issued several other reports on the importance of core skills, such as
literacy and numeracy, for students to be able to successfully take part in postsecondary education and in the workplace.

Streaming

Streaming is the process of grouping students according to perceived ability. 389 It is
most associated with steering students towards either academic, applied or locally
developed level courses beginning in Grade 9. Students typically take most or all their
courses at the same level, “stream” or “track.” 390
Streaming affects students’ post-secondary choices, career pathways and life
outcomes, and results in other disadvantages. For example, students in applied English
and math classes are less likely to:
• Meet the provincial standards on math and reading tests
• Graduate from high school
• Enroll in post-secondary education. 391
Because of data collection issues, provincial data on the demographic characteristics of
students in academic versus applied-level streams does not exist. However, available
board-level data confirms longstanding concerns that marginalized students are more
likely to be streamed into pathways that limit course selection and post-secondary
opportunities. 392
Data from two school boards that have conducted a school census shows that
racialized students, particularly Black and Latin American students, and Indigenous
students are more likely to be taking applied courses. For example, the 2019 Review
of the Peel District School Board 393 found:
• Black students are disproportionately streamed into applied and locally
developed courses 394
• Indigenous students are over-represented in applied and locally developed
courses 395
• Latin American students are over-represented in applied and locally developed
courses. 396
Also, only 34% of Peel students enrolled in applied-level courses “passed” the Grade 10
OSSLT in 2018–2019, compared to 90% of students in academic-level courses.
Data from the Toronto District School Board (TDSB) shows similar outcomes for Black
and Indigenous students. 397 Students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are also
disproportionately streamed into applied-level courses. 398
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The OHRC requested data from the eight inquiry school boards to attempt to determine
whether students identified as having an LD exceptionality were being disproportionately
streamed into applied courses in Grade 9.399 The OHRC learned that the boards do not
have a consistent way to store and access this data. The boards do not appear to be
proactively monitoring whether certain groups of students are disproportionately in course
pathways that limit post-secondary options. One board could not produce the requested
data, saying that this information is not tracked or available through its current student
information management system. Several other boards had difficulty providing the
requested information.
The data that was provided suggests that a concerning proportion of students with
learning disabilities are taking mostly applied courses and that students with identified
learning disabilities are significantly more likely to be taking mostly applied courses than
students who have not been identified with an LD exceptionality. This data showed that
students with an LD exceptionality were about two to four times more likely to be taking
mostly applied courses in Grade 9.
Table 4: Percentage of students with LD exceptionalities and students without LD
exceptionalities taking mostly applied level courses, Grade 9
Students with LDs Students without LDs
Hamilton-Wentworth
71
27
Keewatin-Patricia
69
35
Lakehead
86
41
London Catholic
71
20
Ottawa-Carleton
40
11
Peel
44
28
Simcoe Muskoka Catholic
No data
No data
Thames Valley
16
8
As discussed in greater detail in sections 6, The experience of students and families,
and 11, Accommodations, the inquiry revealed that streaming happens in other ways. 400
Two notable examples are streaming students with reading disabilities into segregated
special education classrooms that are not equipped to address their reading skills, or
out of French Immersion programs. Ottawa-Carleton trustees have expressed concerns
about the large number of students with IEPs in the English stream. 401 As well, a report
prepared by the board in 2019 found that students at English-only schools tend to come
from lower-income areas than students attending schools that offer French Immersion.402
In June 2020, the Ministry of Education (Ministry) recognized the negative outcomes
caused by streaming and announced that beginning with Grade 9 math in 2021, it would
begin a process of deferring streaming from Grade 9 to Grade 10. 403 At the time of
writing this report, there was little information about the de-streaming process, or the
resources and supports that will be available to change the pathways of children and
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

78

Right to Read

youth. Addressing the inequities that lead to streaming is complex and should begin in
the earliest elementary school years. 404 Ensuring that more students have the reading
skills necessary to achieve their academic potential is consistent with the goal of destreaming in Ontario.

Graduation rates

Research shows a relationship between scores on literacy assessments and high
school completion. For example, students with poor scores on the PISA reading
assessment are less likely to complete high school. Reading proficiency continues to
influence high school graduation rates even after controlling for other variables such as
gender, mother tongue, parental education, family income, location of residence, and
academic and social engagement. 405
As of August 31, 2018, 81.2% of Ontario students were graduating with an Ontario
Secondary School Diploma (OSSD) in four years and 87.1% were graduating with an
OSSD in five years. Table 5 shows the five-year graduation rate of students in the eight
inquiry school boards, as reported by the Ministry.
Table 5: Five-year graduation rate, as reported by the Ministry
Hamilton-Wentworth
79.7%
Keewatin-Patricia
76.1%
Lakehead
75.5%
London Catholic
90.4%
Ottawa-Carleton
88.3%
Peel
89.2%
Simcoe Muskoka Catholic
88.2%
Thames Valley
79.1%
The OHRC requested data from the eight inquiry school boards to attempt to determine
whether, consistent with the research, students identified as having an LD exceptionality
are more likely to leave school without getting their OSSD. Based on the responses,
school boards in Ontario do not appear to be tracking graduation rates by
exceptionality.
With the data provided, we were unable to draw conclusions about whether students
with learning disabilities are less likely to obtain their OSSD. One board, OttawaCarleton, provided an Annual Student Achievement Report (2018–2019) that analyzed
achievement data to measure progress in student learning. The stated goal of this was
to help inform strategies in the board’s improvement plan for student achievement and
well-being. In terms of accumulating credits and graduating, the report found that
“specific groups of students, especially Indigenous students and students with special
education needs continue to underperform as compared to all students.”
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While this was one good example of a board analyzing data on student achievement, it
was not consistent practice across the inquiry school boards. For a detailed discussion
on shortcomings in data collection and monitoring student outcomes, see section 13.
Systemic issues.

Post-secondary attendance

According to the HEQCO, students with disabilities, students from low-income families,
Indigenous students and students whose parents do not have a post-secondary degree
or diploma continue to be excluded from post-secondary education and the economic
benefits it brings. 406
Little Ontario data is available on post-secondary pathways for students with special
education needs generally, or learning or reading disabilities specifically. However, data
that does exist shows that students with special education needs or who do poorly on
literacy assessments, including EQAO and PISA, are much less likely to enroll in postsecondary education. 407
A 2012 research paper published by the HEQCO looked at TDSB data on students with
“special needs” (students identified with an exceptionality through the IPRC process).
The paper noted that only a small proportion of students with a special needs
designation, in this case defined as an IPRC designation, are in a position to transition
successfully to either an Ontario university or college. 408 The paper found:
...the post-high school pathways of the TDSB students in our sample generally
conformed to those reported in the literature. When compared to graduates
without [special needs] a higher proportion of students with [special needs]
dropped out or went directly to the workforce. Only 18 per cent of students with
[special needs] confirmed university acceptance while 58 per cent of students
without [special needs] did so. However, 24 per cent of students with [special
needs] pursued community college while only 14 per cent of students without
[special needs] followed this path. 409
There is also a correlation between scores on standardized assessments and postsecondary attendance. Students with disabilities tend to score lower on standardized
assessments (see for example EQAO data). A Higher Education Quality Council of
Ontario (HEQCO) paper noted that studies have found that the likelihood of attending
post-secondary education increases as PISA reading scores increase. 410 One study on
Canadian students found that only 28% of 15-year-old students who scored at level 1 in
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reading (the lowest level) in PISA in 2000 had attended some form of post-secondary
education by age 19. This number rose to 45% for level 2, 65% for level 3, 76% for
students at level 4 and 88% for students at level 5 (the highest level of reading
proficiency). 411
Students with higher PISA literacy scores are also more likely to attend university rather
than college. The paper noted:
Reading proficiency at age 15 had the most significant effect on a student’s
choice of postsecondary pathway, even after controlling for other variables
such as gender, mother tongue, place of residence, parental education and
family income... 412
This finding shows how important early literacy and reading achievement is for traditionally
marginalized populations, and for promoting equity in the Ontario education system.
The OHRC requested data from the eight inquiry school boards on acceptance to
college or university for graduating students with and without an LD exceptionality.
Once again, the OHRC found that school boards do not consistently or reliably track this
information. This report makes recommendations related to better data collection and
monitoring of student achievement in section 13, Systemic issues.
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6. The experience of students and families

Warning: This section deals with topics that may cause trauma to some readers.
It includes references to bullying, emotional and physical abuse, mental health
challenges, self-harm and suicide. Please engage in self-care as you read this
material. There are many resources available if you require additional support,
including on the OHRC website.

Introduction

Children are inherently vulnerable. They depend highly on others to satisfy their basic
needs and make decisions for their physical, emotional and intellectual well-being. This
is even more true for children who start life facing societal barriers – whether poverty,
low parental education, racism and/or ableism. 413
When addressing reading disabilities, experts say “there is not a knowledge gap…but
an action gap.” 414 With effective instruction approaches, most students can learn to read
proficiently. Providing science-based instruction and early intervention to students who
struggle to learn to read sets them up for future success in academics, employment
and life.
Most subjects in school require reading to access the material, so the ability to read is
key to future learning. However, when schools do not provide effective, evidence-based
instruction and interventions, children fall further behind in school and may suffer
lifelong negative consequences.
Because of structural inequality, Black and other racialized children, First Nations, Métis
and Inuit children, English language learners 415 or children who live in poverty may face
extra barriers. They may be at risk for reading difficulties, and their parents do not
always have the same access to resources as more advantaged parents. 416 These
students may rely heavily on a public education system to prevent or alleviate
achievement gaps.
Students with reading difficulties, and their parents/guardians, provided information to
the inquiry on avoiding school, stereotyping, self-esteem, mental health effects, low
expectations by schools, and lifelong consequences. Parents also reported impacts on
the family related to finances, mental health effects, navigating the school system and
family relationships. Besides being felt in families, these impacts have additional costs
to society as a whole.
The inquiry received 1,425 surveys from students, parents and guardians. It was
evident that individuals spent a major amount of time – sometimes hours – completing
their responses while juggling the many demands in their lives. The inquiry also heard
from around 100 presenters at public hearings and community meetings. Presenters
ranged in age from nine to 84.
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It takes courage, time and energy for people to share their experiences whether in
writing or in person. The OHRC is grateful to everyone who shared their experiences
and contributed to the findings of this report.
This section draws from the OHRC’s public hearings, community meetings and
student/parent surveys.
The word “supports” is used broadly in this section and throughout the report to include
additional instruction, intervention and accommodations.

Inquiry survey

Surveys were completed primarily by parents on behalf of a student (96%), and some
parents included quotes or submissions from the student. A small portion (4%) of
current and former students completed the survey about their own experiences.
This section also briefly discusses some of the limitations of the inquiry’s survey and
what the OHRC did to address these concerns. See section 3, Methodology for more
discussion on survey limitations.
Profile of students
This section provides a general overview of the characteristics of students who either
had a survey completed on their behalf or completed their own survey.
Table 6 offers a snapshot of student demographic information from the survey.
Table 6: Profile of students as reported by survey respondents
Age (in years)
Average
12
Median
11
Mode
9
Grade 6
Average grade
Gender 417
Boy/man
59%
Girl/woman
40%
Transgender boy/man
0.1%
Transgender girl/woman
0.2%
Other (non-binary, gender fluid, two-spirit, etc.)
0.2%
Questioning
0.1%
Prefer not to answer
1%
School system
English public
69%
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English Catholic
Private school
French Catholic
French public
Provincial/demonstration
Enrollment in school
Currently in school
Graduated with an OSSD
Not in school and did not receive an OSSD
Reading disability 418
Yes
Possibly
No
Unknown
Family member has a reading disability
Reading disability and another disability 419
Yes
Possibly
No
Unknown
Country of origin
Born in Canada
Other 420
First language learned at home
English
French
Other 421
English language learner (identified by school)
Yes
No
Unknown
Race 422
White
Other 423
Black
First Nations
Latino
Middle Eastern
South Asian
East Asian
Métis
Southeast Asian
Inuk/Inuit

19%
4%
4%
2%
1%
90%
8%
2%
80%
13%
4%
2%
46%
53%
7%
36%
4%
96%
4%
92%
3.5%
4.5%
25%
71%
4%
83.5%
3.4%
2.6%
1.8%
1.7%
1.6%
1.6%
1.5%
1.3%
0.7%
0%
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Profile of survey respondents
Most survey respondents did not represent families from diverse racial and socioeconomic
backgrounds. They were mostly White and wealthier and more educated than the average
Ontarian. Tables 7–9 show demographic information about survey respondents based on
race, family income and education level.
Students were more representative of Ontarians (9.7% racialized) than the respondents
who completed surveys on their behalf (6.5% racialized).
Table 7: Race/ancestry of students and survey respondents 424
Race of
Ontario
respondent
population
White
88.0%
70.7% 425
Black
1.3%
4.7%
First Nations
1.3%
1.8%
Latino
1.4%
1.5%
Middle Eastern
1.3%
2.8% 426
South Asian
1.5%
8.7%
East Asian
0.8%
6.6% 427
Métis
0.9%
0.9%
Southeast Asian
0.2%
3.4% 428
Inuk/Inuit
0%
0% 429
Other 430
2.9%
N/A
Most respondents (57%) reported a household income of over $100,000 before taxes in
2018. This is well above the median total income of $74,600 for Ontarians in 2018. 431
Table 8: Income of survey respondents (before taxes in 2018)
Less than $25,000
2%
$25,000 to $35,000
2%
$35,000 to $50,000
4%
$50,000 to $75,000
7%
$75,000 to $100,000
14%
$100,000 to 150,000
22%
More than $150,000
35%
Prefer not to say
14%
Respondents were more educated than the average Ontarian; 88% of survey
respondents completed a post-secondary degree or diploma compared to the Ontario
percentage of 55%. 432
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Table 9: Highest level of education of respondents
Education level
Elementary school
Secondary school diploma (or its equivalent)
Apprenticeship or trades certificate or diploma
College diploma
Bachelor’s degree
Professional degree (law/medical degree)
Master’s degree
Doctorate degree
Other 434

Survey
respondents
1.3%
5.4%
1.4%
20.5%
34.3%
11.5%
16.8%
3.5%
5.3%

Ontario
population
17.5% 433
27.4%
6.0%
20.8%
17.3%
N/A
5.4%
0.9%
N/A

Barriers to survey completion
Research suggests that White people with higher incomes and education are more
likely to complete self-report surveys compared to racialized people and people with
lower incomes and less education. 435
Reasons for lower response rates for certain communities are unique to the
circumstances of a given community. However, some communities share similar
experiences of ongoing systemic discrimination and historical violence such as
colonization, slavery, assimilation, criminalization, segregation and displacement. These
social factors have a greater effect on First Nations, Métis, Inuit and Black communities
today. These factors contribute to intergenerational trauma, breed distrust of public
institutions, and undermine social and economic conditions for affected groups 436 –
which can all influence survey response rates.
Families that lack financial resources often face barriers completing surveys and
attending public meetings. These types of engagements require time, and families with
less flexible work schedules and less time are at a disadvantage. One inquiry
respondent noted: “I am doing my best as a single mother working full time and
squeezing in the time to do this survey before getting some groceries and coming home
to sleep.”
To reduce some of the barriers to completing a survey, 437 the OHRC allocated open-mic
time during its public hearings, and held community meetings for attendees to share
their experiences. The OHRC took steps to make sure presenters at public hearings
represented the views of communities that face barriers to self-advocacy, such as
refugees and children in care. The inquiry also included engagements with First
Nations, Métis and Inuit communities in Ontario. The OHRC was available to help
people who were unable to complete a survey. Finally, the OHRC had a dedicated
phone line and email account to receive submissions, stories and requests for
assistance from the public. Some other in-person engagements were planned but
cancelled due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Although responses were not proportionate to Ontario’s population in terms of race and
income level, the inquiry still heard from hundreds of people from intersecting Codeprotected groups, who shared critical information and experiences. We have paid
particular attention to these accounts and highlighted them throughout this section.

Impact on students

The inquiry found overwhelming similarities in student and parent accounts. A common
narrative emerged from surveys, submissions and presentations at community meetings
and public hearings.
When schools do not provide evidence-based reading instruction, identify reading
difficulties early and provide effective interventions, achievement gaps develop and
grow. The window of opportunity closes and students with reading difficulties fall behind
their peers. The system’s failure is downloaded to these students – they feel like they
did something wrong or that something is wrong with them. This makes students
vulnerable to school avoidance and oppositional behaviours, negative self-talk, bullying
and other mental health disabilities.
As students move through the system, these burdens worsen. Educators may tend to
blame the students’ abilities or potential, rather than blaming the education system.
Students are streamed out of education opportunities and feel further isolated. Parents
who were concerned about whether their child would catch up in elementary school are
now worried about their child’s future and well-being after they graduate, or if they will
even graduate.
This situation can be worse for students with intersecting identities. Students from some
identity groups (racialized, First Nations, Métis, Inuit, low-income, multilingual,
newcomers) face extra barriers and burdens.
Respondents who completed surveys about Black and/or First Nations, Métis, Inuit
students disproportionately reported that race or ancestry had a negative or somewhat
negative impact on the student’s school experience related to their reading disability.
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Table 10: Race/ancestry and negative impact on school experience
Black
52%
First Nations
39%
South Asian
30%
Southeast Asian
18%
East Asian
18%
Métis
17%
Middle Eastern
7%
Latino
8%
White
2%
Survey respondents with lower incomes also noted that their socioeconomic status had
a negative or somewhat negative impact on the student’s school experience related to
their reading disability.
Table 11: Income and negative impact on school experience
Less than $25,000
41%
$25,000 to $35,000
58%
$35,000 to $50,000
30%
$50,000 to $75,000
23%
$75,000 to $100,000
16%
$100,000 to 150,000
7%
More than $150,000
8%
School avoidance
Students with reading difficulties can experience school-related stress for many
reasons. Research shows that from an early age, children can recognize what appears
to come easily to their peers, is difficult for them. 438
In reading, these differences can be quite obvious. Reading is an important and
widespread skill in society. Learning to read is a primary objective in elementary school
and an essential step to building skills and knowledge in many domains. It is necessary
for everyday life, whether reading print on paper and street signs, or digital text on
screens.
Repeated failure, despite working hard, can lead to negative feelings such as
frustration, anger, sadness, worry and fear. These feelings make students vulnerable to
low self-esteem and other problems at school, such as lack of academic motivation. 439
Students may feel they have also let down others, like parents and teachers.
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Students react or cope with this stress in different ways. Some may react to stress
outwardly – by being oppositional (pretending not to care, not listening or following
rules, acting up in class) or through aggressive behaviour. 440 In the student/parent
surveys, 8% of respondents reported student outbursts or behaviour challenges such as
acting like the class clown, constant fidgeting, screaming, or exhibiting rage, anger or
violence.
Some students may internalize the stress. This can show in school avoidance,
withdrawal, anxiety, depression and somatic experiences (body aches). 441 In the
student/parent survey, 9% of respondents reported school avoidance tendencies such
as running away from school, often going to the bathroom, causing outbursts to avoid
going to school, and complaining about head and stomach aches.
Students and parents also wrote about students withdrawing while in class, and 9% of
students felt embarrassed because of their disability. These students hid their reading
disability from classmates and attempted to avoid reading in public.
It is often not an either/or scenario – a student may withdraw and be oppositional at
different times. One parent described her son’s range of behaviour as he progressed in
his schooling:
[He] had regular meltdowns after school from Grade 1 from frustration and
fatigue. In Grade 3, he came home and told me that he was the "dumbest and
stupidest kid at [name of school]." He tends to act out to avoid doing work that is
too difficult for him and so he is often in trouble at school. In Grade 5, he
developed anxiety and a facial tic. In Grade 7, he would refuse to go to school or
go and hide in the bathroom because he had so much anxiety. In Grade 8, he
was purposely acting out so that he would be sent out of the classroom because
he could not do the work. He said his dream was to be able to read and do the
same work as the other students.
The inquiry also heard about the experience of school avoidance from the President of
the Pediatricians Alliance of Ontario:
Imagine an 8-year-old girl with school avoidance. It is very difficult to get her out
of bed and ready for school in the mornings. Mom holds down a full-time job and
has been late to work because of this. She has multiple somatic or body
complaints which are symptoms of anxiety. She struggles to sleep at night –
worried about school the next day and is tired throughout the school day. She
struggles to read at a Grade 1 level and mom is given the names of psychologists
in the community because she is told, no interventions can be put in place until they
have a formal Individual Education Plan. The mom is told the school’s waiting list is
at least two years to get an assessment. The mother is near to tears in my office and
her voice is full of frustration and worry. How are they going to afford the expense of
a psychological evaluation? These children experience poor self-confidence, will say
things like “I’m stupid…why was I born,[”] and face ridicule by classmates.
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Students desperately want to learn to read. However, when they are excluded
academically and socially, they may protect themselves through avoidance to regain
control and shield themselves from harm. 442 One parent noted:
My son's apprehension about going to school is because of the lack of support
in the classroom and the lack of proper reading instruction based on reading
science, not because something is wrong with him.
Stereotyping and victimization
Students require a learning environment where they feel safe, to develop self-esteem and
confidence.443 However, this does not always exist for students with reading difficulties.
Students with learning disabilities, including reading disabilities, are at an increased risk
of bullying and victimization. 444 This was evident in the survey responses, where 8% of
students experienced bullying or teasing because of a reading disability.
The surveys included these examples of how students with reading difficulties are
treated by their peers:
• Ostracized for not being able to contribute to group projects
• Ridiculed for spelling or reading mistakes
• Laughed at for asking for help
• Teased when singled out for accommodations
• Called names
• Physically assaulted.
Surveys mentioned that students found it hard to make and keep friends. Even when
students are not bullied, sometimes the fear of being singled out or “found out” can have
an impact on the student. One student explained at a public hearing:
Now people look at me a bit funny…because…before I was diagnosed, everyone
would make fun of the people with a Chromebook. 445 So I was really scared that I
would be made fun of.
Educators want students to succeed, and most are doing their best to respond to their
students’ needs in the classroom. However, sometimes educator behaviour negatively
affects students. The inquiry heard about explicit negative attitudes from some
educators. Examples included teachers singling out students in class, asking students
to read in front of the class after finding out they had a reading disability, calling them
“lazy,” “slow,” “stupid” or “dumb,” or telling students they did not take enough risks and
exaggerated their difficulties. These stereotypes have a heavy emotional impact on
students with reading difficulties. One survey respondent reported that a teacher told a
student that he would be a “bum on the streets.”
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Respondents also reported that some teachers refused to acknowledge the student’s
reading disability, would not provide accommodations or discouraged using them
because the student did not "deserve it,” and “punished” the student by taking away
recess because the student did not complete work.
Sometimes negative stereotypes were less explicit but still detrimental. One former
student, who is now in his seventies, still remembers his report card reading “Good
child, having a lot of reading difficulties and won’t apply himself.” Survey responses from
students currently in school similarly reported examples of being told that they do not
apply themselves or try hard enough.
Consistent negative feedback from peers or educators has an adverse effect on mental
health and can cause trauma for students. Some students and parents reported that
they paid for counselling or therapy because of bullying and victimization. Bullying can
also lower self-confidence, which has further negative impacts on learning. When a
student is rejected by their peer group, it affects their sense of self, engagement in class
and possibly their academic achievement. For example, one parent reported that
bullying affected her child’s confidence in asking for help in the classroom.
Social isolation can also occur in indirect ways. The extra time that children with reading
difficulties spend on their studies takes them away from socializing with friends, taking
part in extra-curricular activities and athletics, or relaxing. One parent said: “My son
went to school twice every day. Once at school and then again at home.” In survey
responses, 14% of respondents reported social isolation such as loss of friends, time
away from the classroom or after-school time spent at a private reading program
instead of with friends and family.
Students who identify with other Code-protected grounds can experience more
stereotyping. One parent reported that her son has experienced repeated bullying for his
gender-fluid expression and his learning disabilities, which has increased his anxiety.
One parent of a racialized and First Nations student noted that “colonization and
colonial stereotypes” had a negative impact on her son’s experience at school because
of their intergenerational impacts:
If my son felt excited about going to school, if he excelled in reading and was
respected by the education system for his diverse cultural background (and given
reading material that reflected this diversity), and was taught structured literacy
approaches based on reading science, I would not have to even think of writing
this survey. I expect more than "lowered expectations" from teachers and the
education system…My son's ethnicity, Indigeneity and gender are things to be
proud of and bring strength to him daily. Students need to see their ethnicity and
Indigeneity reflected in their teachers, school staff, principals, trustees, the
Ministry of Education, government, etc.
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Self-esteem
Positive self-esteem and coping strategies are critical to learning and success in school.
When students continue to fail at school, they question their academic abilities and
feel inferior. The inquiry found that students with reading difficulties often reported
low self-esteem.
In survey responses, 31% of respondents reported negative self-talk or low self-esteem.
During public hearings, many students talked about feeling “dumb” or “stupid,” compared
themselves to their classmates and could tell that the work they were given was well below
the work assigned to peers. Parents reported that their children referred to themselves as
“stupid/dumb” and believed that they cannot or will never be able to read.
Low expectations from educators can also affect a student’s self-image as a learner. One
parent talked about how teachers had “pre-conceived glass ceilings for what [her daughter]
would be able to achieve in their class” and how this negatively affected her daughter’s
“thoughts about her abilities both scholastically as well as her hopes for the future.”
Many parents talked about the painful process of seeing their once “bubbly” or
enthusiastic child develop feelings of low self-worth and struggle to find meaning in life.
Parents talked about seeing their once happy, socially adaptable child who was eager
to go to school now feeling stupid, struggling with self-worth and becoming “a shell” of
themselves. One 12-year-old student wrote: “I want to be like the other kids but school
breaks my spirit. I feel confused. I see every colour in gray.”
One parent explained the cumulative impact of going to school, where every day, you
feel you do not belong and are not adequate:
Ten months of the year, five days a week, our son goes to a place where he feels
like a failure. It's a place that exhausts him because he has to work so much
harder than neurotypical students to not even keep up. He has been called stupid
by peers at school. That wears on his mental health and overall happiness. Not
surprisingly, he is a completely different, far happier child during the summers.
Mental health effects
Low self-esteem makes students more vulnerable to mental health issues such as
anxiety and depression. Almost six in 10 respondents (59%) reported student mental
health challenges, including students experiencing depression, eating disorders,
difficulty with emotional regulation such as anger management, sleep disturbance,
trauma and/or anxiety including General Anxiety Disorder, Social Anxiety, Separation
Anxiety and Panic Disorder. 446
Survey responses stressed the connection between mental health challenges and
academic success. These challenges contributed to school avoidance tendencies,
absenteeism and even dropping out of school.
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Very young children were not immune to severe effects on their mental health. There
were several accounts of students experiencing a mental health crisis in elementary
school or experiencing anxiety as young as age five. There were accounts of young
children thinking about suicide. Parents also reported that their children engaged in
self-harming behaviours or attempted suicide. At a public hearing, the President of the
Pediatricians Alliance of Ontario related this account about attempted suicide:
When I was involved in in-patient child psychiatry, a young patient under the age
of 10 was admitted because of an attempted suicide. The child had developed
school refusal/avoidance, and was so worried about going to school that on the
way to school the child attempted to jump out of the car on a busy express
highway…We contacted the school to obtain the school reports and spoke with
the school psychologist. The child was discharged and within a few weeks had a
psychological assessment which showed a severe learning disorder. The school
psychologist called me at my office…called to apologize…”the child had slipped
through the cracks.”
Many respondents reported some relief from mental health issues once the reading
disability was identified. In some cases, when students learned they had a reading
disability, this self-knowledge motivated them to know that it was possible to catch up:
Once he was given the tools to manage the [learning disability], his behaviour,
mental health and confidence has improved – which has helped the entire family.
Many surveys that noted mental health challenges also talked about accessing
counselling services, but stressed that effective reading interventions were what made a
significant difference. Evidence-based instruction in the classroom and early interventions
will prevent mental health difficulties from developing in the first place. Also, once students
with reading difficulties receive evidence-based instruction, intervention and support to
learn to read, there should be improvements to their mental health.447
Students and parents who talked about successful interventions noted improvements
to the student’s psychological well-being. They observed boosts to self-confidence,
increased motivation, better self-regulation, decreased anxiety, and healthier selfesteem. One parent talked about the transformation in her son after he received a
private evidence-based reading and language program:
He went from tantruming when asked to read a short levelled reader, to reading
chapter books with a flashlight after bedtime. I can't help but reflect on where he
would still be, and the resultant impacts to his mental health and to our family, if
we hadn't been able to pay privately for what he needed.
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The President of the Pediatricians Alliance of Ontario also found this to be the case:
Many years ago, I had a patient who was being seen for mood and anxiety
problems and suicidal threats. Eventually she received a diagnosis of dyslexia,
and spent a very long time on the waiting list for the Orton Gillingham evidenced
based reading and language program. After one year, her reading and language
skills had improved so significantly that her self-confidence, mood symptoms
improved and suicidal threats abated.
Effective interventions improve student achievement and mental health, and also
improve family dynamics. Many parents talked about the improvements to student and
family life when their child had effective interventions. One parent talked about how
exciting it was to see her son “move from being a non-reader to loving reading and even
reading to his younger siblings,” and “sharing with them strategies he was taught during
his intervention” once he received an evidence-based intervention in school.
Evidence-based instruction and interventions and timely accommodation are essential
for student and family well-being, and also reduce cost to the overall health-care
system. 448 Still, students with reading difficulty will need access to appropriate mental
health supports to help cope with their struggles in school. However, students who do
not experience reading failure will rely less on mental health services, and students who
receive effective interventions will need fewer ongoing services.
Low expectations and false assumptions
The inquiry heard from students, parents and educators about a culture of low
expectations. These are harmful because they can affect student self-esteem and
mental health. As well, when schools routinely expect less from certain students, these
expectations become normalized and can affect student outcomes. Low expectations
can also prevent students from getting the support they need to learn to read.
Lower expectations can be compounded when students are also members of other
Code-protected groups. Parents of Black students reported that their children were
viewed differently or through a “deficit lens” because of institutional racism. Respondents
also noted the lower expectations for boys, students whose parents were low-income or
living with a disability and multilingual students.
Parents reported gendered assumptions about their children. Some parents reported
that schools thought their son’s future would be “okay” because he was athletic. One
parent reported that the school said “given he was a good-looking kid, he would be
fine.” Many parents reported being told by educators that learning to read is delayed for
boys, and they would “grow out” of their reading difficulties.
The inquiry heard examples of lowered expectations for students because of their
parents’ disability and low socioeconomic status. One guardian noted that the school
was aware the student’s parents had low literacy, lived in social housing, lived with
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disabilities and received Ontario Disability Support Program income, and this factored
into the school’s lower expectations for the student. The guardian reported that the
student was misdiagnosed with a mild intellectual disability (MID), due to her father
living with an MID. She was only reassessed in Grade 10 because the guardian
insisted, and was found to have a reading disability and not MID. The student was also
put on a pathway that would preclude her from graduating from high school or pursuing
post-secondary education.
Educators reported seeing racialized students inappropriately identified with an MID
when they really had a reading disability. Low expectations and ineffective approaches
to reading instruction are harmful in different ways. They can create reading difficulties
that could have been prevented with effective instruction. They can also result in underidentifying students for reading disabilities because of assumptions that difficulties are
the student’s fault rather than a disability that needs to be addressed.
Objective assessments of foundational reading skills are essential for all students, but
particularly for students who belong to Code-protected groups. Research shows that
implicit bias, which stems from unconscious stereotyping, can affect teacher perception
of student ability and performance, particularly for Black students, boys, students with
special education needs (excluding gifted), students from less affluent neighbourhoods
and single-parent households. 449
Evidence-based screening, monitoring and interventions are therefore important measures
to guard against implicit bias that creates lower expectations for certain students.

Multilingual learners

Low expectations, false assumptions and cultural bias in widely used assessment
measures and practices also have detrimental impacts for English language learners
(ELL students), a term used in the education system for multilingual students who are
learning the language of instruction at the same time as they are learning the curriculum.450
Although multilingual learners are just as likely to have reading difficulties as other
students, 451 this population has historically been either over- or under-identified. 452
Research shows that teachers have a difficult time identifying reading difficulties in children
learning English as a second language.453
Students can be over-identified when educators and other professionals do not know
how to recognize challenges associated with learning the language of instruction. 454
Research has also shown that bias and negative attitudes towards certain populations,
such as Roma and Indigenous children, contribute to over-identifying for special
education. 455
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Students can be under-identified when schools delay assessing them in the false belief
that students must become proficient in English before they can be assessed for reading
disabilities.456 Delay can also happen because educators believe that reading difficulties
are due to the student’s limited English skills or a different cultural background.457
Educator survey respondents reported similar trends. They reported that their schools
assume that when multilingual students struggle with reading, it is because they have
not been exposed to English, not because they have a reading difficulty. One educator
noted: “It is initially assumed that if they are struggling to learn to read it is due to the
[English language learner] status.” Schools sometimes operate on this assumption
when there is evidence to the contrary. For example, one educator reported that
students from Caribbean countries, who had received instruction in English and special
education supports before immigrating to Canada, were treated as if their reading
difficulties stemmed from being an English language learner.
These presumptions lead to delayed supports. Educator respondents reported that
multilingual students are “under-served,” get “pushed back” in assessments and
interventions, and do not receive supports until they have lived in Canada for a long
time. One educator said:
I understand that learning another language could present itself as a reading
problem when it isn't; however, waiting a certain number of years to intervene
means you have a child who is increasingly frustrated and missing an opportunity
to be helped.
There is no scientific basis for waiting a certain number of years to provide evidencebased interventions or assess multilingual students for reading difficulties. Multilingual
students should receive regular academic assessments and interventions for difficulties
as soon as the need arises. 458
EQAO data also shows a disparity in the level of documented support received by
multilingual students compared to other students. 459 Table 12 shows that far fewer
multilingual students have an IEP.
Table 12: Percentage of English language learners (ELL) with an IEP in 2019 460
ELL
Non-ELL
Grade 3
9.5%
19%
Grade 6
12%
21%
Grade 10
7%
22%
With appropriate instruction, multilingual students can perform just as well as other
students. 461 The recommendations in this report will benefit multilingual students equally
if not more than students who speak English as a first language. 462
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The inquiry heard from a refugee advocate who talked about the unique challenges
refugee children face in the education system. He referenced a 2012 study that
discussed the lack of support for struggling Afghan boys in Toronto. 463 He stated that
current approaches do not work for newcomer students with limited prior schooling:
There is currently no system to monitor and provide support for a newcomer child
who struggles to keep up with their peers – by the time the “wait and see”
strategy has played out, the child will have transitioned to middle school.
One educator respondent noted:
ELL students who have been through trauma (e.g. Syrian refugees) need more
support in school. They have parents who are also traumatized and they are
alone, separated from families, often at home with a new baby. School is very
challenging for these ELL children.
Streaming
Low expectations can also factor into decisions about a student’s learning expectations
and academic pathways.
Streaming has serious effects on student academics, mental health and employment.
Streaming has disproportionate impacts on certain groups and is not applied to all
groups of students equally. Perceptions about ability and potential can be influenced by
normalized biases against students who are Black, First Nations Métis, Inuit, learning
English, living with other disabilities or living in poverty.
The inquiry found that schools streamed students with reading difficulties by:
• Modifying course expectations and setting up students to be streamed into
applied or locally developed courses in high school
• Recommending against students enrolling or continuing in French Immersion
• Segregating students into special education classrooms that do not address
reading skills.
Consistent with other reports, 464 responses from the OHRC survey suggest that
students from lower income families are more likely to be streamed. Lower-income
respondents and respondents with lower levels of education mentioned streaming at a
higher rate than other survey respondents. 465
A significant number of students/parents from the Ottawa-Carleton District School Board
reported that students were streamed out of French Immersion. Parents consistently
reported that they were discouraged from choosing or continuing French Immersion for
their children because of their reading difficulties. Some were told that there would be
no accommodations or support if the student enrolled or continued in French Immersion.
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This meant that students had to switch schools, because many schools in OttawaCarleton are exclusively French or English. The switch changed their academic
pathways and uprooted them from their friend network. Parents reported that this
increased their children’s school avoidance tendencies and mental health difficulties,
and created a feeling of displacement.
Parents also reported that they observed a much higher proportion of children with
learning and behavioural needs, newcomers, children from low-income households and
boys in the English versus French stream. One parent reported that “boys who
struggled were encouraged to leave in large numbers.” She felt that had her son been
a girl, there would have been more of an attempt to accommodate within French
Immersion.
Parents talked about the disadvantage for their children with reading difficulties of not
learning French in Ottawa, where French is a requirement for many jobs. Parents also
said that there is a “two-tiered system” in Ottawa-Carleton schools, and students who
are unable to learn French are relegated to a “lower tier.”
This lived experience is consistent with reports that have found that students at Englishonly schools tend to come from lower-income areas than students in schools that offer
French Immersion. 466
Negative assumptions about aptitude affect the education of students with reading
disabilities and other disabilities. Some parents of students with reading and other
disabilities, such as Autism Spectrum Disorder, reported that their child’s placement in
segregated classrooms or streaming into locally developed courses was not based on
actual ability. One parent noted that students who do not use speech are presumed to
be unable to use text in most schools and are not provided with reading supports.
ARCH Disability Law Centre’s submission to the inquiry reported similar themes that
“attitudinal barriers and low expectations” affect the way students with disabilities are
taught in the classroom and classroom placement decisions. Through targeted
interviews, ARCH learned that children in segregated or special education classes are
not receiving meaningful instruction or being taught to read. ARCH also found that
expectations of student achievement are often based on assumptions and stereotypes
about students with disabilities.
Disproportionate numbers of racialized students are in segregated or special education
classes. 467 Some educator survey respondents reported seeing a higher proportion of
Black students being streamed into behavioural classes 468 versus programs for
students with learning disabilities or for gifted students. One educator expressed
concern that these students, who may have a reading disability, were not receiving
necessary interventions because of structural and individual biases.
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Some survey respondents reported that their children were placed in the TDSB’s Home
School Program (HSP). The HSP offers support from a special education teacher in the
student’s home school and focuses on Language and Mathematics. Students spend
half of their day in the program and the other half in an integrated classroom. 469
One study showed that students who were racialized (particularly Black students), living
in low-income areas and whose parents did not have post-secondary education were
over-represented in the HSP. 470
Other consultations with Black communities in the Greater Toronto Area have also
reported concerns about streaming Black students into special education programs. 471
Educator and parent respondents from Toronto and Brampton wondered whether
segregated special education classes are serving as “de facto ghettos for racialized and
Indigenous children within individual schools, particularly those located in wealthier
districts:”
My personal observation is that during the 2.5 years that [my child] spent in the
segregated HSP class, there was a disproportionately high number of racialized
(non-White), low-income, ESL students in this segregated program. [My child]
was one among many children with different needs that were mixed together.
Survey respondents gave mixed reviews about the success of the HSP. Some felt the
program made a positive impact because the school provided an intervention program
or assistive technology. One student noted that he liked the program because in the
regular classroom he was made “to feel stupid.” Others reported few gains and said it
contributed to them “feeling left out.” One parent of a racialized student felt the decision to
place his child into the program was done early and hastily without exploring other options.
Lifelong consequences
Students with learning disabilities are less likely to graduate from high school. 472 The
ability to read and graduate from high school are important factors in securing a job.
Low levels of literacy skills are correlated with higher rates of unemployment and
lower incomes. 473
Parents of students in elementary or secondary school expressed concern about
whether their children would graduate, or if they did graduate whether they would have
functional reading skills to ensure successful employment. The inquiry also heard from
students and parents of students who did not graduate from high school. Respondents
consistently cited mental health issues as the reason for dropping out, and talked about
the difficulty in getting basic jobs due to low reading levels.
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There were success stories of students who overcame barriers, graduated from high
school, applied to college and university, graduated with diplomas, bachelor, masters
and PhD degrees. Students reported studying or working in different fields, such as
engineering, teaching, social work, communications, music, art, film, law, commerce,
public policy, banking, political science, industrial design, academics, chemistry, human
resources and real estate. Some students’ career or education choices were influenced
by the desire to help students who struggled like they did, or to pursue studies that
complemented their creative skills or ability to “think outside of the box.”
However, these positive accounts also included challenges. Success often came at a
high financial cost and toll on families. One family reported spending roughly $40,000 so
their son could graduate high school and be able to choose his educational path. This
included the cost of assessments, private tutoring and programs until Grade 12. Another
parent reported: “We're university educated with financial resources and we just barely
got him through the public system.”
Students said that effective interventions played a critical role in their ability to graduate
from high school. One student reported how an effective intervention program received
at a demonstration school was the key to “saving her life,” “eliminating the welfare
pathway” and put her in a position to apply to university.
Some students with reading disabilities who graduated from high school attributed their
success to factors outside the school system:
I have succeeded so far in spite of the “education” I received not because of it.
It is because of my excellent family and friends that I have found success in
university and at the end of high school…Had my parents not stepped in to help
me, and fight the school on every issue, the school system as it is set up now
would have failed me as it has with so many of my peers in a similar situation.
Past students also talked about how their successful experience was unique and that
they were the “lucky ones” in making it to university:
It saddens me to hear that these issues are still on going in schools. It has been
nearly 10 years since I have left elementary school but most of the struggles I
went through are still persisting…I made it to university but most others don't. I
knew others with the same disability from elementary/high school and out of all
them I was the only one to pursue higher education (one did not even graduate
high school). Their future quality of life is highly likely to suffer because of this.
Some students emphasized the lifelong consequences of learning struggles in their
school years. When one person with dyslexia found out his daughter was diagnosed
with dyslexia, he said it “ripped [his] heart out” because he feared she would go through
the same experiences. He talked about his alcohol dependency and other struggles that
stemmed from his experience in elementary school:
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My sense of worthlessness has followed me into adulthood. My self-esteem is
so low. I have difficulties relating to people and making friends because I always
think that people are judging me. I have gone through series of depressions in
my life because of how I was treated in school related to my reading difficulties.
The majority of the other kids that were taken out of class with me into “special
ed” have turned to substance abuse, been killed because of incidents while
intoxicated, [died by] suicide or ended up in jail. I really thought we were a cursed
group and in a way we were. As each year goes by and I hear of another death
of one of these friends I was waiting for something to happen to me. But I realize
now that I am the lucky one. I have been given a chance to speak out on their
behalf and that's what I'm doing now.
Other former students talked about the mental health struggles that still follow them in
their adult lives, such as a “lifelong sense of inferiority.” One tenured professor, who has
published many papers and books, talked about moments that he still finds himself
thinking “I am stupid.”
The inquiry also heard about historical accounts of physical and emotional abuse
relating to reading disabilities, from students who have long since left the system:
It was 76 years ago and I remember as if it was this morning. I was in Grade 3
and was strapped for not being able to read. I failed Grade 3. Dropped out of
high school at Grade 11. People who are not dyslexic will never know what a
dyslexic student goes through. The way we treat these children, even today, is
a living tragedy.
Another student shared his story of trauma:
I have PTSD [Post Traumatic Stress Disorder] from the effect of the nuns making
me stand, while waiting for me to read a children's version of the Bible, for a
period of, what seemed to be five minutes, in complete silence. This occurred
weekly for three years…My mother was constantly worried about my inability to
read. This caused her a great deal of distress. My parents had both gone to
university. They both were so worried and this caused stress in their marriage.
Each thought the other should have the answer.
Although, these accounts are historical, the inquiry found that experiences within the
current school system are similar. Students reported being made to feel stupid and
humiliated. One respondent said:
One of the…teachers made my daughter write her last name…before she could
go to the washroom. At the time, I couldn’t understand why my five-year-old was
peeing in her pants every day. She was holding her pee so much, she stopped
drinking, developed a urinary tract infection and was severely constipated. As a
five-year-old, she didn’t know to inform us of this abusive “requirement” that was
happening at school.
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It is apparent that the current public education system is failing students with reading
difficulties. These students are being subjected to biases and adverse treatment and
their educational needs are neglected, resulting in detrimental effects on their mental
health and life outcomes. Children are not alone in suffering these consequences.
Families are bearing the financial, employment, social and emotional costs.

Impact on families

Family members of students with reading difficulties are exhausted. Unmet educational
needs for students in the schools negatively affects parents’ resources, relationships
and mental health.
Half of parents (51%) felt that their need to be involved in their child’s education placed
an unreasonable burden on the family.
Financial impact
The inquiry found that parents who could afford to do so spent a significant amount on
their children’s education. Parents paid for psychoeducational assessments, tutoring,
reading interventions outside of the school, technology, private schools and mental
health counselling.
More than half (56%) of the families reported having a psychoeducational assessment
completed outside of the school. Of these families, 63% paid for all or part of the
cost. 474 The average cost of a psychoeducational assessment was almost $3,000, and
on average parents paid around $1,800 of this cost. 475
Most parents (89%) who accessed private services such as programs or tutoring paid
for these services. 476 The median cost was $3,500 per year and the average was
around $5,000.
Some families put their children in private schools or specialized schools for students
with dyslexia. This school change was due to lack of progress in learning to read and/or
bullying in their home school, and the negative effects on their child’s mental health.
This cost families personal sacrifices and thousands of dollars each year.
Families able to pay for psychoeducational assessments, private programs, tutoring and
private school do so at great financial cost. They reported having to:
• Take unpaid time off work
• Work longer hours
• Quit their jobs
• Give up their business
• Withdraw funds from retirement and education savings
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•
•
•
•

Get a second mortgage
Sell their house
Skip rent payments
Borrow money from family members or a bank.

Some parents reported that spending money on services to help their children learn to
read meant limiting extra-curricular activities, which added to their child’s sense of social
isolation.
Families who could afford such services made financial sacrifices for their children as it
was “the most important thing” to set their children up for future success, or because
they felt that their child’s mental health challenges were so severe, it was a necessary
life-saving measure. These parents felt alone and unsupported in “subsidizing what
should be part of a child’s education.”
There were differences in the financial impact on families and in their ability to pay for
services. Families with more than one child with a disability experienced additional
financial and personal stress. While all families talked about some sort of sacrifice, the
degree and level of hardship varied. For some, it meant delaying retirement, while for
others it meant worrying about current basic needs like food and shelter. One parent
reported having to choose between private education services or mental health
supports because she could not afford both.
Income disparities
There were significant differences in access to private services based on family income.
Low-income respondents were less likely to report receiving services for reading
difficulties, such as interventions and private tutoring, outside of school. Respondents
with a total income of $150,000 or more before taxes (2018) received private services at
a higher rate (88%) than families earning less than $25,000 (52%) or families earning
$25,000 to $35,000 (54%). However, even families with fewer financial resources felt
the need to find ways to supplement their child’s public school education.
Table 13: Access to private services for reading difficulties and income level
Income level (2018
Private services for
Parent paid for these
and before tax)
reading difficulties
services
Less than $25,000
52%
65%
$25,000 to $35,000
54%
35%
$35,000 to $50,000
53%
73%
$50,000 to $75,000
71%
86%
$75,000 to $100,000
73%
89%
$100,000 to 150,000
79%
88%
More than $150,000
88%
93%
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Many families (33%) with a total income that exceeded $150,000 before taxes
acknowledged that their privileged position positively affected their child’s education.
One parent said:
As much as it has been frustrating at times, we have had an easier time than
many…I believe that this is because our education levels and income made it
relatively easy for us to navigate the system, quickly decide on a course of
action, and pay privately for an assessment. We were also quick to decide on
private tutoring because we knew that we would be able to afford it, and that it
would be more effective than anything the school could provide.
Parents also reported feeling that being White or presenting as White positively affected
their child’s education experience.
Survey data showed troubling trends in access to psychoeducational assessments and
income levels:
• More high-income families are accessing private assessments
• More low-income families need to advocate for school assessments to receive
them
• More low-income families are on waiting lists for psychoeducational assessments
• More low-income families asked the school for an assessment but did not receive
one.
Table 14: Access to psychoeducational assessments and income level
Asked
School
school for
On the
Income level (2018
School
assessment
Private
school
assessment
and before tax)
assessment (but had to
assessment
waiting list
but did not
ask school)
receive one
Less than $25,000
9%
19%
0%
22%
22%
$25,000 to $35,000
31%
19%
8%
19%
19%
$35,000 to $50,000
11%
18%
7%
19%
28%
$50,000 to $75,000
16%
16%
3%
10%
43%
$75,000 to $100,000
13%
13%
3%
11%
51%
$100,000 to 150,000
10%
9%
2%
8%
62%
More than $150,000
10%
5%
1%
7%
68%
Low-income respondents waited longer for a psychoeducational assessments. The
average wait time for families with an income of less than $25,000 per year was 20.5
months, while the average for families with an income of more than $150,000 per year
was 11.5 months. The lack of access to these assessments for lower-income families is
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highly problematic – particularly if assessments help access reading interventions or
other supports. Many respondents (42%) reported that a psychoeducational assessment
was required for students to gain access to a school reading intervention program.
Access to effective reading interventions in the private sector, provided by adequately
trained instructors, is also costly. One parent receiving social assistance explained how
the cycle of poverty continues because families with low incomes do not get the help
they need. While she researched reading disabilities extensively and determined the
best supports for her son, she also knew that most of these supports were “unavailable
if you are low-income.” Overwhelmingly, parents who could not afford necessary
supports reported feeling a considerable amount of guilt.
Vulnerable groups protected by human rights legislation are more likely to experience
low social and economic status or conditions. 477 One parent explained the additional
barriers he faced due to his low-income status as well as other intersecting identities:
I was a low-income, racialized parent in a generally White wealthy
school…district and my concerns and verbal requests for testing…were never
taken seriously. In retrospect, I also believe that I was at a disadvantage
regarding what I suspect are [the school’s] expectations for children who are
struggling readers: that the families in this district can afford private testing,
expensive tutors, and private school tuition. This was a suggestion that teachers
and administrators made to me again and again. They made me feel badly that I
could not afford a tutor, as if it was my responsibility to teach [my child] to read,
not theirs.
Other survey respondents echoed this sentiment. They felt their school treated them
differently because of their lower incomes, and were told to “pick [themselves] up from
[their] bootstraps.” One parent noted: “With the current school system, I don't see how
any child from a poor family, from a non-university educated family, from a single-parent
family could possibly succeed.”
Some parents reported that the school only put accommodations or interventions in
place after they hired a lawyer to advocate on their behalf. Other parents said they had
to take time off work to make presentations to school boards, for their children to be
admitted into special education programs.
Educator survey respondents also raised concerns about the disadvantage faced by
children whose families do not have the time or money to dedicate to this type of
advocacy. They noted that parents with the time and money to “exert pressure” or “fight
for their child” receive interventions and supports. Many educators found that higher
socioeconomic status and parent involvement are highly correlated to a student’s
likelihood of receiving services. One educator said:
Parents with more wealth will do things like get a private [psychoeducational
assessment] done and will advocate for their child more to get things in place for
an IEP or accommodations, or specialized programming. My students…who
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struggle making ends [meet], their outcomes are more negatively impacted by
their [parents] having less access.
Educator respondents also reported differences between students who attend schools
in affluent areas, where there is a greater access to fundraising pools to purchase
technology and licenses for reading interventions. A People for Education study showed
that elementary schools with low poverty rates raise twice the amount raised by schools
with higher poverty rates. They noted:
This creates a double advantage for students in higher income schools – they
come from families that can afford to pay for enrichment opportunities outside of
school and they attend schools that fundraise as much as $150,000 per year to
provide enrichment at school. 478
Families from high-income households still overwhelmingly reported challenges and
negative experiences with the school system, but acknowledged that they were in a
better position due to private access to support services and technology. Some parents
even recognized other privileges. One parent said:
We are White, upper-middle class, a teacher and a child of teachers/principals.
We know how the system works. We worked it as fast as possible and can afford
the required supports outside of the school. It still took 2.5 years of active supports
before we started to see progress. This should have started in Kindergarten.
One high-income family reported having to sell their house to afford sending their
daughter to private school. Although the student was two years behind and all her
subjects were modified, the school told the family that she was “not exceptional enough”
to receive any reading intervention.
Mental health effects
The financial burden alone of paying for necessary supports not provided by the
school can have negative mental health consequences for families. This burden was
disproportionately shouldered by mothers. Some parents put their careers on hold, cut
down to part-time work or quit their jobs to home-school their children, provide extra
tutoring support or drive their child to appointments. Many parents described the
support they provided (researching reading disabilities and instruction, and acting as
tutor and advocate) as equivalent to a “full-time job.” Although, parents reported being
willing to do what was necessary, they also commented that this interfered with their
sense of well-being, professional fulfillment and financial resources.
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Parents reported additional stressors such as navigating unfamiliar systems, lacking
expertise and feeling guilty for not acting sooner. These stressors can have a negative
effect on a person’s mental health. One parent reported that the feeling of failure in
students is also mirrored in parents: “As much as students feel like they are the failures,
parents do too – that they didn’t recognize the signs.”
As parents learn about the critical role of effective early interventions, feelings
associated with not acting sooner build. Many parents reported feelings of guilt:
wondering if they had “passed on” their own reading disability to their children, worrying
the critical window for intervention was missed, wishing they had pushed the school
more to provide supports, not knowing what to do, not being able to afford to pay for
private services, and a general sense of thinking they were not doing enough.
Parents often reported how heartbreaking it was to see their children in pain. The
experience is not only traumatic for students with reading disabilities, but also for their
parents.479 Some parents reported experiencing severe and prolonged depression, anxiety,
sleep disturbances and other serious mental health concerns. One parent reported:
It is starting to have an impact on my health. I do not sleep well and have now
started to grind my teeth…I am doing self-care…but there is never enough time.
All of my spare time is spent researching how to help him and educating the
educators. It is exhausting.
Stress of navigating the school system
Families whose first language is not English face even more barriers in advocating for
their children. These parents reported that schools did not inform them about available
supports such as interventions. One newcomer parent talked about the additional
challenges of navigating an unfamiliar school system:
I migrated to Canada as a refugee…fleeing a brutal civil war…I am grateful that
my son lives in a country where he is guaranteed an education and where he has
the right to achieve his full potential, something that I was denied myself as a
child. At the same time, my lack of experience with a formal education system
made the process of understanding the [school board’s] bureaucracy, the
institutional responses to [my child’s] learning disability, and the need to
advocate for [my child’s] educational rights extremely stressful, perplexing, and
frustrating. While I was in [Ontario city name], I often felt so despairing in the face
[of] a system that is completely impenetrable and unresponsive. It is difficult to
express just how exhausting it was to struggle for [my child’s] basic rights to
education with no progress.
He also explained why figuring out the school process was harder because of a foreign
cultural context:
There were basic communication problems with [the school] that were based on
cultural differences. I come from a culture where the most important issues are
discussed orally, face-to-face, as a sign of respect, and this is how I handled the
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first two years of requests about [my child’s] education needs and testing. I see
now how this approach was at odds with the culture in which I now live, where
the most important issues are communicated in writing and produce a paper trail
that holds administrators and teachers accountable and, therefore, motivates
them to action. I believe this communicative dissonance and failure to take my
concerns seriously contributed to the delays in testing and an inappropriate
placement.
A study of the achievement gap for Afghan boys in Toronto also speaks about these
challenges for newcomer and refugee parents. In that study, many parents felt
frustrated about their communication with schools, most often citing the lack of
interpreters or lack of materials in their home languages as significant barriers. 480
One parent of adopted children talked about the unique needs of children who
experience developmental trauma and grief stemming from the loss of their family.
The inquiry also heard from the Thunder Bay Children’s Aid Society (CAS) about the
unique challenges of children in care. These children were still living with their biological
families (not in foster care), but their families were receiving services from CAS. The
CAS reported that parental struggles like mental health and addiction, poverty and
partner violence are among the reasons why the CAS becomes involved. These
children faced barriers to learning such as early childhood adversity, including the
impacts of intergenerational trauma and poverty. A representative said:
Frequently the families that we work with aren’t aware of the programs, services
and assessments the school can offer…Often the families we service feel
powerless in these types of meetings due to the adversities they themselves
have experienced.
Families with low incomes and/or single-parent families may also have less time to be
involved in their child’s education, because they may have less flexibility in their work
and are struggling to provide basic necessities for their child. Sometimes they may not
be able to attend school meetings to discuss their child’s needs.
Many single-parent families, overwhelmingly mothers, reported additional challenges.
These included being taken less seriously by the school. Many single mothers reported
feeling dismissed by the school because they did not have a male partner. One
respondent asked: “Would they be as dismissive and bully me if I had a husband with
me?” Another respondent said she “was generally bulldozed until I brought a man or
professional advocate with me to meetings.”
One single mother with a learning disability dropped out of high school but eventually
completed a Master’s degree. She talked about how her struggle gave her strength,
knowledge and understanding of the challenges ahead. She felt that these qualities
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gave her the ability to advocate and support her daughter. Many parents do not have
the experiences or know-how to be effective advocates in a complex and sometimes
unwelcoming education system.
Even when parents had financial flexibility, were well-educated, lived in large urban
centres and worked in professions that gave them “insider” knowledge (such as
teachers, speech-language pathologists, advocates), they still reported that they
struggled to navigate the system and felt overwhelmed. Many parents who were also
teachers reported not knowing how to teach students with reading difficulties until they
had a child with a reading disability. Their reports provide telling insight into the lack of
knowledge of effective reading instruction and interventions in the public school system.
Rural families
Families that lived in more rural and remote areas also reported extra challenges in
accessing supports. If supports were available, they came at an increased financial cost
and increased travelling time, which was sometimes prohibitive. Many families talked
about the lack of evidence-based programs, tutoring or supports even outside the
school system, in smaller or more remote cities. For some families, particularly in
Northern Ontario, services were a two-hour drive away or only accessible by flight. The
inquiry also heard that some parents had to go out of Ontario or out of Canada to
access psychoeducational assessments, programs or tutoring.
Many educator respondents commented on the disparity in services in rural compared
to urban schools. One educator noted that “rural/small schools can be particularly
impacted by strained resources, limited personnel and the impact of poverty and
deprivation.”
Franco-Ontarian families
Franco-Ontarians faced additional barriers in trying to access supports in French both
inside and outside of school. Many noted that the combination of being Francophone
and living in rural areas prevented them from accessing many supports. However, even
families living in cities reported having to leave the city to access assessments,
programs and tutoring in French. One parent explained the impact of the lack of
supports in French for students with reading difficulties:
En Ontario, nous avons le droit à l'enseignement en français par contre lors de
trouble d'apprentissage, il y a très peu de ressources ou programmes disponibles
pour le personnel enseignants et les élèves. C'est en partie pour cette raison que
nous avons retiré notre enfant du système scolaire francophone.
[In Ontario, we have the right to be taught in French. However, there are very
few resources or programs available for teachers and students with learning
disabilities. This is part of the reason why we removed our child from the French
school system.]
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Francophone rights-holders have a constitutional right to education services that are
substantively equivalent to those of the English-language majority. 481 If interventions are
not available in French, this raises concerns about fulfilling the purpose of this Charter
right – to protect against assimilation. 482
Family relationships
Family dynamics are affected by students’ experiences of learning struggles, failing
to learn how to read, and navigating what feels like an unsupportive school system.
Parents talked about strained parent-child, parent-sibling and parent-parent
relationships.
The day-to-day experience of parents supporting their children with reading difficulties
can be very stressful. Parents reported spending a lot of time trying to get their children
out of bed in the morning, which was particularly challenging when their child was
dealing with school avoidance and mental health issues.
Evenings were equally stressful. Students and parents felt exhausted after stressful
school and workdays. Many parents reported that homework took most of the evening
and resulted in “tears,” “outbursts,” “exasperation” and “frustration” from both children
and parents.
Some parents tutored their children because they could not afford to pay for a private
program, or because they lived in a more rural area. Parents felt they had to assume
the tutor or teacher role rather than just being allowed to focus on being a parent, and
there was little time or energy left for down time. Parents reported that these experiences
had a significant negative impact on the parent-child relationship. One parent said she felt
like she spent more time tutoring her children than playing with them. Another parent said:
That’s a huge struggle because I want to spend my nights with him, enjoying him,
but he fights me every night to read and do the program that I feel is best for him.
So I don’t get to have those joyous nights as often because I’m constantly in a
battle and it’s hard.
Sometimes parents made the difficult decision to separate the family so the student
could receive the support they were not receiving at their school. This meant either
sending the student to a year-long residential school program, a summer course
elsewhere in the province, or enrolling the student in a school abroad (U.S. and U.K.).
Parents felt that this helped academic progress and mental health but negatively
affected family relationships.
Parents reported negative impacts on siblings and used words such as “animosity,”
“friction,” “tension” and “jealousy” to describe the relationship between siblings and the
affected child. Parents often felt guilty because they put the needs of other siblings “on
hold” to invest time, money and energy supporting and advocating for their child with a
reading difficulty. Parents took extra time to provide one-on-one homework help,
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research the science of reading, drive their child for reading interventions outside of
school and to counselling appointments, and attend meetings at the school. Parents
reported not having enough time or money to spend on other siblings’ academic
studies, well-being, extra-curricular activities or sports, or on celebrating achievements.
Parents also reported the strain on their marriages or relationships with their partners.
Some parents separated from or divorced their partners because of the stresses related
to their child’s reading difficulty. Other parents reported that their marriages suffered
because of arguments over decisions about how to best support their children. One
parent reported:
As a family, my older son gets only a fraction of the attention [my other child] gets
as I am now responsible for teaching my child to read and write…My marriage is
crumbling. My career has been put on hold. This has been devastating to put it
simply. I don't care about the loss of wages, the trips we can't take, the things we
can't buy – all I want is my child to have the same opportunities as others and the
possibility of a bright future.
Students and parents are losing faith in the current education system. They feel
overwhelmed and unsupported. Students and parents often used the word “struggle” to
describe school experiences. Although the impact of failing to teach students to read
affects society, students and parents feel they carry the burden of addressing the issue.
However, as one survey respondent stated, “No child should be left alone to carry their
burden of shame. This is a burden for all of us to share.”
The recommendations in the following sections will help all students learn to read, and
will help to reduce the negative consequences experienced by students, their families
and society.
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7. First Nations, Métis and Inuit experiences
Introduction

As of 2018, Ontario estimated there are 64,000 First Nations, Métis and Inuit students.
in provincially funded schools across the province. 483 These students attending
provincially funded schools 484 have the right to read under the Ontario Human Rights
Code as well as education rights that flow from their inherent Indigenous rights,
Treaties, the Canadian Constitution and Charter of Rights and Freedoms and
international law. 485 For example, the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (UN Declaration) emphasizes that Canada (including the provinces)
has a responsibility to make sure Indigenous children have the right to all levels and
forms of State education without discrimination, and access, when possible, to an
education in their own culture and in their own language (Article 21). Article 22 affirms
that particular attention must be paid to the rights and special needs of Indigenous
children and persons with disabilities.
The term Indigenous is also used to collectively describe First Nations, Métis and
Inuit. However, using First Nations, Métis and Inuit better recognizes that there
are distinct groups of Indigenous peoples in Ontario who have their own political
organizations, urban agencies, economies, histories, cultures, languages,
spiritual beliefs and territories. There are also distinctions within these groups (for
example, there are many distinct First Nations communities in Ontario). Although
a distinctions-based approach is better, sometimes this report uses “Indigenous”
to identify experiences that may be held in common by First Nations, Inuit and
Métis peoples. This is consistent with the approach used in other inquiries, such
as the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls.486
Legal decisions have affirmed that First Nations children are entitled to at least the same
level of services as non-First Nations children, whether they live on- or off-reserve. Extra
measures may be necessary and legally required to overcome the historic disadvantage
and unique challenges First Nations, Métis and Inuit children face.487
Despite this, First Nations, Métis and Inuit students are behind other students when it
comes to the right to read. Data shows that First Nations, Métis and Inuit persons are
showing poorer literacy skills and educational achievement compared to other people.
The inquiry gathered information on the unique and compounded forms of disadvantage
that contribute to this achievement gap. Particular attention needs to be paid to the
intersectional needs of First Nations, Métis and Inuit students with special needs to meet
their substantive equality rights, treaty rights and their rights under international law.
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The discussion below focuses on the right to read in English and/or French. However,
it is important to note that there are many First Nations, Métis and Inuit languages in
Ontario. 488 These languages are fundamental to the identities, cultures, spirituality,
relationships to the land, world views and self-determination of First Nations, Inuit and
Métis peoples. 489
Colonial and assimilation policies in Canada targeted First Nations, Métis and Inuit
languages. For example, children in residential schools were often forbidden to speak
their languages, severely punished for speaking them, and made to learn English or
French. 490 This had a multigenerational impact, as residential school survivors were not
able to pass their languages on to their children. 491 As a result, generations of First
Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples have lost access to their ancestral languages. Several
Calls to Action by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) relate to
promoting Indigenous languages, including in education. 492
Under section 35 of the Constitution Act, 493 “Aboriginal” rights include Indigenous
language rights. 494 Although Indigenous language rights are beyond the scope of this
report, the OHRC acknowledges and supports the central importance of preserving,
revitalizing and strengthening Indigenous languages, alongside achieving the right to
read in English and/or French. 495
The OHRC also acknowledges that First Nations, Métis and Inuit communities must be
full participants in decision-making about their own education (for example, when
developing programs to support First Nations, Métis and Inuit students in provincially
funded schools) or education about them (for example, when integrating First Nations,
Métis and Inuit history and perspectives into provincial curriculum). This report’s
recommendations about First Nations, Métis and Inuit students must be implemented in
partnership with First Nations, Métis and Inuit governments, communities and
organizations.

Context for understanding First Nations, Métis and Inuit students’
right to read

Warning: This section deals with topics that may cause trauma to some readers.
It includes references to mistreatment of First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples,
physical and sexual abuse of children, racial and sexual violence, self-harm and
suicide. Please engage in self-care as you read this material. There are many
resources available if you need additional support, including on the
OHRC website.
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Colonialism, racism and assimilationist policies
The starting point for any consideration of First Nations, Métis and Inuit students’
right to read is the broader context of the treatment of Indigenous peoples in Canada.
Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls recently summarized this:
Canada is a settler colonial country. European nations, followed by the new
government of “Canada,” imposed its own laws, institutions, and cultures on
Indigenous Peoples while occupying their lands. Racist colonial attitudes justified
Canada’s policies of assimilation, which sought to eliminate First Nations, Inuit,
and Métis Peoples as distinct Peoples and communities. 496
Many of Canada’s assimilationist policies and structures were targeted to First Nations,
Métis and Inuit children and families. Two significant examples are residential schools
and the “Sixties Scoop.”
An estimated 150,000 First Nations, Métis and Inuit children attended residential
schools from the 17th century until the late 1990s. Children were forcibly removed from
their homes, taken to residential schools that were often far from their communities, 497
and prevented from leaving. 498 They were subjected to harsh discipline; malnutrition
and starvation; poor health care; physical, emotional and sexual abuse; neglect; and
their languages and cultures were deliberately suppressed. Thousands of children died
while attending residential schools, and the burial sites of many children remain
unknown. 499 In 2021, many unmarked graves were found at former residential school
sites, 500 providing further evidence of the violence and loss of life in residential schools.
The residential school system “was an integral part of a conscious policy of cultural
genocide.” 501 Its real goal was not to provide an education:
The residential school system failed as an education system. It was based on
racist assumptions about the intellectual and cultural inferiority of Aboriginal
people – the belief that Aboriginal children were incapable of attaining anything
more than a rudimentary elementary-level or vocational education.
Consequently, for most of the system’s history, the majority of students never
progressed beyond elementary school. The government and church officials who
operated the residential schools ignored the positive emphasis that the Treaties
and many Aboriginal families placed on education. Instead, they created
dangerous and frightening institutions that provided little learning. 502
Between 1890 and 1950, an estimated 60% of residential school students failed to
advance beyond Grade 3. In addition to the other harms caused, residential schools’
failure to provide an adequate education has contributed to a legacy of poverty, lower
education levels, and ongoing social and economic marginalization for Indigenous
peoples. 503

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

119

Right to Read

Some Métis children attended residential schools. 504 However, the federal government
thought the provinces and territories should be responsible for educating and
assimilating Métis people. Provincial and territorial governments did not make sure
there were schools in Métis communities, or Métis children were admitted into the public
school system. 505 For a period of time, Métis children were not allowed in federal
residential schools or provincial day schools and received no schooling. 506 When they
did attend provincial schools, they were often unwelcome and experienced stigma and
racism. 507 After the 1950s, many Métis children attended residential schools operated
by provincial governments in northern and remote areas. The TRC report noted: “There
is no denying that the harm done to the children, their parents, and the Métis community
was substantial.” 508
The TRC report discusses some of the unique elements of residential schooling in
northern Canada. Residential schools in the north were established much later than in
the south. Inuit students began entering residential schools in the 1950s. The schools
contributed to the rapid transformation of traditional, land-based lifestyles and
economies in the region. 509
The more recent history of residential schools in the north means there are many living
Survivors today. The TRC report noted that the impacts of these schools is particularly
strongly felt in the north and among Inuit:
Inuit students face one of the largest gaps in terms of educational attainment. A
disproportionately high number of northern parents are residential school
Survivors or intergenerational Survivors and that Inuit students face one of the
largest gaps in educational attainment. 510
Although there were some differences in the northern experience, much of the harm
done to Inuit students, families and communities is the same as suffered by other
Indigenous peoples in other parts of the country:
While the northern experience was unique in some ways, the broader themes
remain constant. Children were taken from their parents, often with little in the
way of consultation or consent. They were educated in an alien language and
setting. They lived in institutions that were underfunded and understaffed, and
were prey to harsh discipline, disease and abuse. 511
In addition to disrupting the intergenerational transmission of values and skills, northern
schools did not provide students with the skills needed for employment. 512
The residential school system and the racist assimilationist policies it embodied fed into
another systematic targeting of First Nations, Métis and Inuit children and families: the
“Sixties Scoop.” Starting in the 1950s, child welfare authorities removed children from
their families and communities in great numbers. Children were sent to be fostered or
placed for adoption in mostly non-Indigenous families all over Canada, the United
States and even abroad. 513 As residential schools began to close, increasing numbers
of Indigenous children were taken into care by child welfare agencies. By the late
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1970s, Indigenous children accounted for 44% of the children in care in Alberta, 51% in
Saskatchewan, and 60% of the children in care in Manitoba. 514 The significant overrepresentation of First Nations, Métis and Inuit children in child welfare continues in
Ontario today. Despite being only 4.1% of the population in Ontario under age 15, First
Nations, Métis and Inuit children represent approximately 30% of children in foster care.515
These are just two examples of centuries of colonialist policies and practices aimed at
undermining cultural identity and assimilating First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples. 516
In recent years, the Government of Canada has publicly apologized for these policies.517
Most recently, in response to the discovery of children’s remains at a residential school in
Kamloops, Canada acknowledged:
The mistreatment of Indigenous children is a tragic and shameful part of
Canada’s history. Residential schools were part of a colonial policy that removed
Indigenous children from their communities. Thousands of children were sent to
these schools and never returned to their families. The families were often
provided with little to no information on the circumstances of their loved one’s
death nor the location of their burial. Children in residential schools were
forbidden to speak their language and practice their own culture. The loss of
children who attended residential schools is unthinkable and Canada remains
resolved to supporting families, Survivors and communities and to memorializing
those lost innocent souls. 518
Ongoing oppression, racism and disadvantage
Current conditions for First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples are a direct consequence of
this history. Today, First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples in Canada experience multiple
negative social and economic disadvantages. Although the experience of individuals
and communities varies, these disadvantages include low levels of education, high
levels of unemployment, disproportionate involvement in the criminal justice system,
extreme levels of poverty, inadequate housing, and physical and mental health
disparities. 519
First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples continue to face high levels of systemic
discrimination as well as individual acts of racism. 520 A Coroner’s inquest examining the
deaths of Reggie Bushie, Jethro Anderson, Jordan Wabasse, Kyle Morrisseau,
Curran Strang, Paul Panacheese and Robyn Harper, seven youth from the Nishnawbe
Aski Nation (NAN) who died when attending a First Nations high school in Thunder Bay
(the Seven Youth inquest), heard evidence of pervasive racism experienced by First
Nations youth:
Racism is often directed against First Nations people when they are off-reserve.
Many witnesses spoke of experiences like being called a “stupid savage” or told
“Indians go home.” As one witness put it, “They treat me like something, not
someone.” Dennis Franklin Cromarty High School students report that they
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routinely experience verbal abuse and objects thrown at them as they walk on
city streets. Serious violence, including assault and murder, are known to have
occurred. 521
First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples are both disproportionately victimized and
imprisoned. 522 The National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and
Girls (MMIWG) found that the violence First Nations, Inuit and Métis people, particularly
women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA 523 people, have experienced amounts to a race-based
genocide of Indigenous peoples. 524
First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples experience higher rates of mental illness, major
depression, Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD), prescription and illegal drug use,
alcoholism and gambling addiction. Indigenous Friendship Centres have reported that
undiagnosed mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, FASD and attention
deficit disorder have been increasing within urban Indigenous communities in
Ontario. 525 The COVID-19 pandemic has worsened pre-existing mental health
disparities between Indigenous peoples and others. 526
Suicide rates are higher among First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples than among other
people, although they differ by community, Indigenous group, age and sex. 527 Rates
among youth in some NAN communities in northern Ontario are among the highest in
the world.528 These deaths by suicide deeply affect family, friends, peers and Indigenous
communities at large. The impact can be especially severe when the deceased is a young
person and in smaller communities where many people are related.529
Due to intergenerational trauma, social isolation, poverty and food insecurity, as well
as inadequate health and community services, First Nations, Métis and Inuit children
experience high levels of childhood adversity such as abuse, neglect 530 and household
substance abuse. 531 As discussed below, these conditions compound other
vulnerabilities. This has implications for students’ instructional needs related to their
right to learn to read.
The experience and effect of trauma
The trauma 532 caused by residential schools, the child welfare system and other
experiences of oppression and discrimination, both past and present, has affected
generations of First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples. One study on the historical,
multigenerational and intergenerational trauma experienced by Indigenous peoples
explains:
Over an extended period of time, the effects of this trauma can reverberate
throughout an entire population, resulting in a legacy of physical, psychological,
and economic disparities that persist across generations…Not only are
individuals and families affected, but their communities are affected as well… 533
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Dr. Amy Bombay, a researcher who is Ojibway (Rainy River First Nation), has studied
how trauma is transmitted across generations and the enduring effects of residential
schools and other trauma on Indigenous health. Chronic exposure to trauma results in
individual effects such as anxiety, depression, addiction (as a coping mechanism), low
self-esteem, anger, self-destructive behaviours, and high rates of death by suicide. 534 It
also affects families and communities including by contributing to a breakdown of family
and social structures and relationships. Trauma becomes cyclical and cumulative with
new stressors and traumas building on previously existing trauma. 535
Colonial systems and institutions such as residential schools broke cultural and familial
ties, so current institutional systems that ignore the importance of culture and family for
First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples can perpetuate, rather than alleviate,
intergenerational trauma. 536
Under-resourcing of federally funded First Nations schools
In Ontario, Métis and Inuit students generally attend provincially funded schools. First
Nations students may attend First Nations schools on reserve or provincially funded
schools. Approximately 14,000 First Nations students attend First Nations schools
in Ontario. 537
First Nations schools on reserve receive their funding from the federal government.
Historically they have been chronically under-funded and under-resourced. 538 The
federal government’s investment in a student in a First Nations school has been
significantly less than the provincial government’s investment in a student in a
provincially funded school. Comparing per-pupil funding is challenging, because funding
formulas are complex, and allocations to provincial boards can vary based on the needs
of the board. 539 However, some past estimates for Ontario suggest that First Nations
schools received less than half the funding per student than small, rural, provincially
funded schools that have high-needs students. 540 This discrepancy is magnified
because First Nations schools often have greater educational challenges. Relative to
the provincially funded schools being used as comparators, the schools on reserve
often have fewer students, are more remote, confront much worse socioeconomic
conditions and have a particular language and culture. 541
In addition to per pupil funding differences, First Nations schools historically received no
money for things students in provincially funded schools take for granted like libraries,
technology, extra-curricular activities and school board services. Also, First Nations
schools received no funding for language and culture activities. 542
Underfunding of special education and related services has been a particular issue in
First Nations schools. First Nations schools have received less funding than provincially
funded school boards to meet the special education needs of First Nations students.
Specialist services such as speech language therapy are often unavailable or very
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expensive. 543 For First Nations students living in remote northern areas, underfunding
of services intersects with inaccessibility, since barriers to a variety of health and
community services are a chronic problem.
In 2009, the Mississaugas of the Credit First Nation filed a human rights challenge with
the Canadian Human Rights Commission alleging unequal and inadequate special
education services for First Nations communities. The challenge led to the 2017 First
Nations Special Education Review Report, 544 the product of in-depth and collaborative
work by First Nations educators and administrators from across the province.
This report showed that particular attention needs to be paid to the intersectional needs
of First Nations students with special needs, and made recommendations to Ontario
and Canada. The recommendations were incorporated into a Chiefs of Ontario position
paper 545 and received the full support of Ontario First Nations leaders at the Chiefs of
Ontario’s 2017 All Ontario Chiefs Conference. In Resolution 38/17, the Ontario Chiefs in
Assembly declared that they “fully support and accept the recommendations.” 546
The First Nations Special Education Review Report described serious inequities in First
Nations special education. These include underfunding; lack of access to special
education staff and specialists; lack of comprehensive early childhood education
programs; and inadequate facilities, among others. It noted the unique needs and costs
in northern and isolated First Nations, and the need for additional funding to address
those challenges. 547
Underfunding and remoteness have also made it hard for First Nations schools to
attract and retain qualified teachers and support staff. Teachers at First Nations schools
are paid less than their provincially funded school counterparts, work in more
challenging conditions (for example, in schools that are in disrepair), have little or no
opportunities for professional development, and may have limited access to housing. 548
This has a negative impact on the quality of education in First Nations schools.
In 2019, the federal government and Assembly of First Nations (AFN) announced a new
co-developed approach to funding First Nations schools. 549 The goal of the new
approach is to make sure on-reserve schools have access to more predictable and
sustainable funding based on real needs and real costs. 550 The OHRC hopes this new
approach will help address some of the issues affecting First Nations schools that have
persisted for years. In the meantime, many First Nations students who start off attending
First Nations schools face many challenges entering the provincially funded school system.
They may be many years behind in their education, including with their reading.
First Nations schools in Ontario often follow the provincial curriculum. Their teachers
receive the same training as all other teachers who complete a teacher education
program in an Ontario faculty of education. Therefore, this report’s recommendations on
Ontario’s curriculum and teacher preparation are relevant to and will directly affect
reading instruction in First Nations schools.
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Efforts to promote First Nations, Métis and Inuit children’s
substantive equality

In recent years, there is a growing recognition that to have substantive equality, First
Nations, Métis and Inuit children must have timely access to the same level of services
other children receive. They may also need extra measures to address their unique needs.
First Nations children can seek access to products, services and supports they need
through federal Jordan’s Principle funding, and Inuit children through the federal Inuit
Child First Initiative. The Métis Nation of Ontario (MNO) is a Métis-specific governance
structure in Ontario that supports its Métis citizens. In recent years, the MNO launched
an Education Support Advocacy program in Ontario schools to help its citizens navigate
the public education system and connect with services such as tutoring supports,
psychological assessments and speech-language therapists.
It is not clear if school boards know about these supports for First Nations, Métis and
Inuit students, or whether they are proactively identifying situations where they could be
accessed.
Jordan’s Principle
Jordan's Principle is a legally binding child-first principle that any public service
ordinarily available to all other children must be made available to First Nations children
without delay or denial. It is named in memory of Jordan River Anderson, a First Nations
child from Norway House Cree Nation in Manitoba. Jordan had complex medical needs
and spent more than two years in hospital unnecessarily because the Province of
Manitoba and the federal government could not agree on who should pay for at home
care. Jordan died in the hospital at the age of five without ever having spent a day in his
family home.
Jordan’s Principle is a child-focused legal principle that confirms First Nations children
should not experience gaps in levels of service, including in education, due to
jurisdictional or funding disputes between the provincial and federal governments or
among government departments. It aims to ensure substantive equality for First Nations
children, by making sure they can access all public services in a way that reflects their
distinct cultural needs and takes full account of historical disadvantage linked to
colonization. The goal of the principle is to ensure that children do not experience any
service denials, delays or disruptions because they are First Nations.
Jordan’s Principle can be used to access services to support students, such as early
childhood services, speech therapy, professional assessments (including speech
language and psychoeducational assessments), mental health services, assistive
technology and tutoring. First Nations children meeting any one of the following criteria
are eligible for consideration under Jordan’s Principle:
1. A child resident on or off reserve who is registered or eligible to be registered
under the Indian Act
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2. A child resident on or off reserve who has one parent/guardian who is
registered or eligible to be registered under the Indian Act
3. A child resident on or off reserve who is recognized by their Nation for the
purposes of Jordan’s Principle
4. A child who is ordinarily resident on reserve. 551
The inquiry heard examples of First Nations students with learning disabilities receiving
services such as assessments through the Jordan’s Principle process. The process for
applying for Jordan’s Principle funding is set out in handbooks and resource guides. 552
Inuit Child First Initiative
The Inuit Child First Initiative is administered by the federal government. 553 It is similar
to Jordan’s Principle as its goal is to address the needs of Inuit children based on
principles of substantive equality, cultural appropriateness and the best interests of the
child.554 The types of health, social and educational supports that can be funded include:
• Cultural services from Elders
• Mental health counseling
• Assessments and screenings
• Therapeutic services (speech therapy, occupational therapy)
• Tutoring services
• Educational assistants
• Specialized school transportation
• Professional assessments
• Assistive technologies and electronics.
To be eligible, Inuit children must be recognized by an Inuit land claim organization in
Canada and must be under age 18. 555
Métis Nation of Ontario Education Support Advocacy program
Due to a long-identified gap in school supports that negatively affects Métis students’
success in school, the MNO launched an Education Support Advocacy (ESA) program
in Ontario schools to help its citizens navigate the public education system and connect
with services such as tutoring supports, psychological assessments, speech-language
therapists and other services. The program has been so successful it has been
expanded and there is now an Early Learning ESA program with a focus on early
childhood and early intervention.
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Impact on the ability to learn to read

Whether a First Nations, Métis and Inuit student has a disability or not, the context
described above has a significant impact on their experience of learning to read. First
Nations, Métis and Inuit students who also have reading difficulties are further
disadvantaged. They have also been significantly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.556
Students are unlikely to be able to achieve their full educational potential when their
needs are not being met. Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a theory that has
implications in education. It suggests that students’ learning will be compromised if their
following fundamental human needs are not being met:
1. Physiological needs: food, water, sleep, clothing and warmth
2. Need for safety: feeling safe and secure at home and in school
3. Need for belongingness and love: family, friendships, belonging, inclusion
4. Esteem needs: self-esteem, confidence, achievement, respect by others
5. Self-actualization: achieving one’s full potential.
Within Maslow’s theory, needs are hierarchical and some needs are more foundational
than others. Maslow described physiological needs and the need for safety as the most
basic and important. A student cannot reach their full potential – at the top of the
pyramid – when basic needs are not being met.
Maslow’s theory was informed by the time he spent with the Siksika (Blackfoot) Nation
in Alberta. 557 Maslow’s theory has been re-framed to better reflect Indigenous relational
world views by Native American child welfare expert Terry Cross. Reinterpreting human
needs through Indigenous eyes incorporates greater interconnectedness between
individual needs and family, community, society and the world. 558
The Medicine Wheel symbol is used to represent the teachings and beliefs of many
First Nations peoples. 559 Traditional medicine wheels (sacred circles) are thousands of
years old and were often depicted using stones set out in the form of a wheel. Although
the beliefs underlying the Medicine Wheel are widely held among First Nations, the
representation and recognition of those beliefs varies. 560 Some Métis and Inuit may also
identify with the Medicine Wheel. 561 The model below uses the First Nations Medicine
Wheel diagram to show the interconnectedness of needs, which must come into
balance for optimal well-being. 562

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

127

Right to Read

Figure 1

The historic and ongoing disadvantage First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples
experience means that students are more likely to:
• Live in poverty
• Experience food insecurity
• Lack access to clean drinking water 563
• Live in substandard, overcrowded housing conditions
• Be at greater risk for abuse and neglect
• Have experienced trauma
• Have experienced racism
• Have experienced or witnessed violence or death of a family or community
member
• Lack a sense of belonging in school
• Experience eroded cultural identity and spiritual disconnection.
When any or several of these factors are present, it can have a negative effect on a
First Nations, Métis or Inuit student’s education, including their experience in learning
to read.
A Statistics Canada report 564 looked at factors that are associated with lower perceived
school achievement among off-reserve First Nations children. It found several factors
have a negative impact on achievement:
• School attendance, specifically having missed school for two or more weeks in a
row during the school year
• Having a learning disability or ADHD
• Having parents who attended residential schools.
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Conversely, among off-reserve First Nations children, these factors were associated
with relatively higher perceived achievement at school:
• Having good relationships with teachers, or with friends and classmates
• Having parents who were satisfied with school practices (such as when the
school provides information on the child’s academic progress, attendance and
behaviour)
• Reading books every day
• Playing sports at least once a week, or taking part in art or music activities at
least once a week
• Living in a family in the highest household income quintile (the top 20%).
Many of these findings are consistent with what we heard in the inquiry. In our
student/parent survey, we asked respondents whether the student’s Indigenous
ancestry had a positive, negative or no impact on their experience in school related to
their reading disability. For First Nations students, 18% of respondents reported a
positive or somewhat positive impact, 33% reported no impact and 45% said it had a
somewhat negative or negative impact. 565 For Métis students, 25% said their ancestry
had a positive impact, 60% said it had no impact, and 10% said it had a negative
impact. There were no responses about Inuit students.
Table 15: Impact of Indigenous ancestry on the student's school experience
related to their reading disability 566
Total
First Nations
Métis
Positive
13%
11%
15%
Somewhat positive
9%
7%
10%
No impact
43%
33%
60%
Somewhat negative impact
13%
15%
10%
Negative
17%
30%
0%
Unknown
2%
0%
5%
Not applicable
2%
4%
0%
Impact of residential schools
Having parents or guardians who attended residential schools is associated with lower
success at school. All other factors being equal, First Nations children from these
families were less likely to be doing “very well” or “well” at school compared to First
Nations children whose parents/guardians had not attended residential schools. 567 The
impact of residential schools came up often in our First Nations, Métis and Inuit
engagements. For example, one First Nations person said: “Residential schooling is still
fresh in our memory. That is a consideration that needs to come up in your inquiry.”
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The OHRC heard that low levels of education and low literacy are a challenge for some
First Nations, Métis and Inuit parents and grandparents: 568
I really don’t know how to write. I asked a teacher to help me in Grade 5 but no
one was there to help me. So I tried to help myself. I still don’t know how to write.
It was really hard, especially after having my kids. I couldn’t help them.
Impact of trauma
School board representatives and First Nations, Métis and Inuit participants told the
inquiry that intergenerational trauma or trauma related to a death or tragedy in the
family or community can affect student learning. First Nations, Métis and Inuit
participants noted that schools are not well equipped to use trauma-informed teaching
strategies, particularly for Indigenous trauma, and students with trauma and other
mental health issues “get passed over” without ever receiving effective assessment,
teaching or supports. They can be two to three grades behind their peers.
A First Nations adult with a learning disability stressed the importance of traumainformed schools for First Nations, Métis and Inuit students, especially students with
learning disabilities. He talked about how the experience of trauma is shaped by
intersections between Indigenous identity and disability. He described the trauma he
experienced as an Indigenous person being compounded by the trauma of being
singled out in front of the class: “Teachers should be trauma-informed” so they know not
to engage in traumatic practices “like when an Indigenous kid who can’t read is asked to
read at the front of the class and the rest of the class starts laughing.”
One of the inquiry school boards with a very high First Nations, Métis and Inuit student
population, Keewatin-Patricia, has recently announced it is moving towards becoming
a trauma-informed board. Alberta is also promoting trauma-informed practices in
its schools. 569
First Nations, Métis and Inuit students who are in foster care face their own unique
challenges in school. For example, the inquiry heard that they have additional issues
with school attendance. This may be due to having to relocate often, and deal with
bureaucracies with different enrollment and registration eligibility for services. There is
also a lack of comprehensive system-wide resources to support them.
Impact of poverty
Poverty and social disadvantage affect school readiness and performance. Poverty
undermines the ability of families and children to engage in at-home learning, due to
lack of access to books, technology and other resources and supports. One inquiry
school board described poverty as one of the biggest barriers to learning for all
students, but noted that poverty is deeper and more prevalent among the board’s First
Nations families. The board noted that students who experience poverty are often at a
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disadvantage before they even start school: “When students are living in intergenerational
poverty, the environment they are in, through no fault of anything other than poverty, does
not have components necessary for pre-school.”
An organization that serves urban Inuit described housing and food insecurity as
significant issues affecting Inuit students.
School attendance
Irregular school attendance is a significant barrier to Indigenous student achievement 570
and is caused by many of the systemic issues identified in this report. Both parents and
educators told the inquiry that some First Nations, Métis and Inuit children miss school
for several reasons often related to historical disadvantage, current systemic barriers
and discrimination, as well as the other reasons children may miss school.
The legacy of residential schools as well as current negative experiences with racism
and marginalization in the education system have resulted in mistrust and anxiety. 571
One First Nations participant at an Indigenous engagement said: “Thunder Bay has an
attendance problem. Our people do not trust schools.”
Representatives from an inquiry school board also noted that mistrust affects school
engagement: “There is a trust issue with Indigenous children and families due to the
residential school system as, historically, their trust has been abused.”
First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples’ experiences with child welfare can intersect with
poverty to also have a negative impact on school attendance. The OHRC heard that
parents who live in poverty and struggle with food insecurity may not send their children
to school if they cannot afford food, fearing that school authorities may view this as
parental neglect and alert child welfare authorities.
Intersectional effects of being First Nations, Métis and Inuit and having
a learning disability
Significantly for the inquiry, another factor that has been found to have an impact on
Indigenous student achievement is being diagnosed with a learning disability:
Having been diagnosed with a learning disability or with attention deficit disorder
was also associated with lower success at school. All other factors being equal,
the odds of doing “very well” or “well” at school for off-reserve First Nations
children who had been diagnosed with a learning disability were half (0.5) the
odds for children who had not. As well, the odds of doing “very well” or “well” for
children who had been diagnosed with attention deficit disorder were about half
(0.6) the odds for children who had not. 572
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Disabilities such as reading disabilities can magnify the unique challenges First Nations,
Métis and Inuit students face. For example, the MNO told the inquiry: “Individuals with
learning/reading disabilities are marginalized. When they are Métis as well, they are a
marginalized group within a marginalized group, which makes their needs even more
complex.”
There are longstanding harmful stereotypes of First Nations, Inuit and Métis persons
having inferior intelligence and ability to learn. These have serious negative implications
for how educators perceive and interact with First Nations, Métis and Inuit students, and
the students’ own sense of self-worth. There are also stereotypes about students with
learning disabilities being less intelligent or being lazy. One survey respondent
described the intersectional effect of stereotypes about First Nations peoples with
learning disabilities:
It also appears to us that it is assumed he is not trying hard enough and he just
needs to put in more effort – when he has a diagnosed learning disability – and it
is hard not to think this does somehow relate to deep rooted stereotypes and
perceptions regarding First Nations peoples.
The inquiry heard that Métis students are often discouraged from academic
achievement, which affects their engagement with school. When they also have a
disability, their needs go unnoticed and they “fall through the cracks” or are pushed
ahead even though they are not achieving at grade level.
The inquiry heard that many of the challenges all students and families with reading
difficulties face are amplified for First Nations, Métis and Inuit families:
• Navigating the education system is complex and difficult
• As in-school supports for students with disabilities tend to be limited, it puts the
onus on parents to work with their children at home. This may be more
challenging for First Nations, Métis and Inuit parents due to an intergenerational
lack of literacy or reluctance towards the traditional school system
• The parents may themselves have learning disabilities that were never identified
or supported
• First Nations, Métis and Inuit parents may have greater challenges supporting
assistive technology accommodations.
As well, First Nations, Métis and Inuit students may face barriers accessing non-stigmatized
services, have higher rates of poverty making it impossible to pay for private services, and
often live in rural or northern locations that lack access to services due to geography.
For example, the inquiry heard that in parts of northern Ontario, access to holistic
services that take language and cultural needs into account are limited due to lack of
funding or lack of specialists in that field. It is very common for people to have to travel
considerable distances, even out of Ontario (for example, from northwestern Ontario to
Manitoba) to access services such as speech-language or psychology services.
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

132

Right to Read

Barriers due to need for parent advocacy
In an education system that often puts the onus on parents to advocate for their children
to receive supports and accommodations, students whose parents are not able to do so
are at a disadvantage. The inquiry heard that advocacy can be more challenging for
First Nations, Métis and Inuit parents and students.
One parent of a First Nations student with dyslexia attending school in a northern board
stated that limited resources mean that Indigenous students may fall through the cracks:
There are no resources, what little resources are here are unavailable until a
student is a specific age and has already given up AND the family is harassing
the school for help. I have seen so many kids without support from family falling
through the cracks and they are all Indigenous. Systemic racism.
The OHRC heard that due to the trauma from the residential school system, some
parents fear “setting foot” in their children’s school. The MNO told the inquiry that
residential and day schools have affected Métis parents and grandparents, making
them feel their way of communication and interaction is unacceptable. They also said
that when a school board denies an initial request, a Métis parent may see that as a
“stopping point” and not feel they can continue to advocate, which is often necessary to
gain access to a program, service or support.
A worker at an Indigenous Friendship Centre told us: “A lot of parents in the Indigenous
community don’t get involved in their child’s education because they don’t feel like they
have a right to or they feel intimidated by the school system.” Like other parents, First
Nations, Métis and Inuit parents are reluctant to advocate for supports or
accommodations for their child due to worries that “it’s going to come back to your child
if you don’t shut up.”
First Nations, Métis and Inuit parents described fears that they would be judged by
educators:
The system can be very intimidating. I’m not even visibly Indigenous but it didn’t
make any difference for me going into the school system with my three kids. I
had my children very young. You have young parents having children and made
to feel like you’re just another young parent having kids out of wedlock.
Parents described feeling like they were being “talked down to” and said that students
feel the same way.
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Lack of belonging and experiencing discrimination
We heard that First Nations, Métis and Inuit parents do not feel a sense of belonging in
the schools:
When there’s a group of people, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, the Indigenous
people don’t speak up because they might feel like they don’t belong or they
could say something wrong or they aren’t educated. If the parent themselves has
a learning disability or English is not their first language it is even more difficult.
First Nations, Métis and Inuit students also feel a lack of belonging when they
experience racism and discrimination. The OHRC heard that this is an all-too-common
experience. One parent described the impact of racism on her First Nations son with a
reading disability:
[My son] has experienced discrimination at school from his peers with respect to
being First Nations and has been teased for his last name. This has impacted his
self-esteem and self-confidence and his schoolwork more broadly.
Another person talked of stereotyping:
People have an assumption that Native people are just lazy and they don’t want
to work. That’s not true. We’re healing from a lot of intergenerational trauma.
There’s a lot happening with our families that people just don’t understand.
A parent who completed a survey said her First Nations son has experienced “a lot of
racism” and has brought books from the “school library and a social studies assignment
with racist views.”
One parent of a racialized, First Nations student noted that “colonization and colonial
stereotypes” had a negative impact on her son’s experience at school because of their
intergenerational impacts:
If my son felt excited about going to school, if he excelled in reading and was
respected by the education system for his diverse cultural background (and given
reading material that reflected this diversity), and was taught structured literacy
approaches based on reading science, I would not have to even think of writing
this survey. I expect more than "lowered expectations" from teachers and the
education system…My son's ethnicity, Indigeneity, and gender are things to be
proud of and bring strength to him daily.
The MNO described systemic racist beliefs, attitudes and stigma that start in the early
years of schooling and have an impact throughout a student’s education.
The Ontario Federation of Indigenous Friendship Centres (OFIFC) states:
In school, Indigenous students continue to face racism and a general ignorance
of their cultures among education staff and students. Anxiety, alienation, distrust,
low self-confidence, and culture shock are just a few of the symptom[s] that can
occur when Indigenous students are placed in an education system that has
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been slow to respond to their needs and where they may struggle to see
themselves and their values reflected in the pedagogy, curriculum, and in the
overall structure of Ontario’s education system. These conditions make learning
a difficult, even painful experience, which can cause students to disengage. 573
The OHRC also heard that teachers’ lack of cultural competency has led to stereotyping
students. An example is assuming First Nations, Métis and Inuit students are lazy if they
are not comfortable speaking up in class or are tired after being up late the previous
night doing cultural activities like ice fishing.
Importance of languages, culture and mentoring
Parents talked about the importance of exposure to First Nations, Métis and Inuit
languages and cultural programming in schools for student engagement: “There’s a
hole in them. They are missing that culture piece. They have this need.” An organization
that serves urban Inuit talked of the importance of Inuit students learning to read and
write Inuktitut.
Reports have confirmed the importance of exposure to Indigenous languages, cultures,
histories, perspectives and contributions to the success of Indigenous students,
including through the core curriculum and experiences that all students receive. 574
Ontario’s Indigenous Education strategy includes this commitment. 575
The MMIWG report found this is still not happening in schools:
Indigenous children and youth experience challenges and barriers in accessing
education, particularly culturally relevant knowledge. Indigenous children and
youth have the right to an education and to be educated in their culture and
language. Most Indigenous children continue to be educated in mainstream
education systems that exclude their Indigenous culture, language, history, and
contemporary realities. A high-quality, culturally appropriate, and relevant
education is the key to breaking cycles of trauma, violence, and abuse. 576
The OHRC’s 2018 report, To dream together: Indigenous peoples and human rights
dialogue report also identifies the importance of making education about First Nations,
Inuit and Métis peoples and their languages, cultures and world views a priority in the
education system. 577
First Nations, Métis and Inuit self-determination in education leads to better
outcomes. 578 For example, 20 years ago, the Nova Scotia Mi’kmaq First Nation took
control of their education system when only 30% of their students were graduating from
secondary school. Now over 90% of their students are graduating. 579 Alternative
secondary school programs operated by Friendship Centres in Ontario are another
example of the success of Indigenous-led education. 580
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The inquiry heard that mentoring and exposure to positive role models is vital: “We need
older students to mentor. We also need mentoring from more Indigenous teachers.” A
Government of Canada survey on First Nations education also found supportive
relationships are critical, particularly for students transitioning from on-reserve First
Nations schools to provincially funded schools:
Participants suggested that First Nation[s] students need a supportive person or
persons at the off-reserve school to provide guidance and support. This could be
a mentor or buddy arranged through a buddy program, or it could be a counsellor,
community liaison worker, or teacher. These persons or groups could help students
deal with racism, bullying, or other challenges.581
Elders also provide a vital role as knowledge keepers, in transmitting cultural knowledge
to the younger generation, and in building stronger, healthier and more resilient young
people, families and communities. 582
Lack of representation
First Nations, Métis and Inuit students need to see themselves reflected in the
education system, in what is taught and how it is taught and in educator, school and
board leadership. 583 One inquiry participant said:
Students need to see their ethnicity and Indigeneity reflected in their teachers,
school staff, principals, trustees, the Ministry of Education, government, etc.
The inquiry heard that lack of representation is an issue. Where there is representation,
it may not reflect each of First Nations, Métis and Inuit communities. For example, even
where there are many Métis students in a school board, the board may have First
Nations but not Métis representation. This lack of distinction alienates Métis students.
The inquiry heard that an approach that recognizes the unique identities of and distinctions
between First Nations, Métis and Inuit students and communities is very important.
Challenges with transitions
First Nations inquiry participants and school board representatives discussed the
challenges associated with transitions between First Nations schools and provincially
funded schools. Many students who attend First Nations schools will at some point
transition to a school in the provincial system. 584 Most reserves do not have high
schools. 585 Youth who grow up in remote and fly-in First Nations communities must
often leave their community to attend high school in northern Ontario cities like Thunder
Bay, Kenora, Dryden and Sioux Lookout. 586 A First Nations student who lives onreserve may attend a provincially funded school anywhere in Ontario, subject to space
availability and payment of tuition by the First Nation to the local school board. In some
cases, families move off-reserve so their children can attend provincially funded schools.
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First Nations students who transition from their community schools to provincially
funded schools and Inuit students who come from Northern communities experience
many new challenges as they adapt to new situations, friends, cultures and
environments. 587
The inquiry heard about “culture shock” when students leave their communities. 588 The
Seven Youth inquest also heard significant evidence about the serious and sometimes
grave challenges that youth from remote NAN communities face when they must leave
their communities to attend high school in cities such as Thunder Bay. 589
Many inquiry participants noted that underfunding of First Nations schools, shortage of
teachers, teacher inexperience and teacher turnover affect the quality of education that
students received before entering the provincial system: “Teachers fly into our
communities for a year or less and then they leave.”
Another participant said: “We find that kids are three to four grades behind when they
come from reserve schools to Ontario public schools.”
Several inquiry participants noted that students entering provincially funded schools are
sometimes identified as having a learning disability for the first time. However, it is not
clear if the disability was not flagged in the First Nations school, or they do not have a
learning disability but are behind due to the quality of teaching in the First Nations school:
The ones that really struggle are the ones that attend reserve school then go into
public education system. Is it really a learning disability or is it that they were not
taught properly?
For Inuit students, there can also be delays in receiving records from Inuit Nunangat 590
schools. 591
The evidence in the Seven Youth inquest was that students entering high school after
elementary education on-reserve often need to catch up to peers academically, and are
dealing with other challenges. Schools in the provincial system must be prepared to
identify and respond to this reality. 592
A Chiefs of Ontario position paper on special education also emphasizes the
importance of making sure transitions to and from provincial boards and schools do not
detract from student success. The paper recommends that the provincial government
provide better overall support for First Nations children with special needs attending
provincially funded schools; public school boards be culturally responsive to better meet
the needs of First Nations learners; and improvements be made in communication
between schools, school boards and First Nations. 593
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Overcoming barriers
Despite these significant barriers, First Nations, Métis and Inuit students and parents
are working hard to find success in education. 594 Parents are doing as much as they
can to support their children, including children with reading difficulties. Many talked
about taking their children out of an on-reserve school in the hopes they would receive
better supports in the provincial system. They described trying to find and pay for
tutoring and other supports to address their children’s needs. A single mother of three
talked about her efforts to balance her work, keep her children busy and out of trouble
through afterschool activities like hockey and gymnastics, and provide homework
support. Another mother said she did everything she could to help her child with
schoolwork despite never receiving a proper education herself.
A First Nations man with a learning disability described how he overcame trauma and
poverty, including coming to school hungry, to learn how to read. Now he is pursuing a
master’s degree, while also having a job. He described how hard he must work to keep
up with the volume of reading and writing in his graduate program.
First Nations, Métis and Inuit governments and organizations are also stepping in to fill
the gaps the system has left. For example, the MNO’s Education Support Advocacy
program helps its Métis citizens navigate the public education system, connects them
with tutoring supports, psychological assessments and speech-language services, and
provides other services that meet the needs of Métis learners. However, the provincial
government does not fund the MNO to deliver these education services. The MNO has
made this work a priority using resources from other areas.
Indigenous Friendship Centres also have education services and supports for urban
Indigenous communities. They offer an Alternative Secondary School Program that
combines the Ontario curriculum with cultural programming and an Indigenous
pedagogical model.
Tungasuvvingat Inuit also has a focus on education for urban Inuit. It provides education
policy advocacy and education supports for Inuit living outside of Inuit Nunangat.

Achievement gap

Given the systemic challenges, it is not surprising that there is an achievement gap
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in Ontario schools. Some gains have
been made in recent years. However, using EQAO scores, credit accumulation rates
and graduation rates as measures, 595 students who have voluntarily identified as First
Nations, Métis or Inuit are still behind other Ontario students. 596
Ontario has an Ontario First Nation, Métis, and Inuit Education Policy Framework, 2007
(the Framework) to improve achievement among Indigenous students, and reports on
progress every three years. The most recent report is from May 2018: Strengthening
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Our Learning Journey: Third Progress Report on the Implementation of the Ontario First
Nation, Métis, and Inuit Education Policy Framework. Using EQAO data from 2015–16,
it reports:
• 47% of First Nations, 39% of Métis and 52% of Inuit students in the Englishlanguage system did not meet the provincial standard on the Grade 3 reading
assessment, compared to 28% of all English students 597
• 21% of First Nations and 23% of Métis students 598 in the French-language
system did not meet the provincial standard on the Grade 3 reading assessment,
compared to 18% of all French students 599
• 38% of First Nations, 30% of Métis and 45% of Inuit students in the Englishlanguage system did not meet the provincial standard on the Grade 6 reading
assessment, compared to 19% of all English students 600
• 22% of First Nations and 10% of Métis students 601 in the French-language
system did not meet the provincial standard on the Grade 6 reading assessment,
compared to 9% of all French students 602
• The percentage of fully participating, first-time eligible students who were
successful on the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) in the
English-language system was 59% for First Nations, 71% for Métis and 63% for
Inuit students, compared to 81% of all students 603
• The percentage of fully participating, first-time eligible students who were
successful on the OSSLT in the French-language system was 92% for First
Nations and 93% for Métis students, compared to 91% of all students. 604
Five-year graduation rates for self-identified First Nations, Métis and Inuit students in
provincially funded schools are lower than provincial rates for all students. 605

Voluntary self-identification and analysis of student data

The Ministry has encouraged all Ontario school boards to develop policies to have First
Nations, Métis and Inuit students voluntarily self-identify. Among other things, this data
should be collected to better support these students with literacy and numeracy
(including better outcomes on EQAO reading, writing and mathematics assessments);
improve graduation rates; and support advancement to post-secondary studies. 606
There are challenges with getting students to self-identify. Many First Nations, Inuit and
Métis persons continue to view data collection with suspicion or concern. We heard they
may feel they have been “researched to death,” often by colonial institutions that have
not used culturally safe research practices. They may not want to self-identify because
of historic mistreatment, past misuse of data, and mistrust of the education system due
to the legacy of residential schools, among other reasons. They may be afraid that data
will be used to portray them negatively or not used in a respectful way. 607 We heard that
they may be afraid that if they identify as First Nations, Métis or Inuit, their child may be
more likely to be taken into the child welfare system. We also heard that they may not
know whether and how self-identification is being used for the benefit of First Nations,
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Métis and Inuit students. Therefore, provincial and school board data may not include
all First Nations, Métis and Inuit students. More effort is needed to consider and
incorporate Indigenous research methodologies 608 and create a safe environment for
voluntary self-identification.
The OHRC requested information from the eight inquiry school boards to learn more
about First Nations, Métis and Inuit students with reading disabilities. As each school
board has a self-identification policy, they were able to provide more information about
First Nations, Métis and Inuit students than other student groups. However, there was
still inconsistency in the quality of the data. For example, one board reported it does not
break down data by First Nation, Inuit and Métis identification, and does not collect data
on achievement (such as on course completion or graduation rates) for students who
have self-identified. Several boards did not provide data on credit accumulation,
whether First Nations, Métis and Inuit students have IEPs or have been identified with
an LD exceptionality, or graduation rates. 609
Only one board, Ottawa-Carleton, provided an Annual Achievement Report, which
shows that it proactively monitors achievement data for students who self-identify as
First Nations, Métis or Inuit. Another board, Thames Valley, said it produces a similar
report. The Ministry said there is an Indigenous Education Analytical Profile Tool which
supports school boards and the ministry to conduct in-depth analysis of Indigenous
education data.
The inquiry school boards were able to provide some data about EQAO scores for First
Nations, Métis and Inuit students. The data presented in Table 16 includes participating
and non-participating students. Although school boards should break down and analyze
data by First Nations, Métis and Inuit identification for their own purposes, and should
provide targeted responses to any issues they identify for each group, this report does
not break down the school board data by First Nations, Métis and Inuit identification due
to the small sample sizes and risk of compromising individual student identities.
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Table 16: Percentage of First Nations, Métis and Inuit students who met the
provincial standard in the 2018–19 EQAO reading assessment 610

HamiltonWentworth
KeewatinPatricia
Lakehead
London
Catholic
OttawaCarleton
Peel
Simcoe
Muskoka
Catholic
Thames
Valley

Percentage of
students who have
self-identified as
Indigenous

Overall
met the standard
Grade 3 EQAO

Indigenous
met the standard
Grade 3 EQAO

Overall
met the standard
Grade 6 EQAO

Indigenous
met the standard
Grade 6 EQAO

0.1

67

67

73

68

52

59

39

72

51

21

71

53

75

57

0.5

72

N/A

78

N/A

2

76

63

82

61

0.1

75

Not provided

81

Not provided

1.5

67

69

79

89

2.5

63

45

73

48

Consistent with provincial EQAO data, with a few exceptions, 611 students who have selfidentified as First Nations, Métis and Inuit in the eight inquiry school boards were less
likely to meet the provincial reading standard. 612
The inquiry heard concerns that EQAO data is not shared with First Nations, Métis and
Inuit communities, so they are not aware of any issues and cannot respond to them. For
example, EQAO data about Métis students is not shared with the MNO. The MNO said
it needs this data to act for the benefit of its Métis citizens.
Board Action Plans on First Nations, Métis and Inuit Education are supposed to be
developed in partnership with Indigenous communities. The inquiry heard that in
practice not all First Nations, Métis and Inuit communities that are represented among
students in the board are always consulted. For example, Métis communities can be
overlooked in developing these plans.

Teaching reading to First Nations, Métis and Inuit students

Although there are additional considerations to adequately meet the instructional needs
of First Nations, Métis and Inuit children, there is evidence that “First Nations children
who are failing to read tend to be more similar than different when compared with
children from non–First Nations cultures that are also failing to read.” 613 One paper
noted that as with other children:
[P]honological awareness variables and rapid naming were the strongest
predictors of reading achievement for First Nations children. This supports what
has been repeatedly found in reading literature that suggests that phonological
ability is core to reading and specific learning disabilities… 614
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Similarly, another study concluded:
As far as the present study is concerned, we showed that the relationship
between cognitive processes and reading that is found in the general population
is replicable irrespective of the children's membership in the FN community…” 615
Like all students, First Nations, Métis and Inuit students require the same foundational
skills in phonological awareness to learn to read:
There is extensive correlational and experimental evidence that oral language
and phonological awareness are key to success in learning to read in English…
This finding has been corroborated in all other languages studied…and holds
even when age, language ability, IQ, social class, and…memory are
controlled…For these reasons, identifying the most effective methods for
teaching reading to Aboriginal children may have the strongest long-term
results when directed at the beginning steps to reading.616 [Emphasis added.]
Direct instruction in foundational reading skills for word-level reading is just as important
for First Nations, Métis and Inuit students as for other students. Overall, the studies
found lower word reading skills among First Nations students, 617 making direct
instruction in foundational skills extremely important to help narrow literacy gaps
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students. For example, studies of the literacy
gap seen in Indigenous children in Australia discuss the importance of using sciencebased approaches for developing the building blocks for early reading skills, including
phonological skills, for Indigenous student success. 618
Similarly, interventions that target phonological awareness, letter-sound correspondence
knowledge and decoding are just as effective, if not more effective, for Indigenous students.
One study looked at ABRACADABRA, a web-based reading tool, and found:
Indigenous students [in Australia] gained significantly more per hour of instruction
than non-Indigenous students in phonological awareness and early literacy skills.
Results suggest that ABRACADABRA prevents lags in foundational literacy
experienced by poor readers including Indigenous students. 619
A school board in Fort Nelson, a small rural town in the northeast corner of British
Columbia, reported positive outcomes for all students, particularly Indigenous students,
after implementing a framework for addressing reading difficulties. As well as daily
reading instruction, all students were screened with phonological awareness measures
in Kindergarten and Grade 1. Students identified as requiring additional support
received supplemental instruction in phonological awareness, decoding and reading
fluency. As a result, student literacy scores increased in each of the four years of
implementation:
[S]tudents’ scores on the Grade 4 provincial reading comprehension assessment
were far above the provincial average for all students, with 92% meeting or
exceeding expectations (compared with 68% provincially), and Aboriginal
students, with 94% meeting or exceeding expectations (compared with 51%
provincially). These outcomes have been realized despite high vulnerability in a
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provincial measure of child development, including ranking in the top five most
vulnerable districts in the province in terms of social competence and emotional,
maturity. 620 [Emphasis added.]
The Model Schools Literacy Project (MSLP), a partnership between First Nations
schools and the Martin Family Initiative, has shown the potential of evidence-based
literacy programs in Kindergarten to Grade 3 to improve early literacy achievement for
First Nations students.
The MSLP emphasizes professional learning for teachers and school leaders because
research shows that teaching is the most influential school-based factor in children’s
reading achievement, and because teacher education programs in Canada do not cover
the specific skills needed to teach reading and writing to young children. 621 In addition to
supporting teachers, the project focuses on formative assessment to guide literacy
instruction; teaching, including direct instruction in all core reading and writing skills; and
contexts for learning (such as parental involvement and community engagement). 622
The report on the initiative stated:
The plan’s effectiveness was demonstrated in the earlier pilot program (2010–
2014). Before the pilot began, 13% of Grade 3 children were reading at grade
level on the Ontario provincial assessment; when it ended, 81% reached or
exceeded that level, and the percentage of children identified for speech and
language support decreased from 45% to 19%. 623
Although the MSLP is an English-language literacy project, in each school, the
community’s Indigenous language and culture are taught. The project values both
languages in the school equally and recognizes that gaining skills in one language
strengthens learning skills in other languages. 624 The report stated:
…multiple cognitive, social and cultural benefits accrue to children with
proficiency in their own Indigenous language and English. To strengthen that
interdependence, classroom teachers in the MSLP are encouraged and
supported to incorporate language, history and culture into children’s reading
and writing activities. 625
Some studies also suggest that Indigenous students respond well to teaching methods
that use elements of Indigenous culture. 626 Teaching early foundational skills should
incorporate First Nations, Métis and Inuit culture (for example, through words, music
and movement) for teaching phonological awareness, letter-sound correspondences
and word reading. 627 As with all students, foundational word-reading skills need to be
developed within the overall context of a full literacy program for Indigenous students.
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Along with high-quality, evidence-based instruction on early foundational reading skills,
First Nations, Métis and Inuit students need holistic approaches to learning and highquality learning environments that are consistent with Indigenous world views. 628
Educators need to connect with local First Nations, Métis and Inuit communities to find
ways to incorporate their experiences and values throughout classroom content. 629
These elements are additions to rather than substitutes for direct and systematic
instruction in foundational reading skills. Families reported wanting their children to
experience and learn about their culture and to have the instruction they need to be
successful across the school curriculum and beyond. The MSLP report noted:
First Nations want their children to know their own language and culture, be
proud of their identity and have the literacy skills necessary to pursue unlimited
options and opportunities for their lifetime. 630
The recommendations relating to curriculum, instruction, early screening,
accommodation and professional assessments later in this report will benefit First
Nations, Métis and Inuit students. Also, the recommendations below address some of
the unique needs of these students in Ontario schools.

Recommendations

The OHRC makes the following recommendations:
Recognize distinctions
1. The Ministry of Education (Ministry), school boards and others should use “First
Nations, Métis and Inuit” when possible and appropriate. Recognizing and
distinguishing between First Nations, Métis and Inuit makes sure that all First
Nations, Métis and Inuit children and youth see themselves in the school system,
feel represented, and have trust that their unique needs are understood and
being met.
2. The recommendations in this report should also be interpreted and implemented
in a way that addresses the unique needs of distinct Indigenous peoples. First
Nations, Métis and Inuit self-identification in terms of community and Nation as
well as geographic or region-specific distinctions should be taken into account. 631
Local decision-makers such as school boards should learn about and consult
local Indigenous communities.
Follow existing recommendations for supporting First Nations, Métis and Inuit
students
3. Many reports have made recommendations to improve First Nations, Métis and
Inuit students’ learning, experiences and well-being in school. Recommendations
have included improving access to First Nations, Michif and Inuktut language
instruction, First Nations, Métis and Inuit culture, knowledge and perspectives for
all students; providing professional development for educators and board
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professional staff; easing transitions for students; and taking steps to address
racism and systemic discrimination. The Ontario Ministry of Education and every
Ontario school board should implement all existing recommendations for
supporting First Nations, Métis and Inuit students including:
a. The May 2017 First Nations Special Education Review Report and the 2017
Chiefs of Ontario Position Paper recommendations that relate to Ontario’s
role in First Nations special education 632
b. The Ontario Federation of Indigenous Friendship Centres’ recommendations
on how to address the accessibility needs of urban Indigenous students, in its
July 2017 Response to the Development of an Accessibility Standard for
Education 633
c. The recommendations to Ontario from the Seven Youth inquest 634
d. The Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Action, particularly those related to
education and updating all provincial curriculum to include Indigenous
perspectives and content 635
e. The National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls’
Calls for Justice, particularly those related to education. 636
f. The Council of Ontario Directors of Education Listening Stone Project
Reports 637
g. The OHRC’s recommendations in To Dream Together: Indigenous peoples
and human rights dialogue report. 638
When implementing recommendations in these reports related to Indigenous
content in curriculum and culturally appropriate resources for First Nations, Métis
and Inuit learners, the Ministry and school boards should make sure First
Nations, Métis and Inuit are each reflected and children from these communities
see their own identities positively reflected in the materials. This will give them a
sense of belonging and pride.
4. The Ontario Ministry of Education and all Ontario school boards should review
and, where necessary, revise the First Nations, Métis and Inuit Policy Framework
and Indigenous Education Strategy, to make sure it reflects these
recommendations.
5. The Ontario Ministry of Education, and all Ontario school boards, should make
sure boards have an Indigenous Education Advisory Council as required under
the Ontario First Nation, Métis, and Inuit Education Policy Framework
Implementation Plan. 639 School boards should make sure the Councils, and any
other places where First Nations, Métis and Inuit students are discussed, are
representative of each of the Indigenous communities that are represented in the
school board, to ensure that distinct needs and perspectives of students and
families are addressed.
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6. The Ontario Ministry of Education and all Ontario school boards should use the
UN Declaration as a framework for implementing these recommendations. 640 The
UN Declaration should be interpreted in conjunction with the Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Articles 7 and 24) and the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (Article 28). 641
Treat First Nations schools equitably
7. The federal government should implement the recommendations for federally
funded First Nations schools in reports referenced in Recommendation 3.
8. First Nations schools should receive funding that is equitable compared to
provincially funded schools, and any additional funding needed to ensure
substantive equality, considering the unique circumstances of students attending
First Nations schools.
9. The recommendations in this report should be implemented in First Nations
schools, as applicable.
Use trauma-informed and culturally sensitive approaches
10. The Ministry of Education should encourage all school boards and schools to
adopt trauma-informed and culturally safe approaches including by providing
guidance, resources and supports.
11. All school boards and schools should create trauma-informed and culturally safe
school environments and provide comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded
training to educators on trauma-informed and culturally safe practices.
Identify Indigenous students and provide access to supports
12. School boards should not delay or fail to identify Indigenous students with
learning difficulties based on culturally biased practices/assessments or
assumptions related to their Indigenous identity.
13. Ontario should publicize, adopt and implement a broad approach to Jordan’s
Principle and Inuit Child First Initiative funding, consistent with the purpose of
ensuring substantive equality, that recognizes that federal funding is available for
any government service that is provided to children including health, social and
education services such as professional assessments, tutoring and assistive
technology.
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14. Ontario school boards and community service providers should know the criteria
and process for applying for federal Jordan’s Principle or Inuit Child First Initiative
funding, and promote the use of this funding to access supports to address any
needs of First Nations and Inuit students.
15. School boards and schools should recognize the role of Friendship Centres and
urban Inuit organizations in coordinating holistic, culture-based supports for
urban First Nations and Inuit students and their families.
16. Ontario school boards and community service providers should understand the
role of the MNO in representing and providing wrap-around services to its Métis
citizens. The Ministry and school boards should work as partners with the MNO
and Métis communities in the school board’s area. School boards should foster
the relationship between schools and the MNO’s Education Support Advocacy
program. Financial contributions from the province to the MNO’s Education
Support Advocacy program would allow for enhanced supports to be provided to
Métis learners in a predictable way every year.
17. Provincial and federal funding for supports for First Nations, Métis and Inuit
students should provide for additional costs associated with northern, remote or
isolated circumstances, and should include the cost of travel to receive services,
where necessary.
18. School boards and schools should recognize First Nations, Métis and Inuit Elders
as knowledge keepers and educators, and recognize their role in transmitting
cultural knowledge to the younger generation and building stronger, healthier and
more resilient young people, families and communities. School boards and
schools should increase access to Elders and guest speakers in schools and
make sure Elders/guest speakers are representative of all First Nations, Métis
and Inuit students represented in the board.
19. School boards’ acknowledgements of Indigenous peoples and territories should
recognize each of First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples and territories as
appropriate. They should also recognize significant events and days, such as
Treaties Recognition Week, 642 National Indigenous Peoples Day, Powley Day 643
and Louis Riel Day. 644
Use instruction and intervention approaches that are effective and inclusive
20. The Ontario Ministry of Education and all school boards should provide evidencebased curriculum and classroom instruction in foundational reading skills in a
way that is inclusive to all students, including First Nations, Métis and Inuit
students. They should find ways to also incorporate Indigenous experiences,
culture and values throughout classroom content.
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21. Educators should not promote the English or French languages of instruction at

the expense of Indigenous languages. They should encourage proficiency in
Indigenous languages, recognize the benefits for children when they have
proficiency in their own Indigenous language and the language of instruction
(English or French), and never discourage students from using or learning their
language.

22. For First Nations, Métis and Inuit students with or at risk for word reading
disabilities, school boards should provide immediate intervention with evidencebased programs. Delays in providing interventions or using interventions that are
not rooted in strong evidence with a focus on foundational reading skills will
further disadvantage these students.
Improve approaches to self-Identification and data
23. School boards should work with First Nations, Métis and Inuit governments (local
First Nations governments and the MNO) and local organizations (such as
Friendship Centres, Tungasuvvingat Inuit) to understand and respond to any
concerns with self-identification. They should clearly communicate how selfidentification benefits First Nations, Métis and Inuit students and how selfidentification data will be kept confidential and used. They should never use selfidentification data to portray First Nations, Métis or Inuit students in a negative or
disrespectful way.
24. School boards should make sure they have data on the percentage of students
who self-identify as First Nations, Métis and Inuit overall, and broken down by
First Nation, Métis and Inuit.
25. School boards should collect and analyze data on achievement and outcomes
(such as EQAO results, course completion and graduation rates) for students
who have self-identified as First Nations, Métis and Inuit. They should track
whether First Nations, Métis and Inuit students have IEPs or have been identified
with an LD exceptionality (see also recommendations related to data collection in
section 13, Systemic issues). They should respond to any equity gaps identified
in the data.
26. School boards should share this data with First Nations, Métis and Inuit
governments (local First Nations governments and the MNO) and local
organizations (such as Friendship Centres, Tungasuvvingat Inuit) on a regular
basis. They should work as partners with these governments and organizations
to make sure culturally appropriate supports can be provided to improve First
Nations, Métis and Inuit students’ outcomes.
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8. Curriculum and instruction
Introduction

Children with unaddressed reading difficulties have not failed the system; the
system has failed them. We now know that this is not inevitable, even for children
who face significant challenges.
– Ontario 2003 Expert Panel on Early Reading Report at p 7

Science has shown that there are effective and ineffective ways to teach word reading.
Reading scientists have studied how young children learn to read for decades. This
body of scientific research, also known as the science of reading, has outlined how
reading develops, why many students have difficulties learning to read, and how to
teach early reading to prevent reading failure, among other things.
The science of reading
This report uses terms like the “science of reading,” “reading science,” “researchbased,” “evidence-based” and “science-based” to refer to the vast body of
scientific research that has studied how reading skills develop and how to ensure
the highest degree of success in teaching all children to read. The science of
reading includes results from thousands of peer-reviewed studies and metaanalyses that use rigorous scientific methods. The science of reading is based on
expertise from many fields including education, special education, developmental
psychology, educational psychology, cognitive science and more.
Although some approaches to reading are promoted as “research-based,” this research
does not always follow good scientific methods. 645 Many approaches are based on
theories or philosophies with no scientific evidence to support them. In contrast, the
science of reading includes results from thousands of peer-reviewed studies that use
rigorous scientific methods. 646
Learning to read is a complex process. For most children, learning to read words does
not come easily or naturally from exposure to language or reading. Reading is a skill
that must be taught. 647 Ontario’s 2003 Expert Panel on Early Reading noted: “Children
must be taught to understand, interpret, and manipulate the printed symbols of written
language. This is an essential task of the first few years of school.” 648 These experts
also noted that there is a critical window of opportunity, and age four to seven is the
best time to teach children to read. 649
Written language is a code that represents our spoken language. The goal of reading is
to understand what we read. One important part of this is learning to decipher or “crack
the code” – to become accurate and efficient at reading written words. To do this,
students need direct and systematic instruction in the code of a written language (also
called the orthography). Teaching the foundational skills of decoding and spelling
written words in a direct and systematic way is also known as structured literacy.
Structured literacy incorporates the findings from science on how to best teach
foundational word-reading skills in the classroom, so that all children learn to read.
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Reading science does not support approaches that rely on teaching children to read
words using discovery and inquiry-based learning such as cueing systems. Many
children fail to learn to read when these approaches are used in classrooms. These are
consistent with a whole language philosophy, and are used in the current Ontario
Curriculum, Language, Grades 1–8, 2006 (Ontario Language curriculum) and the
balanced literacy or comprehensive balanced literacy approaches practiced in Ontario
school boards.
The three-cueing instructional approach outlined in the Ontario Language curriculum
teaches students to use strategies to predict words based on context cues from pictures
and text meaning, sentences and letters. As well, balanced literacy proposes that
immersing students in spoken and written language will build foundational reading skills
– but significant research has not shown this to be effective for learning to read words
accurately and efficiently. In these approaches, teachers “gradually release responsibility”
from modelling reading texts or books, to shared reading with students, to guiding students’
text reading, to students’ independent text reading. These approaches are not consistent
with effective instruction as outlined in the scientific research on reading instruction.
The inquiry examined whether the current Ontario curriculum and school board
approaches to teaching reading reflect evidence-based approaches and are supported
by rigorous scientific research. It found that overall, the way that early reading is taught
in Ontario is not consistent with the science of reading. Although a few boards have
made some attempts to incorporate isolated aspects of effective early word reading
instruction, these approaches are piecemeal and do not meet the criteria supported by
the science of reading.
The Ontario curriculum is based on the ineffective three-cueing ideology and
instructional approach. Balanced and comprehensive balanced literacy are pedagogical
approaches that are aligned with a whole language approach to teaching reading.
These methods are ineffective for a significant proportion of students, many of whom
are members of Code-protected groups, and may harm students who are at risk for
failing to learn how to read.
The inquiry also reviewed the training teachers receive through Ontario’s 13 Englishlanguage public faculties of education (faculties). It found that teacher education
programs for future teachers (also known as pre-service teachers or teacher
candidates) and Additional Qualification (AQ) professional development courses for
current teachers (also known as in-service teachers) do not prepare teachers to use
approaches to teaching word-reading skills supported by scientific research on effective
classroom instruction.
Future and current teachers looking to upgrade their qualifications by taking AQ courses
offered by faculties in reading and special education receive little exposure to or
learning about direct and systematic instruction in foundational reading skills (also
called structured literacy). They are generally not taught how skilled reading develops,
including the importance of strong early word-reading skills for future reading fluency
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and reading comprehension. They do not adequately learn how to provide instruction
in phonemic awareness, phonics, decoding, word-reading efficiency and morphology.
Instead, they mostly learn about the ineffective approaches for teaching reading skills
in the Ontario Language curriculum. It is not surprising then that many teachers told the
inquiry they do not feel prepared to teach reading, particularly to students who do not
catch on to reading quickly or have reading difficulties.
Ontario’s high rates of reading failure are well beyond the number of students who could
be expected to have reading disabilities, and show that prevalent approaches to
teaching reading are not working for far too many students. Ontario’s failure to use
science-based approaches to teach reading and respond to reading difficulties are
causing far too many children to not learn this critical life skill. This puts these students
at risk for lifelong hardships associated with not being able to read. It can result in
discrimination under the Ontario Human Rights Code.
Despite the overwhelming body of evidence, reading experts have noted there has been
strong, deeply rooted resistance to change in the education field. 650 The inquiry found
there is strong resistance in Ontario as well.
Most of the inquiry boards are not aware they are using many ineffective approaches to
teach reading. Even where boards recognize the need for more science-based instruction,
their ability to implement it is hampered in several important respects. For example:
• With a few small exceptions, teachers educated in Ontario English-language
public faculties have not been taught evidence-based approaches to teach
early reading
• Teachers are required to follow the Ontario curriculum, which is inconsistent with
evidence-based approaches. Teachers cannot reconcile two irreconcilable
approaches to teaching reading
• Boards and teachers have not been given sufficient guidance on how to
implement evidence-based instruction in the classroom. They must determine on
their own what programs, approaches and materials are best and how they can
implement them
• Boards must do their own research and find the funds necessary to implement
these programs
• There is strong resistance to change and strongly held beliefs supporting whole
language philosophies in parts of the education sector
• Boards are finding it challenging to conduct the necessary professional
development related to literacy instruction. This expertise is often not found within
a board.
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The basic components of effective reading instruction are the same whether the
language of instruction is English or French. 651 However, depending on the community
they live in, students learning to read in French may have limited exposure to the
French language outside of the classroom. School may be the only place they are
exposed to French in a meaningful and consistent way. It is also a challenge to find
French reading resources and private supports. 652 It is critically important that schools
deliver effective reading instruction in French, both to ensure students learning in
French can learn to read and to support Francophone students’ French-language
education rights under section 23 of the Charter.

The science of reading: evidence-based curriculum and instruction

Several key reports synthesize the large body of scientific research on how children
learn to read and the most effective instructional approaches: the National Reading
Panel Report in the United States; the Ontario Expert Panel Report on Early Reading;
the Rose Reports in England; and the Canadian Language and Literacy Research
Network Report. These influential reports all endorse systematically teaching the
foundational skills that will lead to efficient word reading: phonemic awareness, phonics
to teach grapheme to phoneme relationships 653 and using these to decode and spell
words and meaningful parts of words (morphemes), and practice with reading words in
stories to build word-reading accuracy and speed.
National Reading Panel
In 1997, the United States Congress asked the Director of the National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development to work with the U.S. Department of Education to create
a National Reading Panel.654 The panel included 14 people of different backgrounds,
including leading scientists in reading research, representatives of faculties of education,
reading teachers, educational administrators and parents.655 The panel was asked to
review all available research on how children learn to read and reading instruction (over
100,000 reading studies) and determine the most effective, evidence-based methods for
teaching children to read. The panel also held public hearings.656
The panel released a report in 2000, Teaching children to read: An evidence-based
assessment of the scientific literature on reading and its implications for reading
instruction. 657 This report identified these key aspects of effective reading instruction:
phonemic awareness, phonics, reading fluency, vocabulary and reading
comprehension. It also stressed the importance of teacher preparation and using
computer technology.
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The panel’s analysis made it clear that the best approach to reading instruction
incorporates: 658
1. Explicit instruction in phonemic awareness. Phonemic awareness is the ability
to identify and manipulate individual sounds (phonemes) in spoken words. There
are about 44 phonemes in the English language and 36 phonemes in French.
Phonemic awareness is a foundation that supports children learning to read and
spell. The panel found that children who learned to read through instruction that
included focused phonemic awareness instruction improved their reading skills
more than children who learned without attention to phonemic awareness. The
panel also found that approaches were most effective for teaching reading and
spelling when they moved quickly from oral phonemic awareness into teaching
children to blend sounds and segment words while using the corresponding letters.
2. Explicit and systematic phonics instruction. Phonics encompasses teaching the
relationships between phonemes (sounds) and graphemes (the printed letter(s)
that represent a sound), and how to use these to read and spell words (for
example, blending to “sound out” and read words, and segmenting words to spell
out each sound in a word). Systematic instruction starts with the easiest
grapheme-phoneme associations and teaches using these to read words (to link
the written form of the work with its pronunciation and meaning), and progresses
to more complex orthographic patterns in words. Most phonics approaches
include teaching simple and frequent affixes (a set of letters generally added to
the beginning or end of a root word to modify its meaning, such as a prefix or
suffix) relatively early in the process (for example, ed, s/es, ing). The panel found
that explicit phonics instruction, starting in Kindergarten, results in significant
benefits for young students and for older students who have not developed
efficient word-reading skills.
3. Teaching methods to improve fluency. Fluency is reading texts accurately and at
a good rate compared to same-age peers, as well as with appropriate expression
when reading aloud. Word reading efficiency is an important part of fluency. The
panel concluded that along with effective word reading instruction, repeated oral
reading of texts, with corrective feedback, increased students’ reading fluency.
4. Teaching vocabulary. Vocabulary refers to knowing what individual words mean.
The panel found that intentional vocabulary instruction and supported opportunities
to use and understand the new vocabulary in the classroom are important.
5. Teaching strategies for reading comprehension. Reading comprehension
strategies are cognitive procedures that a reader uses to increase their
understanding of a text. The panel found teaching cognitive strategies to be an
effective component of reading comprehension instruction.
These elements have been termed the Five Big Ideas in Beginning Reading or The Five
Pillars of Reading Instruction. 659
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

155

Right to Read

Expert panel on early reading in Ontario
In June 2002, the Ontario Ministry of Education (Ministry) convened an expert panel to
study reading in Ontario. The panel’s goal was to identify ways to raise the level of
reading achievement in Ontario classrooms. 660
Then-Minister of Education and Deputy Premier Elizabeth Witmer said that the government
at that time had established this panel of education experts to determine the core
knowledge and teaching practices that are required to teach reading and specifically
referenced research-informed instructional practices and phonemic awareness:
Teachers and principals will soon gain the benefit of additional tools and
strategies. For example, as part of the implementation of the early reading
strategy and the early math strategy, teachers will receive resources and training
in a wide range of research-informed instructional techniques. This will
include how to create and enhance children's [phonemic] awareness. 661
[Emphasis added.]
The expert panel was made up of teachers, consultants, principals, school board
administrators, academics and researchers from English, French, and First Nations,
Métis and Inuit communities. In 2003, the panel released its report, Early Reading
Strategy: The Report of the Expert Panel on Early Reading in Ontario (the Ontario
Expert Panel Report).
The Ontario Expert Panel Report contains a comprehensive discussion of the important
elements of reading instruction that are necessary for all students, regardless of their
gender, background or special learning needs. 662 It noted that reading instruction must
be evidence-based and that there is a clear consensus in the scientific community about
how to teach reading in a way that prevents reading failure:
Despite the widely different conclusions and practices advocated by individual
research papers or particular programs, there is an important consensus in
the scientific community about the teaching of reading. Good research
informs educators about the components of an effective reading program. The
research is clear in showing that effective reading instruction compensates
for risk factors that might otherwise prevent children from becoming
successful readers. 663 [Emphasis added.]
The panel also addressed common myths associated with learning to read, including
some ideas that are prevalent in whole language approaches:
Although some children learn to read at an early age with little formal instruction,
it is a fallacy to assume that this happens simply because they have been exposed
to “good quality” books. Most children require explicit, planned instruction – as well
as plenty of exposure to suitable books – to crack the complex code of written
language and become as fluent in reading as in speaking.
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Consistent with the evidence, the expert panel confirmed the importance of teaching
phonemic awareness and letter sound knowledge as foundational reading skills. It stated:
“The evidence also shows that phonemic awareness can be taught and that the teacher’s
role in the development of phonemic awareness is essential for most children.”664
The expert panel also addressed the importance of teaching letter-sound relationships
and phonics:
…it is important that children receive systematic and explicit instruction about
correspondences between the speech sounds and individual letters and groups
of letters. Phonics instruction teaches children the relationships between the
letters (graphemes) of written language and the individual sounds (phonemes) of
spoken language. Research has shown that systematic and explicit phonics
instruction is the most effective way to develop children’s ability to identify
words in print. 665 [Emphasis added.]
The Ontario Expert Panel Report stated that teachers’ instruction in letter-sound
relationships and how to use these to read words should be planned and sequential so
that children have time to learn, practice and master them. 666
The expert panel also identified other important skills needed for reading, including oral
language skills, enhancing vocabulary, and understanding the meaning of phrases and
sentences. Efficient word-reading is one critical aspect of reading skill.
Ontario’s own expert panel did not promote the use of cueing systems or balanced
literacy approaches to teach word-reading skills. As discussed later, the panel’s
recommendations were not incorporated into Ontario’s 2006 Language curriculum or
the Ministry’s Guide to Effective Reading Instruction: Kindergarten to Grade 3 (2003).
Rose Reports
In 2005, the Secretary of State for Education in the United Kingdom (U.K.)
commissioned Sir Jim Rose to conduct an independent review of best practices for
teaching early reading and meeting the needs of children with literacy difficulties
(especially dyslexia). The 2006 Independent Review of Teaching Early Reading interim
report and final report in 2009, also known as the Rose Reports, state that the Simple
View of Reading is a good framework for considering the necessary component skills to
target in reading instruction. The Simple View of Reading is a model of reading that has
been supported and validated by many research studies. It says that reading
comprehension has two components: word recognition (decoding) and language
comprehension. Together, skills in these two components are “essential for learning
to read and for understanding what is read.” 667
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The Simple View of Reading and the research that has supported it emphasize that
strong reading comprehension requires the ability to read words accurately and quickly.
Decoding includes being able to sound out words using phonics knowledge, and to
recognize familiar words quickly.
In reading acquisition, early decoding based on letter-sound associations leads to fast
and accurate reading of familiar and unfamiliar words, whether they are presented in
context or in isolation. For example, a student with strong decoding skills can read
familiar words quickly, can sound out unfamiliar words in a list of unrelated words, and
can even sound out non-words (such as lund or pimet). This decoding process leads to
building up immediate recognition for most words students encounter in texts.
Conversely, not being able to decode negatively affects a student’s ability to read
printed words accurately and to build up rapid recognition for most words. This in turn
impairs a student’s reading comprehension.
Dr. Louisa Moats, an expert on science-based reading instruction and teacher
education, explains:
…reading and language arts instruction must include deliberate, systematic, and
explicit teaching of [written] word recognition and must develop students’ subjectmatter knowledge, vocabulary, sentence comprehension, and familiarity with the
language in written texts. 668
Although the full range of skills, knowledge and pedagogical approaches that are
encompassed within a complete language curriculum are beyond the scope of this
report, the importance of critical instruction to build word-reading skills cannot be
overemphasized.
The Rose Reports recommended that England replace the “searchlight” model of
teaching reading, a model based on cueing strategies like Ontario’s current Language
curriculum, with high-quality, direct and systematic phonics instruction starting by age
five. The reports said that pre-reading activities should be introduced earlier to prepare
students for phonics instruction. High-quality, systematic phonics work means teaching
beginner readers:
• Grapheme/phoneme (letter/sound) correspondences (the alphabetic principle) in
a clearly defined, incremental sequence
• To apply the skill of blending (synthesising) phonemes in order as they sound out
each grapheme
• To segment words into their constituent phonemes to spell out the graphemes
that represent those phonemes. 669
The Rose Reports concluded that high-quality phonics work should be the primary
instructional approach for teaching children to read and write words. High-quality
phonics teaching allows students to learn the crucial skills of word reading. Once they
master this, they can read fluently and automatically, which allows them to focus on the
meaning of the text.
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

158

Right to Read

The Rose Reports offer many strategies for phonics instruction, such as incorporating
writing the letters and spelling in phonics work, and manipulating letters and their
corresponding phonemes within words. The reports also provide advice on the
sequence of teaching phonics skills, and the pace of instruction.
Canadian Language and Literacy Research Network Report
In 2008, the Canadian Language and Literacy Research Network produced a report,
Foundations for Literacy: An Evidence-based Toolkit for the Effective Reading and
Writing Teacher. 670 The components of the report focused on science-based
information for teachers on language and reading acquisition, and on science-based
instructional methods for critical components of reading and writing. The report
identified these essential components:
For reading:
• Print awareness: understanding that print represents words that have meaning
and are related to spoken language
• Phonological and phonemic awareness
• Alphabetic knowledge (knowledge of letter names, shapes and letter-sound
associations), phonics and word reading
• Vocabulary
• Reading comprehension.
For writing:
• Spelling
• Handwriting
• Composition.
This report provided detailed guidance on the important elements of effective
instruction, including for “special populations” such as multilingual students who are
learning the language of instruction at the same time as they are learning the curriculum
(also referred to in the Ontario education system as English language learners or ELL
students), learners from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, students in French
Immersion and, importantly, students with reading disabilities, particularly in word
reading/dyslexia. The report noted that “structured, systematic, and explicit teaching,
with structured practice and immediate, corrective feedback is important in teaching all
students, and is especially important in teaching students with dyslexia…” The report
also said: “regardless of the child’s starting point, all students can benefit from highquality instruction focused on phonics.” 671
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Models that help explain how children learn to read
Scarborough’s rope model 672 is a science-based framework that breaks down the two
major components in the Simple View of Reading, explaining how word-reading skills
and oral language comprehension each contribute to reading comprehension. Dr. Hollis
Scarborough, a psychologist, literacy expert and leading researcher in reading
acquisition, compared skilled reading to the strands of a rope, with each strand
representing a separate skill. The strands are woven together as readers become more
skilled. If there is a weakness in any strand or skill, the rope will be weaker. The two
major strands are word recognition and language comprehension (the ability to get
meaning from words, sentences and texts at a listening level). 673 The sub-strands of
word recognition include phonological awareness, decoding and spelling, and
recognizing familiar words “by sight” (quickly and effortlessly or automatically). The goal
of word-reading instruction is that with increasing skill development, children come to
recognize almost all words by sight (the written word becomes linked in memory to its
pronunciation and meaning). In this way, knowledge of spoken words and their
meanings is linked to learning word forms and supports students’ decoding of words
that have not yet become sight words.
Figure 2
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Dr. Linnea Ehri’s Phase Theory of Learning to Read Words 674 is a useful model that
explains the developmental process of learning to read words accurately and efficiently,
and is supported by an abundance of research. Dr. Ehri, an educational psychologist
and leading researcher on reading acquisition processes, identified four phases
representing the connections between the written letters that form words and spoken
words that developing readers gain as they move from novice to skilled readers:
1. Pre-alphabetic phase: students read words by memorizing their visual
features or guessing words from their context
2. Partial-alphabetic phase: students recognize some letters of the alphabet
and can use them together with context to remember (a few) words by sight
3. Full-alphabetic phase: readers possess extensive working knowledge of the
graphophonemic system, and they can use this knowledge to fully analyze
the connections between graphemes and phonemes in words. They can
decode unfamiliar words and store fully analyzed sight words in memory
4. Consolidated-alphabetic phase: students consolidate their knowledge of
grapheme-phoneme relationships into larger units that recur in different words.
This model explains how reading proficiency needs to develop. Preschoolers and very
young students start off reading some very common words from memory (such as
STOP on the stop sign), but then begin to use the grapheme-phoneme knowledge
they have learned to decode words, at first letter by letter, but then more efficiently by
connecting complete graphemes and phonemes and larger letter patterns (such as rimes
and syllables). Students then progress to efficient reading, when they can recognize many
words and large chunks of words (orthographic patterns and morphemes) automatically –
known as reading words by sight or from memory. Dr. Ehri explains:
The evidence shows that words are read from memory when graphemes are
connected to phonemes. This bonds spellings of individual words to their
pronunciations along with their meanings in memory. Readers must know
grapheme–phoneme relations and have decoding skill to form connections, and
must read words in text to associate spellings with meanings. 675
This model can help teachers understand where their students are starting from, and
the types of knowledge and skills students need for their word-reading skills to develop.
In these models, the orthographic representation of a word (in other words, its spelling)
becomes integrated in memory with both the word’s pronunciation and meaning.
Teaching phonics is integrated with accessing the meanings of the words the students
are learning to read from the beginning, and continues through to reading words with
more complex orthographic patterns and with more than one syllable and/or morpheme.
Researchers have noted: “The Simple View is consistent with Perfetti’s (2007) lexical
quality hypothesis, where acquiring and integrating information about both word form
and meaning are necessary for on-line reading comprehension.” 676
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Summary of reports and models
These influential reports and models, which are based on a substantial body of scientific
research, all confirm that a critical focus of early reading instruction must be on skills
that will lead to efficient word-reading: that is, teaching phonemic awareness skills, the
links between phonemes and graphemes, and how to use this knowledge in
decoding/reading (and spelling) words (explicit phonics instruction). They all conclude
that teaching students these skills in a direct and systematic way is a critical and
necessary component of teaching them to read. 677
The science of reading shows that contrary to whole language beliefs, strong language
comprehension does not lead to good reading comprehension without well-developed
word-reading skills. Poorly developed word-reading skills act like a bottleneck for
comprehension. On the other hand, the better a reader’s word recognition skills, the
more attention they can put towards making meaning to understand texts. 678
There are additional, critical components in a full reading instruction program. For
example, effective vocabulary instruction is especially important for students with
language disabilities or from less advantaged backgrounds. 679 Research in Canada and
the U.S. shows that effective vocabulary instruction in Kindergarten to Grade 6 may be
lacking. 680 Research studies have helped identify instructional approaches to support
students in gaining the vocabulary knowledge needed to make expected yearly gains in
reading comprehension. 681 Similarly, students need explicit instruction in text structures
(genres), reading comprehension strategies, and the knowledge base of different
domains to support reading comprehension. Also, motivating and culturally responsive
instruction and texts need to be incorporated. 682 Although outside of the scope of this
report, the body of research known as the science of reading addresses these many
components of classroom language and reading instruction. A complete reading
program requires evidence-based instruction in each area to more fully address
inequities in reading achievement across Kindergarten to Grade 12.

Universal Design for Learning and Response to Intervention

Experts agree that directly teaching the specific foundational reading skills described
above saves most children who come to school at risk for failing to learn to read well: 683
…classroom teaching itself, when it includes a range of research-based
components and practices, can prevent and mitigate reading difficulty…informed
classroom instruction…beginning in kindergarten enhances success for all but a
very small percentage of students with learning disabilities or severe dyslexia. 684
Direct and systematic teaching of the skills that are good for all students, and essential
for students at risk, is consistent with Universal Design for Learning (UDL), an
educational approach that emphasizes designing curriculum and instruction to make it
effective and accessible for all students. 685 The goal of UDL is to give all students an
equal opportunity to learn and succeed. By using evidence-based approaches that
teach the necessary foundational reading skills in sequence from easiest to most
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difficult, with simultaneous differentiation for learners who need more focused and
highly scaffolded instruction, almost all children can gain the knowledge and skills that
are being taught. That is, it allows almost all children to learn to read words in text
accurately and efficiently.
In its submission to the inquiry, the Ontario Association of Speech-Language
Pathologists and Audiologists emphasized that students with typical development as
well as students with reading disabilities, intellectual disabilities, autism spectrum
disorder and hearing disabilities all benefit from instruction that builds skills for decoding
words and language comprehension (as set out in the Simple View of Reading).
A tiered approach to instruction, coupled with universal screening or assessment and
early intervention also reflects principles of UDL. 686 Response to Intervention (RTI) or
Multi-tier Systems of Supports (MTSS) are frameworks for delivering inclusive education
that use UDL, and can be effective for addressing the challenges of teaching reading. 687
In an RTI/MTSS framework, students receive increasing levels of support according to
their needs, but always using high-quality classroom instruction and interventions
consistent with the scientific research. Many such frameworks have three tiers, and
critical to each tier is reading instruction based on evidence.
Tier 1 is considered the key component of a tiered approach. At tier 1, all students
receive high-quality classroom instruction using an evidence-based, scientifically
researched core curriculum. Teachers must have sufficient and ongoing professional
development to deliver the tier 1 core instructional program in the way it was
designed. 688 An important feature of tier 1 is that all students are screened to see if they
are responding to instruction as expected (gaining the required skills and knowledge).
This universal early screening means students are identified and receive the
programming they need before they start to experience significant difficulties. When
evidence-based word-reading instruction is delivered properly, tier 1 meets the needs of
most students (estimates are about 80 to 90%). 689
At tier 2, students whose skills and knowledge are not progressing adequately to meet
expectations with only tier 1 science-based instruction, receive additional instruction or
intervention in small groups. These are about 15 to 20% of students who are not at the
expected levels, as identified through an evidence-based screening/assessment
process, and are at risk for failing to learn to read well. While continuing to receive highquality tier 1 instruction, these students receive tier 2 support in smaller groups with
increased intensity (daily instructional time, explicitness and scaffolding of instruction,
supported practice and cumulative review). Evidence-based tier 2 interventions in
Kindergarten and Grade 1 will be most effective for the most students.
Tier 3 supports are intended for the very small percentage of students whose reading
skills do not come into the expected range with tier 1 and tier 2 instruction. These
students are at high risk for failing to learn to read, or have already experienced time in
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the classroom without being able to meet the reading demands. Intervention at this level
means smaller groups or individual interventions of increased intensity (more time, more
explicit and scaffolded, with ample supported practice to master skills).
The Association of Psychology Leaders in Ontario Schools’ inquiry submission
emphasized the importance of strong RTI/MTSS approaches, noting: “a combination of
effective classroom instruction and targeted small group instruction has the potential to
meet the needs of 98% of struggling readers.” 690
With appropriate instruction, multilingual students (referred to in the education system
as English language learners or ELL students) can learn phonological awareness and
decoding skills in English as quickly as students who speak English as a first
language. 691 The specific difficulties that English language learners may face are fairly
predictable and can be addressed with proactive teaching that focuses on potentially
problematic sounds and letter combinations. 692 English language learners will also need
instruction in other aspects to fully address reading comprehension and written
language. 693As described by Dr. Esther Geva, an Ontario psychologists with expertise
in culturally and linguistically diverse children, and her colleagues:
Instruction for [English language learners] should be comprehensive and include
instruction in the core areas of reading (phonological awareness, phonics, word
level fluency, accuracy and fluency in text-level reading, and reading
comprehension), as well as in oral language (vocabulary, grammar, use of
pronouns or conjunctions, use of idioms) and writing. It is often the case that
[English language learners] continue to develop oral language and vocabulary
skills while building core literacy skills. 694
Multilingual students, then, need instruction and intervention on the same foundational
word reading skills as other students.
This section of the report deals with tier 1 classroom instruction. For more on how
school boards are implementing other aspects of RTI/MTSS, see sections 9, Early
screening and 10, Reading interventions.

Ineffective methods for teaching reading

Balanced literacy or comprehensive balanced literacy approaches, cueing systems and
other whole language beliefs and practices are not supported by the science of reading
for teaching foundational reading skills. They have been found ineffective in many
studies, expert reviews and reports for teaching all students to read. 695 The
consequences of using these approaches and programs are particularly serious for
students with reading disabilities and other risk factors for failing to learn to read.
Research does not support that a balanced literacy approach, which focuses on
teaching cueing systems for word solving and rejects a structured literacy approach, is
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as successful as science-based approaches, which include direct and systematic
instruction in foundational word reading skills, for teaching children in at-risk groups to
read. 696 Despite this, they remain prominent teaching strategies in Ontario.
Balanced literacy, cueing systems and whole language proponents assert that children
learn to read naturally, largely through meaningful and authentic literacy experiences
and exposure to books and other literacies. They largely reject structured literacy
approaches that encompass direct and systematic instruction in the foundational skills
supporting word-reading acquisition, and formal reading programs that support teachers
to deliver this instruction. Whole language and its offspring, cueing and balanced
literacy, emphasize learning whole words in meaningful contexts. In whole language,
there is little or no systematic, direct instruction in phonemic awareness. Phonics and
decoding and sounding out words are not emphasized. 697 Dr. Moats noted that balanced
literacy, cueing systems and whole language approaches are characterized by:
• Little teaching about speech sounds and their features
• Not enough instruction in blending and pulling apart or segmenting the
sounds in words
• Confusing phonological awareness and phonics
• Instructing teachers to avoid breaking words into their parts and teaching the
letter-sound relationships
• Telling students to guess at a word from context and the first letter
• De-emphasizing “sounding out” the whole word from beginning to end
• Not systematically presenting sound-symbol relationships and/or practicing
decoding words
• Using leveled books instead of decodable texts. 698
Cueing systems
The three-cueing system follows from a whole language approach and is a central part
of balanced literacy. It was first proposed in 1967 by Dr. Ken Goodman, a professor
who has been described as the founder of the whole language approach. Dr. Goodman
described reading as a “psycholinguistic guessing game.” Dr. Goodman argued that
reading is not a precise process that involves sequentially identifying letters, words,
spelling patterns and language units. Rather, Dr. Goodman suggested that as people
read, they play a guessing game to predict words on the page using cues: semantic
cues (what would make sense based on the context); syntactic cues (what kind of word
could this be, such as a verb or a noun); and graphophonic cues (what do the letters
suggest the word might be). Dr. Goodman’s theory, which was based on how he
thought fluent adult readers read, became the basis for the three-cueing approach for
teaching young children to read.
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Dr. Goodman’s theory of skilled reading and the cueing systems approach were not
validated by later scientific studies of skilled reading or how to teach developing
readers. One educational psychologist explained:
The three-cueing system is well-known to most teachers. What is less well
known is that it arose not as a result of advances in knowledge concerning
reading development, but rather in response to an unfounded but passionate
held belief. Despite its largely uncritical acceptance by many within the education
field, it has never been shown to have utility, and in fact, it is predicated upon
notions of reading development that have been demonstrated to be false. Thus,
as a basis for decisions about reading instruction it is likely to mislead teachers
and hinder students’ progress. 699
Dr. Goodman also identified miscue analysis as a way to assess students’ use of cueing
systems. A miscue analysis is an observational method where the teacher listens to a
student read a passage of unfamiliar text that is at least one level higher than their
current reading level within a leveled reading system. The teacher observes the
student’s mistakes, or miscues, to assess how the student approaches the process of
reading, which cueing strategies they need to work on, and their overall comprehension
of the passage. A running record is a similar observational tool that teachers use to
assess a student’s oral reading behaviours.
In a 2020 article “What Constitutes a Science of Reading Instruction?” Dr. Timothy
Shanahan, an internationally recognized educator, researcher and education policymaker focused on literacy education, confirmed that “no research has shown that
learning benefits from teaching cueing systems.” 700 In another recent study, seven
independent reading researchers reviewed Dr. Lucy Calkin’s program which is based on
the three-cueing system and widely used in the U.S. They concluded:
The program…strongly recommends use of the three-cueing system…as a valid
procedure for assessing and diagnosing a student's reading needs. This is in
direct opposition to an enormous body of settled research… 701
Balanced literacy
Balanced literacy has not been scientifically validated. According to Dr. Irene Fountas
and Dr. Gay Su Pinnell (Fountas and Pinnell), who have developed materials that are
heavily relied on in Ministry resources and used in Ontario schools, balanced literacy is
a “philosophical orientation that assumes that reading and writing achievement are
developed through instruction and support in multiple environments using various
approaches that differ by level of teacher support and child control.”702 [Emphasis added]
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Another author explains:
[A] Balanced Literacy approach recognizes that students need to use a variety of
strategies to become proficient readers and writers. It encourages the development
of skills in reading, writing, speaking and listening for all students.703
She writes that a balanced literacy program should include (with suggested time targets
for reading and writing):
Suggested targets for reading:
• Modeled reading (10 min/day)
• Shared reading (15–20 min/three days in a row for two weeks)
• Guided reading (one text/group; 15–20 min/week)
• Independent reading (20 min/day).
Suggested targets for writing:
• Modeled writing (every other day; 10–15 min)
• Shared writing (every other day; 10–15 min)
• Guided writing (2–3 times per week for 40 min)
• Independent writing (25–30 min per day). Create a body of work for reflection,
assessment and growth.
A report titled Whole Language Lives On: The Illusion of “Balanced” Reading
Instruction, shows how the term “balanced literacy” was adopted to conceal the true
nature of whole language programs. 704 Even though balanced literacy proponents often
argue it uses scientific approaches, balanced literacy fails to incorporate the content
and instructional methods proven to work best for students learning to read. This is
particularly harmful for at-risk students, including students with dyslexia and many
others who come to school with few pre-reading skills for different reasons. Balanced
literacy relies on teaching cueing systems to guess at words in text, rather than direct,
systematic instruction to build students’ decoding and word-reading skills.
One expert concludes:
In summary, whole-language derivatives are still popular, but they continue to fail
the students who most need to benefit from the findings of reading research.
Approaches such as…balanced literacy do not complement text reading and
writing with strong, systematic, skills-based instruction, in spite of their claims.
Only programs that teach all components of reading, as well as writing and oral
language, will be able to prevent and ameliorate reading problems in the large
number of children at risk. 705
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Ontario’s approach to teaching reading: the Ontario Kindergarten
Program, Grades 1–8 Language curriculum and related resources

Ontario’s Kindergarten Program
Ontario’s Kindergarten Program, 2016 706 sets out what four- and five-year-olds across
the province learn “through play and inquiry.” 707
Kindergarten is a critical time in a child’s reading development, where they must
develop some core early reading skills. Students who do not have these skills by the
time they enter Grade 1 or 2 are often considered at risk for difficulties learning to
read. 708
Empirical studies have shown significant variation in pre-reading skills and oral
language abilities among children entering school. 709 Research has also clearly
established that children entering school with less-developed pre-reading skills and oral
language abilities are at a greater risk for later reading difficulties. 710
Kindergarten programs that target reading and oral language skills using ageappropriate approaches have been found to close gaps and promote later reading
success, in ways that programs that do not have this focus do not. 711
Research also suggests that current approaches, similar to those in Ontario’s
Kindergarten Program, are not enough to change young students’ developmental
trajectories related to later word-reading skills, or to provide the critical vocabulary and
background knowledge needed for later reading comprehension. 712
Although the focus of this report is on word reading, the science of reading addresses
other areas such as the importance of early vocabulary instruction. 713 Observational
studies have shown an “overwhelming lack of attention” to vocabulary instruction, even
in the earliest school years. 714 In a U.S. study examining classroom approaches like
those in Ontario’s Kindergarten Program, planned vocabulary instruction was largely
absent across 55 Kindergarten classrooms, and impromptu instruction about words
occurred for only about eight minutes per day 715 (see similar Canadian research for
older grades). 716 In classrooms with students from largely lower socioeconomic
backgrounds, even fewer words were introduced per day, and fewer of these were
more challenging words. 717 These findings highlight critical inequities in early literacy
learning opportunities. 718
The OHRC examined the literacy component of Ontario’s Kindergarten Program 719 as
it relates to children’s skills related to decoding and word-reading development. The
Kindergarten Program is deficient in several key ways.
The program does not pay enough attention to the importance of phonemic awareness
skills and how to teach these in the classroom. While there are references to
phonological awareness, phonemic awareness and phonics in several specific
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expectations, there is little discussion of the importance of these skills. There are no
clear sets of reading skills that teachers are expected to teach and students are
expected to learn.
There is also insufficient information on instruction for alphabetic knowledge and
decoding skills, including no mention of daily phonics instruction in the Kindergarten
classroom. Also, the program does not discuss the importance of monitoring students’
skills in these areas, or supporting students who are struggling in developing these
reading skills.
An “Educator Reflection” in the Kindergarten Program document states: “We noticed
that, when we taught a whole class about phonological and phonemic awareness, we
were not really meeting anyone’s needs.” This negative anecdotal statement about
class-wide instruction in phonological and phonemic awareness is inconsistent with
decades of research showing that all students benefit from this form of instruction. It
feeds into a myth that only some students need this explicit instruction, and discourages
class-wide instruction with sounds and letters to build these foundational skills.
One Kindergarten teacher who is teaching foundational skills in a direct and explicit way
in her classroom told the inquiry: “Every [student] is benefitting. My [students] are
fantastic spellers, and they love it [referring to the structured literacy instruction].” She
also expressed concern that Ontario’s play and discovery-based Kindergarten
Program does not provide enough guidance on how Kindergarten teachers should
teach foundational word-reading skills, putting students at a disadvantage when they
enter Grade 1:
In Ontario, the play-based [K]indergarten [P]rogram is interpreted by some
(many?) to mean play all day and no direct explicit instruction. Teachers placing
a bunch of magnetic letters in the rice table is not going to teach children how to
read, nor is it going to catch early strugglers. There needs to be clearer
guidelines for the teaching of reading or pre-reading in kindergarten, in direct
response to early screening – using a fun and playful structured literacy program.
The evidence is clear that instruction in phonological awareness, letter knowledge and
sounds, and simple decoding should be included in daily instruction for all Kindergarten
students. Approaches for phonological awareness start with easier, oral language
activities in Kindergarten Year 1 (formerly referred to as Junior Kindergarten), such as
singing and learning nursery rhymes, learning to recognize and produce rhyming words,
and playing with the chunks of sound that make up words, like syllables and beginning
sounds. In Kindergarten Year 2 (formerly known as Senior Kindergarten), students need
to develop the critical phonemic awareness skills of identifying phonemes in the
beginning, end and middle of words, and then blending and segmenting individual
phonemes in words.
At the same time, Kindergarten Year 1 and Year 2 students should be taught, using
engaging and age-appropriate methods, letter names and letter-sound associations,
and how to use these to read simple words. Through Year 2, students should master
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(be both accurate and quick) the most common letters representing the roughly 44
English sounds and 36 French sounds (grapheme-phoneme associations) through
explicit teaching and practice using these to read simple words, sentences and stories
that are made up mostly of words students are able to decode with the associations
they have already learned. Writing is an important activity in Kindergarten, and students
should develop and reinforce these skills through instructional writing activities, as they
learn to segment sounds in words and represent these with letters. 720
Several inquiry school boards were concerned that a proportion of their students start
school at a disadvantage. They clearly recognize that many of these students will
remain at a disadvantage unless something is done. However, what was less clear was
their understanding that schools can provide instruction that will help these students
close the gap with peers who start school with more developed skills. The boards
suggested that access to better pre-school programs and services were the solution.
Although better pre-school supports could help, science-based Kindergarten classroom
programming can address many of these disadvantages, such as those related to
phonemic awareness and word reading.
Unfortunately, the current Kindergarten Program in Ontario maintains, and does not
alleviate, literacy disadvantages for the large numbers of students who start school with
less-developed formal pre-reading and reading skills. This includes children who may
have a biological predisposition to reading disabilities/dyslexia. Complete literacy
programs must include instruction in word-reading skills, as well as the many other
components that help develop strong and motivated readers. Emphasis on wordreading skills is essential but is largely absent in Ontario’s Kindergarten Program. This
is a significant obstacle limiting the reading and literacy development of far too many
Ontario children. 721
The Association of Psychology Leaders in Ontario Schools 722 stressed the importance
of introducing these skills in Kindergarten, in the context of play-based learning:
Foundational reading skills can be incorporated into regular classroom instruction in
the early years and in ways that maintain the integrity of the play-based philosophy.
Purposeful play is play nevertheless. There exists an opportunity for boards to
implement programs that teach foundational reading skills in the early years, and
emphasize the oral language and phonological awareness skills that are critical for
reading development. Not doing so would be to the detriment of our children.
Ontario’s Grades 1–8 Language curriculum
Curriculum is set by the Ministry. 723 Of note, the Ontario Language curriculum is the
oldest elementary curriculum in use in Ontario, 724 and one of the oldest elementary
language curricula in Canada. 725 The Ontario Language curriculum was last updated
over 15 years ago, in 2006. According to the Ministry, curriculum has a shelf-life of 10 to
15 years. 726 Based on its age alone, this curriculum is due for an update.
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The Ontario Language curriculum outlines the knowledge and skills students are
expected to achieve by the end of each grade. It sets out mandatory learning
expectations, and what is taught in each grade must be developed based on these
learning expectations. Teachers use their professional judgment to decide how to teach
the curriculum.
The Ontario Language curriculum focuses on the use of the three-cueing system as the
primary approach students will be taught to read words. The Ontario Language
curriculum makes it clear that this involves looking for clues to predict or guess words
based on context and prior knowledge. It defines cueing systems as:
Cues or clues that effective readers use in combination to read unfamiliar
words, phrases, and sentences and construct meaning from print. Semantic
(meaning) cues help readers guess or predict the meaning of words, phrases,
or sentences on the basis of context and prior knowledge. Semantic cues may
include visuals. Syntactic (structural) cues help readers make sense of text using
knowledge of the patterned ways in which words in a language are combined into
phrases, clauses, and sentences. Graphophonic (phonological and graphic) cues
help readers to decode unknown words using knowledge of letter or sound
relationships, word patterns, and words recognized by sight. [Emphasis added.]
As explained by the validated models of skilled reading presented earlier, effective
readers recognize words accurately and quickly. They do not need to use their attention
to guess at words based on cueing systems. Context can help with recognizing the rare
word whose orthography is unfamiliar and not easily pronounced. It should not be a
primary or frequent strategy for reading words.
For young children learning to read, the written form of almost all words is “unfamiliar.”
Starting to learn to read by integrating these cueing systems in texts is not effective for
most children, and not efficient for any child.
In the current Ontario Language curriculum, one of the overall expectations for each
grade is that students will be able to “use knowledge of words and cueing systems to
read fluently.” As discussed below, Ontario’s teaching guides also emphasize cueing
systems as the primary approach for students to learn the written code of spoken
language. Therefore, the curriculum emphasizes teaching cueing systems for word
reading rather than directly and systematically teaching students the written code of
spoken language. With this cueing system approach, many students fail to build
accurate and efficient word-reading skills, which are the “hallmark of skilled word
reading.” 727 Indeed, failing to directly teach skills and knowledge needed for accurate
and efficient reading in the earliest grades can start the Matthew Effect in reading
(described in section 4, Context for the inquiry), where students with poor early wordreading skills get further and further behind in all aspects of reading and the positive
consequences of reading, such as building vocabulary and knowledge of the world. 728
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The Ontario Language curriculum defines phonological awareness, phonemic
awareness and phonics but it does not require these be taught or provide guidance on
how these should be taught.
The Ministry’s Guide to Effective Instruction in Reading
The Ministry also develops resources to support instruction. One significant resource
related to early reading instruction is the Ministry’s A Guide to Effective Instruction in
Reading, Kindergarten to Grade 3, 2003 (the Guide). School boards reported that they
rely on the Guide in delivering the Language curriculum.
The Guide emphasizes the role of the three-cueing system and related balanced
literacy approaches for teaching students to read words. For example, it outlines the
following word guessing skills in a table entitled “The Behaviours of Proficient Readers.”
Word-solving skills
Proficient readers:
• Use semantic (meaning) cues:
o use illustrations from the text to predict words
o use their prior knowledge as an aid in reading
o use the context and common sense to predict unfamiliar words
• Use syntactic (structural) cues:
o use their knowledge of how English 729 works to predict and read some
words
o use the structure of the sentence to predict words
• Use graphophonic (visual) cues:
o analyze words from left to right
o use their existing knowledge of words to read unknown words
o notice letter patterns and parts of words;
o sound out words by individual letter or by letter cluster
• Use base or root words to analyze parts of a word and to read whole words
• Integrate the cueing systems to cross-check their comprehension of words:
o combine semantic (meaning) and syntactic (structural) cues to verify their
predictions
o cross-check their sense of the meaning (semantic cues) with their knowledge
of letter-sound relationships and word parts (graphophonic cues).
Although the description of graphophonic (visual) cues appears to suggest that the
sounds and letter patterns in words are part of the three-cueing system, this is at best a
passing reference to a few of the fundamental skills needed to read words. Instructions
on how to use graphophonic clues often promote looking at the first letter/sound in the
word and then guessing what might fit for the whole word in the context of the sentence.
For example, in a section called Sample Questions and Prompts to Promote Students’
Use of the Three Cueing Systems, the Guide suggests the following questions to help
students use graphophonic cues:
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What were the rhyming words in this story?
What word do you see within that bigger word? (Prompt students to look for the
root word in a word with a prefix or suffix, or for the two words that make up a
compound word)
What is the first letter (or last letter) of the word?
What sound does that letter (or combination of letters) make?
What other words start with that letter and would fit into this sentence? 730

These examples of how to process the letters within words are time- and attentionconsuming – the exact opposite of skill acquisition where words become recognized
more and more automatically. The National Reading Panel Report noted that some
instruction in phonics as one part of graphophonic prompts is not sufficient:
Whole language teachers typically provide some instruction in phonics, usually
as part of invented spelling activities or through the use of [graphophonic]
prompts during reading (Routman, 1996). However, their approach is to teach it
unsystematically and incidentally in context as the need arises.
…
Although some phonics is included in whole language instruction, important
differences have been observed distinguishing this approach from systematic
phonics approaches. 731
The Guide has a later section on phonemic awareness, phonics and word study.
However, the three-cueing system is presented throughout as the primary instructional
approach to reading words in text. Even within the discussion of phonemic awareness,
phonics and word study, guessing strategies are promoted. For example, in a section
on word-solving and word study, teachers are once again encouraged to have students
predict words, think about what word would make sense in context and look at the
pictures for clues. 732 Decoding or sounding out words is often presented as one of the
last strategies for word analysis when it should be the first 733 and based on effective
classroom instruction on how to decode words.
Combining cueing systems with decoding strategies is not an effective approach to
reading instruction and results in confusion for students. The U.K.’s Primary Framework
for Literacy and Mathematics noted:
…attention should be focused on decoding words rather than the use of
unreliable strategies such as looking at the illustrations, rereading the sentence,
saying the first sound or guessing what might “fit.” Although these strategies
might result in intelligent guesses, none of them is sufficiently reliable and they
can hinder the acquisition and application of phonic knowledge and skills,
prolonging the word recognition process and lessening children’s overall
understanding. Children who routinely adopt alternative cues for reading
unknown words, instead of learning to decode them, later find themselves
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stranded when texts become more demanding and meanings less predictable.
The best route for children to become fluent and independent readers lies
in securing phonics as the prime approach to decoding unfamiliar
words. 734 [Emphasis added.]
For children learning to read, almost all words are unfamiliar words.
Another recent report by leading reading researchers confirms that three-cueing as the
way of teaching students to read and as a first strategy for students reading unfamiliar
words is problematic and inconsistent with the scientific evidence:
Th[e] endorsement of the three-cueing system gives teachers explicit permission
to center instruction on the three-cueing system rather than the more productive
and research-based incorporation of phonics instruction. The best and
overwhelming body of research strongly supports that letter-to-sound decoding is
the primary system used by proficient readers to read text while it is only poor
readers who rely on use of partial visual cues to guess at words….The promotion
of the three-cueing system…will dilute the work of the phonics materials by
prompting teachers to focus on analyzing running records for errors based on
meaning and syntax rather than leveraging taught foundational skills. 735
Other Ministry resources
The Ministry of Education publishes several resources on early literacy and special
education. It states that these resources support instruction, and educators may choose
to use these resources if they find them useful.
The inquiry reviewed these resources and found that they also fail to promote an
effective and systematic evidence-based approach to teaching students how to read. This
is not surprising, given that the Ontario Language curriculum and the Guide are the primary
resources for teachers, and any additional Ministry resources follow the curriculum.
Consistent with the Ontario Language curriculum and Guide, these resources promote
whole language approaches. For example, a Ministry guide to support boys’ success in
literacy, Me Read? No Way! A Practical Guide to Improving Boys’ Literacy Skills, 2004
acknowledges that gender is a significant factor in reading achievement and that boys
score lower on reading tests, are more likely to be placed in special education classrooms,
have higher dropout rates and are less likely than girls to go to university.736
This resource identifies 13 “strategies for success” for improving boys’ reading. None of
the strategies reference teaching early foundational reading skills effectively to improve
word reading, including teaching phonemic awareness, phonics and decoding. All the
strategies suggest that if boys find reading more interesting, relevant and fun, they will
be better readers. This guide promotes the problematic balanced literacy approach as a
best practice. 737
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Focusing only on a lack of student engagement to explain why students do not read well
perpetuates stereotypes about students who do not learn to read without instruction and
students with reading difficulties. It suggests that if students simply find something they
are interested in and apply themselves, they can improve their reading. It fails to
recognize that if students are not able to read the words in texts, it limits their reading
comprehension, does not increase reading skills, and has a negative impact on their
desire to engage in reading. The notion that some students, especially boys, are not
motivated to learn is constructed on negative and gendered stereotypes.
The Ministry’s basis for adopting the three-cueing system
The three-cueing system and balanced literacy models in the Ontario Language
curriculum, the Guide and other Ministry resources were not recommended for
developing early word-reading skills by the Kindergarten to Grade 3 expert panel in the
Early Reading Strategy: Report of the Expert Panel on Early Reading in Ontario.
The OHRC asked the Ministry why it decided to adopt the three-cueing system, and
what scientific support it had for the three-cueing system. The Ministry advised that
cueing systems were referenced in Literacy for Learning: The Report of the Expert
Panel on Literacy in Grades 4 to 6 in Ontario (2004). 738 This Grade 4 to 6 expert report
states that it builds on the foundations for literacy that are laid in a child’s early years. It
also says that it builds on the earlier work of the Kindergarten to Grade 3 expert panel.
However, this panel did not recommend three-cueing or balanced literacy approaches
for word reading.
The Grade 4 to 6 expert report appropriately suggests that cueing systems can be used
by students in Grades 4 to 6 to “make meaning from increasingly complex texts.” It does
not suggest that cueing systems be used to teach foundational word reading skills to
students in Kindergarten through Grade 3. The research shows that context is important
to reading comprehension or making meaning from text after words have been
decoded. 739 However, using context is not useful as a primary word decoding strategy.
When children encounter a word they have not seen before, their first approach should
be to use decoding skills to sound it out. 740
Therefore, the evidence gathered in the inquiry shows that the Ontario Language
curriculum, the Guide and related resources were not developed in response to the
expert or scientific evidence available at the time. There was not, and still is not, a
sufficient basis to support the use of the three-cueing system and balanced literacy for
teaching early word reading in Ontario.

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

175

Right to Read

School board approaches to teaching reading

Given the prevalence of three-cueing and balanced literacy in the Ontario Language
curriculum, the Guide and other resources, it is not surprising that the eight inquiry
school boards all reported using these ineffective approaches to word-reading
instruction in their schools.
The OHRC asked the boards to provide documents, data or information explaining their
approach to teaching reading. The OHRC also asked questions in its meetings with
each board to better understand if they are teaching phonemic awareness, phonics,
decoding and word-reading, and their views on whether current approaches are
consistent with the science of reading.
Emphasis on three-cueing and balanced literacy
All boards reported following the Ontario Language curriculum as required, as well as
relying on the Guide and other Ministry resources. The boards said that in addition to
cueing systems, they use either a balanced literacy or comprehensive (balanced)
literacy approach to teaching reading. The key elements that appear to distinguish
comprehensive balanced literacy from balanced literacy are an emphasis on oral
language, reading, writing and media literacy, as well as teachers having flexibility to
divide time among the four primary teaching strategies (modelled, shared, guided and
independent reading) in response to the perceived needs of their students. 741 The
majority (59%) of educators 742 who responded to the OHRC’s educator survey also
identified balanced literacy as the predominant approach to teaching reading in Ontario.
The inquiry school boards also reported relying heavily on resources from whole
language and balanced literacy proponents such as Drs. Fountas and Pinnell, Dr. Brian
Cambourne, Dr. Marie Clay, and Dr. Lucy Calkins for instruction, assessment and
intervention. These include PM Benchmarks, Running Records, Observational Survey
of Literacy Achievement and Miscue Analysis for assessment as well as Levelled
Literacy Intervention (LLI) and Reading Recovery® for interventions (for a detailed
discussion of assessment and intervention, see sections 9, Early screening and 10,
Reading interventions).
One school board described its understanding of literacy development, based on
Cambourne’s Conditions of Learning:
…educators must understand that: literacy is developmental; not all children
reach the same developmental phase at the same time; attitude can play a
large part in the success of the student; reading and writing tasks must be
linked to prior knowledge and experience; and learning language requires much
social interaction and collaboration. [Emphasis added.]
Unfortunately, these types of misconceptions can lead educators to believe that
students who are not learning to read are not developmentally ready or are not trying
hard enough. Many students and parents reported being told that delays in learning to
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read are normal, or that students are not learning to read because of a lack of effort.
However, these delays were later recognized as early signs of failing to learn to read
due to the lack of direct and systematic instruction in foundational word-reading skills.
These reported observations are consistent with findings from research. 743
The boards were asked if they believe they are following a whole language or structured
literacy approach to teaching reading. Two boards acknowledged that their literacy
programs follow a whole language approach. One board reported following a structured
literacy approach. Other boards felt their approach incorporated elements of both.
However, the overall approaches of all the school boards, with a few possible
exceptions (described below), do reflect a whole language philosophy.
School board leaders opined that a whole language approach is not at odds with
teaching phonological awareness or that whole language and direct instruction/
structured literacy approaches can be combined. In fact, whole language approaches
do preclude systematic and explicit instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics,
because a central belief of whole language is that individual reading skills are not taught
outside of “authentic” or real-world reading activities. Further, the three-cueing system
that is the primary approach to word-reading instruction within this framework is directly
opposed to direct and systematic teaching of decoding skills. 744
Board representatives were asked if they believe the current Ontario Language
curriculum and their approaches to reading instruction are working well or should be
changed. It was apparent that many board leaders were not familiar with the
overwhelming evidence that cueing systems and balanced literacy are far less effective
approaches for teaching early reading skills and leave many vulnerable students at risk
for not learning these skills. Boards described balanced literacy as “very highly regarded
as the way to teach reading,” as it is “still taught in faculties of education” and believed
balanced literacy researchers “are still at the forefront.” One board said it felt “confident”
that balanced literacy is the way to teach students to read and to get most students
reading at grade level, even though a significant proportion of this board’s students,
particularly students with learning disabilities and special education needs, are not
meeting provincial standards on EQAO testing.
Boards that recognized the need to improve literacy outcomes for more students could
not always identify how their current approaches to teaching reading are not working for
these students. It was unclear how these boards expected to increase student success
in reading without fundamentally changing how students are taught to read. They did not
appear to know about the scientific evidence on effective instruction in early reading skills.
Several boards suggested that the current approach simply needs minor adjustment to
provide a bit more guidance on how to approach phonological awareness and “word
work,” or clearer expectations for what should be taught and learned in each grade. One
board noted that teachers are more comfortable with using cueing systems than with
delivering direct and systematic instruction in foundational word-reading skills, and
could use “some additional guidance” on the latter. Several boards commented that the
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Ontario Language curriculum provides little guidance on what the expectations are for
each grade, so they are left to interpret the curriculum to decide what to focus on in
each grade. These boards suggested that clearer guidance on what should be taught in
each grade could be helpful and promote greater consistency across Ontario.
One board clearly acknowledged that the current Ontario Language curriculum and
approaches to teaching reading are not consistent with the science of reading. This
board said that their speech-language pathologists and psychologists have informed
them that the current curriculum does not support direct, systematic instruction in
foundational word-reading skills or structured literacy. The board noted that teachers
must follow the curriculum, which is not consistent with the science of reading. The
board reported being concerned about how to “honour the Ontario curriculum as
required while also adapting to what the science of reading is telling them.”
Several school boards explicitly said they believed that they sufficiently address “word
work” or “word study” within their current approaches. For example, one board reported
allotting 2–3 minutes each day for letter or word work in their guided reading block,
which they felt was enough to help students “become quick and flexible at using
principles that are important in solving words at this level.” 745 Other boards were not
able to provide any specifics on how much time is spent on “word work” or “word study,”
indicating that this is left to each teacher’s judgment with no means to monitor whether
any direct and systematic instruction of foundational word-reading skills is taking place.
When asked if teachers are required to teach phonological awareness and phonics, one
board said that “required is a strong word” and suggested teachers may spend some
time working on phonological awareness with the whole class as “an exposure ideal,”
but would more likely do so with smaller groups of students. This was consistent with
the inquiry’s finding that if these skills are addressed at all, it is through “mini lessons”
with small groups of students at the teacher’s discretion. This is not the systematic
instruction in the written code that is supported by decades of research.
As well as asking the boards about their approach to reading instruction, the OHRC,
with the help of its experts, reviewed the documentation the boards provided. With a few
exceptions, the OHRC found little information in the documentation or outlined
classroom materials showing that boards include a direct and systematic approach to
phonemic awareness, phonics, decoding and word reading fluency (and word structure
or morphology in more advanced lessons). Further, the instructional cycle of focusing
on books through modelled, shared, guided and independent reading leaves little room
for any emphasis on direct instruction to teach children the code of written language.
Lessons most often take the form of short “mini lessons” that appear to be based on
what teachers notice the students need, such as an aspect of reading comprehension,
vocabulary or graphophonic information. This model of ad hoc instruction does not
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incorporate and is inconsistent with direct and systematic whole-class instruction in the
foundational skills of word reading that aims to increase all students’ decoding skills. 746
Indeed, the reported approaches are inconsistent with Universal Design for Learning
and RTI/MTSS frameworks for inclusive education.
The inquiry found that school boards are relying on Ministry documents either as their
primary teaching resources or by largely reproducing the contents of these Ministry
documents in their own board-specific, teacher-related documents. In some boards,
brief summary sheets contain more variety of information, but there is a lack of detail for
how these briefly mentioned practices might be integrated into an effective approach to
early reading instruction.
As discussed earlier, the Ministry Guide has a section on “Phonemic Awareness,
Phonics, and Word Study.” When these are incorporated into school board
documentation, boards focus primarily on the “word study” component – largely
referring to learning high-frequency words and using word walls. One board has defined
“word study” on its teacher planning sheet as “high-frequency words, word families,
chunking, word structure and meaning, letter/sound, phonemic awareness.” Word study
is one of 11 literacy areas listed in the teacher planning sheet. While this was one of the
only examples of a board specifically referencing letter/sound relationships and
phonemic awareness in its written materials, these important skills are presented as one
among many strategies to problem-solve words. No guidance is given on how to teach
these necessary foundational skills from simplest to most difficult (in other words,
systematically), with sufficient practice reading words and cumulative review to build up
skilled word reading.
Overall, with a few small exceptions, the inquiry found little evidence of boards using
consistent and effective early literacy instruction in the materials provided. HamiltonWentworth appears to be making a concerted effort to address early literacy, and has
appropriately recognized the Five Big Ideas in Early Reading as a science-based
framework (for more details, see discussion below). Even so, not all components of
effective early decoding instruction have been considered and adequately addressed in
recommended teacher approaches and materials. Without a complete program based
on explicit and systematic instruction in learning the code, it is unclear if the approaches
will be effective. A few other boards reference phonological awareness and phonemic
awareness but without specific detail, and phonics and decoding are left out in these
references. This falls far short of the explicit and systematic approach called for by
scientific studies of reading instruction.
Spending on unscientific resources and supports
The Ministry provides funding for purchasing all learning and teaching resources and for
specific programs. However, school boards and schools decide which resources to
select, buy and use. Several inquiry school boards confirmed that the choice of
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materials is often a school-level decision. The Auditor General has noted that the
Ministry does not track which resources schools select or use, or how much funding is
spent on these resources. 747 School boards also do not track the use of resources
within schools. 748
Various boards reported purchasing resources to support delivering the curriculum that
are not consistent with the science of reading. These include expensive programs, kits,
books, readers, assessment tools and intervention programs. Several sources told the
inquiry that boards buy programs and resources, sometimes for millions of dollars,
because someone at the board is familiar with or likes the product, and not because the
board considered whether there is research into its efficacy.
Boards could not show that they made sure there was research or literature to support
the scientific validity of these programs and materials before selecting them. Several
boards reported that they did not have the capacity to undertake this kind of review to
confirm that a resource was scientifically validated. They said that they would find it helpful
if the Ministry would do this analysis and tell them which resources are evidence-based.
School boards receive special funding from the Ministry for specific purposes, yet it
appears that the Ministry does little to make sure they are spending it on materials or
programs supported by research science. 749 The Ministry told the inquiry about funds to
support students in the area of literacy. For example, from the 2008–09 school year to
the 2018–19 school year, funding was provided to school boards to design and facilitate
professional learning and capacity-building projects to support educators working in
collaborative teams to assess and respond to the literacy learning needs of targeted
groups of students who need extra support with literacy.
The Ministry reported that a large emphasis of the program was identifying students
based on data analysis and reporting on student and educator outcomes, as well as on
how funding was spent. However, it does not appear that the Ministry set criteria to
make sure funding was used to provide extra support in literacy using approaches
consistent with the research science, or that follow-up was done to ensure that proper
data analysis (for example, to measure student outcomes) occurred. Given the Ontario
Language curriculum and the inquiry’s findings, these funds may not have been used
for evidence-based programs or resources.
Another example of special funding is the money the Ministry provides to boards for
summer learning programs. These programs are intended to reduce summer learning
loss and improve literacy and numeracy skills through a mix of high-quality instruction
and recreation programming for vulnerable students who face academic and
socioeconomic challenges in learning. 750
The inquiry heard that not all boards use these funds to offer summer programming for
struggling readers. When the money is used to support literacy, the programs they use
may not be adequate to help students catch up. One school board told us about their
three-week summer camp program targeted to students who need extra support with
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reading. Based on the description provided, this program appeared to largely follow the
approaches used in regular classroom instruction. Although boards have good intentions,
spending money on programs based on ineffective approaches will do little to advance the
reading skills of at-risk and struggling students.
The Ministry of Education must provide enough dedicated funds to implement the
recommendations in this report. The province has invested significantly in improving
student performance in math. 751 The findings in this report show the Ministry must also
provide significant funding for literacy. However, steps are also needed to make sure
boards spend these funds on resources that are supported by the science of reading.
As indicated by the boards, since they lack capacity to do the necessary research, it is
vital that the Ministry identify evidence-based resources and provide an approved list.
The Ministry currently maintains the Trillium List, a list of textbooks approved by the
Minister of Education, after “rigorous evaluation,” 752 for use in Ontario schools. The
Ministry should do the same for programs, kits, books, readers, screening and
assessment tools and intervention programs – and the evaluation must include
alignment with explicit and systematic instruction in the foundational reading skills,
including word-reading. Experts in structured literacy approaches should be consulted in
composing this list. This list must be reviewed often and kept up-to-date based on the
latest research. 753 As the Auditor General noted, this could also allow school boards
and schools to take advantage of bulk purchasing to buy resources at a lower cost. 754
Further, Ministry funding for literacy should address the need for adequate professional
development and ongoing coaching and support. That way, funds will be well spent,
there will be greater consistency between schools and school boards, and students will
be better served.
Piecemeal attempts to incorporate the science of reading
The inquiry found that some boards are trying to incorporate some elements of sciencebased approaches. This appears to often stem from advice from board professionals, in
particular speech-language pathologists and psychologists. The primary focus tends to
be on one aspect of science-based approaches: phonological awareness. This is an
important early skill, and efforts to incorporate it systematically in Kindergarten are a
good start. However, a prolonged and overly heavy focus on phonological awareness
can shortchange other areas such as phonics and decoding instruction. The purpose of
instruction in phonemic awareness is to facilitate gaining word decoding skills, rather
than as an end in itself. Focusing on phonological awareness alone will not be enough
to teach most students to read words proficiently. Phonological awareness skills must
be combined and integrated with instruction in phonics and decoding skills.
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One school board, Hamilton-Wentworth, said it follows a structured literacy approach
and has a documented Early Literacy Strategy. The goal of this strategy is to have 75%
of Grade 1 students reach a minimum grade of B- in reading. The board provided
documentation stating that phonological awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency and
comprehension are required elements to achieve this goal.
To this end, Hamilton-Wentworth does have some aspects of programming that are
supported by evidence-based approaches. The board has also identified “high-priority”
schools, and has provided dedicated resources to improve reading outcomes in those
schools. The board is taking steps to collect student report card data to analyze
progress towards achieving its reading achievement goals. However, it is not clear how
a grade of B- relates to assessing foundational word-reading skills, or whether Grade 1
report card grades are a good measure of the board’s reading achievement goals.
Even with some understanding of the science of reading and more concerted efforts to
implement components in the classroom, elements appear to be missing. For example,
the Kindergarten Literacy and Language in the Classroom program (KLLIC) does have
phonological awareness as one focus, but then links appear to be provided to other
documents (such as Fountas and Pinnell resources) that are not part of a beginning
reading program supported by research. It does not appear that a systematic phonics
approach is being consistently recommended or used.
Further, these aspects of the science of reading are presented in the context of
documents that emphasize ideas in education that are not supported by research, such
as teachers and students completing “Multiple Intelligence Profiles” or teaching
approaches based on students’ learning styles. 755 There seem to be good efforts and
some consideration of the research, but not all components of effective early decoding
instruction have been adequately incorporated within recommended teacher
approaches and materials. More guidance, support and resources could help boards
that have begun the important work of moving towards structured literacy, to implement
it in a systematic and effective way.
London Catholic also told us about some recent efforts to supplement the Ontario
Language curriculum with approaches that are consistent with evidence. The board told
us about a pilot program they implemented in 12 schools in 2019. Kindergarten teams
were given professional development on the Five Big Ideas in Early Reading, and
follow-up support was provided by speech-language pathologists. The pilot included
early literacy assessment using an Early Literacy Assessment tool. Training was
provided on the importance of the skills being assessed, how to teach those skills within
the classroom, and how to support students within the classroom who have been
identified as not meeting learning benchmarks. Unfortunately, no documentation was
available on the details or evaluation of this pilot program so it was difficult to assess. It
is also unclear whether this program will be offered across the board and if steps will be
taken to implement the Five Big Ideas in Early Reading beyond Kindergarten and in an
adequately comprehensive way.
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Some boards have purchased online resources to support classroom instruction. For
example, London Catholic reported that it piloted purchasing Learning A-Z Headsprout
licenses as a resource for early reading, with year 1 ending on November 30, 2020.
Teachers were told that the resource was available, and they could use their
professional judgment to determine when and how to use it. London Catholic explained
that with the onset of teacher-led distance learning due to COVID-19, they received
extra licenses and all primary teachers (Year 1–Grade 3) are actively using this
resource. London Catholic hopes to continue to buy yearly classroom licenses for the
Early Reading Component of Headsprout targeted at Kindergarten to Grade 2. The plan
is to have this as their universal tool/resource for learning to read. The effectiveness of
this online tool as currently used should be evaluated to inform this larger roll-out.
Several boards mentioned that phonological awareness and phonics programs (such as
Jolly Phonics or Class Act Phonological Awareness Program) are available as an
optional resource individual teachers can choose to use. However, they also reported
that teachers are not required to use the programs, and no data is collected on whether
teachers are using them. Therefore, beyond saying the programs are available, boards
could not report on their use. Having access to these optional programs is a token
attempt to include phonics and some other isolated elements of a science-based
approach.
Overall, the inquiry found that a few boards have identified the need for more sciencebased early reading instruction. These boards have tried to incorporate more explicit
instruction in some foundational skills within the context of a curriculum and balanced
literacy model that de-emphasizes instruction in these skills. While the OHRC applauds
these boards for their efforts, this type of localized, piecemeal and incomplete approach
is not likely to effect large changes in students’ achievement, and falls short of the
explicit, systematic approach needed to make sure all Ontario students learn to read.
Challenges for educators and other professionals trying to promote
the science of reading
The inquiry learned that there are educators and other professionals, including many
who work in school boards, who are trying to address deficiencies in current
approaches to teaching reading to all students. However, they are encountering
significant challenges, and at times, active resistance to making changes that conform
with the evidence.
People who work within school boards described a lack of consistency in approaches to
teaching reading at an individual school or classroom level. They said that what
happens at specific schools often comes down to the knowledge of individual teachers
and school principals.
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The inquiry discovered there are “silos” between the people responsible for curriculum
and instruction and people responsible for special education, with a lack of understanding
about how the two areas are connected. The inquiry also heard reports of board “politics”
standing in the way of doing what is best for students.
Board literacy specialists are often called on to support other teachers in reading
instruction and students who are struggling with reading, and to provide professional
learning to their colleagues. However, the inquiry learned that they are often trained in
approaches and programs like Reading Recovery® and Leveled Literacy Intervention
that do not align with the scientific studies of reading instruction. Job descriptions for
literacy positions often state that training in and experience with these largely ineffective
programs is required or an asset. Several senior board administrators the OHRC met
with were also trained in such programs. People who work within school boards told the
inquiry that when senior board leaders or board staff who are considered to have the
greatest expertise in reading are invested in approaches derived from whole language,
it is even harder to promote the science of reading within the board.
The OHRC heard about disagreements between staff who support continued use of
three-cueing and balanced literacy approaches to early reading instruction, and staff
who advocate for science-based approaches. This tension was even apparent during
OHRC interviews with some boards, where board staff appeared to have differing views
on the best approach to teaching reading. This was also apparent in the responses in
the OHRC educator survey, and in interviews conducted with school board staff from
across Ontario who came forward to share their experiences.
We received 1,086 survey responses from Ontario-educated teachers. When asked
which approach to teaching reading should be used in primary grades, 39% chose
structured literacy and 35% chose balanced literacy. This suggests that educators who
responded are roughly equally divided in their preference, with a slight preference for
structured literacy. The OHRC received 220 survey responses from Ontario
professionals (such as speech-language pathologists and psychologists). When asked
which approach to teaching reading should be used in primary grades, 80% chose
structured literacy and only 9% chose balanced literacy.
Educators and other professionals who work within various Ontario boards approached
the OHRC on a confidential basis to describe the challenges they have faced trying to
advocate for or implement change in their boards. These knowledgeable professionals
described being ignored, or worse, being told to stop advocating for science-based
approaches or risk facing career repercussions. This included being “told to find other
jobs if [they] don’t get on board” with prevalent whole language and balanced literacy
philosophies. They talked about seeing colleagues involuntarily reassigned to different
positions after advocating for approaches consistent with the science of reading. This
“culture of retribution” has contributed to a “culture of fear” around raising concerns

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

184

Right to Read

about ineffective approaches to teaching reading and other issues of concern to students
with disabilities. This type of dysfunctional school board culture has been found in other
reviews, for example in the 2020 Review of the Peel District School Board.756
These individuals said “the teaching profession is a closed culture and teachers need to
be educated by people outside their own profession.” They reported trying to show
board leaders the data and evidence supporting science-based approaches and being
rebuffed. They also described a concerning tendency of boards to subvert human rights
and equity principles to prevent use of science-based approaches to learning to read
that would promote greater equity for students. For example, they said that they are not
permitted to talk about “at-risk” students from certain Code-protected groups as this is
considered racially biased. They also described boards’ exclusive focus on sociocultural approaches to teaching reaching and culturally responsive pedagogy to the
exclusion of all else, including instruction in foundational reading skills (for more details,
see discussion below).
We also heard about fear and intimidation in the surveys we received:
Somehow, INTIMIDATION needs to be eliminated from the field of beginning
reading instruction. The intimidation that some teachers have experienced (me,
included for most of my career) is FEROCIOUS. We need permission to say that
structured literacy is okay. We need permission to say that direct instruction is
okay. We need permission to say that systematic and explicit phonics is okay.
We need permission to say that the science of reading is okay. We need
permission to explore and be enthusiastic about it and not fear the Reading
Recovery® teachers/teacher-trainers, and balanced literacy gurus, and school
board literacy consultants. We need permission in writing so that we have
backing. We need to be backed. We need respectful discussion.
Even teachers who are not trying to advocate for board-wide change but who just want
to use direct instruction in their classrooms reported being prevented from doing so.
They described feeling they are not “allowed” to teach “anything directly and explicitly”
or if they do, they must keep it secret. These efforts to teach students using effective
approaches must be supported rather than punished.
The Code’s protections against reprisal include protecting individuals who refuse to
infringe the human rights of another person. The OHRC’s position is that educators who
advocate for the rights of students with disabilities or other Code-protected characteristics,
including by advocating for science-based approaches to reading instruction, screening and
intervention, are protected under the Code from employment-related consequences for
doing so.757
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Problems with professional development
Several school boards told the inquiry about challenges with professional development
around reading and literacy. They said that new teachers are not graduating from
faculties of education prepared to teach reading or with enough information about
special education. As a result, boards must conduct significant in-service training for
new teachers through the New Teacher Induction Program (NTIP) and other in-service
professional learning initiatives.
Several boards said there are ways the Ministry can better support professional
development in reading and literacy. They advised that over the past few years the
Ministry has required them to focus on professional development for math, making it
more challenging to provide professional development in other areas, including literacy.
They reported difficulty with providing large-scale training to primary teachers on reading.
For example, one board reported they have not been able to provide comprehensive
training for all staff on reading instruction since the early to mid-2000s. However, other
boards said they did not find the provincial focus on math to be an issue.
Boards described professional learning opportunities that are no longer available or
harder to implement because they are unable to provide release time for teachers to
take part. Boards reported that lack of funding from the Ministry has resulted in having
to cancel or reduce initiatives that support job-embedded professional learning such as
Professional Learning Communities. 758
Boards also reported having fewer opportunities to collaborate with, learn from and
achieve consistency with other boards, including fewer opportunities for regional literacy
meetings and provincewide symposia. They said when they can come together with
other school boards, due to the province’s focus on numeracy, their discussions often
concern math.
The OHRC asked the inquiry school boards for documentation on in-service training or
professional development. Boards’ formal training on reading and literacy tended to
focus on specific board programs or resources rather than learning about effective
reading instruction. Often, the training was on board programs or resources that are
inconsistent with the science of reading. For example, one board told us about training
they have provided on using running records, guided reading, balanced literacy,
Levelled Literacy Intervention and Reading Recovery®. The OHRC acknowledges the
challenges boards described with professional development related to reading, but also
notes that when training has been provided it has mostly been on ineffective
approaches and programs boards are currently using.
Two boards, London Catholic and Hamilton-Wentworth, described professional
development more aligned with the science of reading, such as the Five Big Ideas in
Early Reading, including phonological awareness and phonics. Hamilton-Wentworth in
particular appears to have considered the need for systematic and comprehensive
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professional development to support its Early Literacy Strategy. Broadening the scope
of professional development and supporting all Kindergarten to Grade 3 classroom
teachers in explicit and systematic instruction in foundational word-reading skills will be
a large undertaking for these and other school boards.
Boards also said that rather than investing in professional development events, they are
using “at the elbow” training where a teacher works with a colleague to implement a
teaching practice (such as through team teaching, coaching, modelling). The OHRC
acknowledges the importance of mentoring and learning from colleagues, but is also
concerned that this type of training can result in significant variations in what teachers
learn about how to teach students to read. Teachers must learn from colleagues who have
been equipped with knowledge about approaches consistent with the research science.
In 2016, the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) asked
participating teachers about the number of hours they had spent in formal professional
development related to reading or teaching reading in the previous two years. In
Ontario, 9% of teachers reported spending no time, 33% reported spending fewer than
six hours, 27% reported spending six to 15 hours, 15% reported spending between 15
and 35 hours, and 17% reported spending more than 35 hours on reading-related
professional development in the previous two years. 759 PIRLS noted that the
relationship between teachers’ professional development and students’ reading
achievement is not conclusive. However, an interesting finding from PIRLS is that in
Ontario, there is a negative relationship between higher levels of teacher professional
development and student reading scores. 760 This finding highlights the importance of
quality over quantity when it comes to teachers’ professional learning. This may also
confirm the inquiry’s finding that professional development in reading has not focused
on effective practices that research has shown will improve students’ achievement.

The role of teachers in meeting the right to read

Teachers play a critical role in determining whether students will learn to read well and
in preventing reading difficulties. Faculties of education in Ontario universities have
significant responsibility to prepare teachers to do this.
The effect of teachers on students’ reading achievement has long been recognized.
Reports such as the National Reading Panel Report, Rose Reports and the Ontario
Expert Panel Report have emphasized that teachers must have the skills and
knowledge to deliver science-based reading instruction:
Teachers make a difference in the success of their students when they hold a
fundamental belief that all children can learn to read and when they have the
skills and determination to make it happen. 761
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Prominent researchers have noted:
It is now widely acknowledged that many students currently identified as learning
disabled would not have been identified if instruction had been appropriately
targeted and responsive. 762
Several Canadian studies have shown the potential of good reading instruction. In a
2003 longitudinal study out of North Vancouver by Dr. Linda Siegel, an international
authority on reading disabilities, and her colleagues, classroom Kindergarten teachers
across 30 schools, teaching about 1,000 students, implemented a whole-class program
that targeted phonological awareness, grapheme-phoneme connections and using
these to read words, as well as components of oral language (syntax). Initially, 24% of
English first-language and 37% of English second-language Kindergarten students were
found to be low enough on measures of phonological and alphabetic knowledge that
they were at risk for future reading difficulties or a diagnosis of dyslexia. However, when
followed through Grades 2, 4 and 7, only 2–6% of students qualified as having
dyslexia. 763 Remarkably, differences in reading achievement typically associated with
socioeconomic disparities were no longer apparent by Grade 3. 764
In a second 2018 Canadian study, Drs. Robert Savage and George Georgiou,
researchers in reading development and dyslexia, and their colleagues delivered an
effective early intervention. This intervention included teaching students phonics and an
explicit strategy for dealing with variable vowel pronunciations in written words, and
included text-reading practice. Dr. Georgiou summarized the findings for the Edmonton
site of the larger study, which included students in mid-Grade 1 from 11 Edmonton
schools who were below expectations in word reading. 765 With the early intervention of
30 minutes, three times a week for 10 weeks, the number of children experiencing
reading difficulties went from 290 down to seven. Dr. Georgiou noted:
This tells you that with early identification, with training the classroom teachers on
evidence-based practices, and with intensive intervention for the kids who
continue to struggle, you can make miracles.” 766
The Model Schools Literacy Project, a partnership between First Nations schools and
communities across Canada and the Martin Family Initiative, also shows the importance
of professional learning and support for teachers. This initiative to improve early literacy
achievement for First Nations students in Kindergarten to Grade 3 focuses on
professional learning for teachers and school leaders because:
…as research clearly shows, teaching is the most influential school-based factor
in children’s reading achievement. Teachers in the partner schools are fully
qualified. However, while teacher education programs in Canada and other
developed countries prepare teachers with general pedagogical skills, they do
not cover the specific skills needed to teach reading and writing to young
children. In a recent international survey, up to 65% of teachers (including from
Canada) reported they were not adequately prepared to teach early literacy
effectively, especially to children who struggle. 767
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This project, which also includes formative assessment to guide literacy instruction and
direct instruction in all core reading and writing skills, has been effective in increasing
First Nations students’ early literacy achievement:
The plan’s effectiveness was demonstrated in the earlier pilot program (2010–
2014). Before the pilot began, 13% of Grade 3 children were reading at grade
level on the Ontario provincial assessment; when it ended, 81% reached or
exceeded that level, and the percentage of children identified for speech and
language support decreased from 45% to 19%.
In 2019, the EQAO conducted a literature review in response to Ontario introducing a
mathematics proficiency test for teacher candidates. 768 The EQAO concluded:
• Increasing the quality and quantity of required mathematics courses at the preservice teacher education level was one of the most helpful steps toward
improving student outcomes
• Research from Quebec, where student math test scores are high relative to the
rest of Canada, attributes that province’s student achievement to “a uniquely
strong emphasis on requiring trainee teachers to undertake more courses in both
mathematics methodology and mathematics content.” 769
The EQAO also relies on studies about early reading to support its conclusions that
teachers’ understanding of how to teach the subject matter effectively is “almost
uniformly positive[ly]” correlated with student outcomes. 770
Teachers have the power to be proactive and influential in their students’ reading
success, starting in Kindergarten. To meet this mandate, teachers need a sciencebased curriculum and teaching guidelines to follow, robust pre-service and in-service
preparation in science-based teaching of foundational word-reading skills, evidencebased approaches and programs with a clear scope and sequence, and lesson plans to
support them.
Empowering teachers with the science of reading
In 2020, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), working with the Center for
Development and Learning, updated and republished a report by Dr. Moats, Teaching
Reading Is Rocket Science, 2020: What Expert Teachers of Reading Should Know and Be
Able to Do (Teaching Reading is Rocket Science).771 The AFT is a union of professionals
that includes pre-Kindergarten through Grade 12 teachers, paraprofessionals and other
school-related personal, higher education faculty and professional staff among others.772
The Center for Development and Learning is a non-profit that specializes in using leadingedge scientific research, knowledge and best practices to reinforce teacher capacity
and build teacher effectiveness. 773 Dr. Moats is a teacher, psychologist, researcher
and professor who has been at the forefront of science-based reading instruction for
five decades. 774
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In a preamble to Teaching Reading is Rocket Science, AFT President Randi
Weingarten emphasizes the science of reading does not undermine teachers’ autonomy
or professional judgement, and preparing teachers to use it in classroom instruction is
not “disrespectful.” Rather, “embracing the science is, fundamentally, about giving
teachers the freedom to teach.” He noted how being armed with the knowledge and
skills based on the science of reading empowers teachers to help their students who
are struggling to decipher words. It saves teachers time and effort as they no longer
have to search for materials to supplement the inadequate and outdated materials they
have been given. 775 The Association of Chief Psychologists in Ontario School Boards
also emphasized that using a program of systematic and direct instruction still allows for
teachers to use their professional judgement and good teaching strategies.
Teachers want to do the best for their students and see every child succeed. The
inquiry heard from many educators who described feeling terrible about the students
they could not teach to read. Teachers said that they want to be better prepared to
teach reading:
ALL teachers DESERVE training in how to teach language (reading AND writing)
to all students. This works for ALL – and it should not be a matter of bringing in
specialists to work with the students who are struggling. Every student deserves
a well-trained teacher and you would not meet a teacher who doesn't want to be
able to teach literacy.
Teaching Reading is Rocket Science confirms that teaching reading is a complex
process that requires teachers to have the necessary knowledge and skills. In part, this
is because “academic English itself is complex, and requires systematic, science-based
teaching to learn it.” 776 As noted earlier, decades of research studies have shown what
is important to teach (for example, phonemic awareness, phonics and decoding,
spelling, advanced word study such as morphology and other foundational skills in
reading, including vocabulary, grammar, world or background knowledge and genre
structures). This same body of research tells us that decoding-related foundational skills
must be taught through systematic and explicit direct instruction, with enough support,
practice and cumulative review for students to master the skills.
Research on how children learn to read and research with teachers has shown what
teachers need to know and be able to do. Armed with the right knowledge, skills,
supports and materials, teachers can successfully teach almost all students in their
classroom to become proficient in word-reading, the most frequent obstacle to students
becoming skilled readers. They can also better prepare the few students with severe
dyslexia who will require additional interventions and accommodations.
Unfortunately, as Dr. Moats noted:
Unfamiliarity with the findings of research, insufficient knowledge of critical
content, and philosophical opposition to theories and practices grounded in
evidence are still too common. 777
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What good reading teachers need to know
Dr. Moats identifies a core curriculum for teacher preparation and in-service
professional development with four main components: 778
1. Knowing the basics of reading psychology and reading development
2. Understanding language structure for both word recognition and language
comprehension
3. Applying best practices concerning all components of reading instruction
4. Using validated, reliable, efficient assessments to inform classroom teaching. 779
1. Knowing the basics of reading psychology and reading development
Teachers need to know that word reading is the most frequent obstacle to learning to
read for young learners, and these children may lack phonological and alphabetic skills
for different reasons, including dyslexia. In the early elementary grades, word-reading
skills account for most differences between children in their ability to understand
texts. 780 Students must learn to read words accurately, quickly and automatically to
understand and make meaning from text. Even as learning and literacies are
redefined in the 21st century, proficient word reading and spelling are still necessary
and required for many current technologies (such as texting and Internet use) and
for most academic pursuits.
Teachers must know the science related to how students first learn to read and how
reading continues to develop. Part of this knowledge is how word reading develops and
the instrumental role of both word-reading skills and oral language comprehension in
understanding text. They must know that both these skill sets are necessary and require
targeted classroom instruction. More specifically, as well as understanding that accurate
and quick word reading will not lead to understanding text without adequate language
comprehension skills, the opposite is also true: contrary to what is taught in balanced
literacy approaches, strong language comprehension does not lead to good reading
comprehension without well-developed word-reading skills. The better a reader’s wordreading skills, the more attention they have for the processes involved in understanding
texts, 781 like creating detailed mental models of settings, characters and events in
stories or novels, and of concepts and their relationships in non-fiction texts. 782
Development frameworks such as Scarborough’s Rope Model and Ehri’s Phase Theory
of Reading are helpful to understand this. These models relate to and can be used to
support instruction about the Five Big Ideas in Beginning Reading. Understanding
reading development will empower teachers to make informed decisions in teaching the
foundational word-reading skills to their students (phonemic awareness, graphemephoneme associations and using these to decode words, knowledge of morphemes and
fluent word reading), to learn the best teaching practices supporting reading
development, and to identify the skills a student is struggling with.
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With this knowledge, teachers can also avoid acting on or perpetuating common myths
associated with learning to read and with reading disabilities/dyslexia. For example:
Myth: Reading develops naturally (just as children learn to speak naturally).
Reality: Human brains are not naturally wired to learn to read and write. These
are learned skills that must be taught and take several years to master.
Myth: Children will learn to read if parents read to them at home
Myth: Children will learn to read if they are surrounded with materials that
interest them or are presented with a “literature-rich environment.”
Reality: Exposure to oral language and books supports some aspects of reading
development and language comprehension and is highly desirable, but is not
enough for learning to decode written language, particularly for at-risk groups
including children with dyslexia. Systematic, direct instruction in foundational
word-reading skills is needed. 783 This is the responsibility of the education
system, not parents.
Myth: Some children just need more time (versus direct instruction) and will
develop at their own pace (the wait-and-see approach).
Reality: If students are behind their peers and struggle with their word reading at
the end of Grade 1, there is a very high probability that they will still struggle later
in school and beyond. 784 Identifying reading difficulties and intervening as early
as possible (in Kindergarten or Grade 1) is critical. The longer schools wait,
lengthier and more intensive interventions will be needed, and they may not be
as effective, especially in closing the gap in reading fluency. 785
Myth: Children who cannot decode words are not as intelligent or motivated as
their peers.
Reality: Word-reading skills are distinct from oral language comprehension and
intelligence. Difficulty decoding does not mean a child cannot think and
communicate well. Children with dyslexia are not lazy and are often working very
hard. 786
These myths have fueled many unfounded and even harmful education practices, and
hurtful communications with students and parents.
2. Understanding language structure for both word reading and language
comprehension
Teachers need to learn about the structure of spoken and written English or French.
They must have a thorough understanding and recognition of the units of spoken words
– phonemes, onsets, rimes, syllables and morphemes. Teachers must also have facility
in the skills they will teach – from identifying, blending and segmenting phonemes, to
knowing frequent and less frequent grapheme-phoneme relationships in words, to
analyzing morphology (the small, meaningful parts making up words). As Dr. Moats
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noted, they must have a comprehensive knowledge to be able to explain words and
their parts, plan their lessons, and respond properly to student errors. A teacher with
this knowledge can make all the difference when teaching children struggling to acquire
word-reading skills.
The fundamental knowledge teachers need to teach word-reading and spelling is
described in Teaching Reading is Rocket Science and in other comprehensive
resources, like Dr. Moats’ Speech to print: Language essentials for teachers, which also
has an exercise book to help pre-service and in-service teachers master the necessary
knowledge and skills. 787 Other resources are also available. 788 In addition to the
knowledge needed for teaching word reading, there are also critical concepts for
teaching comprehension and writing, such as sentence and genre structures, but these
are beyond the scope of this report.
3. Applying best practices for reading instruction in foundational skills
Teachers need to use evidence-based practices to teach foundational word-reading
skills, and avoid practices that do not have a research basis or have been shown to be
ineffective. As discussed earlier, this means teachers must stop teaching students to
use unreliable guessing/cueing strategies for word solving, such as looking at context,
pictures or the shape of the word and other whole language approaches, which
research has shown is not effective, particularly for at-risk students.
Teacher education should prepare them to directly, purposefully and systematically
teach the code system of written English and French. Teachers need to know what to
teach students and how to teach it.
What to teach
Curriculum typically sets out what teachers are expected to teach students. Teachers
should teach the following specific foundational skills.
Phonological and phonemic awareness: Phonemic awareness is the most advanced
type of phonological awareness, and a critical skill for advancing children’s early
decoding and spelling skills. Instruction in phonemic awareness has the greatest impact
of phonological awareness teaching, on reading and spelling for all children, including
children at risk for decoding difficulties. This makes sense, as children need to learn the
links between phonemes and graphemes, to blend individual sounds to read words, and
to segment spoken words into sounds to represent these with letters in their spelling.
Some research reports suggest that focusing on the phoneme, rather than larger units
(like syllables, onsets and rimes) from the start of Year 1 may be most beneficial. 789
Phonemes are the most important units for reading and spelling, and are also the most
challenging for all children, especially for children with or at risk for word-reading
disabilities/dyslexia, and for children entering school with lower phonological abilities for
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many reasons. Differentiated instruction for students, as soon as they are not
progressing as expected, will give additional explicit instruction and scaffolded practice
to reach mastery.
The National Reading Panel found that teaching two phonemic awareness skills
(blending and segmentation) had stronger effects than teaching more and varied
phonological awareness skills. Critically, incorporating letters as early as possible, when
students have learned grapheme-phoneme associations, into instruction teaching
children how to blend and segment phonemes, is more effective for increasing
children’s phonemic awareness, decoding, and spelling skills. 790
Alphabetic knowledge: For children just starting formal schooling, teachers need to
provide instruction and activities that help all students learn the letter names, sounds
and shapes and to start printing. Teachers can help children have fun with building their
alphabet knowledge.
Phonics: Research since the National Reading Panel Report has continued to support
the critical role of phonics in reading instruction for beginning readers and readers with
or at risk for reading disabilities/dyslexia. 791 Further, since that report, research has
indicated that synthetic phonics (teaching grapheme-phoneme correspondences and
how to blend these to sound out/read words and spell words) appears to be better than
analytic phonics (teaching patterns by students analyzing whole words) 792 and forms
the base of the majority of rigorous research.
Teachers should teach students simple grapheme-phoneme correspondences, and
routines for blending the sounds together to read words (pronounce the word and gain
access to the word’s meaning) and segmenting words to spell. Blending the sounds
together will be difficult for some children, who will need additional instruction and
support with this skill. 793
Teachers need to be provided with an evidence-based curriculum and programs that lay
out the scope and sequence of phonics instruction best suited to developing readers,
and instructional routines and lesson plans that can build confidence in their phonics
teaching. This frees the teacher from scrambling to develop what and how they will
teach each day, to focusing on teaching it well, and gauging students’ progress.
Teachers will have the time and attention to identify students who are struggling in the
daily lesson, and provide them with immediate small-group instruction to bring them
back on track. Teachers will also notice when this differentiated instruction is not
effective, and can draw on resources in the school for more intense, targeted and
scaffolded reading interventions.
The figure below, replicated from a 2020 paper by Dr. Susan Brady, a U.S. psychologist
and literacy expert, sets out the general skills that should be taught in phonological
awareness and phonics from Kindergarten to Grade 2. Similar to most phonics
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approaches and programs, frequent morphemes are incorporated very early on in the
teaching sequence, as an integral part of decoding and linking the spelling of words to
their pronunciations and meanings. 794 In Grade 2 and beyond, the focus shifts to more
complex orthographic patterns including syllables and morphology.
Figure 3
An Outline for Phonological Awareness and Phonics Instruction in Pre-K Through Grade 2 (by Kari Kurto & Susan Brady)

Phonologi l
ca
Awareness

kill

Pre-K
Phonological
Sensitivity
Awareness of larger speech sounds
in spoken words: rhymes, onsets,
syllables

Grades 1 and 2

Awareness of individual phonemes in
spoken words using words with simple
syllable patterns: CV, VC, CVC
Initial → Final → Medial

Pre-Phonics
Letter-Sound / Phonics Skill

Kindergarten
Early Phoneme Awareness

Students begin to learn letter
names and some letter
sounds.

Alphabetic Principle
Insight/understanding that
printed letters represent
phonemes
in spoken
words
Beginning Phonics

Advanced Phoneme Awareness
Awareness of individual phonemes in
spoken words using words with complex
syllables that have consonant blends:
CCVC, CVCC, CCVCC

Building Phonics, Spelling, & Word
Recognition
Students learn and practice remaining
phoneme- grapheme correspondences for all
speech sounds in English.

Students learn and practice graphemephoneme correspondences for single
letter graphemes and three digraphs:
sh, ch, th.
Syllable type instruction to provide students with strategies to recognize vowel
patterns by
noticing what letters follow the vowel (See Moats, 2020).
Morphemes are introduced (e.g., -s, -ed, Advanced Phonics: Syllable division
ing ).
strategies, additional common spelling
patterns, and and morpheme knowledge.
Beyond Grade 2, continue advanced
phonics
(e.g., final stable syllables, rule breakers,
spelling rules, morphemes).

Advanced word study: Teaching more advanced word structures primarily happens
from Grade 2/3 and up. This includes teaching syllables and more complex morphemic
structures in words, how to use this knowledge to read and spell words, and figure out the
meaning of unfamiliar words consisting of more than one morpheme (polymorphemic
words). English has a morphophonemic orthography. This means that units of meaning
(morphemes) have deep historic influences (such as Latin and Greek roots), and phonemic
analysis alone does not fully decode some words. For example, the plural morpheme is
written as “s” or “es,” but represents different sounds at the end of words, like the different
phonemes at the end of cats, dogs and horses. Similarly, the sound(s) represented by the
“ed” past-tense morpheme vary (for example, /t/, /d/ or /id/) depending on the phonological
context.
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Beginning instruction concerning simple morphemes (such as “ed” to mark past tense
and “s” or “es” to mark the plural form of a word) is part of beginning phonics programs.
More advanced morphological analysis skills are taught later. Evidence-based
approaches 795 and systematic programs will be important for teachers here too. The
meaning of common affixes (a set of letters generally added to the beginning or end of a
root word to modify its meaning, such as a prefix or suffix) should be taught to increase
word reading, reading comprehension, spelling and vocabulary knowledge.
This teaching of advanced knowledge of word structures has been written into many
programs for students with reading disabilities/dyslexia, and may be integrated with or
follow instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics:
Effective teachers of reading raise awareness and proficiency through every layer
of language organization, including sounds, syllables, meaningful parts
(morphemes), phrases, sentences, paragraphs and various genres of text. Their
teaching strategies are explicit, systematic and engaging. They also balance skill
instruction with its application to purposeful daily writing and reading, no matter
what the skill level of the learner. 796
How to teach
Research has shown that instruction needs to be explicit or direct, and systematic.
Explicit instruction means that the knowledge or skill is directly taught to students. The
International Literacy Association gives this phonics-related example:
Explicit means that the initial introduction of a letter-sound relationship, or phonics
skill, is directly stated to students. For example, we tell students that the /s/ sound
is represented by the letter s. This is more effective than the discovery method
because it does not rely on prerequisite skills that some students might not have.797
Explicit instruction does not mean telling students once and moving on – it means
teaching a skill directly and supporting its acquisition until it is mastered.
A systematic approach means teaching the whole system from the easiest to the most
difficult skills. The International Literacy Association writes:
Being systematic means that we follow a continuum from easy to more complex
skills, slowly introducing each new skill. Systematic instruction includes a review
and repetition cycle to achieve mastery and goes from the known to the new in a
way that makes the new learning more obvious and easier for students to
grasp. 798

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

196

Right to Read

Systematic instruction is critical for moving all children toward proficient word reading
and spelling. It is essential for many students with reading disabilities or other risk
factors for reading difficulties. It also allows students who already have some knowledge
to gain facility and automaticity. This will increase their performance, particularly in
spelling words and reading fluency. 799
An example helps to show the difference between a systematic approach and one
where a teacher tries to respond in an ad hoc way. A teacher might notice that children
are struggling with a book that has the word “judge.” In an ad hoc approach, the teacher
may then plan a mini lesson on the grapheme-phoneme association – “dge”
representing the /j/ sound. More advanced readers may learn this, but other students
will be left behind. Some will still be unaware that the sound /j/ is most often represented
by the letter “j” and sometimes the letter “g” (when followed by the letter e, i or y). In a
systematic program, 800 quite early on the teacher will have taught that the letter “j”
represents the /j/ sound, and other letter patterns representing the /j/ sound will be
taught later, with the progression of the program.
Through practice work in this session, some students who are more advanced will
already have identified other letters/letter patterns that represent the /j/ sound. These
more advanced students can take delight to see the unexpected letter pattern of “dge”
making the /j/ sound. Instruction has been differentiated following the whole-class
lesson, everyone has learned new knowledge and skills, and most important, no one
was left behind. Students who would otherwise struggle have kept up because they
have been taught in small increments of complexity, in a way that makes sense. Other
students have gained more fluency with essential skills and advanced their knowledge
of the complexities of the orthography. Such a systematic approach is key to a
classroom UDL approach in early reading instruction.
As Dr. Moats noted, instruction also needs to be engaging and applied in purposeful
reading and writing activities. 801 Students are more engaged when teachers are
proficient with the lessons, teach with warmth and humour, present the lessons at a
pace that keeps the students’ attention, and is interactive – with students actively taking
part throughout. 802 Purposeful reading practice can happen in books that focus on the
phonics skills acquired to date (decodable texts that accompany many phonics
programs), or in less-controlled books, especially as the reader’s knowledge and skill
advances. Purposeful writing can take many forms, and young children exercise their
segmentation skills and grapheme-phoneme knowledge as they spell words.
Teachers must spend enough time every day teaching and practicing foundational word
decoding and word-reading fluency skills. The focus of this will change with students’
increasing skills across Kindergarten to Grade 3. One suggested research-informed
schedule for Kindergarten to Grade 2 teachers is to spend 90 minutes on daily literacy
instruction with30 minutes on whole-group foundational skill instruction in phonemic
awareness, phonics, and practice decoding in connected text; and then additional time
for differentiated small-group instruction in the reading and writing skills and knowledge
needed by small groups of students. 803
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As teachers gain skills in teaching these foundational word reading skills, they will
become more adept at differentiating instruction when needed. If there are students who
are advanced beyond their years in word-reading accuracy, word-reading fluency and
spelling, they may engage in more advanced word study or reading and writing activities
while the class is engaged in grade-level phonics instruction.
4. Using validated, reliable, efficient assessments to inform classroom teaching
Regular screening and progress monitoring are essential components of predicting and
observing reading difficulties, and responding quickly and appropriately. Teachers must
be well prepared and supported to select and use reliable screening and diagnostic
assessment tools to inform their instruction. They must use measures that have been
thoroughly vetted by research. Assessment measures such as running records and miscue
analyses are not valid indicators of foundational reading skills and should not be used.804
In reality, teachers do not receive adequate preparation to select assessment tools and
conduct reading skill assessments. 805 Teachers are taught to use tools that are not
supported by the science of reading and can inaccurately categorize young students as
advancing or not advancing as expected. 806 School boards are also promoting these
same unproven assessments (see section 9, Early screening).
Studies on teachers’ preparedness to teach reading
The type of knowledge needed to effectively teach reading is largely not knowledge that
adults have or can infer from their own experiences reading. 807 Teachers must learn
what they need to teach.
Research studies show that in general, practicing teachers do not have the knowledge
of the multi-layered structures of language and pedagogies for optimally teaching the
foundational word-reading skills for beginning readers, and for students with or at risk
for word-reading disabilities/dyslexia. A study that assessed teachers’ knowledge in this
area concluded:
…teachers, on average, were able to display implicit skills related to certain basic
language concepts (i.e. syllable counting) but failed to demonstrate explicit
knowledge of others (i.e. phonics principles). Also, teachers seemed to hold the
common misconception that dyslexia is a visual processing deficit rather than
phonological processing deficit. 808
Similar research studies have shown that overall, in-service teachers had little
knowledge of concepts for teaching phoneme awareness and phonemes and some
skills they should be teaching (such as phoneme segmentation). 809
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One study examined Canadian pre-service teachers, preparing to teach Kindergarten to
Grade 3, near the end of their preparation program. The study examined the areas of
“syllable counting ability, basic phonemic awareness knowledge and ability, advanced
phonemic awareness knowledge and ability, phonics terminology, phonics rules
knowledge, and morphology knowledge and ability.” The mean scores for these preservice teachers across these areas ranged from 46 to 69%. 810 The authors deemed
performance under 70% as concerning.
The research group conducting this study suggested that one reason why so many inservice teachers are not knowledgeable about the important concepts in spoken and
written English that are needed to teach foundational skills in reading is because their
university instructors are not knowledgeable in this area. Based on 78 survey responses
by university instructors they found:
…even though teacher educators were familiar with syllabic knowledge, they
performed poorly on concepts relating to morphemes and phonemes. 811
In a follow-up study, based on in-depth interviews with 40 university instructors and
addressing beliefs about best practices in teaching reading skills, the research group
reported:
Eighty per cent of instructors defined phonological awareness as letter-sound
correspondence. They also did not mention synthetic phonics as a desirable
method to use for beginning reading instruction, particularly for students at risk for
reading difficulties. 812
This research shows that university instructors may not be knowledgeable in how
reading develops, or in science-based approaches to teaching foundational wordreading skills to beginning readers and older struggling readers. As well, university
instructors often do not view such science-based knowledge and teaching approaches
as important for pre-service teachers to learn, or as critical components of a fullclassroom literacy program.
This body of research, along with the data collected in the inquiry, strongly points to
systemic issues leading to teachers not being adequately prepared to teach beginning
readers or students at risk for difficulties in foundational word-reading skills. Indeed,
many teachers told the inquiry they did not feel adequately prepared to teach early
reading, particularly to the large numbers of students who come to school with lessdeveloped pre-reading and reading skills.

The role of faculties of education in preparing teachers

Faculties of education (faculties) prepare prospective teachers to work in classrooms
and to teach children to read. They provide continuing education and support
specialization in areas such as reading and special education. Faculties have a
significant influence over the quality of instruction students receive. Faculties are where:
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…prospective teachers gain a foundation of knowledge about pedagogy and
subject matter, as well as early exposure to practical classroom experience.
Although competence in teaching, as in all professions, is shaped significantly by
on-the-job experiences and continuous learning, the programs that prepare
teachers to work in K–12 classrooms can be early and important contributors to
the quality of instruction. 813
Appropriate pre-service and in-service teacher education on scientific, evidence-based
reading instruction has been found to improve overall student outcomes. 814
In addition to their role in preparing teachers, faculties play a critical leadership role in
the field of education. Education stakeholders expect faculties to promote advances in
knowledge, champion evidence-informed best practices, and provide expert advice
within the education system. During the inquiry, boards of education and the Ministry
noted that they often look to members of faculties in Ontario for guidance, for example
in developing curriculum and to guide approaches to teaching reading. Ontario’s
faculties of education acknowledge the importance of grounding their work in evidencebased research and their leadership role in transforming education. 815
To assess if teachers in Ontario are being adequately prepared to support Ontario
students’ right to read, the OHRC used its powers under section 31 of the Code to ask
all 13 English-language public faculties of education in Ontario to provide course
outlines, curricula, syllabi, reading lists, articles and textbooks for any teacher education
program courses, Additional Qualification (AQ) courses, or Additional Basic
Qualification (ABQ) courses related to:
• Reading
• Literacy
• Inclusive education
• Exceptionalities and special education
• Screening and assessment
• Intervention (including RTI/MTSS)
• English Language Learners
• Learning disabilities
• Reading disabilities or dyslexia
• Struggling readers
• Kindergarten.
Faculties were also invited to detail any other ways their programs make sure teacher
candidates or in-service teachers acquire knowledge related to any of these areas.
The OHRC acknowledges that course outlines, syllabi and reading materials may not
capture the richness of a university course or all topics that may come up. However,
given the complexity and importance of the knowledge and skills required to teach
children foundational reading skills using the science of reading, the OHRC would
expect to see evidence of sufficient, detailed, intentional learning in this area.
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Courses on teaching reading and students at risk for reading difficulties
As of September 1, 2015, completing a teacher education program in Ontario involves
completing four semesters at a faculty of education and 80 days of practice teaching.
Students in teacher education programs (also known as pre-service teachers) qualify to
teach in two consecutive divisions:
• Primary/Junior: Year 1 to Grade 6
• Junior/Intermediate: Grade 4 to Grade 10 or
• Intermediate/Senior: Grade 7 to Grade 12.
Across most English-language public faculties, students in Primary/Junior and
Junior/Intermediate preparation programs complete one full course (six credits) on
methods in English Language Arts. Most often, this is completed as two half-courses
(three credits each). There is some variation of this format. For example, several
faculties have either half or all the credits for English Language Arts methods integrated
with another area, such as Social Studies or Technology.
Most faculties have a half-course (three credits) in one of inclusive education,
exceptionalities or special education. These courses address procedures for meeting an
individual student’s education needs, such as IPRCs, IEPs and accommodations, and
the associated legal responsibilities of teachers. Many of the courses also cover several
exceptionalities, often with one covered per week across part of the course.
Assignments in these courses are practical, and students often develop lesson plans
with differentiated instruction or accommodations for one of the exceptionalities covered
in the course.
Faculties generally require a separate half-course (three credits) on assessment in the
classroom. These are general assessment courses and cover different academic areas
(such as math and reading), as well as broader principles of classroom assessment.
Faculties all have a half unit, and sometimes a full unit, of a required course on equity
and social justice. When disabilities are covered in these courses, it is mainly from a
critical disability studies perspective.
Several faculties have a course on reading difficulties, struggling readers and writers, or
reading disabilities. These are most often elective half-courses. Several faculties require
these courses, and in at least one instance this was a required quarter-course.
Many faculties have a half-course (quarter-course in one instance) focused on English
Language Learners in the classroom. Faculties vary in whether these are required or
elective courses.
Many faculties have half-courses related to the Kindergarten year (and sometimes the
early years). These are primarily, but not exclusively, elective courses.
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Thus, most faculties require a minimum of six credits or one full course in English
Language Arts methods. Some also require various courses related to literacy learning
(such as supporting English Language Learners or struggling readers in the classroom,
or other literacy-related content). Pre-service teachers may be completing 7.5–9 credits
of required course work directly related to teaching reading.
In general, there is little discussion in the syllabi and other materials on how the
instructional practices and approaches taught in the faculty of education classroom are
linked to practicum experiences. However, given that classroom teachers and faculty
courses all rely heavily on the Ontario Language curriculum and Ministry teaching
guides, it is likely that practicum experiences align with learning in faculty courses.
Assessing how faculties are preparing pre-service teachers to teach reading
Faculty courses were assessed against the four components identified by Dr. Moats for
a core curriculum for pre-service and in-service teacher education on effective reading
instruction (see discussion above).
1. Knowing the basics of reading psychology and reading development
In most faculties, 816 pre-service teachers are not learning theories or frameworks that
focus on word-reading skills as a foundational component of children’s reading
acquisition and their ongoing role in reading comprehension (for example, Simple View
of Reading; Scarborough’s Rope Model). Similarly, they are not learning about theories
and established science about how word-reading and spelling skills develop (for
example, Ehri’s Phase Theory of Word Reading Development). There are a few
exceptions, where instructors are using Balanced Literacy Diet materials 817 to bring
attention to the critical role of word reading in reading development. Balanced Literacy
Diet materials are consistent with research, and should not be confused with the more
often-used and problematic balanced literacy approach to teaching word reading.
This means that most pre-service teachers are not learning about how reading
develops, the critical role word-reading skills play, and the foundation of phonological
and alphabetic skills in word reading and learning to spell. They are also not learning
how these skill sets are essential for strong reading comprehension and writing. Without
knowing the trajectory from beginning to proficient word-reading skills, these future
teachers may not understand their students’ education needs in this area, or how to use
a course of instruction that will make sure almost all students reach the goal of proficient
reading skills. They will also be ill-prepared to make sure students with reading
disabilities/dyslexia or other risk factors, who may need more intensive interventions,
have a strong tier 1 foundation.
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2. Understanding language structures that support teaching foundational wordreading skills
Across the faculties’ required pre-service courses, little or no course reading material or
instructional time appears to be devoted to ensuring pre-service teachers learn about
the structures that make up spoken words (such as phonemes, syllables, rimes,
morphemes), and the intricacies of how orthography maps onto these. In the most often
required textbook for English Language Arts methods courses, 818 some terms related to
phonological structures, morphology and phonics are defined, but these are not covered
in enough depth to allow pre-service teachers to gain competence with this knowledge.
One or two courses introduced some of the appropriate terms (such as phoneme,
morpheme), but did not provide information about how these relate to learning to read
or reading instruction.
3. Applying best practices for teaching word reading
Pre-service teachers have in-class time, learning experiences, readings and
assignments that focus on becoming familiar with and knowledgeable about the Ontario
Language curriculum and related teaching guides.
Faculties focus on the strands of literacy – speaking, listening, reading and writing, as
well as multiliteracies, content integration and technology. These are all important
aspects of a full literacy program, but are not a substitute for learning how to teach
beginning readers to read and spell words accurately and efficiently.
Pre-service teachers are learning very little about direct instruction for teaching wordreading and related foundational skills. Most of the course outlines and reading lists
place little emphasis on teaching pre-service teachers in the Primary and Junior
preparation programs about instructional approaches to teaching phonemic awareness,
grapheme-phoneme correspondences and using these to read words (phonics), or
teaching more advanced word structures and analysis (for example, syllables and
morphemes).
Commonly used textbooks in Primary and Junior English Language Arts methods
courses have limited information on effective instruction in these areas. As well, courses
in the Junior and Intermediate preparation programs do not emphasize morphological
knowledge and analysis (the structure and formation of words and how to use this
knowledge to pronounce, derive meaning from and write words).
While many English Language Arts Methods courses for Primary and Junior preparation
include teaching pre-service teachers about phonics, the most common duration for this
learning is one class, and this one class may be shared with other topics. Dr. Brady
noted that this type of inadequate inclusion of science-based topics is a type of
tokenism: “…making only a small or symbolic effort.” She further noted that in higher
education and elsewhere, “This is a common strategy used to sidestep more extensive
use of scientifically-based reading instruction.” 819
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Other courses avoid science-based topics almost completely, and focus on readings by
the Drs. Ken and Yetta Goodman, 820 Dr. Frank Smith, 821 Dr. Calkins, 822 and Drs.
Fountas and Pinnell, 823 who are all known to oppose 824 explicit, systematic phonics
instruction, and promote balanced literacy and its predecessor, whole language. 825
Other English Language Arts syllabi have pre-service teachers learning about
phonological awareness, phonics and the cueing systems in one class, followed by
conducting miscue analyses in later classes. Introducing phonological awareness,
phonics instruction and cueing systems together, whether within the same day or over a
course, can be confusing to pre-service teachers. As discussed above, the whole
language philosophy, cueing systems and balanced literacy have traditionally rejected
“systematic and explicit phonics, spelling, or grammar instruction.” 826
Some courses place relatively more emphasis on how to teach phonological
awareness, grapheme-phoneme correspondences and phonics. One Primary/Junior
English Language Arts course in Nippissing University introduces pre-service teachers
to the course with a strong article by a prominent Ontario education scholar, which
outlines components of literacy instruction, including phonological awareness and
phonics in the early grades. However, these topics do not appear to be addressed in
any significant way in the rest of the course.
Several English Language Arts methods syllabi cover phonological awareness and
phonics in somewhat more depth or from a more research-based perspective, including
through readings consistent with scientific consensus in the field. However, even in
these courses, there are just one or two weeks covering this foundational knowledge in
reading instruction. One of these at Queens University is a particularly strong halfcourse on evidence-based approaches to phonological awareness, phonics, word study
and morphology, oral language and vocabulary, reading fluency and comprehension
strategies, and writing. These topics are covered swiftly (for example, one class for
phonological awareness and phonics combined), and the instructor is further
constrained by the need to also familiarize the pre-service teachers with Ministry
documents and approaches. Follow-up courses that could deepen this knowledge and
related skills appear to be available as electives.
Finally, one course at the University of Toronto goes into these topics in relatively more
depth. The first five weeks of the course are dedicated to understanding the role of
word-reading in reading development, and the interconnected areas of phonological
awareness, alphabetic knowledge and phonics, word study and fluency. Although preservice teachers in this course may gain more familiarity with central concepts, it is not
clear if they have a chance to read materials and practice approaches to teaching these
foundational skills.
It is perhaps not surprising that the few faculties that are trying to incorporate some
elements of science-based instruction for foundational word-reading skills are not giving
adequate time and attention to these areas. The Ontario curriculum and the Ministry’s
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teaching guidelines do not emphasize these areas, but instead focus on ineffective
approaches to teaching foundational reading skills. Faculties of education are required
to prepare teachers to teach the curriculum.
One English Language Arts professor in an Ontario faculty who was interviewed for the
inquiry highlighted the importance of the Ontario curriculum in what she teaches. She
reported telling her students that “If [they] are not picking up Ontario Language
Curriculum for every one of [their] assignments, [they] are doing it wrong.” She also
noted that due to limited instructional time, and the breadth of the Ontario curriculum,
there is little opportunity to teach pre-service teachers about anything that is not in the
Ontario curriculum, including foundational skills for word reading. Thus, one obstacle to
adequately preparing teachers is that the Ontario Language curriculum and Ministry
teaching guides are not aligned with scientific studies of reading acquisition and
instruction.
Emphasis on inquiry-based and socio-cultural approaches
Faculties are focusing on inquiry-based approaches in English Language Arts. Inquirybased learning means that students are left to discover, rather than being directly
taught, how written language maps onto spoken language. Further, based on the
materials provided by the faculties and what we heard from other sources, the faculties
often emphasize a socio-cultural perspective.
One dominant focus is on increasing pre-service teachers’ awareness of the
relationship between the reader and the text, and the wider cultural context of students
and classrooms. Related to this, pre-service teachers are often given assignments
requiring them to describe and reflect on their own literacy journeys. The overwhelming
emphasis on these topics, while failing to prepare pre-service teachers to effectively
teach foundational reading skills, is problematic.
The faculties appear to be preparing pre-service teachers to understand socio-cultural
diversity and some aspects of related literacy learning and practices. Many faculties
attempt to emphasize pre-service teachers’ understanding of racialized and
marginalized student populations, focusing on societal factors and power structures that
oppress segments of society, in the past and the present. Materials about culturally
responsive pedagogies, as these are currently understood, are now being introduced
across almost all faculties. These are important areas for teachers, and the faculties
appear to be building expertise to guide pre-service teachers in tackling these complex
issues. However, it is troubling that only one course appeared to make a link between
the academic performance of historically marginalized student populations and
providing direct and explicit instruction aimed at increasing student achievement. This
course also includes approaches to classroom organization and instruction that apply
more broadly-defined principles of culturally responsive pedagogy.
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Unfortunately, focusing on socio-cultural approaches and culturally responsive
pedagogy, without including a strong focus on scientifically supported reading
instruction for word reading, may be harmful to many historically marginalized student
populations. By failing to prepare teachers to teach the many students who do not start
school as skilled as some other students, or who have other risks for reading difficulties,
the faculties are contradicting their strongly proclaimed emphasis on social justice,
equity and teacher empowerment, and undermining their goal of making sure teachers
can meet the needs of a diverse student population.
Preparing pre-service teachers to teach Kindergarten
Faculty of education courses on teaching in Kindergarten or the early years rely largely
on the Ontario Kindergarten Program and other Ministry resources. Pre-service
teachers are not learning about the evidence-based concepts outlined above, or how to
teach these to build a strong foundation for all students in Kindergarten.
Kindergarten is a critical year for developing phoneme awareness, alphabetic
knowledge and early decoding skills. Children come into their Kindergarten year with
wide disparities in phonological awareness, alphabetic knowledge and beginning
decoding skills. 827 Kindergarten is a year when educators can teach these foundational
skills, so all young children can have the best start and be on their way to developing
proficient word-reading skills. 828
This instructional time is essential for children who come to school with lower skills in
these areas for one or a combination of reasons such as:
• Coming from less economically privileged backgrounds
• Linguistic and cultural home environments that differ from those dominant
in the school
• Biological factors that may place students at risk for disabilities, such as dyslexia
and language disorders.
Only one of the faculty courses about teaching in Kindergarten referenced the Ontario
Expert Panel Report. 829 That report emphasizes the importance of instruction in
phonemic awareness, sound-letter knowledge and phonics. The report also covers
other foundations of early reading (such as oral language, vocabulary, syntax and
knowledge). The Ontario Expert Panel Report is a good starting point for becoming
familiar with these concepts in Kindergarten to Grade 3, but does not appear to be
included in most university course reading lists. This may be because it was largely not
followed by the Ministry when adopting the Kindergarten Program and Ontario
Language curriculum.
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Most of the course syllabi that focus on Kindergarten emphasize play-based learning
(without specific attention to the above-mentioned skills through play), socio-cultural
approaches to understanding language and learning, and inquiry-based curriculum.
There is little time or instruction devoted to making sure pre-service teachers
understand general language and early reading development.
Special education, inclusive education and students with exceptionalities
Faculty of education courses on inclusive education, special education and students
with exceptionalities appear to be teaching primarily about Ontario’s procedures for
accommodations, Individual Education Plans, Identification, Placement, and Review
Committees, and legal requirements related to these. The focus is on general principles
that apply across students’ identified exceptionalities and education needs, including
principles of differentiated instruction and Universal Design for Learning (UDL). These
procedures and principles may be introduced and applied to one or more exceptionalities
(or sometimes an area of educational need, such as language comprehension, decoding,
attention regulation, etc.). Student teachers often choose an exceptionality as a focus of an
assignment. In these courses, there is typically one week where they read and learn
about learning disabilities (typically the term dyslexia is not used to describe word-level
reading disabilities), similar to a week on each of autism spectrum disorders and
behavioural disorders.
This general knowledge is important for pre-service teachers to understand the
principles of special education and be better prepared to meet students’ education
needs in the classroom. However, these more general courses do not compensate for
the lack of content in English Language Arts methods, or in related courses on effective
instruction and how to differentiate instruction and implement accommodations
specifically for students with or at risk for word-reading disabilities/dyslexia. These
topics need more in-depth coverage for future Kindergarten to Grade 12 teachers, and
may need to be part of a course specific to reading difficulties, or be a series of classes
in English Language Arts methods and classroom assessment courses. Currently, preservice teachers are not learning enough about these issues.
Technology and software programs are often used in classrooms, sometimes as an
accommodation for students with disabilities. However, it was not evident from the
course outlines provided that courses devote adequate time or material to making sure
pre-service teachers understand the types of instruction and support students need for
this technology to be effective. For example, students with reading difficulties may often
be given software programs for composing written text as an accommodation (see
section 11, Accommodations). However, meta-analyses show that without direct
instruction and scaffolding in written composition and direct instruction in the best use of
the technology, this is not very effective in supporting students’ writing. 830

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

207

Right to Read

Training specific to reading difficulties
In general, pre-service teachers are not learning enough about reading difficulties,
associated risk factors, and effective classroom approaches with these students.
Further, it does not appear that courses cover material that would help pre-service
teachers learn how to identify students, in the early elementary and later years, who
need assessment and intervention for reading disabilities. This is particularly concerning
in a system where decisions on which students to screen and how to screen them is
largely based on teachers’ professional judgement (see section 9, Early screening).
As noted earlier, pre-service teachers are not taught much on the importance of wordreading and spelling skills, or on how to teach these foundational skills in the classroom.
Pre-service teachers need a solid understanding of the foundations of word reading and
spelling and effective classroom instruction in these skills, to develop the knowledge
needed to understand reading difficulties, identify these students early and meet their
education needs.
Several faculties have courses focusing on reading difficulties or disabilities, but these
are most often elective courses. There is wide variation in how much these courses
address phonemic awareness, phonics and word reading, and fluency for word-reading
disabilities/dyslexia. For example, one required quarter-course on supporting
Primary/Junior students who struggle with reading and writing only includes a half-class
on phonological awareness and one class on phonics. Running records are taught
alongside fluency and word analysis assessment. Other courses appear to take more of
a socio-cultural or critical disabilities approach to understanding reading disabilities.
One course requires pre-service teachers to tutor students who are struggling with
reading, but it is unclear what materials or approach is used. The book mentioned most
often in these courses is I Read It, But I Don’t Get It. 831 This book focuses on
comprehension strategies and does not include effective word-reading instruction and
intervention. This book is referenced in some Primary/Junior courses, although it is
intended for teachers of adolescent readers.
Pre-service teachers also do not appear to be learning about commonly available
interventions (except for Reading Recovery®, which is not appropriate and may
undermine progress and self-esteem for students with word- reading difficulties). It is
important that pre-service teachers become knowledgeable about the types of
instruction used in evidence-based interventions. This allows them to support these
effective approaches in the classroom. It is very confusing for students learning how to
properly decode words in an intervention to have the classroom teacher emphasize a
cueing system approach to word reading. This potential for disconnect between
interventions and classroom practices is yet another reason why it is troubling that preservice teachers are not learning how to teach phonemic awareness, phonics and
advanced word study.
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Multilingual students
Faculties have a mix of required and elective courses addressing multilingual students
(referred to as English language learners or ELL students). These courses often include
theories on second language acquisition, but there is wide variation on other included
topics. Some courses focus on a socio-cultural perspective to understanding
multilingual students, including increasing pre-service teacher understanding of cultural
differences, inequities and related social justice issues. Other courses focus on
instructional approaches to increase the academic performance and involvement of
multilingual students in the classroom – although this mostly focuses on aspects of oral
language, with little attention to developing word-reading skills. However, one strong
elective course on Reading in a Second Language at the University of Toronto covers
important theoretical and applied issues for working with multilingual students, including
developing word-reading and spelling skills.
4. Using validated, reliable, efficient assessments to inform classroom teaching
In many assessment courses across the faculties, a significant proportion of the
material covered involves Ministry documents that emphasize the three-cueing system
and balanced literacy. Other classes that use a textbook also refer to procedures
outlined in these Ministry documents. The materials provided suggest that pre-service
teachers are most often being taught to conduct running records and miscue analyses
to assess reading. These approaches are not supported by the science of reading.
Often, information from running records and miscue analyses is used to make sure
children are reading the “correct” level of books in class, and to mark each child’s
progress in reading levels across the year. As discussed above, these assessment
approaches are problematic for the same reasons as is teaching cueing systems for
word reading. Running records and miscue analyses assess a student’s use of
problematic guessing strategies, and do not provide any information about the
foundational skills that show how a student’s reading is developing, such as the
student’s phonemic awareness, knowledge of grapheme-phoneme correspondences
and larger orthographic and meaning-based patterns (for example, morphemes), and
the ability to use these to read (and spell) words efficiently. These foundational skills
should be one major focus of earlier required courses on English Language Arts
methods, and the assessment course should introduce valid and reliable screening and
classroom assessment tools that provide critical information for classroom teachers on
these foundational skills.
Additional Qualification courses
In addition to offering teacher education programs for pre-service teachers, faculties
also offer advanced learning programs for in-service teachers to expand their
knowledge and enhance their classroom skills. 832 Additional Qualification (AQ)
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courses 833 provide ongoing professional learning on a subject or topic, and appear on a
teacher’s Certificate of Qualification and Registration from the Ontario College of
Teachers. They can support teachers’ career advancement and allow them to qualify for
salary increases. 834
The OHRC asked the 13 English-language public faculties to provide information about
the AQ courses they offer related to reading and special education. There are three AQ
courses in reading: Reading, Part 1; 835 Reading, Part 2 836 and Reading, Specialist. 837
Similarly, there are three AQ special education courses: Special Education, Part 1; 838
Special Education, Part 2 839 and Special Education Specialist. 840
Eleven of the 13 faculties offered and submitted information about AQ courses. Ten
faculties offered Reading 1; nine also offered Reading 2; and eight offered the Reading
Specialist. In three of the 10 faculties that offered AQ courses in reading, syllabi were
not available to the inquiry.
Across the eight faculties that had materials on Reading AQs, it appeared that in
Reading, Part 1, three course outlines mention or have a reading on phonological
awareness. One of these course outlines also mentions phonics, and one also mentions
reading disabilities. One of the courses that includes these topics references the Ontario
Expert Panel Report; although it is not possible to know how much this report is used in
the course. One course states that it covers a structured literacy approach, but this is
not readily apparent in most of the course reading materials.
For Reading, Part 2, of the six courses for which class reading lists and/or syllabi were
available for review, one course mentioned phonological awareness and one mentioned
reading disabilities. For another course, it was was hard to determine if it covers
foundational skills at all, and the rest of the courses do not appear to cover foundational
word-reading skills or dyslexia.
For the final course in the reading series, the Reading Specialist qualification, the
faculties provided six course outlines and/or reading lists. One course gives more time
and goes more in-depth into phonics, with a “Word Recognition” module that has 15
hours for topics in this area.
Except for one to two courses, most reading AQ courses reviewed for the inquiry gave
little attention to developing proficient word-reading skills and linking these to reading
difficulties, or to the importance of these to reading comprehension. They do not devote
adequate time to learning about the structure of words and language; effective teaching
methods in phonemic awareness, phonics, and more advanced word study;
interventions for students with reading difficulties; or how to monitor students’ progress
in the classroom.
The readings required most often in these courses are Ministry documents resulting in a
focus on cueing systems, balanced literacy and related approaches. As with the
courses for pre-service teachers, it appears that the lack of science-informed
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approaches in the Ontario curriculum and teaching guidelines is one obstacle to
faculties preparing in-service teachers to teach foundational word reading skills and to
understand dyslexia. This suggests that even teachers who obtain their Reading
Specialist, who often become literacy leaders in their schools and school boards, are
not receiving adequate preparation in instruction informed by the science of reading.
Teachers’ perspectives on their preparation to teach reading
Many teachers told the inquiry they did not feel adequately prepared to teach reading.
Out of the 1,769 participants in the inquiry’s survey for educators and other
professionals, 1,086 (61%) completed a teacher education program from a faculty of
education in Ontario. Only 4% of Ontario-educated participants agreed that they learned
the necessary skills in their teacher education program to teach students with reading
disabilities to read. Fourteen per cent somewhat agreed that they learned the necessary
skills, 19% somewhat disagreed. The highest percentage of respondents – 55% – said
they disagreed. Seven per cent said they neither agreed nor disagreed, and 1%
responded as unknown.
In their survey responses, in emails to the OHRC and at public hearings, many teachers
confirmed what the OHRC’s review of the faculty of education materials found:
…We were taught a whole language learning approach that is not systematic or
evidence-based and does NOT address the cognitive and processing challenges
that students with reading and writing disabilities experience. We were not given
any strategies outside of helping students become interested in texts by looking
at visual cues, discussing stories, prompting for comprehension and creating a
positive environment around reading.
and
The program was very focussed on what was stated in the Ontario curriculum and
ways to deliver the material. Very little time was spent discussing the diverse needs
of students. I do not recall any courses discussing how to teach children to
read and how to reach students who struggle. [Emphasis added.]
Even teachers who completed one or more reading AQ courses felt ill-prepared to teach
reading, and reported learning little about science-based approaches and direct
instruction to teaching reading or how to teach or support students with dyslexia and
other reading difficulties.
Of the 1,086 survey respondents who completed a teacher education program from a
faculty of education in Ontario, 295 said that they have an AQ in Reading, Part 1, 159
have an AQ in Reading, Part 2, and 134 have their AQ in Reading, Specialist.
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Table 17 summarizes the survey responses about the training teachers who have one or
more AQs in reading received on reading disabilities and how to respond to them.
Table 17: Training received in additional qualification courses in reading
AQ in
AQ in
AQ in
Reading,
Reading,
Reading,
Part 1
Part 2
Specialist
Received
training in
Yes: 51%
Yes: 60%
Yes: 57%
reading
No: 49%
No: 40%
No: 43%
disabilities
Received
training on
how to
Yes: 42%
Yes: 53%
Yes: 49%
identify
No: 58%
No: 47%
No: 51%
reading
disabilities
Received
training on
how to
Yes: 40%
Yes: 50%
Yes: 49%
remediate
No: 60%
No: 50%
No: 51%
reading
disabilities
Most respondents (54%) who completed the Part 1 AQ in Reading disagreed or
somewhat disagreed that they have the necessary skills to teach children with reading
disabilities to read. After completing Reading, Part 2, almost half of respondents (47%)
still did not feel they had the necessary skills to teach children with reading disabilities.
Even after receiving the Reading Specialist designation, almost half of teachers (46%) still
did not feel they had the necessary skills to teach children with reading disabilities to read.
Teachers said that the focus of the AQ courses on reading continued to be on the threecueing system and balanced literacy, with little to no instruction on science-based
instruction in phonological awareness, phonics or decoding. They emphasized that the
courses were aimed at teaching reading to the “general average, typically abled student
population” with no focus on reading disabilities. Some even said that reading
disabilities and other reasons why students do not learn to read were never addressed,
even though the courses were intended to prepare teachers to be “literacy leader[s]:”
These AQ courses focus on [“reluctant” readers] almost entirely and there
seemed to be no instruction on how to teach non-readers (those who have little
to no phonological awareness).
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Another teacher said: “Dyslexia or dysgraphia were never mentioned during any of these
courses.”
Teachers reported taking these AQ specialist courses to build their capacity as reading
teachers, and being disappointed that they were no better prepared to teach beginning
reading or support struggling readers:
I was teaching Grade 1 while taking my [Reading Specialist] course and recall
feeling frustrated by the stats and focus on read alouds and shared reading
rather than how to help kids read independently.
Teachers who took AQs in special education similarly reported a lack of training on
reading disabilities. They said these courses focused on leadership and advocacy for
special education, legal responsibilities and legislation related to special education in
Ontario, and writing IEPs. Teachers said little time was spent on working with students
with reading disabilities, addressing specific needs, or developing effective reading
programs. For example:
This course was more about legal responsibilities, leadership, procedures, not so
much about the actual support and programming for children.
and
The focus was behavioural challenges, not learning challenges, which are
related. Unfortunately, the course lacked remediation strategies, and focused
more on identifying disabilities and writing IEPs.
Many of the survey respondents who completed a teacher education program from an
Ontario faculty had taken one or more AQs in special education (841 of 1,086
respondents took Special Education, Part 1; 492 took Special Education, Part 2; and
365 had the Special Education, Specialist designation). Once again, these teachers
reported not feeling prepared to teach students with reading disabilities. Sixty-one per
cent of teachers who completed Special Education, Part 1 disagreed or somewhat
disagreed that they have the necessary skills to teach children with reading disabilities
to read. After completing Special Education, Part 2, just over half of respondents (51%)
still did not feel they had the necessary skills to teach children with reading disabilities.
Even after receiving the Special Education, Specialist designation, almost half (48%)
still disagreed or somewhat disagreed that they had the skills to teach children with
reading disabilities to read.
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Table 18: Training received in additional qualification courses in
special education

Yes: 69%
No: 31%

Yes: 65%
No: 35%

AQ in Special
Education,
Specialist
Yes: 59%
No: 41%

Yes: 45%
No: 55 %

Yes: 56%
No: 44%

Yes: 53%
No: 47%

Yes: 39%
No: 61%

Yes: 46%
No: 54%

Yes: 44%
No: 56%

AQ in Special
AQ in Special
Education, Part 1 Education, Part 2
Received training in
reading disabilities
Received training on how
to identify reading
disabilities
Received training on how
to remediate reading
disabilities

Through surveys, emails, public hearings and interviews, many teachers reported they
want to be able to reach every student, including students with reading difficulties, but
feel let down by an education system that has failed to equip and support them to do so:
I wish I had more knowledge, more time to use [it]. I feel I am failing our
struggling students.
Another teacher said:
I feel very sad that I don’t have the skills to teach students with reading
disabilities to read. I know how to teach students to learn [s]ight words and build
word walls and look for familiar words in a sentence and guess at the context. I
have some idea on how to explain phonics rules, but I don’t know what order to
teach phonics in or at what pace phonics lessons should go.
Teachers also noted that far too many children are being left behind. For example:
Based on much of my own self-directed learning about the science of reading
over the past year teachers need more training in methods based in reliable
proven science. Teachers are doing their very best but simply do NOT know. Too
many students are falling through the cracks unnecessarily because of the gap
that exists [between] this science and what is being taught at the faculty of ed
levels, the ministry curriculum and all that is presented in mainstream resources.
and
There is so much at stake and lives are forever impacted by OUR failure to teach
a child to read. We appreciate that there was a time when we did not know how
best to teach reading, but that is not, and has not, been true for many years.
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The teacher comments made it clear that there are systemic issues that have limited
their effectiveness and self-confidence in teaching all children to read. In addition to
better training, teachers said they would appreciate having more guidance in the
Ontario curriculum. For example:
I don't think there is enough consistency. There [are] broad curriculum goals
without direction on how to get there. Too much is open to interpretation and
many children, in my opinion, get left behind because a teacher is using outdated
methods or hasn't been informed about the best way to reach all learners.
and
I am only now just beginning to learn about teaching reading, and I am well into
my career. I know that I would have been far more effective if I had learned about
teaching reading in a way that would benefit ALL readers rather than just to those
who would have picked it up naturally anyhow. I wish that there had been an
entire course in Teachers' College on this subject! The curriculum is left to a lot of
interpretation and that isn't helpful for a new teacher or one who isn't aware of
the challenges that many readers face.
Some teachers said they would like to better support students who are being withdrawn
from class to take part in intervention programs like EmpowerTM when they return to the
regular classroom. Several inquiry school boards also noted that they would like to have
regular classroom teachers reinforce the learning students receive in these programs,
but feel that the proprietary nature of the programs limits their ability to do so. However,
if teachers have the fundamental knowledge described in this report and are following a
curriculum that reflects the science, they will be able to support students who are
receiving evidence-based interventions outside of the classroom.
Many teachers described their efforts to supplement their knowledge, including doing
their own research on the science of reading, and spending time and money on courses
outside of the university and AQ system to learn about direct instruction or structured
literacy. Some teachers even developed initiatives within their school board to try to fill in
the gaps created by the Ontario curriculum and predominant balanced literacy approaches.
Thousands of teachers are independently seeking out resources and joining social
media platforms to support each other and try to learn about and implement evidencebased instruction in foundational reading skills. 841 Some are signing up for education
and training opportunities at their own expense.
Teachers need and want more education to gain the knowledge and skills to teach early
reading effectively, as well as appropriate curriculum, materials/programs and ongoing
coaching and support to reach all students, including students with reading
disabilities/dyslexia. Adequately supporting teachers to ensure all Ontario students can
learn to read will require changes to the Ontario curriculum, related instruction guides,
teacher education, professional development, and materials and supports. Teachers
want to do better but these systemic obstacles impede their efforts.
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Barriers to change

We have known the best way to teach early reading skills to all students for decades.
The evidence is also clear that the predominant approaches to early reading instruction
used in Ontario fail the most vulnerable students. Yet there are still many who are
resistant to change. This is unacceptable.
Many in the education sector continue to ignore scientific evidence about what is proven
to work, and insist on following disproven theories and outdated opinions that have a
discriminatory impact on certain populations of students. We would not accept this in
any other area and we should not accept this in education when our children’s lives and
futures are at stake.
Some of the resistance to implementing science-based approaches may stem from
ableist assumptions, negative stereotypes and related attitudes. Some educators,
particularly people in influential positions, are unwilling to consider or acknowledge that
the reason a significant proportion of students do not learn to read well is because of
poor instruction and intervention. Rather than admit that the education system is failing
these students, they erroneously believe that factors beyond their control such as
perceived inherent limitations associated with disability, gender or socioeconomic
factors are the cause.
As well, some critics of direct instruction approaches think they are not good for “high
performers” as they believe direct instruction, which they may mischaracterize as “drill
and kill,” negatively affects the love of learning, or fails to promote higher-order thinking
skills. 842 First, these assumptions about direct instruction are incorrect, as discussed
throughout this report. Second, implicit in these criticisms of direct instruction is the
ableist idea that the education system should not be designed for students who are at
risk for reading difficulties, but rather that these students should be dealt with separately
using different approaches to what are used with students who have higher skills in the
classroom.
Withholding classroom instruction that is critical to many students is inconsistent with
human rights principles of inclusive design and UDL. It discriminates against students
with or at risk for reading difficulties. It is also wrong. The evidence does not show that
students without reading difficulties or who have higher skills are negatively affected by
receiving instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics and decoding. Rather, all students
benefit from having this strong foundation in both their reading and writing.843 A recent book
examining the studies on direct instruction states:
The data also refute the idea that [direct instruction] is only for “certain” students,
such as those from low-income backgrounds or who might be having difficulties
in school…there is no evidence from our analysis that [direct instruction] is more
effective with some groups of students than with others. The data show that it
works well with all students, no doubt because human cognitive structures are

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

216

Right to Read

universal. We all interpret communications that we receive, and if these
communications are clear and unambiguous all of us can learn. Just as the
structure of [direct instruction] allows those who are behind their peers to catch
up, it can also allow those who learn more quickly to move ahead. 844
It is also telling that the current approach to teaching reading is failing to instill a love of
reading or reading confidence in many Ontario students. The EQAO’s student
engagement questionnaire asks students how they feel about reading. In 2018–2019, a
little less than half of students (44% in Grade 3 and 42% in Grade 6) said they did not
like to read. About one-third (38% in Grade 3 and 33% in Grade 6) said they did not
think they were good readers most of the time. 845 This significantly undermines any
claims that inquiry- or discovery-based approaches to teaching reading are better for
motivating students to read or for developing a love of reading.
Some in the education field perpetuate the myth that teaching phonological awareness,
phonics and decoding skills negatively affects students’ reading comprehension or
ability to “make meaning” from texts. They stress that aspects of reading should not be
taught as isolated skills, but rather should always take place within real reading
activities and contexts, and should emphasize socio-cultural approaches. In fact, the
evidence is clear that many children cannot learn to read by inquiry or discovery-based
approaches.
Context is important for understanding what is read, but students must be able to read
the words to make meaning from the text and the context. Context is not useful as a
primary and initial decoding strategy. Beginning readers need to be taught how to read
words, as all words are new or unfamiliar to them. Further, when children encounter a
word they have not seen before, they need to use decoding skills to sound it out. 846
Research confirms that the ability to make meaning from texts requires a strong
foundation in being able to read words (see the earlier discussion of the Simple View of
Reading, Scarborough Rope Model and the accompanying studies that show this).
It is essential that students be able to read words accurately, quickly and automatically,
to become good readers who can understand, absorb and think about what is read
across a wide-variety of texts and topics. The Association of Psychology Leaders in
Ontario Schools told the inquiry:
Inclusion of direct and systematic teaching of foundational reading skills in
reading instruction does not deny the importance of the other crucial skills and
factors such as reading comprehension, motivation to read, print exposure, etc.
In other words, the reading process involves teaching multiple skills and abilities,
the ultimate goal, of course, being the enjoyment of reading, fluent access to
meaning and reading comprehension. In order to reach that goal, the
foundational skills…and other areas of literacy development also need to be
addressed.
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Some opponents of direct instruction in foundational reading skills might critique this
focus, pointing out that literacy is not restricted to being able to read and understand
printed words on a page or screen. Rather, they promote a focus on multiliteracies,
which include other forms of communication that reflect new technologies. 847 These
people tend to downplay the importance of reading instruction that focuses on
“alphabetic representations,” arguing that today’s youth will engage with “multimodal
representations” including through different forms of digital media technology. For
example, one online article says:
Meaning is made in ways that are increasingly multimodal – in which writtenlinguistic modes of meaning interface with oral, visual, audio, gestural, tactile
and spatial patterns of meaning.
This means that we need to extend the range of literacy pedagogy so that it
does not unduly privilege alphabetical representations, but brings into the
classroom multimodal representations, and particularly those typical of digital
media. This makes literacy pedagogy all the more engaging for its manifest
connections with today’s communications milieu. It also provides a powerful
foundation for a pedagogy of synaesthesia, or mode switching. 848
Teaching children to become proficient in word-reading so that they may become skilled
readers and having children engage with multiliteracies are not mutually exclusive.
Word reading is the foundation for successfully interacting with a variety of
communication forms. The inquiry heard many accounts of people with reading
difficulties not being able to read a menu in a restaurant, read ingredients on a food
label, read street signs, play video games that involve reading, search the Internet, look
at websites or access other forms of digital media – not to mention to effectively interact
and be successful in the classroom.
The inquiry heard from students, parents and teachers who noted the critical importance
of reading skills, built on a strong foundation of word-reading, for full participation in
today’s classrooms and society.
Unfortunately, opponents of direct instruction in general, particularly in foundational
reading skills, exist throughout the education system, often holding positions of power.
Consistent with the inquiry’s findings, researchers have identified three groups who are
“the most powerful opponents of widespread implementation of direct instruction”:
education policy makers and decision-makers, teachers and administrators, and
education faculty members in universities who are often the most resistant:
Perhaps the most powerful opponents of [direct instruction] are faculty and
administrators in schools of education in colleges and universities. Education
schools provide preservice training for our nation’s teachers, but they also exert
very powerful control over the nature of teacher certification and the discourse
surrounding the nature of teaching and education. The vast majority of
professors of education adhere to the philosophies of John Dewey and Jean
Piaget, the intellectual forebearers of developmental and inquiry-type approaches
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to learning. Schools of education have largely ignored the research
evidence regarding [direct instruction’s] effectiveness and the extensive
research in cognitive psychology about learning. Education faculty’s
ideology is reflected in the content of teacher education programs. 849
[Emphasis added.]
Dr. Brady noted that faculties of education are most often resistant to provide adequate
education to pre-service teachers on the science of reading:
Professors who are committed advocates of meaning-based methods of reading
instruction, and who never learned the concepts and methods implicated by the
science are unlikely to embrace this goal enthusiastically. The consequence may
be superficial discussion of phoneme awareness and phonics in a lecture or two
(i.e., tokenism), or less. 850
Reviews of teacher education programs in the U.S. have found that only a small
minority of programs provide the extensive training needed to effectively deliver reading
instruction. The inquiry found that the training provided by English-language public
faculties of education in Ontario appears to be similarly deficient, with few exceptions.
One Language Arts professor interviewed for the inquiry said that the number of
children who are not learning to read causes her to “lose sleep at night.” She said that
she and her faculty colleagues “need to take some responsibility for the significant
proportion of children not learning to read or not learning to read at grade level with
some degree of fluency.” The inquiry’s analysis of course outlines and reading lists in
Ontario English Language Arts courses is consistent with her conclusions.
Universities are often concerned with academic freedom. Some may believe that any
efforts to establish standards for ensuring pre-service and in-service teachers are
prepared to teach all students to read infringes on faculty members’ academic freedom.
However, academic freedom does not preclude universities and teacher education
programs from being accountable for the quality, effectiveness and consistency of their
programs and adherence to human rights. Academic freedom also comes with a
responsibility for faculties to make sure teachers are well-prepared to use evidencebased techniques that promote, protect and advance students’ right to read. Dr. Moats
reasons:
While the academic freedom that professors often invoke has a place in teacher
education, its claim is not as absolute as it may be in the humanities.
Professional preparation programs have a responsibility to teach a defined body
of knowledge, skills, and abilities that are based on the best research in the field.
This is no less important in reading than it is in medicine or law. 851
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In October 2011, Universities Canada issued a Statement on Academic Freedom that
defined constraints on academic freedom:
Academic freedom is constrained by the professional standards of the relevant
discipline and the responsibility of the institution to organize its academic
mission. The insistence on professional standards speaks to the rigor of the
enquiry and not to its outcome.
…
Universities must also ensure that the rights and freedoms of others are
respected, and that academic freedom is exercised in a reasonable and
responsible manner. 852
The 1997 UNESCO Recommendation Concerning the Status of Higher Education
Teaching Personnel recognizes the need to balance different rights and interests such
as academic freedom and institutional accountability. 853 Institutional accountability
includes responsibility for fundamental human rights. 854 Recommendation 28 says “the
right to teach without interference” is “subject to accepted professional principles
including professional responsibility and intellectual rigour with regard to standards and
methods of teaching.” 855
A 2021 Superior Court of Justice (Divisional Court) decision found that Ontario’s
Mathematics Proficiency Test was discriminatory because of its impact on racialized
teacher candidates entering the teaching profession.856 Ontario had considered mandating
a math course instead of a proficiency test, but decided against this alternative “out of
concern that it would interfere with the institutional autonomy” of faculties of education.857
The Court found that a concern that faculties could lose some autonomy if Ontario had
mandated a math course should not outweigh teacher candidates’ equality rights. The
Court said this was not a situation where requiring a math course would have had a
negative impact on the Charter rights of another group in society.
Legally, academic freedom and institutional autonomy are not absolute and must be
weighed against the equality rights of students and teacher candidates. Ethically, these
interests and rights should be considered within a student-centered approach to improve
the educational achievement of all students in Ontario’s public education system.
Faculties must follow the standards set by the Ontario College of Teachers (OCT). The
OCT accredits teacher education programs and AQ courses where it is satisfied that the
programs and courses meet prescribed requirements 858 including:
• The design of the program is consistent with and reflects the OCT’s “Standards
of Practice for the Teaching Profession” and “Ethical Standards for the Teaching
Profession;” current research in teacher education; and the integration of theory
and practice in teacher education
• The program curriculum is current, references the Ontario curriculum, includes
the application of current research in teacher education, and represents a wide
knowledge base in the divisions and components of the program
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•
•

The teaching theory and foundation courses in the program include courses on
human development and learning, and on the legislation and government policies
relating to education
The program enables students of a professional education program to acquire
knowledge and skills:
o in the current Ontario curriculum and provincial policy documents that are
relevant to the student’s areas of study and curriculum, including planning
and design, special education, equity and diversity, and learning
assessment and evaluation
o to use current research in teaching and learning
o in the policies, assessments and practices involved in responding to the
needs and strengths of all students, including students identified as
requiring special education supports.

Therefore, it is possible to establish core standards and curricula for all Ontario teacher
education programs and additional qualification courses in reading. As well, if the
Ontario curriculum is changed to reflect the science of reading, Ontario faculties will be
required to change their approach to preparing teachers to teach reading.
The American Federation of Teachers noted giving teachers the tools to teach reading
systematically and effectively supports teacher professionalism and autonomy.
Educators who are equipped to teach reading in a way that will ensure success in
almost all students will feel “empowered and rewarded.” 859 When teachers use direct
instruction approaches and see the results they achieve with their students, they
become enthusiastic advocates:
…the data refute the notion that teachers don’t like [direct instruction]. In fact, just
as students’ desire to learn is reinforced by their own learning, teachers’ desire to
teach is reinforced by seeing how much their students improve and learn.…In
short, the data from our analysis support the theoretical contention…that the
carefully developed sequence and guidelines make teaching more enjoyable and
rewarding. 860
One teacher told the inquiry:
I have lots and lots of kids in my classroom…and I get to teach every last one of
them how to read because I’m using a structured literacy program in
kindergarten, and it’s thrilling.…It is exciting and empowering.
Other sources of resistance to change include perceived challenges to professional
identities, and economic incentives, among others. 861 For example, some proponents of
current approaches may have developed or promoted particular programs, written
widely used guidelines, or authored teacher education textbooks. Further, accepting
that current approaches are not serving students may be threatening:
They [may] fear that acknowledging research that counter[s] views they [have]
long supported…[may] diminish their own prestige and associated power and
privilege. 862
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Some proponents of whole language approaches are finally starting to acknowledge
that inquiry-based approaches to learning to read are flawed, and to recognize that
students must be taught foundational skills including phonics. For example, in 2019, the
International Literacy Association, an institute that strongly endorses critical literacy,
multiliteracies, socio-cultural learning, teacher empowerment and social justice, released
an International Literacy Leadership Brief that strongly supports explicit and systematic
phonics instruction as part of a full literacy program.863 Dr. Calkins, a long-time proponent
of cueing systems and balanced literacy whose resources are widely used in Ontario, has
also recently recognized the importance of direct instruction in phonics.864
When faced with the overwhelming scientific evidence, and the inquiry’s findings that
students’ human rights are at stake, it is no longer acceptable for educators, education
policy-makers and faculties of education to continue to promote ineffective approaches
that have a discriminatory impact on certain populations of students.

Recommendations

The OHRC makes the following recommendations:
Revise the Kindergarten Program and Grades 1-8 Language curriculum
27. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to revise
Ontario’s Kindergarten Program and Grades 1–8 Language curriculum to:
a. Remove all references to cueing, cueing systems and guessing strategies for
word reading
b. Remove all references to any other instructional approaches to teaching
foundational reading skills that have not been scientifically validated
c. Require mandatory explicit, systematic and direct instruction in foundational
reading skills, including phonemic awareness, phonics and decoding, and word
reading proficiency
d. Beginning in the Kindergarten Program and continuing in the Grades 1–8
Language curriculum, explicitly state expectations for teaching phonemic
awareness, letter-sound associations, word-level decoding (including blending
sounds to read words and segmenting words into sounds to write words), wordreading proficiency or fluency (number of words read per minute) and knowledge
of simple morphemes. The Grades 1–8 Language curriculum should include
more advanced word study in and beyond Grade 2/3, and outline more advanced
expectations with morphology, knowledge and analysis of words, through the
middle grades and beyond
e. Incorporate other aspects of a comprehensive approach to literacy which are
addressed in the research science such as evidence-based instruction in oral
language, reading comprehension, vocabulary knowledge and spelling and
writing. 865
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28. The Ministry should specify that all critical elements of explicit, systematic and direct
instruction in foundational word-reading skills in the revised Kindergarten Program
and Grades 1–8 Language curriculum are mandatory and not optional. The Ministry
should provide specific and scaffolded grade-level expectations for each
foundational word-reading skill. The Ministry should clarify that early literacy skills,
such as phonemic awareness, knowledge of letter names and sounds and how to
print letters, and decoding simple words are all expected in Kindergarten. 866
29. The Ministry should develop the revised Kindergarten Program and Grades 1–8
Language curriculum on an expedited basis, but should include all the necessary
steps in the curriculum review process.
Revise early literacy resources
30. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to revise Ontario’s Guide to
Effective Instruction in Reading (Kindergarten to Grade 3) and Guide to Effective
Literacy Instruction (Grades 4 to 6) and other supplementary resources and
materials to:
a. Remove all references to cueing, cueing systems and guessing strategies for
word reading
b. Remove all references to balanced literacy and associated concepts such as
teaching word reading with the use of cueing systems or through reading books
within the current gradual release of responsibility model (instruction through
modelling book reading with word problem-solving using cueing systems, shared
reading with word problem-solving using cueing systems, guided and
independent text reading focused on word problem-solving using cueing
systems, and mini lessons)
c. Remove all references to any other instructional approaches in teaching
foundational word-reading skills that have not been scientifically validated
d. Remove all references to running records, miscue analyses and other
assessment approaches that have not been scientifically validated
e. Remove all references to levelled readers and incorporate references to
decodable texts in Kindergarten to Grades 1 or 2 (or in later reading
interventions) and/or to practicing word reading in less controlled books that are
nonetheless selected to provide practice for word-reading skills for young
readers, and with appropriate reading materials, other than levelled readers, in
later elementary grades. 867 Reading materials should be selected based on other
criteria appropriate for developing reading competence, language and knowledge
f. Replace cueing and balanced literacy for word reading with mandatory explicit,
systematic and direct instruction in foundational word-reading skills including
phonemic awareness, phonics and decoding skills, and word-reading proficiency
(accurate and quick word reading)
g. Beginning in the Kindergarten Program and continuing in the Grades 1–8
Language Arts curriculum, state the approaches (and Ministry-recommended
programs) that will support the explicitly stated expectations in phonemic
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awareness, letter-sound associations, word-level decoding (including blending
sounds and segmenting words into sounds to read and write words), wordreading proficiency or fluency (number of words read per minute). This will
continue through to more advanced word study beyond Grade 2, including how to
teach advanced morphological knowledge and analysis
h. Incorporate other aspects of a comprehensive approach to literacy which are
addressed in the research science such as evidence-based instruction in oral
language, reading comprehension, vocabulary knowledge and spelling and
writing. 868
31. The Ministry should release revised guides and supplementary resources before or
at the same time as the revised Kindergarten Program and Grades 1–8 Language
curriculum.
32. The Ministry should revoke any early literacy resources, including supplementary
classroom materials published on the Ministry’s Curriculum and Resources
website 869 or e-Community Ontario, 870 that promote cueing systems, balanced
literacy, running records and miscue analyses or any other instructional and
assessment approaches to word reading that are not scientifically validated.
33. School boards should update their early literacy policies, procedures, directives,
documents, guides, training and professional development materials, and any other
early literacy resources, to align with the findings in this report and, when available,
the revised Kindergarten Program, Ontario Language curriculum, Guide to Effective
Instruction in Reading (Kindergarten to Grade 3) and Guide to Effective Literacy
Instruction (Grades 4 to 6) and other revised Ministry supplementary resources and
materials.
Review textbooks and supplementary classroom materials
34. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to revise the Trillium list 871 of
approved textbooks related to reading, if any, to align with the scientific evidence by
removing all textbooks that promote instruction and assessment approaches that
have not been scientifically validated, and adding only textbooks that reflect effective
instructional principles associated with mandatory explicit, systematic and direct
instruction in foundational word-reading skills including phonemic awareness, phonics
and decoding skills, and word-reading proficiency (accurate and quick word reading).
35. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to develop a list of approved
classroom materials (including programs, kits, books, readers, assessment tools and
intervention programs) that are consistent with the revised curriculum and scientific
evidence outlined in this report.
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36. The Ministry should make clear that school boards must stop using and may no
longer purchase textbooks or classroom materials that are inconsistent with the
scientific evidence, and can only purchase or use materials related to teaching
foundational word reading skills on the Trillium list and Ministry list of approved of
classroom materials.
37. School boards should stop using textbooks and classroom materials that are
inconsistent with the scientific evidence, as outlined in this report. School boards
should only purchase textbooks and classroom materials on the revised Ministry
approved lists. School boards should replace levelled readers in Kindergarten to
Grade 1 or 2, with decodable texts.
38. The Ministry should provide school boards with the funds to purchase textbooks and
classroom materials on the revised Trillium list and list of approved classroom materials.
Develop and deliver interim curriculum and measures
39. The Ministry of Education should work with external expert(s) to develop or identify
an interim early reading curriculum (or addenda to the current Kindergarten Program
and Grades 1–8 Language curriculum) and resources/guides/training to support
school boards and teachers to immediately start delivering instruction in foundational
reading skills that aligns with the science of reading while the Kindergarten Program,
Grades 1–8 Language curriculum and instructional guides and other resources go
through a full revision. The interim early reading curriculum and resources/guides/
training should provide guidance to and require boards and teachers to immediately
begin to implement mandatory explicit, systematic and direct instruction in
foundational word-reading skills including phonemic awareness, phonics and
decoding, and word reading proficiency including morphological knowledge. This
interim curriculum and resources/guides/training could be selected from evidencebased pre-existing materials that have been vetted by the Ministry’s external
expert(s) to make sure they conform with the reading science. The Ministry should
make sure any interim resources/guides/training will be consistent with the future
revised Kindergarten Program and Grades 1–8 Language curriculum, so they can
continue to be used once these are released.
40. School boards should immediately begin implementing measures/resources/
programs/guides/training to provide mandatory explicit, systematic and direct
instruction in foundational word-reading skills including phonemic awareness,
phonics, decoding and word study, while awaiting a revised Kindergarten Program
and Grades 1–8 Language curriculum. These measures/resources/guides/training
can continue to be used to support delivery of a revised Kindergarten Program and
Grades 1–8 Language curriculum once they are released.
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41. The Ministry should adopt a systematic approach to releasing an interim early
reading curriculum and/or addenda to the current Kindergarten program and Grades
1–8 Language curriculum that is supported by professional learning, guides and
supplementary resources and a supportive professional development plan for
educators that is clearly communicated with school boards.
42. The Ministry should provide adequate funding to boards to implement and continue
to use these measures/resources/programs/guides/training.
43. The Ministry should enhance funding support for summer learning programs offered
by school boards for students in Kindergarten to Grade 5, as part of a strategy to
help all students catch up on reading proficiency and respond to COVID-19 learning
loss related to reading. The Ministry should require that summer learning programs
to support reading provide mandatory explicit, systematic and direct instruction in
foundational reading skills including phonemic awareness, phonics and decoding,
and fluency.
44. The Ministry should develop an education recovery plan that includes intensive and
accelerated reading programs for all students, but with an emphasis on targeting
groups most disadvantaged by school closures related to COVID-19 (students with
disabilities, students from low-income families, Black and other racialized students,
Indigenous students and newcomers).
Build expertise within boards and ensure non-reprisal
45. The Ministry should provide stable, enveloped yearly funding to all school boards in
the province to hire literacy-learning leads to coordinate and support board-level
improvement efforts related to reading and literacy. 872 The Ministry should require
that literacy-learning leads be trained in the science of reading, including systematic
and direct instruction in foundational reading skills/structured literacy approaches.
46. School boards should draw on internal expertise, educators, administrators, speechlanguage pathologists and psychology staff who are knowledgeable about the
science of reading, for systematic and direct instruction in foundational reading
skills/structured literacy approaches.
47. Board staff who advocate for the science of reading or other measures to improve
outcomes for students with disabilities should never be subject to adverse
consequences/reprisals.
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Ensure pre-service teacher preparation addresses critical concepts
48. Ontario’s faculties of education should embrace the science of early reading, and
make sure future teachers understand critical concepts, including:
a. The importance of word-reading accuracy and efficiency for reading
comprehension; models of reading development
b. How accurate and efficient early word reading develops
c. How to teach foundational word-reading and spelling skills in the classroom
d. The importance of teaching foundational skills in reading to address inequality for
historically disadvantaged student populations and the needs of students with
different difficulties and disabilities
e. Other aspects of a comprehensive approach to literacy which are addressed in
the research science but were beyond the scope of the inquiry, such as
evidence-based instruction in oral language, reading comprehension, vocabulary
knowledge and spelling and writing.
49. The Ontario College of Teachers Act 873 regulations should be amended to require
that all Primary and Junior teacher applicants take a half-course (three credits) that
focuses on critical components of word-reading instruction to support all students in
becoming proficient readers. Faculties of education should make sure this course
spends considerable time on and includes instruction to develop pre-service
teachers’ knowledge of the content in Recommendation 48 above and:
a. The structure of spoken and written words
b. What systematic and direct instruction in word reading and spelling consists of at
different grade levels
c. The skills and knowledge necessary to implement best practices for teaching
students phonemic awareness, phonics, accurate and efficient or quick word
reading, spelling, fluency, and more advanced word study, including syllable and
morphological knowledge and analysis
d. How to gauge students’ progress in these foundational word-reading and spelling
skills; identify students who need immediate follow-up; and provide immediate,
focused instruction to students who need it.
Faculties should explore practicum components and mentoring opportunities that
reinforce and enhance learning in these areas.
50. Every Ontario faculty of education should make sure that further Language Arts
methods courses, assessment courses, and courses on inclusive and special
education/teaching students with exceptionalities further reinforce and deepen preservice teachers’ knowledge and understanding of these concepts and approaches.
51. Every Ontario faculty of education should build on the foundational knowledge
described in Recommendations 48 and 49, to prepare pre-service teachers to
identify, instruct and support struggling readers and writers, including students with
dyslexia, with other disorders, and students with no known exceptionality, with
further instruction on:
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a. The core features of reading disabilities and dyslexia. Dyslexia should be named
and explained
b. Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties
c. Understanding and practicing using scientifically validated early screening tools
and scientifically supported methods of classroom reading assessment to guide
reading and writing instruction
d. Understanding differentiated reading instruction to build foundational reading
skills and support writing development for students with reading difficulties
e. Effective accommodations and how to successfully implement them in the
classroom
f. Understanding early and later interventions that are evidence-based, with a focus
on evidence-based approaches used in Ontario school boards, and how to
support students in the classroom when they are receiving these interventions.
52. Every Ontario faculty of education should re-evaluate teaching running records or
miscue analyses. Teachers should be taught how to use more valid and helpful
ways to evaluate students’ reading progress and how to use assessment tools that
measure skills related to word-reading accuracy and proficiency separately from a
student’s reading comprehension or oral language comprehension. Pre-service
teachers should be taught how to administer short, reliable assessment tools to
gauge students’ progress in these foundational skills. 874
53. Recommendations 48 to 52 should be implemented regardless of whether and
before the Ministry revises the Kindergarten Program and Ontario Grades 1–8
Language curriculum.
Ensure additional qualification courses and continuing professional development
address critical concepts
54. The Ontario College of Teachers should require that any additional qualification
courses on reading offered by any AQ provider in Ontario (Reading Part 1 and Part
2, Reading Specialist) provide advanced knowledge on:
a. The foundations of word-reading and spelling
b. The central role of word-reading in reading comprehension
c. Models for understanding how proficient word reading develops
d. Best practices for teaching students on phonemic awareness, phonics and
word-reading proficiency, and more advanced word study, including syllable
and morphological knowledge and analysis
e. The core features of reading disabilities/dyslexia. Dyslexia should be named
and explained
f. Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties
g. Understanding and practicing using scientifically validated early screening
tools and scientifically supported methods of classroom reading assessment to
guide reading instruction
h. Understanding differentiated reading, spelling and writing instruction
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i.

Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully
implement them in the classroom
j. Understanding evidence-based early and later interventions that are used in
Ontario school boards, and how to support students in the classroom when
they are receiving these interventions.
55. The Ontario College of Teachers should require that any additional qualification
courses on special education/inclusive educations/students with exceptionalities
offered by any AQ provider in Ontario (Special Education Part 1 and Part 2, Special
Education Specialist) provide advanced knowledge in:
a. The core features of reading disabilities and dyslexia. Dyslexia should be named
and explained
b. Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties
c. Effective reading instruction and interventions, and Response to Intervention
(RTI)/Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS) models
d. The critical place of evidence-based instruction as a key component of a
Universal Design for Learning approach
e. Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully
implement them in the classroom
f. The difference between accommodations and modifications to curriculum
expectations, and the limited role of modifications (see also section 11,
Accommodations)
g. Understanding evidence-based early and later interventions that are used in
Ontario school boards, and how to support students when they are receiving
these interventions
h. How to support their school or board in using data collection and monitoring to
inform RTI/MTSS.
56. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to develop a
comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded in-service teacher professional
learning program and resources that address early reading instruction and reading
disabilities/dyslexia that includes:
a. The foundations of word reading and spelling
b. The central role of word reading in reading comprehension
c. Models for understanding how proficient word reading develops
d. Best practices for teaching students phonemic awareness, phonics, and more
advanced word study, including syllable and morphological knowledge and
analysis
e. The core features of reading disabilities/dyslexia. Dyslexia should be named and
explained
f. Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties
g. Understanding and practicing using scientifically validated early screening tools
and scientifically supported methods of classroom reading assessment to guide
reading instruction
h. Understanding differentiated reading, spelling and writing instruction
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i.

Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully
implement them in the classroom
j. Using evidence-based materials and programs in classroom and small-group
applications
k. Understanding evidence-based early and later interventions that are used in
Ontario school boards, and how to support students in the classroom when they
are receiving these interventions.
57. The Ministry should require and provide stable, enveloped yearly funding for every
school board in Ontario to deliver this comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded
professional learning.
58. While this professional learning is being developed, school boards, with funding from
the Ministry, should provide educators the opportunity to take accredited structured
literacy courses.
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9. Early screening
A screening measure is a quick and informal evidence-based test that
provides information about possible reading difficulties.

Introduction

A screening measure is a quick and informal evidence-based test that provides
information about possible reading difficulties. 875 It identifies students who are at risk for
or currently experiencing reading difficulties so they can receive more instruction or
immediate intervention. Although beyond the scope of this report, early measures can
be used to screen for difficulties in oral language development.
Screening is not a diagnosis. It does not identify children for a special education
designation or label. It is an early detection strategy for the benefit of students and
teachers. Teachers better understand how to help their students, and students receive
immediate and targeted support.
Universal screening means conducting common and standardized screening
assessments on all students, using evidence-based screening instruments. These
instruments have established reliability and validity standards to increase confidence in
their effectiveness.
Universal early screening is not only effective, but also necessary to protect the rights of
all students, particularly students from many Code-protected groups. It facilitates early
interventions, reduces the potential for bias, and creates better decision-making around
student outcomes. Schools can make data-informed decisions because they can
compare results from common screening tools across populations.
All screening tools need to be used responsibly and consider the cultural and linguistic
diversity of the student community. No screening tool should ever be used to devalue a
child. The purpose of screening and data collection is to make sure students and
teachers have the resources they need.
As outlined in section 8, Curriculum and instruction, screening is a key part of a
Response to Intervention (RTI) or Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS) approach to
inclusive education. If schools provide evidence-based classroom instruction, use
universal screening to identify students and provide immediate interventions when
needed, it will reduce the number of students who fail to learn to read. Screening is
effective when it is early, evidence-based and universal.
When screening happens early, schools can identify struggling and at-risk readers to
provide early and targeted intervention. Earlier interventions are more effective because
students’ response to intervention declines as they become older. 876 Screening
identifies at-risk young readers who are behind on foundational reading skills, and
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

233

Right to Read

prevents them from developing later reading difficulties and dealing with the associated
lifelong consequences of failing to learn to read. That is why early screening is critical
for catching students before they fall behind.
The inquiry found that Ontario does not have universal, systematic, evidence-based
early screening to identify at-risk students who need immediate interventions.
One of the obstacles to universal screening is the Ministry of Education’s
Policy/Program Memorandum (PPM) 155. As currently interpreted, PPM 155 leaves the
frequency, timing and selection of diagnostic assessments to individual teachers’
professional judgment. Screening students is most effective when evidence-based
measures are used at specific intervals. However, neither the evidence-based
measures nor the timing of screening is standardized in Ontario. As a result, this PPM
has contributed to gaps, inconsistencies and a lack of an effective, student-centered
approach to early screening.
Screening practices vary between boards, schools and individual teachers. Boards use
a combination of observational methods, such as running records or miscue analyses
that are often associated with non-evidence based reading programs. Some boards use
assessments they developed in-house, but these do not appear to have been
adequately evaluated to make sure that they are effective. While some boards include
screeners that may be evidence-based on their list of possible assessments, teachers
are not required to use them and boards could not confirm if they were being used.
Ontario schools need standardized protocols about when, how often and which
screening tools should be used. Teachers should be an integral part of developing this
model. However, how PPM 155 is being applied is not working for Ontario students. The
current model does not create the necessary conditions for data collection because
there are no common screening tools across classrooms, schools and school boards.
To successfully implement a tiered approach, screening tools must be evidence-based,
include the appropriate measures and be administered twice a year from Kindergarten
to Grade 2. This screening data must be used to provide immediate intervention for
students who need it.
Ontario must address its current inadequate approach to screening. The current
approach creates unnecessary conflict and confusion between school boards and
teachers, and neglects the best interests of at-risk children. The science of screening for
early reading skills is advanced, the financial cost is minimal and the impact of current
practices on students is harmful. 877
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The importance of early screening

Waiting to see if a student has difficulty learning to read does not work. This “wait and
see” approach to identifying learning difficulties is widespread in Ontario’s education
system. Schools typically wait for students to present extreme difficulty before a teacher
notices or is able to refer a student for further support.
Education researchers have noted several disadvantages with the “wait and see”
model. Assessment is imprecise because it is mostly based on teacher observation or
identification measures that are not linked to effective instruction. 878 This can lead to
decisions informed by bias, rather than data. The intervention is reactive and based on
deficit, rather than proactive and based on risk. 879 Students receive interventions too
late or not at all.
Schools must screen every student early (starting in Kindergarten Year 1) using
evidence-based screening tools. The earlier schools screen students, the earlier
students can receive instruction or intervention that will enable them to learn to read
accurately and fluently. 880
In its submission to the inquiry, the Association of Psychology Leaders in Ontario
Schools (APLOS) emphasized that screening is important because it provides “a
classroom profile to help the teacher to determine the focus of curriculum for his or her
classroom.” APLOS added that this leads to early and effective intervention for
struggling readers, which reduces “the potential for long-term learning challenges” for
many students. The APLOS told the inquiry:
Early reading screenings provide an opportunity to implement programming that
is responsive to emerging learning needs. This does not need to result in children
being separated into groups or centred out among their peers. Instead, it ensures
that learning goals continue to change within the classroom and that the needs of
all learners are addressed. Teaching in the early years that incorporates direct
and systematic instruction is a powerful preventative tool that will reduce reading
difficulties in the later years, thereby decreasing requirements for more
comprehensive assessments to determine the core difficulty.
Early screening can also reduce the need for professional assessments. A board
speech-language pathologist (SLP) told the inquiry that early screening is “essential for
all students Kindergarten to Grade 2. If done correctly, it will significantly reduce the
referrals to Psychologists and SLPs and may likely increase the [number of] students
with grade-appropriate literacy skills.”
Also, if tier 1 classroom instruction is not evidence-based, tier 2 interventions will not be
as effective. Evidence-based instruction reinforces the foundational skills targeted in tier
2 interventions in the classroom, and enables students to continue developing these
skills even after interventions have ended.
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Evidence-based screening

Evidence-based screening is the most effective way to identify struggling and at-risk
readers. It is an objective and measurable way to improve student outcomes and
reduce bias in assessment, including for students from culturally and linguistically
diverse backgrounds. 881 Bias can affect teachers’ and other educational professionals’
perceptions of student ability and performance. Universal screening safeguards against
these potential biases.
The inquiry heard about assumptions that students who struggle to read should
not be learning English and French at the same time. This incorrect assumption
has limited many students’ access to French-language education. For example,
sometimes newcomer and multilingual students are discouraged from enrolling in
French Immersion programs, and the inquiry heard many examples of families
being told a student with reading difficulties should not remain in a French
Immersion program or must be withdrawn for the school to offer supports.
The inquiry also heard that students in French boards have less access to
resources and programs for reading difficulties. Parents reported giving up their
right to have their child receive a French-language education and moving their
child to an English board to access better supports. One parent said:
En Ontario, nous avons le droit à l'enseignement en français par contre
lors de trouble d'apprentissage, il y a très peu de ressources ou
programmes disponibles pour le personnel enseignants et les élèves.
C'est en partie pour cette raison que nous avons retiré notre enfant du
système scolaire francophone.
[In Ontario, we have the right to be taught in French. However, there are
very few resources or programs available for teachers and students with
learning disabilities. This is part of the reason why we removed our child
from the French school system.]
Students who have or who are at risk for reading difficulties, should enjoy the
same academic, social and employment-related benefits of learning French.
Parents who are French-language rights holders have a right to have their child
receive a French-language education under section 23 of the Canadian Charter
of Rights and Freedoms. The Ministry has recognized all students can learn
French given the appropriate supports.
A preventative approach is also needed for students learning French and at risk
for reading disabilities. If a student struggles to read in French, they will likely
also have difficulty in English so removing them from a French-language program is
not the solution. Instead, early scientifically validated screening and evidence-based
interventions should equally be implemented within French-language instruction.
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Not all research is equal. Research has different degrees of quality. Individuals or
companies who create screening tools often claim their assessments are researchbased. However, research alone is not an indicator of whether a given tool is valid and
reliable. The research must be:
1. Valid (strong 882 internal and external validity)
2. Reliable
3. Linked to the science of reading instruction and acquiring foundational
reading skills.
Internal validity relates to how well a study is conducted. It measures whether the
research was done right. Studies with high internal validity can support causal
conclusions. Studies with more moderate internal validity support the generality of a
relationship, but causality is uncertain.
External validity relates to how applicable the findings are in the real world. Studies with
high external validity include a range of participants and settings so that study results
can be generalized to those participants and settings. Research with moderate external
validity may have smaller sample sizes, so generalization to other populations may be
uncertain.
External validity also refers to what is being measured and how this relates to the larger
field of study. For example, a measure of whether a child can use syntactic (sentence
structure) or other cues to guess at words in a sentence is not a valid indicator of
foundational word-reading skills.
Reliability means the same results are found across multiple settings and assessors.
Results do not change based on when or where the screening occurs and who does
the scoring.
When it comes to reading, many screening tools have gone through rigorous
development and their level of validity and reliability is well known. 883
The Institute of Education Sciences practice guide
The Institute of Education Sciences (IES) is an independent and non-partisan arm of the
U.S. Department of Education. The institute reviews the best available scientific
evidence and expertise to address systemic challenges in education that cannot be
solved by single programs. It publishes practice guides that are subjected to rigorous
external peer review.
In 2009, the IES published the practice guide, Assisting Students Struggling with
Reading: Response to Intervention (RTI) and Multi-Tier Intervention in the Primary
Grades. 884
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This guide was written by a panel of experts in reading, measurement and research
methodology. The experts summarized recommended screening practices for early
reading and provided evidence of their effectiveness. Each recommendation received a
rating that reflects the strength of the research showing its effectiveness. 885 The
recommendations with moderate to strong evidentiary support are that schools should:
1. Screen all students for potential reading problems at the beginning of the year
and again in the middle of the year
2. Screen students in Kindergarten through Grade 2
3. Regularly monitor the progress of students who have an elevated risk for
developing reading disabilities
4. Use measures that are efficient, reliable, and reasonably valid
5. Provide intensive, systematic instruction on up to three foundational reading skills
in small groups, to students who score below the benchmark score on universal
screening. Typically, these groups meet between three and five times a week, for
20 to 40 minutes.
The IES report also recommended screening areas that are appropriate based on each
grade level: 886
Kindergarten screening batteries should include measures assessing letter
knowledge and phonemic awareness...As children move into Grade 1, screening
batteries should include measures assessing phonemic awareness, decoding,
word identification and text reading. By the second semester of Grade 1, the
decoding, word identification, and text reading should include speed as an
outcome. Grade 2 batteries should include measures involving word reading and
passage reading. These measures are typically timed.
The expert panel created a table based on the most recent scientific literature that
outlines the screening measure that is required at each time point to assess early wordreading accuracy and fluency. 887
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Figure 4

Although the expert panel did not recommend any specific screening tool, they
recommended that when schools select screening tools, they should have similar
properties to measures that have been examined in the scientific literature. The panel
cited three specific screening tools and the corresponding studies that show they
include measures that accurately predict future student performance. These tools are
DIBELS, 888 Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP), 889 and the
Texas Primary Reading Inventory. 890 The Rapid Naming Subtests of the CTOPP could
also be included as these predict later word-reading accuracy and fluency difficulties.
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

239

Right to Read

Screening measures
Screening measures are designed to make sure students are learning the appropriate
skills based on their grade. At different points in time, specific screening measures need
to be used that are appropriate to the expected reading development.
As shown in the IES report, the science of early identification is advanced and many
tools are available to predict risk for reading difficulties. 891
Screening tools that assess phonological awareness of units larger than the phoneme,
such as rhyming, syllables and onsets, may be suitable in Kindergarten Year 1. In
Kindergarten Year 2 year, and as the IES table above shows, these skills need to focus
on phonemic awareness and letter-naming fluency. In Grade 1, the focus should be on
word identification, decoding, text reading and non-word reading. Later in Grade 1 and
in Grade 2, screeners should measure word- and text-reading fluency, which means
these measures are timed.
It is important to measure different skills at multiple points across these early years, to
avoid missing students who can perform simpler tasks but struggle as reading demands
increase.
For example, a student may do well if simpler screening measures are administered in
the fall of Year 2 (rhyming, syllable and onset awareness), but struggle later with the
more complex tasks of blending and segmenting individual phonemes within words.
Another child may struggle with decoding words, and another with building automatic or
quick reading of words. All these later difficulties are typical of students at risk for
reading disabilities, but these students would be missed in scenarios where only early,
pre-reading skills are screened in Kindergarten or even early Grade 1.
Screening should therefore focus on more than just the simpler areas of decoding. It
should include advanced skills, so interventions can properly focus on building all the
necessary skills. The goal is for students to not only learn to read, but also to read as
accurately and quickly as their same-age peers.
The role of risk factors
Some students may have family members with a diagnosed reading disability or
undiagnosed reading difficulty. This information on family history can also inform early
identification. 892 However, family risk status should never be a pre-requisite for an
intervention. Rather, student performance on screening measures and response to
instruction should determine if they receive a reading intervention. 893
Also, environmental factors such as socioeconomic disadvantage can place children at
risk for reading difficulties. These children will not necessarily have a family member
with a documented history of reading disability. This is one reason why early screening
for all students is crucial. Regardless of whether a student struggles to learn to read
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

240

Right to Read

because of stronger hereditary and/or environmental contributors (which cannot be
determined), the type of intervention does not change. Dr. Susan Brady, a U.S.
psychologist and literacy expert, explains: 894
Another risk factor for dyslexia is familial risk; if close relatives have been
diagnosed with dyslexia there is a genetic risk for a child to develop dyslexia... 895
On the other hand, from an environmental perspective, disruptive early life
experiences resulting from stress, poverty, and low levels of parental education
also place children at risk for language and literacy deficits 896… Further, there is
increasing evidence that socioeconomic disadvantages can affect children’s
brain development 897…Despite the differences in origin, it is not possible at the
individual level to distinguish between the characteristics of cases of biologically
based and environmentally induced dyslexia 898…and of course a child may have
both sources of problems. From the perspective of treatment, diagnosed reading
and language weaknesses require the same kinds of interventions regardless of
the mix of biological or environmental causes.
Progress monitoring
Progress monitoring is distinct from screening. Screening is given at a point in time
when the student is likely not receiving an intervention. Screening flags students who
need to receive effective interventions to learn the skills that make up word reading and
decoding. Screening may also be used as an initial skill assessment to determine
starting points for different interventions.
Screening tools measure skills that are highly predictive of reading acquisition or later
functioning, but are not always the best way to monitor a student’s progress or response
to an intervention. Progress monitoring can provide a more in-depth assessment of
reading skills, and can better gauge a child’s response to an intervention. Progress
monitoring measures the early reading foundational skills that are being targeted by the
intervention.
Similar to screening, the results from progress monitoring help inform further decisionmaking and interventions. 899 Together, screening, early intervention and progress
monitoring aim to set the student on a positive trajectory in learning all the foundational
skills of word-reading accuracy and fluency, so they catch up to their peers. This
trajectory is measured to ensure ongoing “average” performance or ongoing and
increasingly intensive interventions.
The role of teachers
Teachers play a critical role in assessing students and identifying their learning
needs. 900 As recognized in the Report of the Royal Commission on Learning: “…no one
knows the student’s capacities, or is in a position to assess them in all their nuances
and complexity, better than the classroom teacher.” 901 Teachers spend every day in the
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classroom teaching and observing students. Observation is one component of
assessment, but needs to be supplemented with standardized, early and evidencebased screening.
A teacher may observe that a student is not gaining skills adequately with classroom
instruction. The teacher may then refer the student for a tier 2 intervention. Sometimes,
parents may voluntarily disclose a family history of reading disability. Combined with
teacher observation, this could also flag a student as needing extra support through an
intervention. Universal screening makes sure all students, regardless of their family
background or being noticed by teachers, are systematically flagged when foundational
word-reading skills are not developing as needed.
Screening is not the same as a professional assessment that occurs after a student is
referred (for example, psychoeducational assessment or speech-language
assessment). Classroom teachers are well placed to screen for word-level reading.
When teachers screen students, they learn valuable information about their students to
help inform their instruction. However, other educators such as resource or special
education teachers are also well-suited to administer these tests, and administering and
scoring assessments can be supported by other professionals (such as psychologists
and SLPs) in the education system.
Whoever administers and scores the screening tools will need training on the basic
principles of early reading screening tools, and specific knowledge about the selected
tool(s). In Teaching Reading is Rocket Science, Dr. Louisa Moats says teachers who
understand classroom reading assessment have the knowledge to answer questions
such as:
1. Question: What specific skills…should be present at the end of Kindergarten
[and] are the best predictors of achievement?
Answer: Essential skills consist of the ability to segment the phonemes in simple
words, to name alphabet letters presented randomly, to produce the sounds
represented by most consonants and the short vowels, to spell simple words
phonetically, and to demonstrate age-appropriate vocabulary development.
2. Question: Are running records or oral reading tests reliable or valid indicators of
reading ability?
Answer: The reliability of oral reading tests and running records is lower than the
reliability of more structured, specific measures of component reading skills.
Teachers judging the cause of specific oral reading errors (for example, miscue
analysis) tends to be unreliable, and the category of “visual” errors is misnamed.
On the other hand, timed, brief oral reading tests that measure words read
correctly per minute are excellent predictors of future reading from about the
middle of Grade 1 onward.
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3. Question: When are children typically expected to spell trapped, plate, illustrate
and preparing?
Answer:
• Plate: end of Grade 1 when the most common long vowel spelling is
learned.
• Trapped: end of Grade 2 when the basic doubling rule for endings
beginning with vowels is learned.
• Preparing: end of Grade 4 when students expand their knowledge to
Latin-based words with prefixes, roots, and suffixes.
• Illustrate: end of Grade 5 when more complex words with prefixes, roots,
and suffixes are learned.
• Offered: end of Grade 6 when patterns involve prefixes, roots, and suffixes
and more complex spelling changes 902
4. Question: Why is it important to test comprehension using several different
types of assessment?
Answer: Several assessments will lead to a more accurate picture of students’
comprehension because the outcome of comprehension tests depends on many
variables, including the student’s prior knowledge of the topics in the passages,
decoding ability, and vocabulary; the response format; the length of the texts;
and so forth.
Word-level reading screening tools can take 10 to 15 minutes to complete per
student, 903 and additional time for scoring and collating the data. Depending on class
size, screening all students at one time could take up to three days. Teachers and
school administrators who completed the inquiry survey reported that teachers do not
have adequate release time to screen students, so fewer students are identified. The
inquiry also heard that, due to lack of sufficient release time for classroom teachers,
special education teachers may be pulled away from pressing work of their own and
asked to conduct screenings.

Screening practices in other jurisdictions

North Vancouver District School Board
The North Vancouver District School Board has a policy that states student assessment
is “ongoing, research-based, varied in nature and administered over a period of time to
allow students to demonstrate their full range of learning.” 904 Teachers are trained to
screen all students in Kindergarten and Grade 1 using one common screening tool, and
input the data into a central system and student profiles. This data is used to determine
if students are on track and are responding well to instruction. Schools publicly report
the assessment data and set measurable targets to improve reading outcomes for
all students. 905
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Teachers screen all students for reading difficulties starting in January of Kindergarten,
using a tool that measures phonological awareness.906 Based on the results, intervention
begins in February.907 In May, teachers retest the Kindergarten students who are receiving
intervention. In fall of Grade 1, teachers administer Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early
Literacy Skills (DIBELS) to all students.908
DIBELS was created by the University of Oregon Center on Teaching and Learning. It is
a series of short tests or measures (one-minute) that predict later reading proficiency.
Measures include naming the letters of the alphabet, segmenting the phonemes in a
word, reading non-words and word-reading fluency. DIBELS results can be used to
evaluate individual student development, and to provide feedback on effectiveness of
curriculum and programming.
The measures also largely overlap with the recommendations in the IES report,
described earlier. DIBELS measures are evidence-based and a reliable indicator of
early literacy development. 909 Although use of the online tool costs money, the materials
are free, and its assessment properties are open-access and anyone can study them. 910
A board representative from North Vancouver noted how their screening initiative
shifted their understanding of how students learn to read:
We believed that if you simply surrounded kids with good books and good
literature, that they would learn to read by osmosis, and we know that that is not
true…All kids need good instruction to learn how to read. 911
United Kingdom
In 2012, the United Kingdom (U.K.) passed a law mandating screening for all students
in Year 1 (equivalent to Year 2 in Ontario). 912 Students in Year 2 (equivalent to Grade 1
in Ontario) are screened if they did not meet the expected standard in Year 1. 913
Students who do not achieve the expected standard are given interventions and
supports. 914 The assessment takes under 10 minutes per student to administer.
This screening also takes place in the context of a national curriculum that explicitly
outlines the components of word-reading instruction (decoding, word-reading skills and
phonics instruction). 915 Unlike Ontario, the U.K. assessment practices are clear,
transparent and invite accountability.
Each educator’s responsibilities are clearly outlined in public documents. 916 For
example, a guidance document states: “while the teacher’s knowledge of pupils can
inform judgements, they must be based on sound and demonstrable evidence. This
ensures that judgements are as objective as possible, and consistent between classes
and schools.” 917 This judgment is also exercised within the framework of a mandated,
common screening tool. Schools must also make sure teachers are appropriately
trained and administer the test according to the published guidance.
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As well, the U.K. mandates very specific reporting requirements to keep parents
informed about their child’s progress, including information about screening results
relative to students of the same age in their school and nationally. 918
The U.K. also collects national data on the percentage of students who achieved the
expected phonics standard, broken down by demographic data including gender,
income, 919 ethnicity, special education needs and first language other than English. 920
Australia
In 2017, the South Australian Department of Education and Child Development
conducted a pilot of the U.K.’s phonics screener for Reception and Year 1 students
(equivalent to Year 1 and Year 2 in Ontario). 921 Following the pilot, 922 South Australia
mandated use of the phonics screener for all Year 1 students and provided training to
teachers and school leaders. 923 The phonics check is available online for school
personnel and families. 924
In 2021, New South Wales joined South Australia and mandated the PSC for all Year 1
students. 925 The Education Minister said: “The evidence speaks for itself. The best
results in reading for our students occur when phonics is explicitly and systematically
taught from Kindergarten moving on to other forms of reading instruction.” 926
United States
At least 30 states in the U.S. have legislation that mandates screening for dyslexia. 927
Many of these states have published lists of recommended early screeners 928 or
handbooks to guide screening practices. 929 Other states mandate the use of specific
screening tools, and others provide criteria to guide the selection process. 930 Screening
for dyslexia in these states largely centres on the types of early, universal screening
approaches for word-reading skills outlined in this report.
Ohio recently passed a law requiring schools to administer annual dyslexia
screenings. 931 The Ohio Department of Education (ODE) must establish a committee
that will determine screening and intervention measures to evaluate the literacy skills of
students using a structured literacy program. School districts must follow the standards
established by the ODE and only use screening tools from an approved list. They must
screen all students in Kindergarten and report the results to the ODE. All teachers from
Kindergarten through Grade 3 must take a fixed number of training hours in evidencebased approaches for identifying characteristics of dyslexia and instructing students
with dyslexia. 932
In 2021, the New York City Department of Education introduced mandatory screening
for students in Kindergarten through Grade 2. All schools will use DIBELS at least three
times per year. Schools will then implement intervention plans based on the results. 933
The president of the United Federation of Teachers, a union that represents most
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teachers in New York City, said his union has advocated for schoolwide screening for
years, but concerns with COVID-related learning disruptions prompted the education
department to finally mandate universal screening. 934
Experts in these different jurisdictions have noted 935 that screening by itself will not
improve student learning. Changes to the curriculum and teacher education are
necessary. Success depends on how well systems, schools and teachers respond to
the results of screening and provide evidence-based interventions.
Compared to other jurisdictions, Ontario’s approach to screening is ad hoc, decentralized and undefined.

Ontario’s approach to screening

The Ministry of Education (Ministry) is responsible for developing the screening and
assessment policies intended to provide consistent direction to school boards. 936 The
Education Act states that the Minister shall:
[R]equire school boards to implement procedures for early and ongoing
identification of the learning abilities and needs of pupils, and shall prescribe
standards in accordance with which such procedures be implemented.” 937
From 2004 to 2010, the Ministry introduced several policies and initiatives to
standardize literacy instruction and assessment. Before 2004, the Ministry’s 1982
Policy/Program Memorandum 11: Early identification of children's learning needs (PPM
11) and the Education Act were the key sources on early identification of student needs.
In 2004, the Ministry made a plan for improving students’ achievement in reading,
writing and math. It created the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat (LNS) to help build
capacity among educators and increase student achievement. The LNS also helped
provide support to teachers and principals to implement common diagnostic
assessment tools. 938
Up to that point, there were no common assessment practices for reading in Ontario.
The Ministry provided funding to boards to buy and implement common reading
assessment tools, such as the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA), PM
Benchmarks or the Comprehension, Attitudes, Strategies and Interests (CASI). 939 This
resulted in an increase in the use of common diagnostic assessments in schools. 940
However, these instruments do not meet the criteria related to critical foundational wordreading skills set out in the scientific research and IES report. The limitations of these
common tools and others are explored further in this section.
Beginning in 2005, the Ministry also provided funding to boards to create data
management systems. Teachers were required to administer specific diagnostic
assessment tools, typically in fall and spring, and to enter the data into their board’s
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data management system. The school and board administrators were able to obtain the
diagnostic assessment results from the system for use in school and board
improvement planning.
In 2010, Ontario created a provincial policy for assessment practice for Grades 1–12
called Growing Success. 941 Although the 2000s marked a shift in the education
landscape towards centralizing assessment tools, these policies did not set out clear
standards.
In 2013, the move to standardization was reversed with the introduction of PPM 155.
PPM 155 leaves a high degree of discretion to individual teachers on how to use
diagnostic assessment tools.
PPM 155 was a response to problems with rolling out the 2005 common assessment
tools. While the primary purpose of these tools was to use student data to improve
learning, in some cases the assessments were perceived as an exercise in monitoring
teacher performance. Some boards also added additional assessments and collected
large amounts of data from teachers, taking significant time away from classroom
instruction.942 This created workload challenges for teachers. Also, depending on the
school board, not all teachers were able to view results in the data management system.943
In 2014, the Ministry created its Policy/Program Memorandum 8: Identification of and
Program Planning for students with Learning Disabilities (PPM 8), to specifically
address early identification of students with learning disabilities. General in nature, this
PPM did not mandate any specific screening tools to measure risk for learning or
reading disabilities, but rather repeated principles of identification.
Consistent provincial standards and trust in teachers’ professional judgment are not
mutually exclusive. Standards give teachers the necessary tools to improve student
outcomes, and to enhance public trust in the exercise of teacher discretion. Teacher
discretion is an important component of many forms of assessment including diagnostic
assessments, but it should not drive the process when it comes to screening. Many
teachers said they wanted more guidance on screening.
Teachers face many challenges in navigating how to teach reading. They are provided
with an ineffective reading curriculum and trained inadequately. There are also a lot of
materials related to teaching reading that sound persuasive but are not evidence-based.
In Teaching Reading is Rocket Science, a report commissioned by The American
Federation of Teachers (AFT), the AFT president wrote:
As a profession, we have the drive and the passion to do the hard work of
understanding and using the science of reading. And it is hard work, much harder
than it should be since so few of the education publishers and professional
development providers have cast aside their profitable-but-outdated materials
and programs to create new resources that reflect the latest research. 944
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Universal early screening does not undermine teachers’ professional judgement. Rather, it
removes the outdated, non-evidence based tools that our current education system is
using, and replaces them with standard and effective tools to improve student learning.
Policy/Program Memorandum 11
Policy/Program Memorandum 11 945 (PPM 11) deals with early identification of children’s
learning needs. It was last revised nearly 40 years ago, in 1982. PPM 11 requires each
school board to have procedures to identify each child’s level of development, learning
ability and needs. It also requires each board to make sure education programs are
designed to accommodate these needs. It recognizes that these procedures should be
part of a continuous assessment process that should start when a child is first enrolled
in school or immediately after Kindergarten.
Although the PPM’s goal to encourage early identification is good, the policy is not
specific enough. Rather than setting standards, it espouses general principles.
Screening for foundational word-reading skills should happen twice a year in the early
grades. However, PPM 11 only requires that early assessment procedures be initiated
at the beginning of the year, without clearly defining what is meant by “continuous”
assessment.
It does not mandate early screening using evidence-based tools, and it cites resources
that are outdated (as early as the 1970s and the most recent is from 1980). Since 1982,
the scientific literature on assessments has evolved and these developments should be
reflected in the cited resources and inform the substance of the PPM.
The Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association’s (OCSTA) submission also
referenced the age of this PPM, and noted that it may be useful for the Ministry to
conduct a consultation and review the requirements in PPM 11 in the near future.
There have been calls to revise Growing Success, the main policy document on
assessment. 946 The need to update PPM 11 to include changing knowledge about
assessment is just as urgent.
For example, while Ontario’s 2013 Learning for All resource guide recommends a tiered
approach, this inclusive framework is missing from PPM 11. In its inquiry submission,
the Ontario Association of Speech-Language Pathologists and Audiologists (OSLA)
recommended that PPM 11 should mandate RTI approaches “for the purpose of
detecting students who are not responding sufficiently to core programming and who
may require more intensive instruction or preventative interventions to support reading
development.”
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Also, PPM 11 does not provide meaningful guidance on meeting the needs of
multilingual students (who are learning English at the same time as they are learning
the curriculum). Instead, it creates the potential for confusion when it states: “Where a
child's language is other than English or French, a reasonable delay in the language
based aspects of assessment should be considered.” While some time may be needed
to expose multilingual students to the language of instruction, Ontario school boards are
often delaying supports for these students because of untested assumptions (see
section 6, The experience of students and families and section 12, Professional
assessments). The PPM’s vague language of “reasonable delay” without any further
guidance may be a contributing factor to this reality. Universal evidence-based
screening means all students are screened. There is no scientific reason to treat
multilingual students differently from other students when it comes to early screening. 947
Because of these assumptions, the OCSTA recommends using dynamic assessment
procedures for multilingual students with repeated testing over time to reduce bias, false
positives and false negatives.
See section 6, The experience of students and families and section 12, Professional
assessments, for a further discussion of inquiry findings on the experience of
multilingual students, and recommendations to align the Ministry and school boards’
approaches with research science.
Policy/Program Memorandum 8
The Ministry of Education has a PPM specifically related to learning disabilities, which
was last updated in 2014. 948 PPM 8 sets out requirements for identification and program
planning for students with learning disabilities.
PPM 8 clearly states that any program planning applies equally to students who have
not been formally identified through the IPRC process. The determining factor is not
formal identification or a diagnosis but the needs of the student. Students who show
difficulties in learning and who would benefit from special education programs are
entitled to these services.
In its inquiry submission, the Ontario English Catholic Teachers Association (OECTA)
recognized that early identification and appropriate interventions give students “the best
chance to succeed.” OECTA accurately acknowledged that the inquiry will “hear from a
number of students and families who had to wait too long for identification and access to
resources.” Despite the Code and Ministry policy, OECTA also reported that boards
typically only provide special education support to students who have been identified
through the formal IPRC process. As a result, the learning needs of many other
students who have not been formally identified go unmet. The inquiry heard accounts of
this concerning practice across Ontario.
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PPM 8 notes that many students with learning disabilities show signs before they enter
the school system. It also repeats the requirement outlined in PPM 11 and the
Education Act to implement procedures for early and ongoing identification of the
learning abilities and needs of students. Dyslexia and reading disabilities are learning
disabilities, but this PPM does not address the appropriate early screening and progress
monitoring procedures.
While the PPM requires procedures for early screening, it does not mandate specific
evidence-based screening tools and leaves boards, schools and teachers with
considerable discretion on screening. This report outlines the appropriate early
screening procedures for word-reading skills and risk for reading disabilities.
Similar to PPM 11, the vague language of PPM 8 may encourage a “wait and see”
approach. PPM 8 states: “after a period of instruction that has taken into account
individual students’ strengths and needs, it will become evident that some students who
are experiencing difficulty in learning may potentially have a learning disability.” While it
is true that daily instruction is one data point to assess student learning, universal
evidence-based screening tools are the crucial starting point.
Although the PPM 8 refers to the tiered approach, UDL and differentiated instruction, it
does not require these inclusive approaches. Instead, it says that school boards “should
consider” and “may” put these into place.
PPM 8 stands out in comparison to other more prescriptive and robust PPMs such as
Policy/Program Memorandum 140 – Incorporating methods of Applied Behaviour
Analysis (ABA) into programs for students with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD). PPM
140 requires school boards to offer students with ASD special education programs and
services, including using ABA methods where appropriate. PPM 140 also requires
educators to measure an individual student’s progress by collecting and analyzing data
on an ongoing basis. Educators must use this data to determine the effectiveness of the
program for the student, and to change the program as necessary.
School boards are required to develop a plan to implement PPM 140. This PPM also
states that the Ministry will integrate monitoring boards’ implementation into existing
reporting mechanisms. The Ministry states that it has conducted annual surveys of
school boards on their compliance with requirements set out in PPM 140. 949
Comparing PPM 140 (ASD) to PPM 8 (LDs), it appears that the Ministry has taken steps
to be more prescriptive with boards’ responsibilities for students with ASD than students
with learning disabilities. As well, it appears that the Ministry’s monitoring mechanisms
for compliance with PPM 140 are more robust than for PPM 8, although we did not
assess how effective the monitoring for PPM 140 is in practice.
Using systematic, evidence-based approaches to prevent reading difficulties should be
mandated, not simply suggested, in PPM 8. See section 12, Professional assessments
for more concerns with PPM 8.
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While Growing Success, PPM 11 and PPM 8 inform assessment principles in Ontario,
PPM 155 is the most important policy directive in practice.
Policy/Program Memorandum 155
PPM 155, issued in 2013, 950 deals with diagnostic assessment and how teachers
should use their professional judgment related to assessment. It contains many
statements confirming the Ministry’s view of the importance of diagnostic assessment,
and outlines the responsibilities of teachers, principals and school boards.
School boards are directed to create a list of board-approved assessment tools for
teachers to choose from. However, most aspects of diagnostic assessment are left to a
teacher’s professional judgment. Teachers can exercise discretion on all aspects of
assessment, such as:
• Which students to assess (individual student, small group or whole class)
• Which assessment tool to use (from the board’s list of pre-approved tools)
• The frequency of assessment
• The timing of assessment.
The content of PPM 155 is not new. It borrows heavily from the 2010 policy Growing
Success. The PPM quotes this policy to repeat that “teachers' professional judgments
are at the heart of effective assessment, evaluation, and reporting of student
achievement.” However, what is novel is the amount of teacher discretion the PPM
introduced within Ontario’s education system.
Scope of PPM 155
PPM 155 applies only to the use of formal diagnostic assessment tools. It does not
apply to special education assessment, large-scale provincial assessments (for
example, EQAO), or assessments conducted as part of ministry-approved national or
international assessments (for example, PISA).
Since its introduction, there has been much disagreement between teachers, unions
and boards about what is considered formal diagnostic assessment. Conflicting views
about the role of PPM 155 may be because it fails to delineate where diagnostic
assessments begin and end. The PPM does not define “formal” diagnostic or special
education assessments. 951 This leaves room for an over-broad interpretation of
diagnostic assessments that includes screening tools, which are more appropriately
special education assessments.
The OHRC’s position is that screening tools are more like a special education assessment
than a diagnostic assessment, because they identify students who are at risk for reading
disabilities so they can receive interventions and special education supports.
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In Growing Success, Ontario defines assessment as “the process of gathering
information that accurately reflects how well a student is achieving the curriculum
expectations in a subject or course.” Diagnostic assessment is defined as:
Assessment that is used to identify a student’s needs and abilities and the
student’s readiness to acquire the knowledge and skills outlined in the curriculum
expectations. Diagnostic assessment usually takes place at the start of a school
year, term, semester, or teaching unit. It is a key tool used by teachers in
planning instruction and setting appropriate learning goals.
Growing Success also describes the shift away from using only terms such as
“diagnostic,” “formative” and “summative.” Instead, it calls for these terms to be
supplemented with the phrases “assessment for learning,” “assessment as learning”
and “assessment of learning.” Diagnostic assessments fall under the category of
“assessment for learning,” which is defined as:
The ongoing process of gathering and interpreting evidence about student
learning for the purpose of determining where students are in their learning,
where they need to go, and how best to get there. The information gathered is
used by teachers to provide feedback and adjust instruction and by students to
focus their learning. Assessment for learning is a high-yield instructional strategy
that takes place while the student is still learning and serves to promote learning.
(Adapted from Assessment Reform Group, 2002.) 952
This addition was meant to signal a shift away from describing how the information is
gathered to, more importantly, how it is used. This principle is key to understanding why
screening is distinct from diagnostic assessments.
Screening tools that identify students at risk for failure to acquire word-reading skills are
not diagnostic in nature. The purpose of screening is to identify a student and secure
interventions (which can include special education programs) before the student
develops a reading disability (more severe reading difficulty).
PPM 155 describes special education assessments, which include:
[E]ducational and/or other professional assessments conducted to identify
students with special education needs, to determine the special education
programs and/or services required by these students, and/or to support decisions
related to such programs and services.
A potential reason for the confusion around the classification of screening tools may be
because our current education model is reactive rather than proactive. There could be
hesitancy to see screening as a special education assessment. Some may view special
education assessments exclusively as assessments for students who already have a
disability. Special education assessments might be seen as pathways to further
professional assessments (for example, psychoeducational assessments) or formal
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identification through the IPRC. Screening is part of a systematic “early detection and
preventative strategy” 953 that identifies students who may be at risk for reading
difficulties and disabilities.
Another key to understanding screening tools as a unique form of assessment is to look
at what Growing Success and PPM 155 refer to as examples of data collection in the
context of diagnostic assessments and assessment for learning:
Teachers will obtain assessment information through a variety of means, which
may include formal and informal observations, discussions, learning
conversations, questioning, conferences, homework, tasks done in groups,
demonstrations, projects, portfolios, developmental continua, performances, peer
and self-assessments, self-reflections, essays, and tests.
Observations, student portfolios and student self-assessment are not substitutes for
scientifically studied measures for screening foundational word reading and related
skills. The sources of information described in Growing Success and PPM 155 are not
the right methods to screen students for reading difficulties. Studies have shown that
relying only on teachers' judgments of students' early literacy skills may be insufficient
to accurately identify students at risk for reading difficulties. 954
Province-mandated assessments or large-scale assessments are also outside the
scope of PPM 155. The Ministry has the power to mandate universal screening across
the province. 955
Screening tools are a distinct and unique form of assessment that requires a separate
policy than what is described in the Ministry’s existing policy documents and memoranda.
History of PPM 155
PPM 155 was issued following a commitment made in a Memorandum of Understanding
between the Ministry and OECTA in 2012. On its website, the Elementary Teachers’
Federation of Ontario (ETFO) states that the policy “signals a fundamental change in the
locus of control on the use of diagnostic assessments from school boards and principals to
individual teachers.”956
PPM 155 was viewed as a victory for many teachers’ associations in Ontario. 957 In
2004, when the Ministry started directing the use of common assessment tools, many
teachers were unhappy. 958 Some teachers saw them as a means for boards to monitor
teacher performance. 959 This is also evident in the language of the 2015 Central
Agreement between the Ministry and ETFO. The agreement states: “The results of
diagnostic assessments shall not be used in any way in evaluating teachers. No
teacher shall suffer discipline or discharge as a consequence of any diagnostic
assessment results.” 960
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Before PPM 155, teachers reported not knowing what the boards did with the data and
“felt that they were being judged.” 961 While no boards raised this in the current OHRC
inquiry, a 2013 Ministry study did report that one board felt the diagnostic assessment
tools could serve as a means to hold “teachers accountable.” The board stated: “The
good teachers will continue to perform assessment effectively, the poor or unmotivated
teacher now has less accountability.” 962
The discourse on PPM 155 positions board responsibilities in opposition to teachers’
professional judgment. 963 While boards and teachers share the same goal, there can be
healthy disagreement on how to best meet the needs of students.
In this case, examining what the scientific literature says is helpful. Teachers’ professional
judgment must be exercised in the framework of mandated, universal and early screening.
Universal screening is needed to meet the needs of students under the Code. It is not
meant to be and should not be used as a tool to monitor teachers’ performance.
Professional judgment
The Ministry defines professional judgement in PPM 155 (taken from Growing Success) as:
Judgment that is informed by professional knowledge of curriculum expectations,
context, evidence of learning, methods of instruction and assessment, and the
criteria and standards that indicate success in student learning. In professional
practice, judgment involves a purposeful and systematic thinking process that
evolves in terms of accuracy and insight with ongoing reflection and self-correction.
In inquiry surveys, many teachers reported not receiving professional learning on
screening students for reading disabilities. See section 8, Curriculum and instruction.
This means that professional judgment is not being informed by science-based methods
of measurement and assessment.
Teachers’ professional judgment is not undermined by universal screening. It is
undermined when they are taught to use unreliable assessments with questionable
validity.
Teachers need to be trained on the evidence-based tools available in the field, on their
most effective timing and use, and school boards need to ensure consistency across
classrooms, schools and boards. Similar to other professions, teachers must be
provided with the tools to effectively carry out their role.
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Professionals in any given field must exercise their judgment within the bounds of the
scientific evidence, in a way that does not negatively affect the people they serve.
Governments routinely set standards and remove discretion when broader public
interests are at stake.
Data collection and consistency
PPM 155 has been identified as a major barrier by Ontario school boards in program
planning and collecting important data. Since PPM 155, teachers are no longer required
to enter data from board-mandated diagnostic assessment tools.
For screening data to be useful, it must be standardized. Each student must be
assessed using the same measures, administered at consistent points of time.
In 2013, the Ministry requested a study of the implementation and effects of PPM
155. 964 One of the purposes was to understand the consistency in implementation
practices and any effect on boards’ ability to collect data. The report documented the
many differences in perspectives between boards and teachers around their obligations
and how to interpret formal diagnostic assessments versus special education
assessments.
The 2013 study investigated eight school boards in Ontario and found there was no
consensus on implementing PPM 155. Differences among the boards included:
• Previous use of diagnostic assessment tools
• Current use of diagnostic assessment tools
• Capabilities of data management systems
• Perspectives on diagnostic assessment and on PPM 155 (whether and how it
should be implemented).
The study also revealed board concerns about the loss of data. One board reported that
only half of teachers submitted results centrally, and did not know whether teachers
assessed some or all of their students. They said: “not only has data been lost that is
valuable in discussions about evidence informed practice but it has set back many
years the gains made in terms of creating awareness” about the data. 965 Another board
said the PPM disrupted their previous practice of requiring assessments twice a year
and felt it only required assessments once a year. 966
In addition to the 2013 study, boards have voiced concerns about PPM 155 in other
contexts. For example, in a brief submitted to the Ministry in 2018, the Conseil ontarien
des directrices et des directeurs de l’ éducation de langue français (CODELF) said:
While recognizing that the professional judgment of teachers is the cornerstone
of evaluation, a critical analysis of the importance of diagnostic assessment at
the classroom level as well as the added value of school-based and systembased diagnostic assessments should be undertaken. 967
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The inconsistent approach to screening and variability between classrooms, schools
and boards is a direct result of how the system has been set up. Since PPM 155, as
currently interpreted, does not allow boards to mandate the screening tool or timing,
they can only provide a menu of options and suggested time frames. This obstructs
boards from fulfilling their responsibilities for programming, planning and accountability.
Such an approach undermines consistency, fails to meet students’ instructional needs,
misses students who need intervention, and ultimately limits student achievement.
Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education Standards Development Committee
In 2017, the Minister for Seniors and Accessibility appointed a committee to address
barriers facing Ontario public school students in Kindergarten through Grade 12. This
committee is called the Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education Standards Development
Committee (ESD Committee) and is established under the Accessibility for Ontarians
with Disabilities Act, 2005. 968 The ESD Committee includes people with disabilities,
disability organizations and education experts.
In 2021, the committee wrote an initial report with 197 recommendations. One of the
report’s guiding principles made the critical link between evidence-based practices and
the rights of students with disabilities:
Research-informed, evidence-based programs, pedagogies and policies facilitate
a culture of respect for equity, equality, access and inclusion in all schools, and
ensure evidence of impact across the education system for students with
disabilities… 969
The report also addressed curriculum, assessment and instruction. It included
recommendations to improve early and ongoing assessment for students with disabilityrelated needs. The report said
Students with disabilities can face difficulties and significant delays in getting
professional assessments, (including but not limited to psychoeducational
assessments), where needed, for their disability-related needs. Additionally,
there is the potential for unfair/biased assessment for some students with
disabilities due to a lack of understanding of the students, their lived experiences
and identities and can lead to misinterpretations that create unintentional new
barriers to an accessible and inclusive education for students with disabilities.
The lack of a necessary assessment can impede their access to needed
services, and to effective accommodations of their disabilities. 970
The committee recommended steps and processes to address barriers that delay timely
and fair/unbiased assessments to identify disability-related need. The committee also
acknowledged that are many types of educational assessment, including ongoing,
evidence-based classroom assessments. The committee recommended that the
Ministry, boards and faculties of education:
Ensure that teacher education programs, in-service and ongoing job-embedded
professional learning on diagnostic, formative and summative curriculum based
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and more formal assessments be provided to educators to inform Differentiated
Instruction for all learners.

School boards’ approach to screening

The OHRC asked the eight inquiry boards to provide documents, data and information
explaining their approach to early screening for reading. The OHRC also asked
questions in its meetings with each board, to better understand their approach and
invite discussion about any obstacles in implementing universal screening.
Every inquiry school board raised PPM 155 as an obstacle to universal screening,
because it limits their ability to mandate specific tools and set a schedule for screening,
and prevents them from collecting data about screening centrally. However, some boards
said they are trying to work around the parameters set by the Ministry of Education. Similar
to the 2013 Ministry study that found different interpretations of the PPM, many school
boards also reported different responses from local bargaining agents to board directives
about assessment. One school board, Thames Valley, found a way to work around the
limits of PPM 155. Its approach will be described later in this section.
There are significant problems in the screeners boards are using or promoting and in
their procedures for implementing them. These screeners and processes do not align
with the scientific evidence. There are critical issues with all aspects of screening
approaches currently practiced in Ontario. This includes their frequency, type of
measures used, reliability and validity, implementation procedures, decision-making
processes, consistency, level of expert input and data collection. This compromises the
effectiveness of the boards’ tiered approach of support.
Aspects of these findings are not surprising, given that balanced literacy and cueingsystems are the primary approaches to early word reading reported by boards and
outlined in the Ministry curriculum and teaching documents. Evidence-based universal
screening needs to occur within an overall system of teaching foundational reading
skills that is consistent with evidence. This is not currently happening in Ontario.
Frequency
Most school boards are not implementing universal screening at multiple points in time
across Kindergarten to Grade 2. Screening is typically administered to all students at
only one point in time and most often in Kindergarten Year 2, although even this is not
consistent across boards. For example, some boards only screen students whose
teachers identify them as struggling. This is not a universal, standardized approach.
Also, screening students only in Kindergarten Year 2 is not enough. They should be
screened twice a year until Grade 2.
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Measures
When school boards administer screening in Year 2, students are mostly given tests
that only include letter-name or letter-sound knowledge measures and/or phonological
awareness. Where phonological awareness is assessed, it is mostly an assessment of
sound segments larger than the phoneme (such as syllables and rhyming). These skills
are very early pre-literacy skills, and are not adequate for screening on their own.
As seen in the IES table above, students should also be screened for phoneme awareness
and fluency, sound-letter fluency, decoding, word and text reading. Measures of word
and text reading should include fluency and accuracy, starting in mid-Grade 1. Boards
often misinterpreted their basic Year 2 screeners as being more complete screening
assessments of all the knowledge and skills for word-reading acquisition.
The reason screening does not include word-reading accuracy and fluency is clear. This
omission flows from the curriculum. School boards follow the curriculum’s three-cueing
approach (see section 8, Curriculum and instruction) to “teach” word identification.
Thus, screening instruments have not been designed to measure accuracy and speed
for reading words in isolation, a hallmark of skilled reading.
Beyond Kindergarten, the boards reported that teachers used assessments associated
with the commercial balanced literacy programs they use, such as Reading Recovery®
and Fountas and Pinnell programs including Levelled Literacy Intervention. Boards
reported using the following assessments:
Table 19: Commercial assessments used by the eight inquiry school boards
Assessment
# of school boards
PM Benchmarks
6
Running Records
5
Benchmark Assessment Systems (BAS)
3
Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement
3
Comprehension, Attitudes, Strategies and Interests (CASI)
3
Oral Language Assessment
2
Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA)
2
These screening tools were also the tools educators reported most often in the inquiry
survey.
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Table 20: Commercial assessments reported by educator respondents
Assessment
Educator respondents
Running Records
22%
PM Benchmarks
20%
Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA)
18%
Benchmark Assessment Systems (BAS)
11%
Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement
9%
Oral Language Assessment
7%
These assessment instruments do not adequately measure foundational skills in wordreading accuracy and fluency. They largely measure reading text in language-patterned
books, use of cueing strategies to problem-solve words in text and recognizing highfrequency words. Book-reading-level assessments are not a useful measure of whether
a student is learning foundational word-reading skills.
The tools that school boards currently use are often referred to as informal reading
inventories (IRIs) in the literature. These are commercially produced reading
assessments that have been minimally researched. 971 There is little information about
their accuracy potential, and IRIs rarely report the measurement properties of their data.
Those that do often have weak research methodology. 972
A 2015 study showed that an oral reading fluency measure “demonstrated higher
diagnostic accuracy for correctly identifying at-risk students and resulted in 80% correct
classification compared to 54% for the…[Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment
System].” 973 Further, the researchers concluded: “Thus, practitioners who use reading
inventory data for screening decisions will likely be about as accurate as if they flipped a
coin whenever a new student entered the classroom.” 974 The researchers also noted
that “the oral reading fluency assessment required approximately three to five minutes
per student and the reading inventory required approximately 20 to 30 minutes per
student to complete.” 975
Running records are another type of assessment that are widespread across Ontario
and are used together with other commonly used assessments. Running records are
referenced in many Ministry materials, including the Guide to Effective Instruction in
Reading Grades 1–3 976 and the Kindergarten Program, 2016. 977 This assessment was
developed in 1985 by Dr. Marie Clay and was integrated into the Reading Recovery®
intervention program. It is also one of the six tasks in the Observation Survey of Early
Literacy Achievement. 978
In a running-record approach, teachers record what individual students say and do
while reading a text aloud. Teachers record accuracies, errors, assistance provided by
the teacher and self-correction rates to a student’s ability to read a text. Teachers also
record which cueing system a student is using to read, and determine the cause of the
student’s reading errors (miscue analysis). 979
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Running records are used beyond Reading Recovery® in other reading interventions. 980
For example, LLI (Fountas and Pinnell) uses the same coding approach, but calls it
“reading record.” 981 LLI uses BAS at specific intervals in the school year, but uses
reading records as a way to ensure ongoing assessment between BAS tests.
There is no evidence to support the validity of running records or related approaches.
Their psychometric properties 982 are questionable, and they fail to identify many
children at risk for word-reading failure. 983 This assessment approach does not measure
the skills students should be taught to learn to read. Beginning readers should not be
using meaning, structural and visual cues to read words. 984
A running record only tells the teacher how a student reads words in sentence contexts,
often in predictable texts. It shows students’ guessing or word-prediction skills, not if
they are learning foundational word-reading skills. Using these assessments creates an
illusion of valuable data but masks word-reading problems. 985 This delays identifying the
problem, and the more delay, the harder it is to address reading difficulties.
Instead, screening should measure foundational word-reading skills. As noted earlier,
the IES report summarizes current evidence-based recommendations. Universal
screening in word reading after Year 2 should minimally include:
• Grade 1 (beginning): phonemic awareness, decoding, word identification and
text reading
• Grade 1 (second semester): decoding, word identification and text reading,
and should include speed as well as accuracy as outcomes
• Grade 2 timed word reading and passage reading. 986
Reliability and validity
Many boards reported using board-developed screeners. While there is nothing
inherently wrong with this approach, there must be evidence to support their use. The
school boards did not submit enough information to judge their reliability and validity, 987
and it appeared that such evidence may not exist or have been collected.
While some board-developed approaches focus on some useful skills like phonological
awareness, they do not include the full set of skills needed in an evidence-based
screening approach.
For example, several screeners assessed three items for each skill area included in
phonological awareness. A student’s skill was then categorized as not present, emerging or
present, based on the number of items they scored correctly. There was then a total score
cut-off that determined if the student was “at risk” or “not at risk.” However, there was no
information to evaluate how boards arrived at these specific decisions and categories.
There was also no information given on measurement error associated with the screening
tools, or how this was incorporated into decision-making rules.
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

260

Right to Read

Instead, school boards should start with screening measures that have already been
studied and are well known, 988 and then do further studies on reliability and validity
within their particular school board context. If boards do use their own developed
measures, these should include all the critical components from evidence-based
recommendations (the IES report), and boards should continually evaluate the
implementation of these measures.
Progress monitoring
Some school boards use an initial screener at a given point in time (usually the fall of
Year 2) and then re-administer it or a slightly different one that sometimes includes
some more advanced skills at a second and/or third point in time. However, most
boards only administer these screeners to the same students who performed poorly the
first time.
There are two issues with this approach. First, progress monitoring is distinct from
screening, and a given screener may not be the best way to monitor a students’
progress or response to intervention. Second, all students should be screened twice a
year from Kindergarten until Grade 2. If not, students who may have performed well on
early literacy skills, but have issues with more difficult skills such as reading accuracy or
fluency, will be missed.
Also, similar to the initial screening, these progress monitoring tools often measure
book-reading levels by assessing use of the cueing systems for reading words. Some of
these book-reading assessments simply indicate that a student is significantly below grade
level, which is not a useful measure as it does not tell the teacher how the student scored
on foundational word-reading skills (isolated word-reading accuracy and fluency).
Decisions based on screening results
The OHRC asked school boards to provide information about how the results of screening
are used. The information about decision-making and changes to instruction approaches
was either unclear or in some cases may be a misinterpretation of related research.
For example, several boards said that screeners for letter-sound knowledge are used as
a tool for teachers to know which letter-sound associations to teach individual students
in their classroom, and/or to flag at-risk children and start teaching them the letter-sound
associations they do not know.
Explicit and systematic classroom instruction in Year 2 and Grade 1 is much more
efficient for teaching the entire class sound-letter associations and using these to
decode words and texts, at the same time as teaching phonemic awareness skills. This
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type of direct and systematic teaching will help almost all children master the early
decoding skills they need to move onto the next grade. This approach will be much
more efficient and effective – and good for all students. 989
Second, teaching the at-risk students the sound-letter associations they do not know will
not accelerate their learning in how to decode, and is unlikely to put them at the same
level as their peers in word-reading skills. Using a screener quickly measures the skills
that predict how well students will develop later word-reading accuracy and fluency. The
screening measure flags students who need effective interventions to learn the skills
that make up decoding and word reading.
Since the screening tools used by most boards only include very early literacy and prereading skills, their decision-making about appropriate interventions is also limited to
these basic measures. For example, a student who performs poorly on a quick test of
phonological awareness is seen as only needing interventions that target this skill.
To make sure reading interventions target the full range of necessary skills for wordreading accuracy and fluency, appropriate screening tools and intervention programs
must be used.
Consistency
School boards submitted their list of approved assessments and recommended
schedules for screening to the OHRC. There was high degree of variability. PPM 155 is
a significant reason for this.
All eight inquiry boards raised concerns about the effects of PPM 155. They consistently
told us that PPM 155 has been a barrier to collecting data centrally, making data-based
decisions, planning and delivering programs. In their view, the PPM does not recognize
the importance and value of data. The school boards reported they could no longer:
• Collect data from a common assessment tool and use this data to compare
schools, identify high-need schools and allocate extra resources
• Systematically track every single student who is assessed and identified as at
risk for reading difficulties, and make sure they receive interventions
• Measure the impact of their system-level decisions to either change their
approach if it is not working or scale up a successful intervention.
Boards are trying to create consistent approaches. Many of the inquiry boards send out
memoranda at the beginning of the school year explaining the list of different screening
tools and recommending a schedule for completion. However, under PPM 155, the tool
and frequency are optional. Some educator survey respondents reported that their local
teachers’ association promoted the view that diagnostic assessments are only
necessary for students who are at risk, otherwise teachers’ observations are enough.
This frustrates the purpose of universal screening.
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Under PPM 155, teachers collect and provide data on a voluntary basis. They maintain
their own records, but there is no requirement to report this data. Principals can follow
up with teachers to ask about assessments and data, but the result will depend on the
individual teacher and principal’s familiarity with reading assessments and decision on
whether to seek this information. A system that mandates discretion about whether to
use sound practices is not only inefficient and ineffective, but also breeds unnecessary
conflict. For example, one principal said:
It’s very problematic because it puts [the] principal in conflict with staff because
principals are trying to encourage the staff but there’s nothing there that allows
you to say that it needs to be done so it becomes a place of conflict when it
shouldn’t be – sometimes you do need the weight of “this is a must do not a
should do.”
It was clear from our discussions that school boards think that PPM 155 has decreased
the level of accountability. One board representative said they feel “professionally
handcuffed” and less accountable because the current data does not allow them to work
with schools and identify patterns. No board was able to provide the compliance rate for
completing assessments.
Boards also talked about how PPM 155 was not only a detriment to board-level
planning and student achievement but also to teachers. Some boards indicated that
PPM 155 is not universally supported among teachers. They said that if the PPM were
changed, there would likely not be the “huge backlash” that many might expect. One
board reported that before PPM 155, they did not have any push-back from teachers
when the board directed common and scheduled assessments.
A few boards did not think that PPM 155 is as much of a “hot topic” as it is made out to
be, and said that most teachers do assessments. What is missed, they said, is the
ability to look at the data system-wide and provide targeted approaches to professional
development to fill in the gaps for instruction needs. The board reported that teachers
routinely ask for training on screening tools.
Another school board said that the impact is felt among new teachers who can no
longer move into a pre-existing “fabric of understanding,” and that “leaving things to
professional judgment is one thing, but unless you combine that with extensive
[professional development] then those things aren’t necessarily aligned.”
Some boards did include evidence-based screening tools on their board lists. However,
because of PPM 155, there is no guarantee that teachers will pick these assessments,
particularly when many of the non-evidence based ones are better known, associated with
familiar commercial intervention programs supplied in the schools, and more consistent
with the prevalent balanced literacy and cueing approach to early reading instruction.
Other boards use interventions with embedded screening instruments. However, these
interventions vary by schools and are often not evidence-based interventions.
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Survey respondents also raised concerns about PPM 155. Respondents included
teachers, other education professionals and school and board-level administrators.
Teachers said they want more clarity on what screening tools to use. In response to a
survey question asking whether students are screened for reading difficulties in
Kindergarten or Grade 1, one teacher replied:
It all depends on the teacher. Part of this issue is PPM 155. We need to make
universal screening mandatory and train people how to do it. But we also then
need the resources to provide the intervention.
When asked how often students are screened, another teacher said:
It is standard in our board to do it twice a year, but many don't and there is not a
lot of accountability. This is in part because, if I am honest, PPM 155, which has
its merits but if we are not using any true data at a school level to inform our
practice then that is not best either…If we are not tracking data and not forced to
submit data how do we know data is being used and being used well?
School and board-level administrators similarly identified data-related concerns with
PPM 155 and thought it should be re-examined to make sure “all students benefit from
regular and ongoing diagnostic assessments to guide instruction in the classroom and
next steps.” One board-level administrator said:
Prior to the Ministry's implementation of PPM 155 in 2013, schools collected
information from system assessments…to collectively monitor the progress of
ALL students. District School Boards in turn collected this school-based
information to create literacy plans to address gaps. It also allowed the system to
provide professional learning for teachers to address these gaps. With PPM 155,
we no longer have this rich data to monitor [the] progress of all students.
Another board-level staff member described resistance to buy-in on screening and how
data literacy is an issue even at senior leadership levels. When asked what they would
do to improve access to screening, they responded:
First, consistent messaging and training of educators at the pre-education
service level that includes rigorous coursework in learning science, direct
instruction etc. that includes understanding data (basic statistics), assessment,
psychometrics, and a lack of fear around assessment and evaluation. Second,
removing structural inequities around issues such as the way in which PPM 155
was interpreted and used to undermine change and evidence-based practice.
More importantly, the demand for ethical and accountable leadership to avoid
biased and ill-informed decision-making. What I witnessed was public-relations
and politically motivated decisions around student performance that were not
grounded in evidence.
Another issue identified in educator surveys was that since boards cannot mandate
screening at particular time periods, these assessments are often done at the end of the
year. This results in a loss of opportunity to implement effective interventions. The
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purpose of screening is to immediately provide interventions. Screening at the end of
the year does not allow for this and needlessly delays identifying children who need
interventions.
Finally, one survey respondent, a teachers’ association representative, said: “It seems
to me that there is a huge amount of luck in the current system regarding who gets
screened, when and how.”
Rather than leaving screening tools, which are an essential step in inclusive education,
to the discretion of teachers who are overburdened, and to boards that have limited
research capacity and are constrained by PPM 155, the Ministry should mandate a
short list of scientifically validated and reliable tools. Many jurisdictions outside of
Ontario have followed such an approach. One teacher survey respondent said:
There should be a Ministry of Education document so that each school board
across Ontario isn't creating their own. The province should have one, standard
early reading screener that has been trialed and proven to be effective, rather
than have each school board "reinvent the wheel," and create less effective
assessment tools.
Expertise
Teachers and school boards are not typically experts in reading science or the science
of screening. Many of the inquiry school boards reported they would welcome direction
from the Ministry on which screeners and interventions are scientifically validated. Although
some boards wished they could do such a review, they acknowledged that they were not
well-positioned to review the research due to capacity and resource constraints.
Many boards included DRA and PM Benchmarks on their approved list of tools because
the Ministry provided funding for them in the early 2000s. Boards also included BAS
(Fountas and Pinnell) because it was a commonly used tool across the province. This
has resulted in many non-evidence-based tools being recommended to teachers.
Generally, school boards could not provide a clear rationale for including or excluding
screening tools on the board-approved list. However, two boards reported working with
psychologists and speech-language pathologists (SLPs) to determine which screening
tools to include. Some boards said they encouraged teachers to work collaboratively
with SLPs and psychologists.
Organizations representing these professions provided submissions to the inquiry about
the importance of multi-disciplinary collaboration. The APLOS said:
Psychologists play an important role in supporting teachers to use data for the
purpose of early identification and instructional decision making. By using
formative evaluation tools (CBM; DIBELS), teachers can assess progress and
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achievement within the context of instruction. Teachers who use these tools are
more likely to raise goals and make instructional changes in the classroom to the
benefit of all students.
The OSLA also talked about the role their members can play in supporting educators
since they have “specialized knowledge, clinical judgement, and expertise to support
individuals with reading disabilities across the lifespan and at every developmental
stage.” The association recommended that schools:
Leverage experiences from across Ontario involving partnerships between
educators and speech-language pathologists to screen early learners for risk
factors.
The inquiry educator survey asked respondents which screening tools should be used.
Respondents could select more than one option. There was a discrepancy reported
between professions. Teachers’ 990 top choice was running records, followed closely by
the Oral Language Assessment. Teachers also rated BAS and PM Benchmarks as
“very effective.” These are familiar tools as most Ontario boards currently use them.
SLPs and psychologists preferred many of the lesser-used screening tools. SLPs’ 991 top
choice was the Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP), which
assesses phonological awareness, rapid naming and phonological memory, but does
not assess letter-sound knowledge, decoding or word-reading accuracy and fluency. 992
Psychologists’ top choice was CTOPP, followed closely by DIBELS. Both CTOPP and
DIBELS measures largely overlap with the recommendations in the IES report,
described earlier. Both groups of professionals did not rank running records, BAS or PM
Benchmarks as effective screening tools.
Through interviews and educator surveys, the inquiry heard that SLPs’ and
psychologists’ expertise is not always valued or leveraged. One survey respondent said:
Experts in data, research and ethics were sidelined and ignored. Attempts to
bring balance and truth were met with swift retribution, bullying and in my case,
termination for questioning the [perpetuation] of structural inequities and
misuse/[misrepresentation] of data and evaluation practices.
The inquiry also heard an example of two school boards that collaborated with their
SLPs and devised a creative way to work around PPM 155. One of the boards, Thames
Valley, uses their SLPs to screen all students (who have parental consent) in Year 2
(winter) and Grade 1(fall).
The SLPs are meant to follow up after the results of the screening to make sure schools
that require additional support have intensive instruction in their classrooms, and offer
resources for teachers to meet this goal. With the growth of newcomer families in
London, the board says that this screening and follow-up has helped students in
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Kindergarten catch up and has also increased teacher awareness. SLPs use an online
tool and input data to create a student and class profile. The system allows the school
board to compare classes across the school and the system.
While this approach was the most systematic and data-driven among the eight inquiry
school boards and a commendable effort within the restrictive framework of PPM 155, it
is not necessarily a sustainable solution for all school boards. For SLPs to conduct
these assessments, schools must obtain parental consent. Ontario law 993 requires
parental consent before any services or “evaluation” are provided by SLPs to students.
While Thames Valley reported that the consent rate was high, screening is still not
universally administered.
If teachers are screening, parental consent is not required. Further, this screening may
focus on the skills often assessed by SLPs, such as phonemic awareness, but miss the
word- and text-reading accuracy and fluency components.
There is also an extra cost to conducting the screenings through SLPs. Approximately
40 board SLPs conduct the screenings, and Thames Valley has allocated resources
beyond the Ministry funding envelope for SLP services. Finally, there is a benefit to
teachers conducting the screening as they can apply knowledge they gain from it to the
classroom. While there is a transfer of information between SLPs and teachers, if teachers
conduct screening they will directly receive the necessary data to inform their instruction.
Data
Boards provided very little information on how the results of screening were recorded
and used and on progress monitoring once students had been flagged. They could not
indicate which screening tools are most often used and how often.
Most educator respondents (69%) said that students should be screened for reading
difficulties between two to three times per year. Tellingly and similar to the response of
school boards, almost 42% responded “unknown” when asked how often students are
currently screened.
This gap in information limits boards’ ability to identify students who need early
interventions, to assess whether students are responding to interventions, to gauge the
effectiveness of their programs, or to analyze if there are disparities in interventions or
outcomes between schools and among students based on factors such as gender, race,
ancestry and socioeconomic status.
Teachers, unions, boards and the Ministry will need to work together to implement
universal screening and related data collection. The purpose of universal screening, as
a tool to better the lives of students with reading difficulties and not to monitor teacher
performance or merely as a box-ticking exercise, should be made clear, and training will
be important to give educators the support they need.
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In the context of screening, the primary purpose of data collection is not to measure
outcomes. It is to make sure students are receiving the interventions they need, early
on. Screening and data collection should not contribute to stigmatizing students who
need support. Screening is part of a comprehensive framework to make sure education
serves as an equalizer and prevents reading difficulties before they arise. Boards must
also be very careful not to use or report the data in a way that stereotypes or further
marginalizes any student, group of students or school.
Communicating with parents is also a key part of successfully implementing early
screening. Parents must understand that the screening is universal, their child is not
being singled out, and the purpose of screening is to see if their child may need further
supports or interventions. Some parents may be concerned that screening could lead to
their child being labelled or stigmatized. Boards must explain that screening helps avoid
the risk of a student developing a reading disability or needing more intensive special
education supports later on.
The authors of the 2013 Ministry-commissioned report on PPM 155 reported that based
on their study, it seemed that across respondents (teachers, principals, board-level
administrators), no one disputed two points: (1) school boards need data for planning
and (2) assessment tools can help teachers understand students’ learning and plan
instruction. The inquiry found these to still be true today. Teachers are asking for more
guidance on how best to screen students for early reading skills. Further, data is also
necessary for making decisions about screening and tiered interventions.
Data is meaningful when it leads to action. Early evidence-based screening is only one
of many steps to making sure students at risk of reading difficulties have meaningful
access to education. An additional related and essential step is early, evidence-based
interventions.

Recommendations

The OHRC makes the following recommendations:
Mandate early, evidence-based universal screening
59. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should provide stable, enveloped yearly
funding for evidence-based screening of all students in Kindergarten Year 1 to
Grade 2 in word-reading accuracy and fluency.
60. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to mandate and standardize
evidence-based screening on foundational skills focused on word-reading
accuracy and fluency. The Ministry should:
a. Require school boards to screen all students twice a year (beginning and
mid-year) from Kindergarten Year 1 to Grade 2
b. Determine the appropriate screening measures to be used based on the
specific grade and time in the year with reference to the recommendations in
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the IES report that have moderate to strong evidentiary support. At minimum,
measures should include:
i. Kindergarten: letter knowledge and phonemic awareness
ii. Grade 1 (beginning): phonemic awareness, decoding, word
identification and text reading
iii. Grade 1 (second semester): decoding, word identification and text
reading, and should include speed as well as accuracy as an outcome
iv. Grade 2: timed word reading and passage reading
c. Select or develop valid and reliable screening tools that correspond to each
specific grade and time in the year for administration by school boards
d. Set out the standardized procedures for administering, scoring and recording
data from the screening instruments
e. Make sure screening tools have clear, reliable and valid interpretation and
decision rules. Screening tools should be used to identify students at risk of
failing to learn to read words adequately, and to get these children into
immediate, effective evidence-based interventions.
61. The Ministry and school boards should make sure that early scientifically
validated screening and evidence-based interventions are equally implemented
within French-language instruction. Students with reading difficulties should have
an equal opportunity to learn in French.
Revise Policy/Program Memoranda (PPMs)
62. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to revise
PPM 8, 11 and 155 so they provide clear directives to teachers, principals and
school boards about their respective responsibilities. The PPMs should be
updated to reflect the current scientific research consensus on early identification
of students at risk for reading disabilities. The PPMs should:
a. Mandate a tiered/(Response to Intervention (RTI)/Multi-tiered System of
Supports (MTSS) approach for all students
b. State that screening tools should be used to immediately provide tiered
intervention to students who require support
c. Require school boards to provide small-group interventions (tier 2) for
students who struggle with evidence-based classroom instruction (tier 1).
School boards should provide more intensive and often individualized
interventions (tier 3) to students who struggle with tier 1 instruction and 2
interventions, based on progress monitoring. At tier 3, a psychoeducational
assessment could be used, but should not be required, to fully assess the
learning challenges, and should not delay tier 3 intervention
d. Remove the statement in PPM 11 that school boards should consider a
reasonable delay in the language-based aspect of assessment for students
whose language is not English or French. All students, including multilingual
students (who are learning English at the same time as they are learning the
curriculum), should be screened for word-reading difficulties
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e. Update the resources presently listed in the PPMs to include the most current
science-based research
f. Revise the PPMs to reflect the OHRC’s recommendation to mandate early,
evidence-based screening. If PPM 155 is not revised, then the Ministry
should provide a directive to school boards that makes clear that early
screening is a special education assessment or province-wide assessment
and exempt from the scope of PPM 155.
Mandate accountability measures
63. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to
mandate data collection on the selected screening tools to improve
accountability. Specifically, the Ministry should:
a. Mandate school boards collect data to further validate and, if necessary,
refine screening tools and decision-making processes
b. Develop measures to monitor progress in word-reading accuracy and fluency
skills that are being targeted in specific interventions.
64. School boards should make sure clear standards are in place to communicate
with students and parents about the screening tool, the timing, and how to
interpret the results. The communication should also indicate when and what
intervention will be provided if the student is identified as at risk for reading
difficulties.
65. School boards should not use the results of screening to performance manage
teachers. No teacher should face discipline or discharge because of screening
results.
Ensure educators receive adequate professional learning on screening tools
66. School boards should make sure staff (for example, teachers) administering the
screening tools receive comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded
professional learning on the specific screening tool or tools that they will be
administering, and on how to interpret the results.
67. School boards should make sure educators are supported with time to complete
these screening assessments and related data handling.
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10. Reading interventions
Introduction

When reading interventions are early, evidence-based, fully implemented and closely
monitored, they are highly effective in reducing reading failure. 994 Students in all grades,
from Kindergarten to high school, should have access to effective interventions for
reading difficulties. With effective classroom instruction and early interventions, fewer
students will need interventions in the older grades, where they are more timeconsuming and can be less effective. 995
Evidence-based reading interventions are a necessary part of an effective Response to
Intervention (RTI)/Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS). An RTI/MTSS framework
alone does not ensure success in teaching all students to read. To be effective, this
framework must include classroom instruction, assessment and intervention practices
that are all consistent with current reading science. See section 8, Curriculum and
instruction and section 9, Early screening. Although all inquiry school boards reported
using an RTI/MTSS framework, they are not implementing the key aspects and
elements that make up a successful tiered framework.
In Ontario, many young students need interventions targeting foundational word-reading
skills because classroom instruction is not based on research science. Yet, the inquiry
found that schools are not providing these interventions. Their first line of action is to
provide ineffective commercial programs that have little basis in science. These
programs mirror instruction approaches that do not work in the classroom. Some boards
have developed their own approaches, but these are isolated, incomplete and ad hoc.
These in-house programs have not been adequately evaluated to establish confidence
in their effectiveness, or to support their continued use.
When boards do use evidence-based interventions, they often provide them too late
and only to a limited number of students. When interventions are delayed, their
effectiveness can be reduced, and the critical period when future lifelong reading
difficulties could have been prevented is lost. Interventions delivered later are more
intensive, time-consuming and costly, and may not be as effective as those delivered
earlier, especially in addressing word- and text-reading fluency. 996
Decisions on who receives an intervention and which intervention they receive are
unclear or based on inappropriate beliefs and unscientific criteria. As well, school
boards do not have the necessary systems in place to monitor students’ progress in
reading and make sure all students who need interventions receive them.
Although our education system acknowledges the importance of an evidence-based
approach, this has not translated into changes in beliefs and practices. Authoritative
reports from more than two decades ago 997 have outlined what approaches are needed
to teach reading effectively. Still, Ontario’s education system promotes mostly
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unscientific approaches. Using contextual cues as the main strategy to decode words is
not supported by evidence – yet this is the primary approach to reading curriculum,
instruction, assessment and intervention.
Ontario’s approach to reading interventions is insufficient. When, as a result, students
cannot read words accurately and quickly, our education system has failed. Many
families have given up on the public education system and opted to pay for private
services. Families that cannot afford to pay or do not have these services in their
communities must navigate a complex system and hope there are enough spots to get
into an evidence-based intervention program, if it exists, at their school. Many families
are not even told the school may provide such programs.
There are better, more systematic and scientific ways to select and implement reading
interventions. Research shows that the earlier children with reading difficulties receive
effective interventions, the more likely they are to fully catch up with their peers in
the foundational reading skills that are essential for making continued yearly gains
in reading. 998

Effective Response to Intervention (RTI)/Multi-tier System of
Supports (MTSS)

Effective RTI/MTSS includes instruction and interventions at each tier based on sound
research evidence. 999 This evidence comes from a body of robust and reliable empirical
studies that examine and show the effectiveness of particular instructional approaches
and intervention programs.
Evidence-based practice means using the best available research in making
decisions. 1000 It requires a commitment to continuously updating and improving
practices based on the science. 1001
Successful RTI/MTSS for students with or at risk of reading disabilities includes these
key components:
• Evidence-based instruction at each tier starting with classroom instruction, early
interventions (Kindergarten to Grade 1), and later interventions (Grades 2–5; 6–
8; 9 and above)
• Universal early screening that includes valid and reliable measures to identify
students, and to provide immediate interventions
• Early, evidence-based interventions targeting the foundational skills of soundletter knowledge, phonemic awareness, decoding and word-reading accuracy
and fluency, including more advanced orthographic patterns, syllables and
morphemes
• Clear and appropriate decision-making rules for choosing evidence-based
programs for classroom instruction and tiered interventions, and for matching
students to intervention programs (for example, standardized scores on
assessments of foundational word-reading skills, rather than setting cut-offs that
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•
•
•
•
•

may not be valid, such as the student having to be a certain number of years
behind in their reading)
Valid and reliable progress monitoring and outcome measures for interventions
Clearly identified rules and guidelines for decisions on individual students, at
each juncture within the multi-tiered system
Distributing interventions to make sure all students have access to effective
interventions
Rigorous methods for ensuring program fidelity (implementing an intervention as
intended) and for conducting program evaluation (for example, standardized
word-reading, fluency and comprehension measures)
Adequate resources to implement the interventions, and provide quality teacher
professional development and ongoing coaching.

Classroom instruction and early interventions (Kindergarten and Grade 1) are key to
preventing future word-reading difficulties. They have the potential to help students
catch up before they fall far behind and reduce the number of students needing
interventions. With evidence-based instruction at each tier, almost all children (90–95%)
can develop solid word-reading accuracy and fluency.
When children with weak reading skills do not receive effective early interventions, there
is a high likelihood they will remain poor readers throughout their school years. 1002 In
fact, students who get a quick start with their word-reading skills enjoy and engage in
reading more, and that reading practice in turn strengthens their basic reading skills.
Students who get a slow and difficult start in word reading are less likely to choose to
read. Reading skills are critical across most school subjects, and students with reading
difficulty are at risk of falling behind their peers in many subjects. These “rich get richer”
or Matthew Effects were first proposed in the context of reading by Dr. Keith Stanovich,
an expert on the psychology of reading. 1003
Research has clearly shown the benefits from intervening earlier. 1004 For example, in
one study, students who received interventions in Grades 1 and 2 made gains in
foundational word-reading skills at almost twice the rate of students receiving the
intervention in Grade 3, relative to control groups. 1005
When students, even as early as Grade 2, are behind in word reading, their fluency
starts to fall further behind peers who are reading more and building up more and more
grade-appropriate words that they automatically recognize. The most important
contributor to text-reading fluency is word-reading fluency (also called word-reading
efficiency). 1006 Text-reading fluency becomes very hard to address beyond the
Kindergarten and Grade 1 years. 1007
Effective classroom instruction (tier 1) includes evidence-based, explicit teaching that
targets decoding and word-reading accuracy and fluency. See section 8, Curriculum
and instruction.
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In a Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework, teachers use systematic
approaches and programs that allow the greatest number of students to be successful
and gain the required skills and knowledge. These programs provide classroom
instruction for all children. They set out effective differentiation, and provide extra and
more scaffolded instruction and practice for students not progressing at the same rate
as their peers. Effective differentiation provides extra support to these students so they
reach average word-reading skills, rather than falling behind.
A science-based curriculum builds solid foundational word-reading, fluency and spelling
skills for all students. Curriculum that promotes a different approach results in too many
students needing interventions and confusion for students receiving those interventions.
Strategies learned in effective intervention programs must be supported in the
classroom setting. If the current Ontario Language curriculum is not revised
(classroom/tier 1), evidence-based tier 2 intervention will be at odds with tier 1, and atrisk students’ foundational skills will not be reinforced in the classroom. Also, once
interventions have ended, classroom practices that are not evidence-based will not
support students continuing to develop the necessary skills. Ontario’s 2003 Expert
Panel on Early Reading noted:
Successful interventions are strongly linked with regular classroom instruction,
are supported by sound research, reflect an understanding of effective reading
instruction….It is critical that interventions be measured against these criteria,
and that their effectiveness in helping children with reading difficulties be
carefully assessed and monitored. 1008
Screening and progress monitoring help determine the level or intensity of intervention
needed. All students should be screened throughout the early years to identify who is
not developing the required foundational word-reading skills, despite evidence-based
instruction. These students should receive intensive intervention and their progress
should be monitored. Based on their progress, students may (1) need more intensive
intervention, or (2) continue to need the current amount of intervention, or (3)
discontinue their current intervention. 1009
When students in Kindergarten and/or Grade 1 are not keeping up through classroom
instruction and differentiation, tier 2 interventions should be used to prevent long-term
reading difficulties. Waiting to see if these students will catch up without an effective
foundational skills intervention is not following evidence-based practices.
Interventions generally occur daily in focused short blocks of time. 1010 Tier 2 and tier 3
interventions can be distinguished by how intense, long and often the intervention is
delivered. 1011
At tier 2, evidence-based interventions must target the foundational skills of sound-letter
knowledge, phonemic awareness, decoding skills and word-reading accuracy and
fluency. Like tier 1 programs, these usually incorporate teaching morphology and
syllable structures. The focus on learning to read words means learning and integrating
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written words with their pronunciations and meanings. These areas will be consistent
with areas taught in evidence-based tier 1 instruction. Tier 2 should be completed with a
small group of students, with sufficient time and intensity for an explicit, evidence-based
foundational skills program/intervention.
When effective tier 2 intervention is delivered properly and for enough time for Grades 2
and up, it will address critical reading problems. The few students who continue to be
behind peers in foundational word reading and spelling will be further ahead having had
effective tier 1 instruction and tier 2 intervention, and will benefit further from tier 3
interventions.
Tier 3 should consist of approaches that incorporate more intensive use of tier 2
intervention programs, or some more specialized programs, often with smaller groups,
and with more explicit instruction and scaffolded practice, 1012 sufficient cumulative
review to ensure mastery of the skills, and more time in the intervention.
No single reading intervention will completely address every student’s reading
difficulties. Some reading difficulties/disabilities will be more severe than others.
Estimates 1013 are that 3–5% of students will have word-reading problems that are less
responsive to even effective interventions. 1014 School boards must have evidencebased interventions at each tier to help reach all students. If they do not, the percentage
of students who are less responsive to interventions will be much larger.
Further, in fully evidence-based RTI/MTSS systems, some students with reading
difficulties (about 10%) will continue to need extra supports in reading and writing, such
as accommodations and technology, to optimally access the curriculum.

Multilingual learners

With appropriate instruction, multilingual students can learn phonological awareness
and decoding skills in the language of instruction (English or French) as quickly as
students who speak English as a first language. 1015 The specific difficulties that
multilingual learners (often referred to as English language learners) may face are fairly
predictable and can be addressed with proactive teaching that focuses on potentially
problematic sounds and letter combinations. 1016 Of course, multilingual learners will
need instruction in other aspects to fully address reading comprehension and written
language. 1017 Still, multilingual learners need instruction and intervention on the same
foundational word-reading skills as other students. As described by Dr. Esther Geva, an
Ontario psychologists with expertise in culturally and linguistically diverse children, and
her colleagues:
Instruction for [English language learners] should be comprehensive and include
instruction in the core areas of reading (phonological awareness, phonics, word
level fluency, accuracy and fluency in text-level reading, and reading
comprehension), as well as in oral language (vocabulary, grammar, use of
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pronouns or conjunctions, use of idioms) and writing. It is often the case that
[English language learners] continue to develop oral language and vocabulary
skills while building core literacy skills. 1018

Examples of reading interventions used in some Ontario boards

Some of the most widely used interventions reported by the inquiry school boards are
not shown to be effective for any tiers within RTI/MTSS. For example, there is little to no
scientific evidence supporting Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI) or Reading Recovery®.
Inquiry boards often use LLI as a first intervention for elementary school students. No
rigorous research could be found to support its effectiveness for these young students
with reading difficulties. The program does not align with research on approaches that
have been shown to be effective with young children to prevent later reading difficulties,
or with older students with reading disabilities. 1019
Some educators, students and parents have reported favourably on using LLI. 1020
However, self-reports and observations of increased student confidence with levelled
books is not a substitute for building the foundational word-reading skills that will allow
children to continue to make the required gains each year. See section 8, Curriculum
and instruction and section 9, Early screening for a discussion on levelled books and
running records. Many survey respondents told the inquiry that LLI and Reading
Recovery® were ineffective for students.
The OHRC is concerned with school boards’ use of Reading Recovery® because it
focuses on cueing systems, levelled readers and running records. There has been more
research on Reading Recovery® than LLI. However, the adequacy of the program and
research has been consistently contested. 1021
Programs without a strong evidence base or that are based on the three-cueing
approach should not be used for students with reading difficulties. Ineffective programs
will delay student progress.
Some school boards in Ontario use commercial programs that have research to support
their effectiveness or are aligned with the research on effective classroom instruction and
interventions.1022 These programs target the foundational skills necessary for beginning
and struggling readers. They can be provided for the different tiers, including tier 1
(classroom instruction that is necessary to prevent many reading difficulties from occurring).
Many of these interventions include progress monitoring to track a student’s progress
and inform intervention-based decisions. However, school boards should also use
standardized measures at pre-determined periods, and use them consistently across all
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interventions. These measures should include word-reading accuracy and fluency, and
text reading fluency. This will allow boards and the Ministry to compare and judge the
effectiveness and general appropriateness of different programs.
Some instructional programs are best suited to whole classroom implementation (tier 1).
When interventions are used in Kindergarten to Grade 1, they are used to prevent
reading difficulties/disabilities from developing for many students. Other interventions
work best for small groups (tier 2). Programs that are used with increased intensity or
include more specialized intervention are reserved for the final tier (tier 3).
Several programs are briefly described below and categorized by their potential place
within an RTI/MTSS system. This list is not an endorsement of specific programs.
Instead, it provides examples of evidence-based programs. 1023
The list moves broadly in the following order:
1. Whole classroom and/or tier 2 early interventions
2. Tier 2 or 3 interventions
3. Tier 3 interventions
4. Interventions that may be viewed as supplements, as these are primarily
available as online programs.
SRA Open Court Reading
SRA Open Court Reading 1024 has comprehensive English Language Arts programs for
students in Kindergarten to Grade 5. The Foundational Skills Kits are stand-alone programs
for students in Kindergarten through Grade 3 that target the word-reading accuracy and
fluency reading skills that are the focus of this inquiry. These programs make up these
critical components of complete English Language Arts classroom instruction.
The Open Court Foundational Skills programs are aligned with research on direct,
systematic instruction on critical word-reading foundational skills, and have been shown
to be effective for classroom-wide instruction for all children, and for preventing future
reading difficulties for most students. 1025
The Foundational Skills kits also provide classroom teachers with small-group
instruction for differentiating and supplementing whole-class instruction for students who
are not progressing as quickly, and for students who are learning English as an
additional language. The focus on word-reading accuracy and fluency is consistent with
learning and integrating the forms of written words with the pronunciations and
meanings of words.
Word Analysis Kits are available for Grades 4 and 5, and focus on classroom instruction
on word analysis (syllable and morphemic analysis) for reading and understanding
harder words in increasingly complex texts.
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Wilson Fundations®
Wilson Fundations® 1026 is a classroom program available for students in Kindergarten
to Grade 3 and teaches phonemic awareness, sound-symbol relationships, word study
and spelling, sight word reading and fluency. Some components are also aimed directly
at vocabulary, oral language and reading comprehension strategies. The program has
been shown, in independent research, to improve students’ foundational reading
skills. 1027 It can also be used as a tier 2 intervention for Kindergarten to Grade 3
students who are having difficulty acquiring word-reading accuracy and fluency.
Firm Foundations
The Firm Foundations program was developed in British Columbia by school teachers
and psychologists of the North Vancouver School District. 1028 This play-based program
consists of games and activities that address the following skills: vocabulary, rhyme
detection, syllable detection and segmentation, phoneme detection and segmentation
and knowing the sounds of letters. It can be used as a classroom-based program in
Kindergarten and early primary classrooms. There is evidence to support its use for
children with a wide variety of backgrounds, including multilingual students and students
with mixed socioeconomic levels. 1029 The program was designed to be sensitive to the
needs of both multilingual students and students speaking English as a first language.
Remediation Plus Systems
Remediation Plus Systems 1030 was developed in Canada in 1999. The program has
explicit systematic phonics instruction, including targeting phonemic awareness in the
context of building decoding and spelling skills and knowledge. Remediation Plus can
be delivered through whole-class instruction in elementary grades, or implemented as
small-group tier 2 intervention for all grades.
Remediation Plus Systems is used in some school boards in Ontario, Alberta,
Labrador/Newfoundland and Manitoba, including in Labrador Innu and Nishnawbe Aski
Nation schools. Some Canadian schools implement this program to teach reading to
whole classrooms of students in Kindergarten to Grade 3, and other schools use it as a
tier 2 intervention.
SRA Early Interventions in Reading Skills
Early Interventions in Reading Skills is a tier 2 intervention for Kindergarten to Grade 3
students who experience difficulty in foundational word-reading skills. It works in concert
with core reading programs to provide intense early intervention. This program is
consistent with research on early interventions. 1031
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Empower™ Reading (spelling and decoding)
Empower™ is a Canadian-developed intervention program designed to support
students with significant reading difficulties. It was developed by Dr. Maureen Lovett, an
expert in reading disabilities and early reading interventions, and her team from the
Hospital for Sick Children in Toronto, and has been well-researched. The Spelling and
Decoding program is available in Grades 2 to 5 and Comprehension and Vocabulary in
Grades 6 to 8. It can be appropriately used as a tier 2 or tier 3 intervention. 1032 The
program is delivered four or five days a week for 60 minutes to small groups of
students. Instructors teach foundational reading skills directly and explicitly combined
with metacognitive strategy instruction (applying and monitoring specific strategies to
guide word decoding and analysis for reading simple and complex words).
The program is based on a rigorous body of research that shows it improves students’
ability to decode taught and untaught words, while also building their ability to
strategically apply learned knowledge to read multisyllabic words. 1033
While samples in studies have been a majority of White students, 1034 specific research
has examined students’ outcomes based on a range of factors. A large-scale
investigation has shown that students have responded equally well based on different
racial backgrounds, 1035 socioeconomic status, 1036 IQ levels 1037 and for multilingual
students 1038. A recent study showed that students who had both ADHD and a reading
disability showed gains in reading when provided with a similar program. 1039
SRA Reading Mastery and Corrective Reading
Reading Mastery 1040 provides systematic instruction in foundational reading skills to
students who experience reading difficulties in Kindergarten to Grade 6. Reading
Mastery can be used as an intervention program for struggling readers (tier 2), as a
supplement to a school’s core reading program (increasing classroom support to
students experiencing difficulty in the early years), or as a class-wide program in
schools with many students at risk for not developing accurate and fluent reading skills.
Corrective Reading targets reading accuracy (decoding), fluency and comprehension
skills of students in Grade 3 and up who are experiencing significant reading difficulties.
It can be implemented in small groups of four to five students or in a whole-class format.
Corrective Reading is intended to be taught in 45-minute lessons four to five times a
week. This program may be thought of as tier 3 for students in Kindergarten to Grade 3,
but tier 2 for older students with reading difficulties/disabilities/dyslexia. 1041
The programs reflect the research-based practices recommended by the National
Reading Panel, and studies have shown their effectiveness in improving reading
skills. 1042 The programs include explicit, systematic instruction in five critical strands:
phonemic awareness, letter-sound correspondences, word recognition and spelling,
fluency, and comprehension.
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SpellRead™
SpellRead™ 1043 was developed in Atlantic Canada. It is an intervention program for all
students with difficulties in word-reading accuracy and/or fluency, with or without a
diagnosis, including for multilingual students who are learning English at the same time
as they are learning the curriculum. The complete program can be delivered over an
academic year and is suitable as a tier 2 intervention for Grades 1 to 12, or as a tier 3
intervention.
Instruction focuses on learning sound-letter mapping and decoding accuracy, all the
way through to learning frequent morphemes and syllable patterns and reading
multisyllabic words. The focus is initially on students building accuracy and then making
skills automatic, and increasing word- and text-reading accuracy, fluency and resulting
comprehension.
The program can be delivered to small groups of three to six students, and includes
practice using the reading skills in reading real books. Studies in Newfoundland, Nova
Scotia and the U.S. have shown the intervention has positive effects on students’
decoding skills, word reading, reading fluency and reading comprehension. 1044
Wilson Just Words®
Wilson Language Training® also has a tier 2 program called Just Words®. 1045 This
program targets the word-reading accuracy and fluency problems of children with wordreading difficulties/disabilities/dyslexia.
Wilson Reading System® 4th Edition
Wilson’s Reading System® 1046 is a tier 3 reading intervention. It draws heavily on OrtonGillingham principles. Orton-Gillingham is not a specific program but a structured
literacy approach. The approach is systematic and cumulative – each lesson builds on
the initial concept learned. It is also explicit – it uses direct phonics instruction. 1047
Wilson Reading System® is an intensive program designed for students not making
progress in other interventions. The depth of support and breadth of skills targeted by
this program reflect its status as a tier 3 program. 1048
Lindamood Phoneme Sequencing® (LiPS®)
The LiPS® 1049 program teaches struggling readers in Kindergarten to Grade 3 the skills
they need to decode words, including a focus on phoneme-level awareness, identifying
the sounds represented by letters in words, and blending these to decode words.
Teachers work with students in small-group or one-on-one settings to help them
become aware of the mouth formations and movements to produce speech sounds.
This can be helpful for students who do not respond to tier 2 intervention and have
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persistent difficulties with phoneme-level awareness. Instruction is generally four to six
months for one hour a day. Studies have shown that the program improves students’
word-reading accuracy and fluency. 1050 However, for many students, a less intensive
program targeting these skills was as successful. 1051 Thus, the LiPS® program appears
best as a tier 3 intervention for students who do not make adequate progress with a
good tier 2 program. These students need more intensive, targeted instruction to
identify and hear individual sounds in words, to then better learn sound-letter
connections and blending these to sound out words. Like all programs, it should be
used in its entirely rather than in individual pieces taken out of context.
Online programs and resources
Some boards use online programs that either have research evidence or are aligned
with the approaches outlined in this report. The inquiry does not recommend online
programs in place of teacher-led classroom instruction and tiered interventions. Rather,
school boards should explore how online programs can be used to enhance effective,
teacher-led instruction and interventions in tiers 1 through 3.
ABRACADABRA
ABRACADABRA (A Balanced Reading Approach for Children and Designed to Achieve
Best Results for All) 1052 is a Canadian online program that can help pre-school to early
elementary school-age children develop phonemic awareness, phonics and wordreading skills. It includes first- and second-language instruction in both English and
French. The program is free of charge. School boards can also download assessment
resources and toolkits to their servers free of charge. This program can be considered a
supplement to explicit classroom instruction in foundational word-reading skills that
offers students practice and support.
The program was developed through a multi-university initiative and has been studied in
Canada and internationally (for example, Australia, Kenya), to explore its impact on
children’s reading. 1053 When used regularly in the classroom, students perform at a
higher level on several reading-related skills compared to students who received only
typical classroom instruction. 1054
This has been observed consistently across cultural backgrounds and geographic
locations where studies took place. 1055 For example, in Australia’s Northern Territory,
researchers delivered the program to 164 children and compared the results to a control
group of 148 children who received regular instruction. The total sample included 28%
Indigenous students. Results showed that all students in the intervention group made
significant gains in phonological awareness and phoneme-grapheme knowledge over
the control group. Indigenous students gained significantly more per hour of instruction
than non-Indigenous students in phonological awareness and early literacy skills. 1056
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PlayRoly
PlayRoly is a play-based online program developed in British Columbia. 1057 The
program is for children who are three to five years old and is designed to strengthen
phonological awareness skills. All the lessons are available at no cost to educators
and parents.
Parker Phonics
The book Reading Instruction and Phonics: Theory and Practice for Teachers 1058
includes a phonics scope and sequence program. The book is online and can be
downloaded for free.
Lexia® Core 5® Reading
Lexia® Core 5® Reading is a computer-based intervention to supplement regular
classroom instruction and support skill development in the five areas of reading
instruction identified by the National Reading Panel. It uses web-based and offline
materials to help pre-Kindergarten to Grade 5 students develop phonics, decoding,
word reading, fluency and reading comprehension.
There is some evidence to support the use of this program to improve skills in phonics
and reading comprehension for students in Kindergarten to Grade 5 who have reading
difficulties. 1059 The program may also work to support word reading for multilingual
students who are learning English at the same time as they are learning the
curriculum. 1060 Computer-based interventions such as Lexia® work best as a
supplement to tier 1 instruction or tier 2 interventions, always under the direction of a
trained teacher.

Ontario’s approach to reading interventions

Ontario’s tiered approach
In Ontario, the Ministry recommends 1061 but does not mandate a tiered approach. It
defines a tiered approach as “a systematic approach to providing high-quality, evidencebased assessment and instruction and appropriate interventions that respond to
students’ individual needs.” 1062 This approach is also known as RTI/MTSS. 1063 The
figure below is an excerpt from one of the Ministry’s resource guides:
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Figure 5: The Ministry of Education’s tiered approach model

The Ministry does not provide any detail on how to implement a tiered approach to
prevent reading difficulties in each tier.
For RTI/MTSS delivery to be effective in maximizing all students’ academic
achievement within an inclusive education system, all the critical components need to
be evidence-based, implemented properly, and have all the necessary resources –
financial and otherwise.
A tiered approach will not be effective if the curriculum outcomes are not aligned with
evidence-driven classroom instruction (tier 1) or if tier 2 and 3 interventions are not
evidence-based. It will also likely not be effective without other mandated elements such
as universal screening, progress monitoring, data collection and standardized decisionmaking procedures.
Classroom instruction (tier 1) is not currently aligned with evidence-based instruction for
foundational word-reading skills. As a result, far too many students need early and later
interventions, and this is particularly evident in schools that serve communities at higher
risk for word-reading difficulties (for example, more students from low-income families).1064
Some of the early and later interventions being used are not evidence-based.
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It is not enough to suggest a tiered approach. The Ministry should mandate effective
implementation of RTI/MTSS frameworks across Ontario.
None of the Ministry guides outline what interventions are evidence-based. While in
2021, the Ministry provided examples of intervention programs in its Transfer Payment
Agreement (TPA) to school boards for purchasing reading interventions, only suggested
guidelines were included.
In its inquiry submission, the Physicians of Ontario Neurodevelopmental Advocacy
noted the necessity of mandating evidence-based interventions:
A tiered approach to intervention needs to be required (not just suggested as in
PPM 8), with early implementation of Direct Instruction using evidence based
tools that are available in all schools. The Ministry of Education should fund
these programs directly so schools cannot claim they are too expensive to
implement.
Standards on the use of reading interventions
Schools use many different reading interventions. Standardizing interventions would
lead to more equitable outcomes and would likely result in cost savings over time.
The Ministry does not mandate any approaches to intervening when students are not
developing foundational word-reading accuracy and fluency. School boards determine
which reading intervention to use, which grades to provide the interventions, eligibility
criteria, and if and how to track student progress. Sometimes boards delegate this
responsibility to individual schools.
The inquiry boards reported having at least 16 different commercial interventions, only
five of which were evidence-based. However, two of these evidence-based
interventions were seldom used. There were six board-developed interventions, but
none of them had been rigorously evaluated or included the scope of all skills needed to
address early or later word-reading difficulties.
Some inquiry boards said they do not have the resources or capacity to always
research which intervention is effective. Very few boards could produce sound research
on the effectiveness of interventions they were offering, or report how an intervention
they used was aligned with the science of effective reading instruction. This is why
knowing the research on effective reading instruction and interventions is a critical
prerequisite. Without this knowledge, system leaders and personnel are not in a position
to evaluate a program.
Many inquiry schools boards wanted direction from the Ministry on which reading
interventions to use, and thought it would be more efficient for the Ministry to purchase
licenses for evidence-based interventions. One board said “not all boards are rowing the
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boat in the same direction.” This approach would likely increase the effectiveness of
teaching more students to read, and result in financial savings based on economies
of scale.
Educators who completed an inquiry survey reported that school boards or schools
often do not have the funds to buy interventions or train staff to deliver them. This is one
of the essential components of effective RTI/MTSS implementation. A board literacy
consultant said:
There are so many different reading interventions available. More direction is
needed in terms of which intervention is best for [whom].The Ministry should also
provide more funding specifically for reading intervention.
When essential programs are not standardized across the province, it creates the
potential for inequality. One survey respondent, a psychologist, said:
…A systematic and intensive phonics program is needed in ALL schools across
the province. The availability of this type of program should NOT be dependent
on a school's discretionary budget. This is incredibly inequitable as some schools
receive much more money in fundraising efforts (parent donations) than others.
2016–2020 Reading pilot project
In 2016, the Ministry provided funding for the LD Intensive Reading Pilot Board Project
in eight English-language public and Catholic district school boards. Originally planned
for three years, the Ministry continued funding the pilots for the 2019–2020 and
2020–2021 school years. 1065 The pilot was intended to increase the availability and
responsiveness of supports for students with learning disabilities in reading. While this
is a worthy goal, it is not clear if the pilot also included the goal of increasing academic
achievement and outcomes in reading and other academic subjects.
The eight pilot boards were Greater-Essex, London Catholic, Rainbow, Sudbury
Catholic, Thames Valley, Waterloo Catholic, Waterloo Region and Windsor-Essex.
These boards selected students who were at risk for or already identified with an LD
exceptionality with reading challenges to take part. The pilot included supports to match
those provided at the three English Provincial Demonstration Schools for students with
learning disabilities in Ontario. These supports included the Empower™ Reading
Program (Empower™), a systematic and intensive reading intervention program,
Lexia® Core 5®, a technology-based literacy program and social-emotional supports.
The Ministry’s pilot project found that, overall, Empower™ had some positive effects on
some aspects of foundational skills for students. Dr. Rhonda Martinussen, a
psychologist from the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE), led the external
research team that evaluated the project. Although the pilot studied the Empower™
program, the findings were expected to also inform board practices in implementing any
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tier 2 or tier 3 reading intervention. The goal of the research was to enable boards to
implement a range of evidence-based reading interventions to meet the needs of
students with learning disabilities in developing reading skills.
The research team’s 2020 final report discusses factors that influence how successfully
Empower™ is implemented. Factors included how often lessons were given,
interruptions to learning, staff training and collaboration with homeroom teachers.
Boards also reported that student selection criteria was an important area of focus
including determining need and fit with the program.
The research team reported a positive response to the pilot activities in terms of
principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of student engagement and gains in their learning.
Interviews with principals and teachers reported an encouraging response to the
intervention program because of the positive effects on students’ reading skills, selfconfidence, and perception of themselves as readers.
Analysis of students’ pre- and post-assessment measures was reported for students
who had completed at least a large proportion of the program. 1066 The 2020 Ministry
report showed an increase in participants’ core phonics skills (for example, reading
words with short vowels and with consonant blends; reading words with more complex
spelling patterns, such as r-controlled vowels, long-vowel spellings, low-frequency
spellings, and reading multisyllabic words).
As well, the mean scores on standardized tests improved for word- and non-wordreading accuracy and fluency, and reading comprehension (see Table 21). Mean
standard scores on the non-word-reading subtest came into the average range.
However, the sample size of 70–80 students was not high and only 41% of these
students received all 110 hours of the Empower™ program.
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Figure 6: Reading level at program start and growth

Grade 2 students made larger standard score gains in non-word-reading (word attack
subtest) than students in Grades 3 and 4 (see Figure 6). This is consistent with some
past research showing younger students make larger gains with Empower™. 1067
As can be seen in Figure 7, the participants in each grade level made gains and of
similar magnitudes, on standardized word-reading scores. These mean scores on wordreading accuracy, however, did not come within the average range. The report did not
present the number of students altogether or in each grade who came into the average
range for each different measure. This is data that school boards and the Ministry
should collect when implementing Empower™ and other reading intervention programs.
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Figure 7: Gains in decoding by grade in Ministry pilot project 1068

Figure 8: Gains in sight words by grade in the Ministry pilot project 1069
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2021 Transfer Payment Agreement (TPA)
The Ministry provided additional funding to school boards to purchase reading
intervention programs in Winter 2021. The Ministry created a TPA that outlines
guidance on selecting appropriate interventions. This is a good start and provides more
detailed guidance than any other Ministry document, including PPMs, resources and
guides. The Ministry provided an overview of the tiered approach and related reading
interventions for each tier. For example:
• Tier 1: programs are delivered in the class; the instruction is targeted to address
a specific gap that has been identified through assessment
• Tier 2: higher intensity and may be delivered by a classroom teacher or a special
education teacher, and it is usually every day or close to every day for 20 to 40
minutes in general, could be more or less
• Tier 3: delivered by a trained special education teacher with a very small group or
an individual student, consistently every day and for a longer period of time each
day than in tier 2 (for example, 60 minutes, and ideally in addition to the regular
language class), and using a high-intensity evidence-based program.
The TPA provides examples of literacy programs that meet the core literacy skills
outlined in the document (phonemic awareness, phonics, word reading, reading fluency,
vocabulary and reading comprehension). The listed examples are SRA’s Early
Intervention in Reading, Corrective Reading, Reading Mastery, Empower™, Jolly
Phonics, Kindergarten Peer-Assisted learning Strategies (K-PALS) and PALS.
Although the document acknowledges this is not an exhaustive list, it is important to
include more tier 1 whole-class reading programs such as SRA Open Court
Foundational Skills and Wilson Fundations®.

School Board approaches to reading interventions

Overall approach
All eight inquiry school boards reported using an RTI/MTSS framework to address
reading achievement and provide interventions for struggling students. However, boards
are not structuring tiered interventions in way that is consistent with effectively
implementing RTI/MTSS systems.
The inquiry found concerns with critical aspects of how boards are choosing and
implementing interventions. Many interventions are not evidence-based. When schools
do have evidence-based interventions, they are not available in the earliest grades
where they are most effective in fully addressing word-reading accuracy, and word- and
text-reading fluency.
Many students face barriers to accessing effective interventions. In some cases, boards
prioritize interventions for students with a learning disability diagnosis, which can be
difficult to receive, or get in a timely way, unless obtained privately at significant cost.
Other problematic criteria include requiring students to have average to above-average
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intelligence and/or no other disability (such as ADHD, ASD, MID). These entry
requirements are based on a mistaken belief that interventions will only be effective or
be more effective for these students, which research has consistently contradicted. 1070
All of these barriers can result in systemic discrimination against groups of students who
need intensive interventions in reading. The exclusionary criteria are not appropriate
measures for decisions about whether a student will respond to a reading
intervention. 1071 See section 12, Professional assessments.
School boards sometimes only offer interventions to students who are a specified
number of grades or years behind in reading. This is not based on science or sound use
of statistical reasoning, and will leave many students behind. A child in Grade 1 or 2
who is a year or half-year behind their grade-level peers needs immediate interventions.
Interventions are not provided to all students who need them. The inquiry found that
resources for interventions are generally not distributed to schools that may be deemed
higher priority in terms of the number of students at risk for or with reading difficulties.
The inquiry could not determine if enough training and support has been provided to
educators implementing the various interventions, which is important to how successful
a given intervention will be.
Boards are not adequately monitoring individual student progress and the effectiveness
of intervention programs. This data is needed to inform decisions about individual
students, and to make data-driven decisions at the board level, on which intervention
programs are leading to successful outcomes and in which schools. For example, a
program that was promising may not be having good effects across most schools, or a
family of schools may be getting exceptional results with a certain intervention and
could offer lessons about implementation procedures for the board or province.
Each inquiry board reported that the goal of their RTI/MTSS is to effectively meet the
instructional needs of about 80–90% of students through tier 1 instruction; leaving 10–
20% of students requiring tier 2 interventions, and 5–10% of students who will require
tier 3 intervention.
In practice, many more students require tier 2 and 3 interventions in Ontario school
boards. The current approach to reading instruction and intervention in boards is not
effective and conflicts with boards’ stated goals of meeting most students’ reading
instruction needs in tier 1, so only a very small proportion of students (5–10%) will need
tier 2 interventions. The current set-up wastes valuable time and jeopardizes the critical
period when many future reading difficulties could be prevented. 1072
This is a direct result of the ineffective approaches in the classroom that are based on
the Ministry’s curriculum and instructional guidelines and implemented by boards. There
is an absence of, and even an avoidance of, direct and systematic phonics and
decoding instruction. At tier 2, many ineffective interventions are the first response. With
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ineffective instruction and tier 2 interventions, the boards are falling far short of their
goals for the percentage of students who will need each successive level of tiered
interventions.
The Ministry promotes whole language and balanced literacy philosophies and
approaches in its curriculum and teaching guideline documents. These documents
promote an inaccurate view of reading development and instruction. See section 8,
Curriculum and instruction. Many of the early intervention programs used by schools
also follow these ineffective approaches to teaching reading (using cues to deduce the
spoken form of unknown written words in text) and/or largely focus on phonological
awareness to the exclusion of other critical foundational reading skills. Thus, when
children with difficulties in word reading are placed in tier 2 interventions, they do not
receive the needed instruction in foundational word-reading skills.
Evidence on how to teach all students to learn to read is highly consistent with OSLA’s
submission to the inquiry that schools must use “systematic, direct instruction with lots
of practice over time and specific feedback, because reading skills are too important for
children to have to infer what they are supposed to learn.”
The results from the Grades 3 and 6 EQAO reading assessments for students overall
and for students with special education needs supports the finding that school boards’
current approaches to reading instruction and intervention are not effective. More than
half of students with special education needs in Grade 3, and almost half in Grade 6,
failed to meet the provincial standard. 1073
One school board also noted that about 32% of its Kindergarten and Grade 1 students
were at risk for reading difficulties, consistent with a general estimate in most school
boards of about 30%. In 2018–2019, 74% of all Grade 3 students in Ontario met the
provincial standard for the EQAO reading assessment, but only 62% of these students
did so unassisted (without scribing or assistive technology). Only 8% of Grade 3
students with IEPs met the standard without assistive technology. 1074 This data should
make Ontario school boards question whether their early interventions have been
effective. If interventions do not vastly reduce the number of students at risk in an area,
it is an indication that those interventions have not been successful. See section 5, How
Ontario students are performing.
The materials provided by the school boards show a need for increased tier 3
interventions for students who struggle with word-reading skills – implying that earlier
tier 1 instruction and tier 2 interventions have not been effective. With so many students
in need of reading interventions beyond classroom instruction, it is not surprising that
the resources for tier 2 and tier 3 interventions are limited. Inquiry boards reported
having far too many students needing interventions, overwhelming their ability to
provide tiered supports beyond the classroom. However, if classroom instruction (tier 1)
is evidence-based, it will relieve the financial pressure on the system as fewer students
will need tier 2 and tier 3 interventions. 1075 This “ounce of prevention” is currently absent
in school boards.
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Students are also not receiving interventions early enough, and interventions are
certainly not effective or evidence-based. In the inquiry survey for students and parents,
respondents across Ontario reported that only 33% of students received reading
interventions before Grade 2. The most commonly reported time students received
interventions was in Grade 3. Most students (62%) received a reading intervention
program in Grade 3 or above.
Table 21: Grade level students received intervention (student/parent survey)
Grade
Percentage of students
Number of students
Kindergarten Year 1
1%
8
Kindergarten Year 2
2%
25
Grade 1
11%
128
Grade 2
19%
223
Grade 3
23%
265
Grade 4
16%
186
Grade 5
11%
125
Grade 6
7%
85
Grade 7
4%
45
Grade 8
1%
34
Grade 9
1.5%
17
Grade 10
0.5%
4
Grade 11
<0.5%
1
Grade 12
<0.5%
2
Unknown
1%
9
Total
1,157
Tier 2 interventions
Most inquiry boards do not have evidence-based early reading interventions and do not
have procedures to effectively deliver them to the young students who need them.
Students who need interventions the most are often not receiving them. In most boards,
Kindergarten and Grade 1 students with or at risk for word-reading disabilities are the
least likely to have access to evidence-based interventions.
Although many inquiry boards implement some intervention in Kindergarten in
phonological awareness and/or sound-letter knowledge, these are most often boarddeveloped. They do not adequately teach necessary skills, such as those taught in a
synthetic phonics program focused on word decoding, and word-reading accuracy
and fluency.
The inquiry boards’ most frequent early interventions follow similar instruction strategies
used in the classroom, but delivered in smaller groups. These often include programs
based on guided reading and supplemental “word work,” rather than the targeted and
systematic programs required for students to progress in foundational word-reading
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

294

Right to Read

skills. Early interventions need to focus on explicit and systematic instruction in
grapheme-phoneme correspondences, and on how students use these to sound out
words (blending part of phonemic awareness) and to spell words (segmenting part of
phonemic awareness). In other words, this involves using a synthetic phonics program
that teaches all the necessary skills that students need to decode and spell.
School boards are using a combination of commercially available reading interventions
such as Levelled Literacy Intervention (LLI) and Reading Recovery®, and some boarddeveloped approaches. These approaches are ineffective and insufficient, based on
both the body of research on effective early interventions and the boards’ own outcome
data on early reading.
Boards use commercial reading interventions to determine if students need further
interventions. If a student is struggling to learn to read, the school will increase guided
reading in the classroom (tier 1). If the student still struggles, the school will provide
extra reading support, such as LLI, or often, “extra reading support” which is vaguely
defined (tier 2). If the student is still not progressing, the school will provide SRA
Reading Mastery, SRA Corrective Reading or Empower™ (defined by school boards as
tier 3). This approach means students often endure years of ineffective supports in tier 1
and tier 2, before maybe being offered an evidence-based intervention in Grades 3 to 4
or later. We know interventions in these later grades need to be more time-consuming,
more intense in the breakdown of all component parts of foundational reading skills, and
have more teacher-directed, scaffolded practice and review. Even then, these later
interventions will not fully address gaps in reading achievement for as many students as
would early intervention.
Some of the inquiry boards recognize the foundational skills that need to be taught as
part of reading instruction, and provide board-developed early intervention programs.
The board-developed approaches target some skills found in evidence-based programs,
like phonological or phonemic awareness, and some aspects of letter-sound work.
However, these programs do not deliver a thorough, systematic, explicit program in
phonics instruction toward building decoding and word-reading and spelling skills.
Isolated phonological awareness work is not enough to catch students up or to prevent
later word-reading difficulties.
In these board-developed intervention approaches, students (primarily in Kindergarten)
who scored low on a screener enter a program working with a teacher, speechlanguage pathologist (SLP) or another educator, in a small group for a defined period of
time. The focus of these skills is most often on phonological awareness, and may
include some letter-sound teaching and other aspects of oral language.
Boards have not established that these in-house interventions, some more formalized
than others, are effective for addressing and preventing future word-reading difficulties.
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Half of the inquiry boards reported using the Lexia® Core 5® reading program as a
stand-alone intervention or as a classroom or intervention supplement. There were
differences in how teachers supervised the use of this computer-based intervention.
Computer-based interventions should not be substituted for effective teacher-led
interventions. They should be used under the supervision and direction of a teacher and
as a supplement to a teacher-led program. The boards did not provide clear reports to
show the effectiveness of Lexia® Core 5®.
Tier 3 interventions
Ontario school boards need to use intensive programs as the first line of intervention
when students are behind their same-age peers in critical reading skills. Boards are
withholding these interventions and only using them after ineffective tier 2 approaches
have failed.
Some boards use evidence-based interventions such as SRA Reading Mastery,
Corrective Reading or Empower™. However, many boards require proof that students
have had a prior literacy intervention that did not work before enrolling them in further
(usually evidence-based) interventions. In many of the inquiry school boards, students
only receive systematic and explicit structured literacy programs in tier 3, and for some
boards, this may not happen until as late as Grade 4, 5 or 6.
Generally, these intervention programs are not available in the earliest grades
(Kindergarten – Grade 1 ideally, or in Grade 2) when they will be most effective. When
they are provided early, they are only provided in a small sample of schools as part of
the Ministry’s reading pilot project or the board’s own pilot. However, one board, Simcoe
Muskoka Catholic, noted that it makes SRA Reading Mastery, an evidence-based
program, available to Kindergarten and Grade 1 students.
The inquiry boards reported important differences in how they implement evidencebased tier 3 programs. These differences may undermine effectiveness in some cases.
Students have varying access to what boards consider tier 3, focused interventions
such as Empower™ and SRA interventions. While several boards deliver these to
students in Grades 2 through high school, other boards deliver the interventions only to
students in higher grades (for example, Grades 6–8). This variation was particularly
significant for delivering Empower™, while SRA Reading Mastery and Corrective
Reading served a broader grade range among the school boards.
Even when boards reported that interventions were available for a broader grade range,
the focus was on delivering the program to students in Grades 4 and above. HamiltonWentworth, Simcoe Muskoka Catholic and London Catholic were exceptions to this
general rule. Hamilton-Wentworth had a high proportion of Grade 2 students in
Empower™ and both Simcoe Muskoka Catholic and London Catholic provided Reading
Mastery in earlier grades as part of a pilot project to target younger students.
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Availability
Effective programs are not available for all students who need them. Access to reading
interventions that work well varies dramatically by board. Often, the non-evidencebased interventions are the ones most widely available.
The availability of interventions was inconsistent between and within school boards. It is
difficult to compare availability between boards because every board has a distinct way
of providing and tracking interventions.
Some boards purchase reading interventions or develop their own interventions and
directly provide them to schools. Other boards leave the choice of interventions to
individual schools. This can lead to disparity between which schools get effective
interventions and which do not. Also, a board’s decision can mean most students within
that board will not have access to effective early reading intervention.
Boards reported that both commercial programs and board-developed kits were
available to teachers. However, there was no accountability for what programs were
implemented or how schools and teachers were guided to use effective programs and
at critical periods of time. One board noted that schools may have the kits available but
that does not mean that they are being used. Boards reported that teachers view them
as an optional resource.
School boards reported the number of schools that had access to a given intervention –
but had less information about whether schools deliver the program or how many
students were enrolled. Many boards reported that availability of interventions was
based on “the needs of individual students” or “school data,” but were less clear about
the actual data that informed decision-making. Without universal early screening,
boards are not in a position to assess the needs of individual students, and the
decision-making processes appear ill-defined. See section 9, Early screening.
Inquiry survey respondents reported very limited spots for evidence-based interventions
at schools. Some student and parent respondents reported having to change schools to
access a “reading intervention hub.” Most school boards also reported that some
schools either had LLI or Empower™. This means that some schools do not have any
evidence-based interventions. This is inequitable, as every student should have access
to effective reading interventions without having to change schools or school boards, go
to a Provincial Demonstration school or pay for private tutoring.
In inquiry surveys, educators expressed concerns about reading interventions and the
procedures guiding their selection and delivery. They said there are no standards for
reading interventions and many factors inform decisions about which programs are
delivered, such as special education teachers’ subjective preferences, time, budget and
available trained staff. These school-level operational factors should not drive decisions
that result in inadequate and inequitable access. One psychologist said:
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Many schools don't have access to evidence-based reading programs or
available teaching staff to offer the programs, so they select what they have (e.g.,
often LLI) and whichever special education teacher is trained and available to
offer it.
Even when boards deliver evidence-based interventions, the full program, including the
early interventions, may not be available in all schools. In some boards, only a relatively
small percentage of schools were delivering early interventions (for example, only 30–
40% of schools). One board did not have any evidence-based interventions for students
until Grade 5.
Most boards did not have a system to allocate resources to communities or schools that
may be deemed higher priority in terms of high numbers of students at risk for or with
reading difficulties. Hamilton-Wentworth did report allocating more reading supports to
schools based on national census data on unemployment rate, lone-parent families,
recent immigration, low household education level and low income (less than $30,000).
However, without guidelines for choosing and delivering effective interventions, it is hard
to judge whether allocating more resources would translate into more effective
classroom programs and interventions.
All students who do not have skills in the solidly average range compared to same-age
peers on measures of word-reading accuracy and fluency need effective interventions.
Tiered interventions should be distributed based on school needs, so that all students
have access to effective classroom instruction and interventions.
Student selection criteria
Generally, the inquiry boards did not have clear procedures to identify students and
enroll them in early interventions. Broad discretion and unclear processes are
susceptible to bias and inconsistent implementation. School-level decision-making can
be driven by pressures due to finite school supports and resources.
Teachers and psychologists suggested this in the inquiry surveys. For example, one
teacher said: “I think there is a bias or implicit belief that some students will not learn
to read.” This raises alarming equity issues, which have been discussed throughout
this report.
One psychologist, responding to a survey question asking how decisions are made
about which students receive reading interventions, said they “suspected this is done
rather unsystematically.” Another professional said:
The disconnect here is the funding. We can say all students should, and do
deserve, reading [interventions]…100% of the time, but funding just won’t allow
this…that means only the students experiencing the worst difficulties, or with
parent advocates, will be referred to very intense reading speciality programs in
schools that require small class sizes, [one-on-one], etc.
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Other teachers said it depends on “how much the parents push.” Parents reported they
did not know about reading intervention programs, and when they found out about
them, it was either too late as an option for their child or it took significant parental
advocacy to get their child into the program.
Most school boards rely partly on unreliable or invalid assessments to determine who
receives interventions. These assessments look at students’ book-reading levels at
certain points in each grade. Examples are PM Benchmarks and Benchmark
Assessment System (BAS). These are often the primary measures, along with teacher
observations, informing decisions about the need for an intervention and placement into
a program. Teacher professional development materials often stress assessments such
as running records to identify students who need additional interventions.
The inquiry found many problems with these assessment systems. Book-reading
assessment strategies can obscure word-level reading difficulties, particularly in the
primary grades. These approaches confuse a student’s decoding and word-reading
skills with their language comprehension. They are inadequate measures of
foundational word-reading skills, as students may and have indeed been taught to use
their oral language skills and pictures to guess at unknown words on the page. 1076
Word-focused programs for older students set out clearer guidelines for program entry.
For example, Ottawa-Carleton’s materials noted that “decoding” is the primary deficit for
entry into the Empower™ program. Still, even for older students, access to interventions
were often based on book-reading-level assessments, rather than on word-reading skills.
As noted in Section 8, Curriculum and instruction, the Simple View of Reading provides
a framework for thinking about the two broad components that determine students’
reading comprehension. Assessments need to examine each component
independently, to place students in appropriate interventions. See section 9, Early
screening for a discussion of skills that need to be assessed in Kindergarten to Grade 2.
As students move beyond Grade 2, word-reading accuracy and fluency should be
measured to make decisions about appropriate placements in interventions.
Students who struggle with both word reading and language comprehension need
targeted, intensive word-reading interventions. As well, they need effective programing
for any oral language weaknesses. It is critical to make sure effective word-reading
interventions are not delayed for these students because of oral language weaknesses.
Student eligibility requirements
Although most boards do not require a diagnosis of a learning disability for entry into
interventions, there were variations. One board required students to have a diagnosis to
be eligible for Empower™. Other boards reported prioritizing students with a diagnosis.
Student/parent survey respondents from many boards across Ontario said that having a
diagnosis was needed or helped get interventions.
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Requiring a learning disability diagnosis is not necessary and can create equity issues.
When criteria for a learning disability require at least average intelligence or a
discrepancy between intelligence and achievement for diagnosing a learning disability,
this raises the potential for systemic discrimination. See section 12, Professional
assessments.
Also, some boards said or implied that only students with particular qualities, such as
certain cognitive or “LD-like” profiles, benefit from Empower™. Research has shown
that IQ, cognitive abilities or cognitive processing strengths and weaknesses do not
predict a student’s response to reading interventions. 1077
School boards need to remove these requirements from eligibility criteria. Also, boards
must examine if, in practice, certain groups are being unconsciously excluded from
interventions. The OSLA recommends that the education system must:
Assess for bias in processes to select students for reading interventions and
ensure access for students from equity seeking groups, especially members of
intersecting Code-protected groups…and ensure access to reading interventions
for students with a range of learning needs…and those with intellectual or
developmental disabilities.
Some boards required a student to be a specified number of grades or years behind in
reading. For example, one board required that the student be two years behind in
reading and another required that the student be “significantly behind in reading.”
Grade- or age-equivalent scores should not be used to determine entry into effective
intervention programs. These scores are not interval levels of measurement. In other
words, the difference between each grade- or age-equivalent score is not equal or
comparable. The example below serves to illustrate this fallacy.
Consider a student in mid-Grade 2 who scored the same on a word-reading test as the
average score of children at the beginning or even the middle of Grade 1. School
boards that use grade-equivalent scores would consider this student one or 1.5 years
behind. A student in mid-Grade 8 who received a grade-equivalent score of mid-Grade
6 on a word-reading test would be considered two years behind. If the board uses a
“two years behind” criterion, the Grade 2 student would not be eligible for an
intervention program despite being far below same-age peers and struggling in wordreading accuracy. The increase in word-reading accuracy between Grades 6 and 8 is
not as vast, and the Grade 8 student would not be struggling with word-reading skills to
the same extent as the Grade 2 student. This is why percentile or standard scores
should be used.
Boards should use standardized scores at each grade level and provide interventions
for students below a given criteria (such as at or below the 25th percentile on wordreading accuracy and/or fluency). Similarly, the requirement that students are
“significantly” below grade level in reading is not clear, and may be interpreted
differently across schools, affecting who will get an intervention.
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Requiring students to be a certain numbers of years behind on assessments violates
the scientific properties of these measurements and sets up a “wait to fail” system of
intervention delivery.
Also, most school boards required that multilingual students who are learning English at
the same time as they are learning the curriculum have at least two years of English
language instruction before considering them for an intervention. This approach is not
supported by research and delays timely intervention. Multilingual students should
receive interventions as soon as the need arises. 1078
A few school boards had positive elements in their approach to selecting students for
interventions. Hamilton-Wentworth reported that they provide equitable access to all
students who require Empower™. Their process for selecting candidates explicitly
includes students with MID or who have a “slow learner profile” as well as non-identified
students with and without IEPs.
A few boards recognized that early intervention must be provided immediately without
requiring psychoeducational assessments. For example, Simcoe Muskoka Catholic
used funds provided for professional assessments by the Ministry to purchase SRA
interventions. The board noted: “It made a lot of sense to increase intervention levels
and possibly decrease assessment in the longer term. We are trying to do phonemic
and phonics instruction early on without waiting for assessment.”
Monitoring student progress
Ontario boards do not currently have a consistent system to measure students’
progress or response to an intervention, or to monitor long-term effects. School boards
should collect valid and reliable data on students’ immediate and long-term outcomes,
to inform their decisions about individual student programming and efforts to evaluate
program effectiveness.
Boards need standardized measures to judge if an intervention has been successful for
a student. Success means improving outcome scores to the average range on
measures of reading accuracy, fluency and comprehension. If a student has not come
into the average range, then the school must provide further intervention and
programming. Monitoring progress can also tell educators about the nature of a
student’s continuing difficulties, to help inform next steps.
Boards often reported using students’ book-reading levels to examine the effectiveness
of an intervention. This is problematic for gauging progress in any intervention, including
guided reading approaches (for example, Reading Recovery®, LLI). Book-level systems
do not measure what aspects of reading are contributing to the students’ difficulties in
reading and understanding texts. For example, a student could increase by many levels,
and may even reach the benchmark for their grade by increasing their oral prediction
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skills without also increasing their word-reading and decoding skills. However,
word-reading and related decoding skills must increase to improve the student’s
reading trajectory.
Another problem with using these assessment systems is that each increase in level is
not a meaningful unit and cannot be reliably interpreted. Book-reading levels are not
interval units of measurement (just as grade-equivalent scores are not). This means that
the “amount of improvement” between each level is not comparable. A student moving
from level B to level C is not comparable to that student later moving, or an older
student moving, from level G to level 1.
Similarly, a three-level increase by students from early to mid-Grade 1 is not
comparable to a three-level increase for students in early to mid-Grades 2, 3 or 4. Yet,
many boards judge individual student success in a program and the program’s overall
effectiveness on reports of students’ book-reading levels and increases in those levels.
Some boards reported the number of students meeting a grade-level benchmark
alongside the average number of units of increase across students. These methods are
not adequate to judge student progress.
Most boards do not currently use standardized measures of reading. 1079 They use
program-specific assessments designed to test for the skills taught during a given
intervention. These assessments should be supplemented with standardized reading
measures to evaluate student progress and make further programming decisions. For
example, the Empower™ Reading Decoding and Spelling programs have a pre- and
post-test assessment for five program-specific measures. 1080 These measures alone do
not help with decisions about how much a student has improved on generalized wordreading accuracy and fluency, or about whether these skills are now within the solidly
average range. 1081
Hamilton-Wentworth has a good foundation for monitoring progress. It tests students
before and after receiving the Empower™ program. The board includes standardized
measures of word-reading accuracy (a word identification subtest), non-word-reading
accuracy (a word attack subtest) and reading comprehension (passage comprehension
subtest).
Adding in word-reading efficiency and/or text-reading fluency measures would complete
this battery of monitoring. These measures are each very brief subtests that can be
given by a range of school personnel, and provide necessary information to make
decisions on individual students. Other boards should adopt a similar approach to
Hamilton-Wentworth and add tests to measure fluency. This would be useful to inform
decisions about individual students and for program evaluation across all interventions.
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These standardized reading measures and decision-making processes are necessary
to judge a student’s response to the full range of school-based interventions, including
SRA Reading Mastery, SRA Corrective Reading, and Lexia® Core 5®.
Students in early reading interventions will also need standardized measures of
phonemic awareness, sound-letter fluency, and reading and decoding.
Program evaluation
Most boards do not track outcomes from interventions at a system level. 1082 Many of the
same issues with student progress monitoring also apply to the how school boards
examine program effectiveness.
Boards examined program effectiveness in a variety of different ways – some more
valid than others. As noted earlier, book-reading assessments are not valid or reliable.
Some boards used these approaches:
• Comparing pre- and post-intervention book-reading levels
• Assessing whether students improved on one or more measures, sometimes
specific to the intervention program
• Comparing students’ improvement in an intervention program with a group of
students who did not have the intervention.
Although these approaches are a good first step, they are not enough to evaluate an
intervention program. They do not tell boards if foundational word-reading skills were
addressed to support, and correct, the trajectory for continued reading development.
Program evaluations need to track student progress over time and ask, in a valid and
more methodologically rigorous way, some central questions:
1. What proportion of students who received the intervention were brought into the
average range in word-reading, fluency and comprehension skills?
2. Are these students successful in their classroom academic tasks and on future
standardized assessments (such as provincial assessments)?
Boards need to use standardized word-reading, word- and text-reading fluency, and
comprehension measures to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the interventions. This
approach will provide the best information on program effectiveness. When boards assess
programs properly, they can determine which programs are best suited for students based
on their grade level or the severity of their decoding and word-reading difficulties.
One board produced a report comparing pre- and post-test PM Benchmark levels for
students in Grades 4–6 who had completed the Empower™ program. The report
showed students’ PM Benchmark levels increased after completing the program.
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However, we do not know if students may have increased similarly without the
intervention. Critically, the board did not include measures that could gauge the
proportion of students whose word-reading accuracy and fluency came into the
average range.
This school board tracked the Grade 6 EQAO results of approximately half of the
students in the Empower™ program (28 students). About one-third of these students
met grade-level expectations in reading. Tracking students’ results over time is a good
practice. It also highlights that despite a pre- to post-test increase in book-reading
levels, many students needed further intervention and programming to become
proficient readers and meet provincial standards. Pre- and post-test assessments alone
are not sufficient.
As well, other boards did not adequately design their analysis of Empower™ to make
conclusions about program effectiveness. Boards made conclusions that Empower™ as
delivered through a special education program 1083 increased students’ reading more
than the regular, school-based Empower™ program, and that students with lower prescores improved more. However, students in special education classrooms generally
had lower pre-scores, which confuses the results and any valid conclusions that can be
made. One board examined students’ change scores using Empower™’s specific
measures and on the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA). Change scores look
at post-test (after intervention) minus pre-test (before intervention). They are less
reliable measures of program effectiveness because they incorporate measurement
error associated with two testing periods.
Boards do not adequately evaluate their in-house developed programs to have
confidence in their effectiveness and to support their continued use as evidence-based
interventions. For example, two school boards reported using the same phonological
awareness program as an early intervention. However, one board’s materials examining
the program do not meet methodological standards to support continuing its use as an
evidence-based early intervention program. To show the effectiveness of these
programs, boards must use methodologically sound and rigorous examinations.
The standard for adopting early interventions in boards appeared much lower than for
later interventions. This is not in the best interest of individual students, teachers,
schools or boards. Standards for adopting early interventions should be high, as these
have the potential for the largest effect on the most students. Boards should invest in
early interventions supported by the research literature, and evaluate them in-house.
It will be essential that boards and the Ministry work with experts to develop and
implement valid program evaluation protocols. It will be important to give sufficient time
and resources to develop and validate the evaluation questions and the skills to
measure and follow over time.
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Professional development for in-service teachers
Educators providing interventions need thorough and effective training in program
delivery, with initial and ongoing coaching.
There was significant variation among boards on the amount of professional
development and support they gave to educators carrying out interventions. All boards
with Empower™ noted that the professional development came almost exclusively from
the Hospital for Sick Children program staff and included ongoing coaching. This was a
requirement to teach this intervention program. Boards gave less attention to adequate
professional development and ongoing coaching for teachers running other programs
for their current tier 2 or 3 decoding and word-reading-focused interventions.
Similar to previous studies, 1084 the research team that studied the Ministry reading pilot
project also found teaching a program such as Empower™ requires explicit training in
skills such as phonemic awareness, the alphabetic principle (relations between letters
and the sounds they make) and morphological knowledge (the structure and formation
of words and how to use this knowledge to pronounce, derive meaning from and write
words). The research team cited studies that suggest more training in early reading
skills and processes for pre- and in-service teachers might be needed to develop this
knowledge base.
In their final report, the Ministry research team suggested that school boards could offer
an AQ course for all teachers (not just special education teachers), similar to training
provided in other areas of the curriculum (for example, math):
One implication of the perceived value of the training to teach Empower™ is that
school boards may wish to offer training to staff, where needed, (particularly
elementary teachers and special education personnel) in the fundamental
processes related to reading acquisition and the needs of learners with reading
difficulties. This training content could include skills such as how to teach
blending sounds, how to correct errors in word analysis, how to analyze errors to
understand students’ strengths and needs in the alphabetic principle...
The team further suggests that special education staff, SLPs and school psychologists
may be resources to draw on for this training.
The Ministry reading pilot project also made findings about the role of principals as
agents of change, and the importance of sharing information with the homeroom
teacher about interventions where withdrawal is needed. As school leaders, principals
play a key role in setting the tone for what is being taught in their schools. They provide
professional development opportunities, purchase resources and have ongoing
conversations with school educators. Principals can help lead professional learning
communities that will bring the science of reading into their schools. Studies have
shown that principals’ support contributes positively to student outcomes in word
reading. 1085 The Ministry reading pilot project found:
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Principals played a key role in the implementation process as they assisted with
a variety of implementation challenges such as space considerations for the
intervention classroom, scheduling of the intervention provision time across
multiple classrooms, the provision of professional development opportunities for
school staff related to the intervention, and promoting parent engagement for
those parents whose children were involved in the program. Our ninth helpful
finding was the importance of sharing information with the homeroom teachers
about Empower™. We noticed that when school staff understood Empower™
and how it helped their students, their [sic] appeared to be more buy-in to the
withdrawal process. This finding suggests that any implementation of a program
where withdrawal is needed, it is important to facilitate an understanding of the
program and its benefits to the homeroom teachers. 1086
Pre-service education is equally as important for classroom teachers. Effective
instruction in foundational word-reading skills in the classroom reduces the number of
students needing intensive interventions later on. As noted throughout this report, tier 1
instruction in the early grades (Kindergarten to Grade 3) needs to include class-wide
explicit, direct instruction in word reading, ongoing screening of all students, and
immediate interventions. When school leaders and teachers have the knowledge and
tools to teach all students word-reading accuracy and fluency, schools and families will
be able to work together without need for blame.
Without effective instruction in each tier, it is common to see the responsibility for
learning to read transferred to families, often accompanied with explicit or implicit blame
placed on home-literacy practices. Some school improvement plans centre largely
around increasing family literacy. This is not appropriate. When teachers are not being
adequately prepared on best practices, it is not reasonable to expect parents to address
their children’s struggles to learn to read.
Many teachers reported not being taught about what works for students with reading
difficulties. They felt they had to research information themselves but did not have
enough time, and would have appreciated a resource with “best practices in a succinct
and practical manner.” One survey respondent, a Grade 1 teacher, said:
I would say that the need for reading interventions might be decreased if we
changed the way we deliver the language program in the Early Years and Grade
1. Thankfully, my colleague who teaches Kindergarten still manages to teach
most students the sounds and names of the alphabet and does phoneme work
with them as well, within the play-based learning experience of Kindergarten. By
the time they come to me in Grade 1, many kids know their alphabet. My
program is heavily based on direct instruction of phonics, word families,
diagraphs, blends, etc. I have just pulled this stuff together from many sources. I
would love to follow a prepackaged guided plan that could be provided by my
board. I feel that more students would learn to read in Grade 1 and 2 where they
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should be learning to read and interventions should be offered in late Grade 1
and early Grade 2…This seems to me a better approach than waiting until
Grade. 4 and 5 when by this time, all subjects are suffering because the child
can't read.
One inquiry board echoed this observation and said:
Teachers have never been taught how to teach a child how to read. Students
coming out of [teachers’ education programs] lack this expertise – we are seeing
some shifts but they are not significant. The work is left to boards to make sure
teachers become experts in teaching kids how to read but finding time for that is
limited.
The educator survey asked which reading interventions should be used. Respondents
could select more than one option. Across the categories of teachers, special education
teachers, SLPs and psychologists, participants most often chose Empower™ as the
intervention tool that should be used.
Classroom and special education teachers’ second intervention choice was different
from SLPs and psychologists. They chose LLI second while SLPs and psychologists
chose Orton-Gillingham.
Table 22: Preferred interventions by profession 1087
Special
Classroom
education
teachers
teachers
Empower™
42%
60%
LLI
31%
42%
Corrective Reading
7%
11%
Reading Mastery
5%
10%
Wilson Reading Systems®
4%
7%

SLPs

Psychologists

66%
10%
14%
15%
10%

85%
16%
18%
24%
15%

Table 22 shows a trend where evidence-based interventions are more favored by SLPs
and psychologists compared to teachers. This may be because teachers are not trained
on evidence-based reading interventions during their pre-service and in-service
education. The majority of educators responded that they did not receive training on
how to address reading disabilities.
Research has linked teachers’ pre-service experience to outcomes for students with
disabilities. 1088 Recent research from the U.S. found that teachers are more effective
when their special education pre-service preparation on Kindergarten to Grade 12
literacy is evidence-based. This study, conducted in Washington State, found that
evidence-based literacy practices were more present in school districts than in the
teacher preparation programs. However, when teachers were taught evidence-based
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instruction (phonological awareness, phonics and reading fluency) in their pre-service
programs and when their school districts emphasized these practices, students showed
larger reading gains. 1089 Also, in school districts that emphasized balanced literacy
approaches, students with disabilities had considerably lower reading gains. 1090
Many inquiry boards stressed that teachers are not adequately trained on how students
acquire literacy skills, particularly students who struggle. One board acknowledged that
“kids do fall through the cracks even though everyone does their best” because of this
lack of preparation on reading.
There are clear steps that Ontario can take to meet the needs of students with reading
difficulties/disabilities. Preparing teachers in evidence-based instruction and intervention
and providing evidence-based interventions to students, at every tier, will lessen the
academic, financial, social and emotional burden on students, families and teachers.

Recommendations

The OHRC makes the following recommendations:
Standardize evidence-based reading interventions
68. The Ministry should provide stable, enveloped yearly funding for evidence-based
reading interventions in word-reading accuracy and fluency.
69. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to mandate and standardize
evidence-based interventions in word-reading accuracy and fluency. The Ministry
and its external expert(s) should:
a. Select appropriate early interventions (Kindergarten to Grade 1) and later
interventions (Grade 2 and onwards) that are evidence-based and that school
boards must choose from to implement
b. Make sure the interventions are systematic, explicit programs in phonics
instruction and building decoding and word-reading accuracy and fluency. Early
intervention should target the foundational skills of phonemic awareness, soundletter knowledge, decoding and word-reading accuracy and fluency. Later
interventions should include more advanced orthographic patterns, syllables and
morphemes
c. Make sure there are sufficient tier 1 class programs in these foundational reading
skills that prevent later reading difficulties and that are used for whole-class
instruction
d. Set out the steps necessary to effectively implement these programs within
individual schools and boards. This should include the necessary resources,
funds, comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded training and ongoing
support
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e. Set up a process to make sure the list of approved reading interventions
undergoes a periodic review to ensure it reflects the latest scientific research,
and the interventions being used are shown to be effective in the data collected
by the boards.
70. School boards should immediately stop using reading interventions that do not have
a strong evidence base or are based on the three-cueing approach for students who
struggle with word reading. These programs should not be used for students who
struggle with word reading, and students at risk for or identified or diagnosed with
reading disabilities or dyslexia.
Develop eligibility criteria
71. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to mandate and standardize
evidence-based eligibility criteria to receive reading interventions. The Ministry
should:
a. Set out the recommended grade levels to receive the specific interventions
b. Outline clear and appropriate decision-making rules for selecting evidence-based
programs, and for matching students to intervention programs. Standardized
scores or percentiles on reading measures (e.g. a score that is one standard
deviation or more below the mean on a standardized test of word recognition or
decoding) should replace vague language about being “significantly” below grade
level. These decision rules should be universally applied.
72. The Ministry and school boards should make sure that any student who struggles
with reading should receive an intervention. Access to interventions should never be
based on a formally identified disability, diagnosis or requirement to have at least
average intelligence or a discrepancy (or inconsistency) between intellectual abilities
and achievement. Students with other disabilities should never be disqualified from
receiving an intervention.
Make evidence-based reading interventions available
73. School boards should make sure every school has at least one evidence-based
reading intervention that can be implemented with students in each grade level and
for each tier, and interventions are available to all students who require them.
Students should not have to change schools to receive evidence-based
interventions.
74. School boards should make sure resources for effective classroom instruction and
interventions are distributed in a way that meets the needs of schools that may be
deemed higher priority in terms of high numbers of students at risk for or with
reading difficulties.
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Remove inappropriate eligibility requirements
75. School boards should never require a psychoeducational assessment as a
precondition for receiving an evidence-based reading intervention.
76. School boards should provide small-group early and later interventions (tier 2) for
students when evidence-based classroom instruction (tier 1) is not adequate for
them to develop average-level foundational word-reading skills. School boards
should provide more intensive and individualized interventions (tier 3) to students
who do not respond adequately to tier 1 instruction and 2 interventions, based on
progress monitoring with standardized measures of reading. At tier 3, a professional
(psychoeducational or speech-language pathology) assessment could be used to
fully assess the learning challenges, but should not be required or delay tier 3
intervention (see recommendations in section 12, Professional assessments).
77. School boards should not use grade- or age-equivalent scores for entry into
intervention programs. Instead, boards should:
a. Use standardized scores or percentiles at each grade level and provide
interventions to students below a pre-determined criteria
b. Include fluency scores, as students who score adequately on accuracy but low
on fluency may still struggle with reading comprehension and will benefit from
intervention
c. Collect information on whether and to what degree foundational reading skills are
impairing the student’s classroom achievement
d. Consider measurement errors when a student just misses a cut-off score for a
program. These students should be considered for interventions if they are also
experiencing classroom difficulties.
78. School boards should not use results from intelligence tests and/or the absence of
another disability (for example, ADHD, ASD) as prerequisites to receive a reading
intervention.
Develop a mechanism for centralized support
79. The Ministry should determine how boards must support and monitor their
interventions for program fidelity (how and when the intervention is delivered).
80. The Ministry should set up a mechanism to support boards in implementing and
monitoring intervention programs. This will help resolve inconsistencies and could
serve to consolidate best practices among school boards, so that boards do not
need to reinvent the wheel and can share successes and failures.
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Mandate data collection
81. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to mandate data collection on the
selected reading interventions, to improve accountability and decision-making
procedures. The Ministry should:
a. Mandate that school boards track the effectiveness of interventions for individual
students through standardized individual assessments/progress monitoring
(including analysis of student errors to determine the nature of difficulties)
b. Develop valid and reliable progress monitoring and outcome measures to inform
programming decisions for individual students, and to inform boards’ efforts to
evaluate program effectiveness. Progress monitoring measures should include
word-reading accuracy, non-word-reading accuracy, reading comprehension,
word-reading efficiency (fluency) and text-reading fluency measures. For early
reading interventions, standardized measures should include phonemic
awareness, sound-letter fluency, and reading and decoding accuracy and fluency
c. Require school boards to input this data into a centralized system and break
down the information by demographics to identify and address any equity gaps
d. Publish provincial data, without any identifying information, on the progress of
students and trends
e. Mandate that school boards track the overall effectiveness of interventions to
assess and compare what is showing the best outcome for students. Students’
book-reading levels should not be used to examine the effectiveness of an
intervention program
f. Require school boards to track the length of time it takes for individual students
who are identified as at risk according to screening tools, to receive an
intervention and the type of intervention received.
Mandate accountability measures
82. School boards should make sure clear standards are in place to communicate with
students and parents about available interventions. If a student is receiving a
reading intervention, the school should communicate details about the intervention
such as information about the program, the timing, expected length of the
intervention, results from progress monitoring and what steps the school will take if
the student does not respond well to the intervention.
Ensure staff receive adequate training on reading intervention
83. The Ministry of Education should provide increased funding to hire and train
additional teachers to provide tier 2 and tier 3 interventions, without increasing class
sizes.
84. School boards should make sure all intervention providers have access to thorough
and effective training in program delivery, with initial and ongoing coaching.
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85. School boards should build collaborative teams from personnel with knowledge and
experience in the science of reading. Interdisciplinary teams may bring together
special education and elementary teachers, psychologists and SLPs who have
advanced their knowledge and experience in this area. These teams can develop
and provide comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded professional learning on
the fundamental processes related to reading, early reading skills and the needs of
learners with reading difficulties.
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11. Accommodations
Introduction

As discussed in section 8, Curriculum and instruction, the Ontario curriculum should
incorporate a universal approach to reading instruction that includes systematic, explicit
instruction in foundational word-reading skills. Schools should supplement this universal
approach with evidence-based reading interventions (discussed in section 10, Reading
interventions), for students who require more support to learn to read.
These curriculum and intervention approaches are vital elements of an inclusive
education system. Even with these measures in place, students with reading difficulties
– who are disproportionately students with reading and other disabilities, racialized and
Indigenous students, newcomer and multilingual students and students from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds – may still face barriers to education. The Code requires
that schools accommodate these students to the point of undue hardship. 1091
Accommodations for students with reading difficulties fall into two categories:
• Assistive technology (AT) accommodations, including devices like a computer
tablet or smartphone, and software such as screen readers
• Non-AT accommodations, including, for example, extra time for tests or
assignments and assistive services such as a note-taker.
For this report, Code-related accommodations are distinct from reading interventions,
but both are instrumental to facilitating the needs of students with reading difficulties.
The primary purpose of accommodations is not to teach students to read, but to provide
supports to enable them to meaningfully engage with curriculum material and take part
in classroom activities. Accommodations are not a substitute for reading interventions.
They can never replace active involvement in the classroom or interventions aimed at
teaching and addressing reading and writing skills. Schools must provide
accommodations alongside evidence-based curriculum and intervention strategies.
The Ministry of Education (Ministry) states:
The term accommodations refers to the special teaching and assessment
strategies, human supports, and/or individualized equipment required by
students with special education needs to enable them to learn and demonstrate
learning. The provision of accommodations in no way alters the curriculum
expectations for the grade level or course.
Accommodations are different than modifications. According to the Ministry:
Modifications are changes made in the grade-level expectations for a subject or
course in order to meet a student's learning needs. These changes may involve
developing expectations that reflect knowledge and skills required in the
curriculum for a different grade level and/or increasing or decreasing the number
and/or complexity of the regular grade-level curriculum expectations. 1092
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Modifications to grade-level expectations from a lower grade are a form of streaming:
they place students below the standard grade level of their peers and can interfere with
students’ access to future learning at the same level as their peers.
School boards and schools should take great care not to confuse accommodations with
modifications. Accommodations help students meet curriculum outcomes; modifications
change curriculum outcomes. Schools should modify to lower grade-level expectations
only as a last resort – and only after making every effort to provide interventions and
successfully accommodate the student’s learning needs to attain grade-level expectations.
When schools do use modifications, they should limit these to only curriculum
expectations the student cannot meet with the assistance of interventions and
accommodations. Parents (and students, where appropriate) should be fully aware of
the modifications and their potential ramifications, and at the same time the school
should work to provide evidence-based interventions and suitable accommodations to
bring the student to the point where they are meeting grade-level expectations.
This section and others often refer to communications between schools and parents.
This is not to exclude students. This report focuses on early reading and the youngest
students. Even these young students should be included in processes and
communications that concern them.

Key principles when accommodating a reading difficulty

Under the Code, schools have both a procedural and substantive duty to accommodate.
They must:
• Have transparent, accessible and effective procedures for developing and
delivering accommodations
• Consider students’ individual needs, develop a range of possible
accommodation options, and provide the accommodations that best serve
students’ needs to the point of undue hardship.
An education provider can claim undue hardship only in very limited cases where there
is excessive cost (factoring in outside sources of funding), or significant health and
safety risks. 1093
Use transparent and efficient accommodation procedures
Schools must never provide accommodations as a substitute for interventions that
provide highly systematic and explicit reading instruction. If students need
accommodations, schools should provide them together with interventions. Providing
assistive technology without reading interventions is damaging, because students lose
the opportunity to learn to read. It is also damaging in a more insidious way: it can mask
the student’s reading difficulties. 1094
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Appropriate training for the student and/or their teacher may be necessary to
successfully implement accommodations. For example, students may need training on
software before they can effectively use AT accommodations. As such, schools may
need to provide training for educators and students as part of the continuum of
substantive accommodation.
Accommodations may not be as effective as anticipated, or students’ needs may
change over time. Therefore, once accommodations are appropriately implemented and
supported in the classroom, educators should regularly monitor and evaluate them to make
sure they are helping to improve the student’s learning experience and performance.
To effectively determine, implement and support accommodations in the classroom,
school boards and schools must communicate openly and regularly with students and
parents. They must:
• Tell all families that students with disabilities are entitled to accommodation
• Explain how students and parents will be involved in the accommodation process
• Proactively investigate accommodation options if a student is having reading
difficulties
• Develop and share clear accommodation plans, including explaining how the
student will learn the best way to access and use their accommodations, and
implement those plans.
School boards and schools should always provide accommodations as quickly as
possible. They should:
• Engage in the accommodation process with the same urgency for all students –
and should not rely on parental pressure to move the process along
• Make sure that accommodation does not depend on a professional assessment
or be postponed until after one
• Routinely use accessible materials that can interact with assistive devices (such
as books available in digital format) for all classes
• Provide interim accommodations immediately, while waiting to develop and
implement permanent accommodations
• Establish transition plans to allow a smooth transition when students move to a
new teacher, grade or school.
Consider students’ individual needs
Schools must customize accommodations for each student, and carefully monitor them.
To decide on the best possible accommodation, schools should consider the student’s
individual strengths and needs (including specific tasks that are challenging for the
student), the classroom environment’s existing supports, physical or attitudinal barriers,
and the range of potential accommodations that could meet the student’s needs. 1095
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Wherever possible, schools should seek out and implement accommodations that have
a strong track record of boosting student performance – either in the student’s own
experience or in rigorous study. 1096
Schools should make sure accommodations address students’ intersecting needs (for
example, co-existing disabilities), and should evaluate, update and support
implementing accommodations regularly, to make sure they meet students’ needs.
Schools must provide accommodations that respect students’ privacy, dignity and
individuality. Accommodations should not isolate or stigmatize students.
Students with learning disabilities are at increased risk of bullying, victimization,
rejection and social isolation, 1097 and there is evidence that children and youth with
learning disabilities are significantly more likely to be bullied than their peers. 1098
Schools must account for these circumstances when developing respectful
accommodations by making sure there are proactive and reactive strategies to
address bullying.
Schools have a duty to immediately deal with bullying – and this applies to
accommodations. Schools should also consider proactive approaches to prevent
bullying and eliminate the stigma that is attached to some accommodations, by
educating students and educators about learning differences and explaining that
supports and accommodations simply provide equitable access to learning and the
curriculum for all students. This can eliminate the stigma that is often attached to certain
accommodations. A proactive approach can lessen educators’ fears that providing an
accommodation will be stigmatizing, and will support implementing and integrating
accommodations into the classroom.

AT accommodations

AT for reading difficulties is any device, piece of equipment or system that helps
students with disabilities access grade-level curriculum. Access to the curriculum means
that students can take in and understand the material being taught in school,
understand and complete assignments, and show what they have learned. For this
report, we do not consider technological tools that support learning reading skills – like
software-based reading programs – to be AT accommodations.
The primary role of AT accommodations is to work around reading and writing
challenges. AT accommodations can never replace high-quality reading instruction or
evidence-based reading interventions. Whether or not accommodations are provided,
schools must always provide: (1) evidence-based classroom reading instruction, and (2)
reading interventions for students who require them (see sections 8, Curriculum and
instruction, and 10, Reading interventions). 1099
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AT accommodations for students with reading difficulties include:
• Audio books and alternate format publications
• Optical character recognition/scanning devices
• Personal listening systems
• Portable devices (laptops/tablets)
• Proofreading programs
• Speech-to-text devices/speech recognition programs
• Talking spell-checkers and electronic dictionaries
• Text-to-speech devices/speech synthesizers/screen readers
• Word prediction programs. 1100
AT accommodations may help students to:
• Access and better understand curriculum
• Effectively and quickly communicate what they know to their teacher, other
educators and the class
• Become more self-reliant, confident and independent
• Boost their motivation
• Minimize frustration.
In other words, AT “is used by a student with a disability to complete a learning task
independently and at an expected performance level.” 1101 Accommodations can also
help scaffold students’ learning, “providing just enough assistance to enable [them] to
perform at a skill level just beyond what [they] can do on [their] own, then gradually
reducing the support as [they begin] to master the skill, and setting the stage for the
next challenge.” 1102
Schools must address common barriers to AT accommodations including making sure:
• Students who need AT get it in a timely way
• Students have enough time to learn to use their AT
• Educators, students and families receive adequate training and support to make
the accommodation useful and effective
• Students’ concerns about using AT are considered and addressed so students
won’t stop using the AT because they think it draws unwanted attention to them
• Educator’s concerns or lack of understanding about AT are addressed, including
any misconceptions that technology gives an unfair advantage to some students.
At the time of the inquiry, AT was not widely available at every school and every board.
The Auditor General noted in its 2020 annual report:
Overall, we found that the [Ministry] had no broad [information technology (IT)]
strategy for curriculum delivery, use of IT by students or administration of IT. In
addition, student access to IT varied across the province because each board
made its own decisions about equipment acquisition. 1103
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The Auditor General found, among other issues:
• The availability of tablets, laptops, computers and applications varied among
schools, and school boards generally did not formally assess whether
classrooms had adequate, up-to-date and consistently allocated IT resources.
For example, at some schools, eight students shared a single computer. At
others, each student was assigned their own computer.
• Classroom IT equipment ranged from new and modern, to outdated hardware
that could be slow and incompatible with the latest software. Older technology
could also adversely affect the learning experience. 1104
If a wide variety of modern AT is available to all students, it may help remove the stigma
of using AT as an accommodation.
AT is constantly evolving. It is important that school boards and schools monitor and
evaluate the effectiveness of technology they provide, and gather up-to-date information
on how best to:
• Standardize a process for selecting and implementing AT
• Match AT to students’ strengths and challenges
• Integrate AT with instruction and curriculum.

Non-AT accommodations

Many non-AT accommodations are easy to implement as they need no equipment, little
training for the educator or the student, and are in theory easily transferrable from class
to class. Some (such as agendas or graphic organizers, chunking, early notice for tests
and clarifying instructions) are good classroom practices that can be helpful to all
students, and can easily be extended as instructional approaches for the whole class.
Extra accommodations for individual students can be built into teachers’ classroom
support.
Non-AT accommodations for reading difficulties include:
• Agendas or graphic organizers
• Chunking (assignments broken into smaller tasks)
• Early notice for tests
• More check-ins by the teacher or other educators
• More space for written answers
• More time to complete assignments or tests
• No penalties for spelling errors
• Oral instruction and evaluation
• Quiet area to complete work
• Receiving class notes and other study materials in advance
• Repeating/re-phrasing instructions where needed
• Scribing
• Submitting answers in point form.
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Certain classroom practices – such as reading aloud in front of the class and peer
editing or marking – are very stressful for many children, but are especially traumatic for
students with reading difficulties. While the ability to opt out of these activities is
sometimes offered as a non-AT accommodation, educators may want to consider the
potential negative impact of these practices on many children.
Some accommodations may raise challenges that require sensitivity and troubleshooting by administrators and educators. For example, granting a student extra time to
complete an assignment during recess or lunch may draw attention to the student or
potentially isolate them. Oral evaluations and scribing can require a significant amount
of time for the classroom teacher, an educational assistant or other support person.
There is a duty to accommodate despite any challenges. Where an accommodation
stigmatizes a student, the school must address the stigma proactively and reactively (as
discussed above), and must also consider alternative accommodations. For example,
instead of providing more time for tests during lunch or recess, schools can provide
tests that examine all pertinent learning goals through fewer questions.
Where students require staff support to be accommodated, teaching staff, schools and
school boards must work together to identify:
• If current in-class staff have capacity to provide accommodation support
• What extra staff support is needed to fill gaps in capacity
• How staff support can be provided in a timely way
• What steps they can take to accommodate the student in the interim.
School boards and the Ministry of Education (Ministry) also have a role in providing
adequate funding to make sure staffing levels are enough to meet the duty to
accommodate.

Modifications for reading difficulties

As noted, modifications are not accommodations. Accommodations enable a student to
meet curriculum expectations; modifications alter the curriculum expectations. For
example:
• Reading books at grade level with the help of text-to-speech software is an
accommodation; changing curriculum expectations and having the student read
alternate books at a lower grade level is a modification
• Writing tests that evaluate the same concepts as one’s peers with the assistance
of a scribe is an accommodation; changing curriculum expectations and writing
tests that evaluate different concepts is a modification.
Schools should not modify curriculum expectations instead of providing reading
interventions and accommodations. Schools should only provide modifications, where
necessary, after the student has received reading interventions and accommodations.
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One goal should always be to make sure the student is reading at grade level, so even
when modifications are in place, schools should provide more intensive interventions
and continue to provide accommodations.
Putting modifications in place for a student is a serious decision that may have lifealtering negative consequences. When curriculum expectations are modified to a lower
grade level, students often do not catch up to peers or return to the standard curriculum.
Students who reach high school without meeting Grade 8 curriculum expectations are
likely to be streamed into classes that limit their choices for future education and
employment. Given the high stakes, modifications should be used only as a last resort.
Some school boards acknowledged the risks of modifying students’ curriculum
outcomes. For example, Hamilton-Wentworth noted that “if teachers modify below grade
level, it has lifelong implications for school pathways and future work – even for
students with greater needs.” As a result, the board is “focusing the work [of addressing
reading difficulties] in Grade 1 because [the board] want[s] to close the gap before there
is a gap.”
Thames Valley shared its “modified programming criteria.” This stipulates that before
modifying a student’s program, staff must, among other things:
• Consistently implement differentiated instruction and appropriate
accommodations
• Use targeted interventions
• Show that a formal assessment and professional services staff support providing
the modifications
• Inform parents of “the impact of program modification on pathway planning and
credit accumulation.” 1105
When curriculum expectations do need to be modified, the modifications should be as
limited as possible. Parents must understand the effect of modification so they can give
fully informed consent. As one board explained during an inquiry interview, if there has
not been “ongoing communication between school and family” then parents may see “B”
grades on report cards without understanding that the student is working at a lower
grade level. They will then struggle to understand why, in Grade 8, the transition team
recommends that the student take locally developed courses in high school. The board
advised that there “should be long discussions with parents about what
accommodations have been given,” “showing them what [the] student’s work is like,”
and helping them to understand the life-long effects of modifications, before any
modifications are implemented.
At the provincial level, the Newfoundland and Labrador Department of Education
emphasizes the risks of modifications to education providers:
A modified prescribed course may impact the student’s eligibility for postsecondary programs. Before modifying a prescribed course, the program
planning team must determine whether the proposed programming is in line with
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assessment data and whether all other means of supporting the student have
been explored, exhausted and documented. Curriculum guides must be
consulted regarding instructional strategies, resources, and evaluation
procedures which may allow the student to successfully achieve course
outcomes with accommodations. The program planning team should consider
whether the student is capable of achieving at least 50% in the provincially
prescribed course without modification. If a passing mark is possible, the course
should not be modified. 1106
The Ministry has not issued a similar caution to boards in Ontario. The OHRC asked the
Ministry if it is planning to (1) provide guidance to make sure accommodations/
interventions are provided before modifying curriculum expectations; and (2) require
that certain procedural steps are followed to make sure modification is used as a last
resort. The Ministry responded that it had not made decisions “about future policy
changes or guidance to the sector” and indicated that it looks forward to reviewing the
OHRC’s inquiry report. The Ministry discussed the principle that “students’ needs are
best addressed at the local level,” and stated that “it is expected that school teams are
diligent and thoughtful in their use of intervention.”
For a discussion about the importance of standardized provincewide action to protect
the rights of students with reading difficulties, see section 13, Systemic issues.

Funding for AT accommodations

The Ministry provides Special Equipment Amount (SEA) funding 1107 to school boards to
provide accommodation to students with special needs, so they can attend school or
access curriculum.
Students with reading difficulties may use SEA funding to access computer software
that supports teaching reading skills, tools that provide access to printed text, or training
and support to help them use and master these tools.
SEA funding for each board comes in two forms: 1108
• A SEA per-pupil amount (a base amount of $10,000, plus $36.101 multiplied by
the board’s average daily enrolment) to buy “all computers, software, robotics,
computing-related devices…[plus providing] training to staff and students,
equipment set-up, maintenance, and repair” 1109
• SEA claims-based funding (more than the initial $800 per student, payable by
the board) for “the purchase of non-computer based equipment” to be used by
students with special education needs, including “sensory support, hearing
support, vision support…personal care support equipment and physical assists
support equipment.”
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To use funds from the SEA per-pupil amount, the board must provide the Ministry with a
copy of the student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP) “that provides evidence of the
intended use of the equipment in the student’s program signed by the principal,” and
proof of purchase. 1110
To use funds from the SEA claims-based funding, the board must provide the Ministry
with the IEP and proof of purchase, and also an assessment(s) from an appropriately
qualified professional. 1111
Before the 2018–19 school year, 1112 Ministry guidelines required an assessment(s) from
an appropriately qualified professional for all SEA funds (there was no exclusion for
SEA per-pupil funds, as there is now).
Per-pupil SEA funding for computer hardware and software, which is slightly easier to
access than claims-based funding, is capped based on board enrolment. Some boards,
that need more computer hardware and software than can be purchased with the perpupil SEA funding, attempt to get overflow funding from the claims-based SEA funding
pool. However, the guidelines stipulate that these funds are for “non-computer based
equipment.” 1113
Claims-based SEA funds require a recommendation from an “appropriately qualified
professional.” These can be a:
• Psychologist or psychological associate
• Physician
• Audiologist
• Speech-language pathologist
• Augmentative communication therapist
• Optometrist/ophthalmologist
• Occupational therapist
• Physiotherapist
• Orthopédagogue (Quebec registered).
It can be extremely hard for families to access the services of these professionals in a
timely and affordable way, especially if they live in a remote area. The Ministry should
make SEA funds available to students without requiring them to obtain an assessment.

Funding for non-AT accommodations

Most costs arising from non-AT accommodations relate to staffing. For example,
students who require a scribe may not always be able to get support from their
classroom teacher. They may need classroom assistance from an extra educator, such
as an educational assistant.
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In its 2018 report “If Inclusion Means Everyone, Why Not Me?” Community Living
Ontario reported:
32% of parents [who responded to its survey] reported that their child did not
have access to additional support staff when it was needed by their child (e.g.
Educational Assistants, etc.). This is comparable to similar statistics reported by
People for Education in 2016, which reported that 26% of elementary schools did
not have the recommended levels of support available. 1114
In its 2017 annual report, the Auditor General cited a 2016 Elementary Teachers’
Federation of Ontario news release that raised concerns that:
[T]he number of special-education students identified as requiring individualized
plans and support has continued to increase and outpace the grants to support
special education. At least 14 public boards are struggling with cuts to special
education and some are laying off education assistants, who are crucial in
assisting teachers to meet the needs of all students. 1115
The Auditor General did not reach a conclusion on whether current funding for
education support staff is sufficient, but recommended a “comprehensive external
review” of the special needs funding formula to make sure the funds the Ministry
provides school boards “are adequately allocated to meet students’ needs,” and that
“students with similar needs living in different parts of the province will receive the same
amount of services and support.” 1116

Issues with current approaches to accommodating students with
reading difficulties in Ontario schools

The inquiry asked stakeholders to share their views on how accommodations for
reading difficulties are currently delivered. As noted earlier, 1,425 people responded to
the OHRC’s survey for students and parents, and 1,769 responded to the survey for
educators and other professionals. The OHRC held public hearings at various locations.
Many organizations with expertise in reading difficulties also submitted comments.
Role of accommodations
Although accommodations can play an important role in helping students access the
curriculum, they can never replace effective instruction and intervention. In the survey,
the OHRC heard from educators and professionals who agreed with the limited role of
accommodations. We also heard from organizations like the International Dyslexia
Association, Ontario which cautioned that AT accommodations should be used to
achieve “mastery and independence,” and technological supports “should not replace
appropriate and effective structured literacy and intervention.”
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Effectiveness of accommodations
As the Ontario Association of Speech-Language Pathologists and Audiologists (OSLA)
noted in its submission to the inquiry, accommodations are “essential to prevent or
diminish stress, anxiety, low self-image and depression, and to ensure learning across
all areas of the curriculum.”
Challenges
In some cases, accommodations are not effective because they are too hard to use. For
example, some students and parents noted that text-to-speech software with a
computerized voice can be hard to understand. One parent said that voice-to-text
software can be “sloppy in a classroom setting” because it “picks up all noise in the
room” and “students are not shown how to use it effectively to communicate in writing.”
Another parent reported that passwords assigned to students for their devices are
unchangeable and “are something in the neighbourhood of 18 nonsense characters
long,” which is “impractical/obstruction[]ist” for students with reading difficulties. Yet
another parent explained their son’s frustration with assistive software accommodations:
[H]is reading is not strong enough to realize that [his assistive software] has made a
mistake. Then he has to wait until a parent or teacher reviews it. At that point, he
feels stupid and useless and like he is not capable of being successful. It is a
constant struggle to get him to try to use a tool when it doesn't work that well.
Accommodations can also be ineffective if students feel they are punitive. For example,
we learned from educators and other professionals that teachers struggle with
accommodating students with “extra time.” To receive extra time for an assignment or
test without missing out on other lessons, students usually have to give up part or all of
their recess or lunch, and “feel like they are being punished and are missing out.” As
well as loss of social opportunities, several students and parents agreed that losing
recess or lunch negatively affected students’ ability to concentrate later in the day.
Some accommodations are ineffective because schools do not take proper steps to
develop and customize them to the student. For example, educators and other
professionals raised concerns with current planning documents like IEPs that are
populated with generic “drop-down menu” accommodations, and Identification,
Placement and Review Committees (IPRCs) that “list too many buzzwords and lack
detail on what strategies work…[or] have not worked” for the student. The OHRC’s
position is that the duty to accommodate requires that the most appropriate
accommodation be identified and then provided, short of undue hardship. Schools must
examine each student’s individual circumstances, create customized accommodations
that truly help them access the curriculum, and evaluate their effectiveness on an
ongoing basis.
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Standard quality assurance processes – to measure the effectiveness of
accommodation planning tools like IEPs – do not exist across all boards. For example,
some inquiry boards appear to have IEP standards checklists for teachers and
administrators, some for administrators only, and some do not have any. Some boards,
like Hamilton-Wentworth, described detailed IEP auditing systems and professional
development programs, while others had less formal processes. One board said “there
is currently no formal quality assurance process for IEPs,” but instead special education
facilitators provide “ongoing training and at the elbow coaching and support” to help
teachers create “meaningful IEP’s as well as…provide the most timely and effective
accommodation.” All school boards would benefit from a formal review process that
measures whether accommodations improve student performance and experience.
To provide more effective accommodations, school officials need to better understand
what types of accommodation work and how, for which students with reading difficulties,
and in what situations. For example, schools do not currently have a common list of
quality-assured AT products that are available in Ontario. Nor do boards have common
guidelines for how to critically evaluate their IEPs, or how to monitor student progress
once accommodations have been provided in accordance with IEPs. The OHRC
believes the Ministry has an important role in providing this type of guidance. 1117
Access to accommodations
We heard about a troubling and widespread lack of access to accommodations. Only
57% of the surveyed educators and other professionals said most or all students who
need accommodation receive it. 1118
Eighty per cent of the surveyed students and parents said the school provided
accommodation – but half of them had to request it. 1119 Some parents described how
teachers entirely failed to implement accommodations stipulated in the IEP. Others said
that teachers implemented the stipulated accommodations inconsistently, or
implemented some but not all of the accommodations.
The OHRC heard about a variety of barriers to access, described in the following sections.
Barriers faced by students with intersecting needs
Under the Code, school boards and schools have a duty to accommodate students
according to their individual needs – including when their needs arise because they
identify with intersecting Code grounds like disability and race. Yet students with
intersecting needs face significant barriers to receiving accommodations.
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In the OHRC survey, over 60% students with co-existing disabilities or their parents
agreed that barriers to accessing accommodation in school for their non-reading
disability interfered with their learning to read. 1120 At the OHRC’s Ottawa hearing, one
parent said:
It is good and well to put in place programs to help children to learn how to read,
but we also have to equip the schools to help children with other issues like
ADHD…
Educators and other professionals discussed how some racialized students, and
students from lower income backgrounds, also face significant barriers to receiving
accommodations. For example, one elementary special education teacher summed it
up this way:
…unless [the] parent is powerful, the matter of accommodations doesn't go back
to the teachers to be addressed. Rac[iali]zed marginalized students do not report
these issues to their families as they are ashamed, internalized racism is an
issue and they are afraid of repercussions from teachers. Parents [a]re also
afraid of repercussions from teachers. Parents, [Special Education Resource
Teachers] and students who are marginalized do not experience success in
advocating for accommodations as the professional judgement discourse is a
barrier to engagement and advocacy.
One elementary school educator stated that schools with well-funded school-community
councils “who can buy laptops will have more students able to use AT such as text-tospeech software than schools in economically struggling communities.” An elementary
school teacher who responded to the survey explained that the different treatment
experienced by low-income versus more affluent students was so detrimentally
pronounced that it had a negative impact on the teacher’s own ability to meet the needs
of their students:
[Whether I can facilitate access to accommodation] depends on the class
makeup. Since changing schools to a more affluent and rural school I am able to
meet the needs of my students as the IEP numbers are lower. In my school that
was high transient, low income, high behaviour with 13 IEPs I could not meet the
needs of my students. I left that class after five weeks because I just couldn’t do it.
When providing accommodations – or considering whether students may need
accommodation – schools must use “an individualized approach that recognizes each
student’s unique identity and the fact that each student is uniquely situated to
understand their own needs.” 1121 Yet the inquiry heard that Ministry funding and other
support structures may not adequately take into account the varying needs of schools
and students so that all students, regardless of their intersecting, Code-protected
needs, have meaningful access to education.
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Barriers arising from students’ fear of stigma
In some cases, students will not use accommodations due to perceived stigma.
The OHRC heard from educators and other professionals about how, especially in the
higher grades, students “become reluctant to use the tech,” and how staff need to take
steps “to help them get over this reluctance.” They reported that students feel
“stigmatized” using devices like scanning pens, and that some students refuse to use
accommodations like voice recorders because they do not want to “stand out.”
Students and parents also spoke about the isolation and stigma associated with certain
accommodations, like using speech-to-text software in front of their peers. Many
students stopped using an accommodation because they were too embarrassed by it,
or experienced bullying because of it.
Barriers arising from educator attitudes
In some cases, educators’ attitudes create barriers to accommodating students.
Teachers and school staff play a major role in deciding whether a student will receive an
accommodation. According to educator/other professional survey respondents, some
teachers support accommodations, while others feel that accommodations are
“cheating” or a form of “special treatment” that prevent students from learning to read on
their own. There can be a “huge variation in approaches from class to class.”
Some students and parents described their struggle to receive accommodations for
reading difficulties. Parents described situations where a teacher or school
administrator:
• Said accommodations were “cheating”
• Told a child he was “faking it” and mocked him
• Said the school could not provide an assistive computer to a child because “if we
give her one, we will have to give all the kids one”
• Said “they couldn’t offer reading supports to children in French Immersion”
• Persisted in having a child participate in peer editing of work, which set “her up
for bullying.”
It is unconscionable for an educator to mock a student based on their disability, or to
hamper a student’s access to accommodations for their disability. It is also a breach of
the Code.
Educators may not always have enough training on the needs of students with reading
difficulties, discrimination under the Code, educator and education institution duties to
accommodate under the Code, and consequences of Code breaches. It appears that
school boards and schools do not always inform students and parents of their rights
under the Code, including their right to be free from discrimination and to receive
accommodations for reading difficulties. It also appears that boards and schools often
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do not provide students and parents with clear recourse (for example, a straightforward
and meaningful complaint process with appropriate supports to help families address
accommodation issues).
Barriers arising from lack of professional learning
It appears that in some cases, teachers fail to accommodate reading difficulties
because they do not have sufficient preparation in how to navigate the accommodation
process. One teacher noted:
…I think teachers and school personnel are relied on heavily to identify and
implement accommodations. Their judgement is influenced by their own lived
experience and professional experience, their biases, their understanding of
reading pedagogy…their desire to help or intervene…the availability of resources
at their school and in their community…pressures…based on the results of
standardized assessments…parental negotiations and advocacy, or the lack
thereof. Teachers need to have a role, but they need specific training in order to
make sure they understand their role.
The inquiry found a particular concern around lack of educator training for AT
accommodations. Educators noted that they needed AT support from specialized staff.
Students and parents echoed the call for support. One parent said their child “received
an iPad without any instruction and the teachers did not know how to use it [and h]e did
not get any training until 1.5 years later.” Another parent said the school did not provide
training for parents on how to use students’ assistive software. Yet another parent said
that their child’s “[t]eacher was overwhelmed and did not know how to accommodate”
using AT, so when the assistive device arrived “it was locked in a cupboard for six
months.”
Staff training on AT requires sufficient financial resources. As the Ontario Catholic
School Trustees’ Association noted in its inquiry submission, “staff training requirements
for AT [are] intensive and costly.”
Ontario boards each develop their own unique approach to training. Thames Valley
indicated that “AT Teachers on Special Assignment provide initial and ongoing training
to both students and staff in the use of AT,” and “parents can sit in on SEA training.”
Peel provides AT training through a “third-party company” to students using SEA
devices, and also employs AT resource teachers who “collaborate with teachers on the
use of [AT] to support all students in the classroom.”
Simcoe Muskoka Catholic shared that it employs three AT trainers who travel to schools
to deliver training to students, teachers, and in some cases, parents. Lakehead said it
has a full-time Student Support Professional (SSP) responsible for SEA training, and
training is also provided to every student receiving SEA technology, teachers and
support staff. Ottawa-Carlton reported having six itinerant teachers of AT (at the board
level), with the support of an educational assistant. London Catholic employs a teacher
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as the SEA Trainer who works with students (individually, in groups, or as a class). This
teacher also provides “a monthly training session in the evenings for parents and
caregivers to ensure the circle of care is informed and able to support the student’s use
of [AT].”
Despite these approaches across the different boards, family and school staff
responding to the OHRC survey identified many problems and barriers accessing
adequate training and support for AT.
At the time of the inquiry, boards were not consistent in how they shared information
about the range of AT options that are available, and the advantages and drawbacks of
each. Simcoe Muskoka Catholic produces a memo called “SEA Technology Options”
that lists platforms currently supported by the board, with advantages and limitations of
each option. Other boards do not appear to provide this information. Given educators’
reports of potentially limited experience with AT, a list may not be sufficient to support
knowledge and decision-making for AT.
The inquiry found that educators do not appear to receive enough training and
resources on the range of available AT accommodations, and on which
accommodations tend to work best in which situations. Educators do not appear to
currently have standardized guidelines and protocols for implementing
accommodations. They also do not appear to receive ongoing and timely access to
training on the AT devices ultimately chosen, and to AT support staff. There do not
appear to be standardized guidelines and protocols for AT training, including who
should provide the training, how often, what topics it should cover, and who should
attend the training.
As long as educators receive inadequate training and support in accommodation
processes and tools, they will be unable to offer optimal accommodations to students.
This is especially the case with AT accommodations, which can be more complex.
Barriers arising from lack of student training
It appears that some accommodations fail because students have not been explicitly
and adequately taught and supported to use the tools successfully. Students often give
up on accommodation strategies and AT if they do not feel that using them increases
their success.
Educators and other professionals highlighted that for accommodations to be
successful, students need training on how to optimize them. Students and parents
echoed the call for students to be trained in how to use AT applications effectively, and
in building typing skills. They spoke about long delays in waiting for such training.
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The inquiry found that while training and support for students and parents can help
students effectively use their AT at school and home, schools and boards do not always
provide such training. School boards and schools have not met their duty to
accommodate if they provide tools that students cannot use due to lack of effective
training and support.
Barriers arising from transitions
Students often lose access to their accommodations at times of transition, whether it is
a new teacher, change in classroom or grade, new school or different jurisdiction. Each
of these transition points creates stress and hardship for families because the system
does not provide for a seamless transfer of information about accommodation needs.
Some students receive IEP accommodations consistently from one teacher, but not
from others. For example, educators and other professionals reported that supply staff
may not be aware of students’ accommodations. We also heard that when students
transfer from one school board to another, their Ontario Student Record (OSR) may not
be immediately available to the new board. This may hamper the new board’s ability to
provide timely accommodations.
In their survey responses, students and parents shared similar concerns about
transitions. One parent said that accommodation “varies by class and teacher and
subject.” Another parent noted the burdens on their child, as “accommodations had to
constantly be requested from year to year and teacher to teacher.” One parent explained:
[E]very September/October I need to go in and remind teachers of my son’s
accommodations because they aren’t being implemented. For example, my son
failed his first two math tests, and I realized that my son was expected to take
extensive notes off the board which was impossible for him and as a result he
had incomplete notes which he was expected to study from.
The Code requirement to accommodate is not limited to a student’s classroom teacher.
All teachers and staff need to be informed of the student’s accommodation needs. It is
troubling, then, that the inquiry found that school boards and schools do not have a
standard system where every educator who works with a student in a given year is
made aware of their accommodation needs, and accommodations from one year are
made known to educators for the following year. It is also troubling that OSRs are not
always immediately available to a student’s new board. In summary, the inquiry found
that the Ministry does not foster optimal coordination between school boards, nor do
school boards between schools, or schools between teachers.
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Barriers arising from lack of resources
A widespread lack of human and material resources severely limits student access
to accommodation.
In their survey responses, many educators and other professionals spoke of teachers
being overworked and overwhelmed. One educator talked about having to take a triage
approach: helping students with the highest needs first and then “if we can get to
students whose needs are not as high, we will.” Many respondents spoke about the
need for smaller class sizes, so teachers can pay more attention to each of their
students. They also discussed the need for more education workers, like learning
support teachers and educational assistants, to help with in-class accommodations
such as scribing. One educator noted:
There are many students in each class with pretty extensive accommodations.
How does one person scribe for six kids? At my school there are no [educational
assistants] available for general classrooms beyond kindergarten.
Educators and other professionals also highlighted the need for more resources to
support accommodations. For example, one teacher spoke about waiting several
months for laptops ordered through SEA claims (and then even longer for training on
how to use them). Another teacher said:
I just implement accommodations and scrounge and buy what I need to ensure
my students are getting what they need....I spent countless dollars trying to find
and make books that students could use their phonological skills to read as
opposed to just levelled books filled with sight words, because the school has no
money to purchase anything. I had to fight for technology for students to use their
Lexia accounts. I had zero when school started even though I should have had
five tablets. It took until December to get iPads from the resource room. In
February I finally got tablets.
These and other educator respondents’ comments show that educators may be working in
conditions that make it challenging or impossible to meet each student’s education needs.
In its inquiry submission, the Ontario English Catholic Teachers Association (OECTA)
discussed resource constraints that limit accommodation options for students with
reading difficulties. OECTA suggested that the special education system is stretched
too thin, with a ratio of 38 students receiving special education support to one special
education teacher in elementary schools, and a ratio of 77:1 in secondary schools. It
noted that “more than 80 per cent of school boards are spending more on special
education than they are allotted by the government.” 1122 It cited pressures caused by
the provincial government’s elimination of the Local Priorities Fund, which led to “the
loss of 335 teaching positions in Catholic schools, many of which were dedicated to
assist students with special education needs.”
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OECTA also discussed resource constraints. For example, it highlighted that many
elementary schools no longer have teacher-librarians, and “[a]mong schools where the
position still exists, teacher-librarians are more frequently being required to cover other
teachers’ planning time and maintain the library, rather than providing additional literacy
supports to the school.” It also highlighted that although AT can be helpful, “the
government must provide long-term, sustainable investments in technology and training,
to ensure students have the required supports.”
Students and parents also addressed resource shortages. For example, some parents
purchased assistive computers for their children’s in-school use to circumvent long wait
times for school-funded computers. Some parents reported that their child’s schoolfunded computer – which was supposed to be a dedicated resource – was ultimately
shared among various children in the class. One parent reported that wi-fi access was
spotty in their child’s school and multiple students had to share the same laptop
charger, rendering their child’s laptop “useless” or “dead” most of the time.
Students and parents also raised concerns about a lack of curriculum resources that are
compatible with AT. Some teachers do not provide digitized worksheets, assignments or
tests. Some textbooks are not available in a digital format compatible with text-tospeech software.
The Ministry of Education (Ministry), school boards and schools must meet the duty to
accommodate by providing necessary human and material resources to support
accommodations unless they can establish that this would constitute undue hardship.
It does not appear that the Ministry has successfully taken steps to make sure the funds
it provides school boards adequately meet students’ needs, and that students with
similar needs across Ontario receive similar levels of support. At the time of the inquiry,
the Ministry had not yet made sure that textbooks and other materials on the Trillium list
are available in digital format compatible with text-to-speech software.
The inquiry found that schools do not always ensure that students who need AT
resources as an accommodation have access when needed, and that sufficient AT is
available so students do not have to share AT in a way that limits their access to
accommodation. Further, schools do not always make sure that educators provide
digitized worksheets, assignments and tests to all students who need them as an
accommodation – before or when distributing the paper version.
Barriers arising from school administration
School administrations sometimes fail to facilitate the accommodation process.
For example, one elementary school educator said that at “our school, if our
accommodations are not effective, we are often either made to feel as though it is a
failure on our part, or as though it’s a shame but there’s nothing we can do.” A highschool teacher who responded to the inquiry survey said:
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…[W]hile teachers are often the ones working with the student, their observations
and conversations are weighed against the admin[istration’s] and/or the school's
ability to afford accommodations…When asking about [a] student who should
have received some support, I was told [they could not receive support] because
they were "passing the course"...with a 55.
Student and parent survey respondents also shared a concern that schools provided
accommodation sparsely, and not in a way that meets individual students’ needs. Other
parents raised concerns about how their children were provided accommodations for
EQAO testing but not for everyday classroom activities.
Educator/other professional survey respondents shared that failures in the
accommodation process are sometimes caused by ineffective bureaucracy within the
school system. A speech-language pathologist described a particularly onerous system
at her school board, where students who need AT must seek Ministry funding through
an SEA claim. Her board mandates that students receive an assessment and formal
identification from a specialist to qualify for the funding (the Ministry requires
professional assessments for SEA claims-based funding but not for SEA per-pupil
funding; it is not clear what type of SEA claim this person was discussing). She said that
sometimes, in the board’s view, the assessment does not provide enough data to
support an identification of the student, so the student must get a second professional
assessment. After this, specialist board staff (not in-school staff) must prepare the
application for SEA funding. They must seek certain internal approvals for the
application and then send it to other staff for processing and transmission to the
Ministry. She observed:
There are further steps but by the time we are all done I think that computer has
been paid for several times over by the salaries of the multiple professionals
involved. Is there not a more efficient system whereby we can trust schools to
ask for computers for the students who need them most?
Under the Code, schools and school boards have a procedural as well as a substantive
duty to accommodate. School boards and schools are not meeting their procedural duty
if they have inefficient accommodation processes that excessively delay providing
accommodation and are hard to navigate. Boards are legally required to make sure their
policies and procedures facilitate the timely delivery of effective accommodations.
The inquiry found that students with reading difficulties face unnecessary barriers to
certain accommodation funds and services. Some schools use complicated
accommodation processes, including multiple staff approvals, and multiple steps for
processing SEA equipment claims.
The inquiry found that school boards may not provide accommodation for students with
reading difficulties who are receiving passing grades or perceived to be doing “well
enough,” even though they could do better with these supports. The inquiry also found
that accommodations offered for EQAO testing are not always extended to the student’s
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everyday school experience. This is not consistent with principles of accommodation, as
accommodation should be provided to allow the student to reach their individual full
potential.
Barriers in French Immersion programs
The OHRC heard that some schools refuse to provide accommodations for students
with reading difficulties in French Immersion programs. For example, one parent noted
that she “asked for testing and reading supports” but was told that her daughter “needed
to leave the French Immersion stream as there are no special [education] accommodations
in French Immersion.” Another parent explained that the school “wouldn’t accommodate or
support my child unless I transferred him to the English stream.”
Schools cannot refuse to provide accommodations simply because a child is in a
French Immersion program. It is the OHRC’s position that under the Code, schools
have a duty to accommodate to the point of undue hardship, regardless of whether
students study in French or English. 1123
Barriers arising from school reliance on student and parent advocacy
Schools and school boards deliver accommodations unevenly, depending on how much
parents (or the students themselves) advocate for those accommodations. While
recognizing that accommodation is a cooperative process, families shared experiences
about being forced to repeatedly push to secure the accommodations that the school
should have been aware of from student records.
Educators and other professionals acknowledged that parental advocacy and student
self-advocacy helped secure accommodations, and consistently said that students who
advocate for themselves and/or have a parent who advocates for them are more likely
to receive accommodations. 1124
Many students and parents agreed. For example, parents spoke about having to:
• Regularly remind teachers to provide accommodations
• Meet with teachers before semesters “to respectfully inform staff of the learning
style required and the accommodations”
• Call their trustee to speed up receipt of accommodations
• Meet with a trustee to get an assistive computer fixed after it had been broken for
most of the school year
• Hire a lawyer to advocate for accommodation.
Many student and parent respondents also raised concerns that students were called
on to self-advocate despite educators having notice of existing accommodations. For
example, one parent said that their daughter’s teacher rarely provides her IEPstipulated accommodation of extra time, and “she will not ask for it as she does not want
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to appear ‘difficult’ or ‘different’ from her peers.” Another parent reported that some of
their son’s teachers said “they would help if he would ask, however a frustrated eightyear-old boy who doesn’t know what to ask for isn’t going to get the help he needs.”
One parent said that their child “went to every teacher at the beginning of the semester
and told them” about his accommodations, but found the process to be “humiliating” and
wanted the teachers to simply review his IEP. Another parent noted:
The expectation for the special needs student is that it's an "advocacy skill" to
initiate and speak up for what they need – a skill that other students aren't
expected to [have]. If mine has to ask for alternative format, why don't the other
students have to line up at a photocopier to make copies of the handouts they
need, or race to the school and public libraries to sign out the one or two copies
of the novel AFTER it gets assigned as a task, or go and pay out of pocket for
the book from a book store?
Some educator/other professional survey respondents agreed that too much
responsibility is being placed on students and parents to advocate for accommodations.
A psychologist noted:
There is a burden on parents to advocate for this for their kids. Though parents
supporting their kids is certainly positive, it should not be a requirement so kids
can receive accommodations. Those students whose parents can [not] or do not
advocate lose out. Student self-advocacy is necessary before they can
reasonably be expected to have the skills to [self-advocate].
Students and parents also noted the unfairness of a system that relies on student and
parent advocacy. One parent commented that the “system is very daunting to navigate,”
and questioned how parents can “ask for supports if no one tells us what is available?”
Another parent said students “often do not know what they need to learn effectively so
the onus should not be on them or their parents to demand proper supports.” Even a
parent who said that they “work in education and understand the system,” and
advocated for their child “from day one” to receive timely accommodation, said “it is still
difficult to get the required supports.”
A system that relies on advocacy to start off the accommodation process is manifestly
unfair and inequitable. Not all students and parents can advocate equally for
accommodations or arrange for their own accommodations. For example, families who
are racialized, Indigenous, live with disabilities, are newcomers, or lack fluency in
English or French may not be in the same position to seek accommodations, or they
may face extra barriers when seeking accommodation. The system is daunting for many
families to learn what to ask for, find free time during the day to meet with school staff,
and then advocate vigorously during that meeting and beyond. This system also ignores
the simple fact that all students are entitled to receive accommodations based on their
needs, regardless of the intensity of their parents’ – or their own – advocacy.
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Timeliness of accommodations
In many cases, students wait a long time to receive accommodations. Only 38% of the
surveyed educators and other professionals said most or all students who begin
receiving accommodation received it in a timely way, 1125 and only 48% of student and
parent respondents said they received timely accommodation.
Many educators and other professionals shared their concern that accommodations are
often provided too late. One respondent said few students “get what they need before a
crisis is reached in some form or another.”
Assessments, diagnoses and delays
In many cases, schools refuse to provide accommodations until students have gone
through the time-consuming (and sometimes costly) process of obtaining one or more
assessments and diagnoses.
Sometimes the delay is due to restrictions imposed by the Ministry. As noted earlier, the
Ministry requires professional assessments for SEA claims-based funding.
Sometimes the delay comes at the board or school level. Many families reported that at
their boards or schools, a psychoeducational assessment or an IPRC was a
prerequisite for obtaining accommodation. Some students and parents spoke about how
accommodation was delayed until they received a psychoeducational assessment. One
parent explained:
We asked for a [psychoeducational] assessment when our son was in Grade 3
and w[ere] told our school only got about three a year, our son was not high on
the priority list so we would not get one until he was in at least Grade 4 but
probably Grade 5 so we privately paid for one, this is what allowed for the
creation of an IEP which in turn got our son the accommodation he needed.
Fifty per cent of educator/other professional survey respondents believe that
psychoeducational assessments should never be mandatory to receive
accommodations. 1126 One respondent said that accommodations do not change the
content of what the student learns, so psychoeducational assessments are simply not
necessary. Other respondents said that these assessments might sometimes be useful
to “determine how to support a child or what is the root of the difficulty,” but to avoid
delays, interim accommodations should be provided before the evaluation and can then
be adapted once the evaluation is completed.
Another respondent said that teachers “can recognize issues with students’ learning,
and can implement accommodations to promote the students’ successes,” and
generally have access to much contextual information that a “psychologist will not likely
have.” A different respondent said that while “[m]any schools are requesting that an
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assessment be completed before providing accommodations, psychologists at [our
school board] are trying to change this mindset so that earlier interventions and support
can be implemented.”
Given these concerns, it is troubling that IPRCs can also act as a roadblock to receiving
accommodations, and over half of educator/other professional survey respondents
believe that IPRCs should never be required to receive accommodation. 1127 One
respondent said:
IPRCs pose another bureaucratic roadblock to a long process to receive support.
And IPRCs only occur after [a] psychoeducational assessment is completed and
the student qualifies for an exceptionality. It is unfair to deny accommodations for
the other students who don't qualify for an exceptionality but still need the help.
Some boards reported that they do not require psychoeducational assessments or
IPRC identification to deliver an accommodation. For example, Ottawa-Carleton said:
Accommodation[s] for reading disabilities or suspected reading disabilities are
provided for students who are reading at least one year below grade level based
on informal assessments, PM Benchmarks, and/or screening tools. A
psychoeducational assessment is not required for accommodations, neither is an
IPRC identification.
Under the Code, a formal diagnosis with an exceptionality is not required to receive
accommodation. Any requirement that students have a psychoeducational assessment
before receiving accommodations is troubling because it causes serious delay and
perpetuates a two-tiered education system. The evidence indicates that students whose
parents can afford costly, private psychoeducational assessments gain access to an
IEP and accommodations faster than children of parents who cannot afford a private
assessment. Without a private assessment, children may wait a long time for an
assessment, or may not be considered for an assessment at all.
The inquiry found that the Ministry, boards and schools all appear to use professional
assessments as a prerequisite for receiving certain accommodations. This means that
students face delays – sometimes extreme – in receiving the accommodations they need.
The Grade 3 threshold and delays
Many students and parents also spoke about being made to wait for accommodations
until around Grade 3. Many parents said that despite raising concerns about their child’s
reading challenges early on, they were told not to worry about it until around Grade 3.
One parent said their child “was flagged in JK” but did not receive supports or
accommodations until Grade 3. Another parent said their child received accommodations
“too late” in Grade 4, and in the interim lost “the spark to learn” and developed “a high
anxiety of going to school.”
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Delays in the accommodation process are very damaging to children. For example, one
parent said it took “months” for their daughter to receive accommodations, and she
“basically shut down in the classroom while we waited,” becoming “incredibly anxious
and very down.” Another parent said:
[Accommodations] helped [my daughter] when [they were] eventually put into
place. It shouldn't have taken over three years to get them into place. The wait to
fail system damaged my daughter, I feel a piece of her is broken forever.
The inquiry found that schools often fail to provide accommodations until around Grade
3. The Ministry and boards do not appear to have sent out consistent messaging to
counter this practice.
This practice of delaying accommodation is not in keeping with the Code. Under the
Code, accommodation must be timely, because accommodation delayed is
accommodation denied.
Lack of transparency and accountability for accommodations
Once accommodations are in place, some students and parents remain concerned that
schools do not update them on how those accommodations are progressing. One
parent noted:
There is absolutely no feedback given outside of report cards etc. as to the
efficacy of the IEP. This is the first year the IEP has been implemented and I
believe there should be closer monitoring as to how it's working.
Educators and other professionals emphasized the value of keeping open lines of
communication with parents, to make sure accommodations are delivered in an
effective and transparent way. Some said communication could happen through the
IPRC, IEP, or a dedicated document created specifically to outline accommodations and
shared with all relevant staff.
IEPs do not currently track all accommodations. Not all students who receive
accommodations have IEPs. Not all students who receive accommodations and have
IEPs have their accommodations listed on their IEP. 1128
Some educators and other professionals raised concerns about a lack of accountability
for accommodations. For example, they said that accommodations simply being listed
on an IEP “doesn’t mean they are appropriate or happening,” and parent advocacy is
often needed to determine what is being provided.
If a student regularly requires accommodations (including specialized equipment) for
instruction or assessment, the accommodations should be included in an IEP. An IEP
can be created without an IPRC. If properly followed, the IEP process has the potential
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to be robust, is provided for by regulation, and can be audited (see section 4, Context
for the inquiry). Yet the inquiry found that accommodations are not always included in
an IEP. Some appear to be fairly ad hoc and informal.
While recording the accommodation in an IEP helps keep a record of the
accommodation and in the right circumstances can promote accountability, it is not
enough to make sure the accommodation will be successful. In its inquiry submission,
the Toronto Family Network noted:
[W]hat is most important regarding any and all accommodations is not …
whether or not they are written on the IEP but whether or not they are being
implemented efficiently, effectively, regularly and consistently across all teachers,
all curriculum areas, and developmental areas (social, emotional, psychological).
To make sure the student’s evolving needs are met, the duty to accommodate requires
open communication – and partnership – with families. The duty to accommodate
requires educators and administrators to proactively monitor accommodations to make
sure any concerns that have surfaced or needs that have changed are addressed in a
timely way. Yet the inquiry found that that students and parents do not always receive
regular reports on whether accommodations are successfully allowing students to
access the curriculum.
Students and parents should give input into the IEP, 1129 both at the time it is created
and on an ongoing basis. This does not appear to be happening in at least some cases.
The inquiry found that IEPs as currently prepared are not always thorough,
individualized or useful. There does not appear to be a practice of including a
description of accommodation strategies that were tried but were unsuccessful, so that
future educators take care not to repeat ineffective accommodations. 1130 There does not
appear to be an expectation to include a timetable for evaluating, monitoring and
communicating the effectiveness of the listed accommodations in helping the student
reach their learning expectations. 1131 There does not appear to be a mandate for
schools to regularly examine (for example, once every reporting period) 1132 whether
listed accommodations are helping the student meet the learning goals and
expectations laid out in the IEP. 1133
All educators (including occasional teachers, commonly known as supply teachers) who
support a student do not always have easy access to the student’s IEP, which means
that it cannot be applied consistently by all educators who interact with the student. The
inquiry found that there does not appear to currently be a system where educators
maintain ongoing communication about the status of accommodations with the
student, their parents, other teachers, and other professionals and support staff
involved with the student. 1134
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Modifications
School boards are inappropriately using modifications for students with reading
difficulties, in many cases in place of accommodations and interventions. Some boards
do not appear to have safeguards in place to make sure modification is used only as a
last resort. And many students and parents do not fully understand the potential
negative consequences of modifying curriculum expectations for the student’s
educational trajectory.
Thirty-eight per cent of educator/other professional survey respondents said that based
on what they have observed in the education system, “currently…the learning
expectations of students with reading disabilities [are] modified” often or always. 1135
Only 30% of respondents said that “before modifying their learning expectations…
students with reading disabilities receive reading interventions” often or always. 1136
Fifty-six per cent of respondents said that “before modifying their learning
expectations…students with reading disabilities receive accommodations” often or
always. 1137
Some educators and other professionals said there is system-wide confusion about
accommodation and modification. A psychologist said: “I’m not convinced that most
teachers understand the difference between accommodations and modifications.” Other
survey respondents said that some teachers conflate decoding with comprehension and
inappropriately modify expectations for a student who only has issues with decoding.
Some educators and other professional respondents said that modifications are
provided only in limited circumstances. One teacher said they are provided only if the
student’s “reading is [two] years below grade level based on [an academic achievement]
assessment.” Another teacher said that if “the student is [three or more] years behind in
their reading level, we modify language and maybe math [and if] more severe, other
subjects may also be modified as needed.”
These and similar practices are concerning, because modifications should be used only
as a last resort. Students with reading difficulties may be two or more years behind in
reading and not need modifications. Both interventions and accommodations need to
be implemented to allow the student to fully take part in grade-level curriculum. Poor
decoding and word-reading skills are the definition of reading disabilities. Measures of
these skills being behind should not lead to modifications. Rather, this is precisely when
accommodations should bridge the gap to allow full participation in grade-level
curriculum across subject areas.
It is also important to note that the more extreme step of grade retention (sometimes
called “holding students back a grade”) is not a solution to learning difficulties –
including reading disabilities. The evidence is overwhelming that grade retention has
negative social and educational consequences. 1138
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The OHRC asked school boards if they are using modification as a last resort only after
all accommodation options and reading interventions have been fully exhausted.
Several inquiry boards admitted that modifications are not always a last resort. For
example, one board stated:
Typically accommodations are provided prior to modifications. In some cases
students who transfer in from other boards and have modifications on their IEP,
those modifications are adhered to until our teachers are able to perform their
own diagnostic assessments. In some cases, a teacher may modify the number
or complexity of grade-level expectations while gathering baseline information
while classroom teams work in collaboration with school and system teams.
Reading interventions are not always provided to students before creating
modified curriculum expectations particularly around expectations for decoding or
reading fluency.
Another board said it has seen programs being modified “too quickly” and acknowledged
that “modifying is a serious step…as soon as you modify you are building in gaps.” The
board reported that it has challenged schools to take a hard look at using modification
“because it has a significant impact on pathways for students.” The board has “been very
clear to schools with intensive [professional development] that there should not be any
consideration for modifying until all accommodations [are] exhausted.”
Another board had a similar view, acknowledging that “if teachers modify below grade
level, it has lifelong implications for school pathways and future work.” The board
reported “trying to make educators understand that if they modify early on, [students]
don’t ever get caught up.”
In 2021, an Education Standards Development Committee (formed under the
Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005 1139 (AODA)) prepared an initial
report that discussed the harmful effects of modifications. The ESD Committee stated
that students should not prematurely be removed from accessing age-appropriate
curriculum and/or the regular classroom based only on a diagnosis or identification. It
noted that this narrows student pathways, creates barriers to accessing credit-bearing
courses and impacts post-secondary options. The ESD Committee also noted the
intersectional effects of this:
Current research…provides evidence that racialized minority students are
disproportionately segregated in special education classrooms with fewer
pathways remaining open to them over the duration of their school careers.
Moreover, students with disabilities from racialized cultural minorities are
overrepresented in segregated special education classes and disadvantaged
through streaming processes. 1140
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Educators and other professionals acknowledged how the inappropriate use of
modifications can limit students’ future opportunities. One teacher noted:
Too often, teachers just modify, keeping students at [Grade 1]. They don't
expose students to the language, vocabulary, syntax and literature at grade level,
so the students fall further behind. Students should be using AT to access grade
level text while simultaneously receiving remedial reading instruction. When we
keep them modified forever at [Grade 1 or 2], then we cut off their chances for
post-secondary, or even for applied or academic in high school one day.
Another educator highlighted that these modifications sometimes happen without
families understanding the long-term effect on the student:
This is a travesty because these students' parents are not told that they cannot
obtain a Graduation Diploma out of high school if they are modified there. Most
students with [learning disabilities] have average IQ…which means they should
NOT have modified IEPs rather simply accommodations. What happens is many
schools want to give good marks to these kids for their self-esteem, so they
include a modified curriculum in the IEP. It's not modified to a different grade
either, just modified.
One inquiry board explained what can happen when schools fail to clearly explain to
parents the nature and effect of modifications:
…all parents will see [is a] “modified” statement on [the] IEP which [the parents]
may or may not…understand…[so] parents of a Grade 8 student [might] see a B
on [the] report card, [and] they don’t understand why the transition team is
recommending [the] student take locally developed courses in high
school…[because] they don’t realize [their] child is getting a B but working at a
Grade 4 level.
Parents also voiced concerns about program modifications. For example, at the
OHRC’s London hearing, one parent shared her experience of agreeing to her children
entering a modified program without any awareness of its possible effects. She
described attending IPRC meetings about her children’s reading disabilities, where
school staff recommended placing her children on modified programs. She agreed, but
soon discovered how her children’s “pathway” of learning could be changed and their
ability to attend post-secondary education could be compromised. She expressed shock
that no one at the meeting told her that modifications were a “last resort” and “would
affect what courses they could take in high school.” She also said:
It would have been so helpful to know the effects of a modified IEP before the
meeting so we could have thought it through. I’m not saying modification isn’t
needed, but it shouldn’t be added before we are able to see if accommodations
alone are enough. There should be information given to parents explicitly
explaining this and it should have to be signed by everyone involved so parents
are fully aware and the school has explained to the parents what this does to a
child’s learning pathway.
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In its interview with the OHRC, one board cautioned that “we have to be careful that
we’re not modifying for our convenience as teachers” – to alleviate “the overall worry
about what goes on a report card,” and because at times it can be “difficult to have
difficult conversations with parents.” At the same time and as noted earlier, teachers
may be placed in very difficult positions with inadequate resources to successfully
accommodate students’ learning needs. Teachers may turn to modification because it
feels like a last resort in a system that is not adequately supporting school staff to
successfully implement accommodations and interventions or gain access to AT.
Students and parents raised concerns about the overuse of modifications. One parent
said they worry modifications “will not help the situation.” Another parent said a teacher
“lowered the level” of their child’s work contrary to recommendations in the IEP and only
“stopped after complaint.” One parent said that because of modified expectations, the
school “did nothing” to teach their child to read and “bring him up to grade level,” and he
has remained at the same writing level for four years.
In their survey responses, educators and other professionals said that modifications are
beneficial in some cases. One person raised concerns that some necessary
modifications may not be provided because “sometimes parents object to modifying
[the] program,” or because the teachers find modifications “really hard to do – it’s
basically making two or three versions of all assignments and rubrics [and] many
teachers don’t understand how to do this or simply don’t have time,” or because
“[t]eachers and staff are encouraged not to modify as this makes more work during
reporting, and issues with students going from grade to grade.”
Because modifications limit students’ future opportunities, schools should not offer them
until evidence-based reading instruction and reading interventions have been delivered,
and multiple accommodations have been implemented, evaluated and adjusted. Even
then, students and parents (and educators) must clearly understand the implications of
the student embarking on a modified program, and have the right to choose not to
modify.
The inquiry found that most if not all boards lack protocols to make sure multiple
interventions and accommodations are provided before schools modify curriculum
expectations. Most if not all boards lack procedures and protections to make sure
modification is used as a last resort. The Ministry does not appear to have offered any
guidance to boards on these points.
Although the inquiry focused on modification in the context of students with reading
difficulties, it also heard that modifications are often inappropriately used for students
with other disabilities, with the same negative consequences. The inquiry’s
recommendations with respect to modifications apply generally to all students.
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Recommendations

The OHRC makes the following recommendations:
Develop standards for educator professional learning on accommodations and
modifications
86. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to revise its
program planning and professional development policy documents to address:
a. Key steps for accommodating a reading difficulty, including:
• Provide accommodations at the same time as reading interventions, where
appropriate
• Consider students’ individual needs (including intersectional needs), develop
a range of possible accommodation options, and provide the
accommodations that best serve students’ needs without causing undue
hardship
• Seek out accommodations that have a strong track record of boosting student
performance and experience
• Support accommodations with comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded
professional development
• Provide accommodations as quickly as possible, provide interim
accommodations where it will take time to develop permanent ones, and
make sure accommodation supports are maintained during transition periods
• Work with students and their families to establish students’ accommodation
needs, and monitor accommodations for any necessary changes.
• Communicate openly and regularly with students, parents and other
education staff throughout the accommodation process
• Regularly evaluate the impact of accommodations to make sure they are
helping to improve the students’ learning experience and performance
• Take a proactive approach to prevent bullying and eliminate the stigma that is
attached to some accommodations, by educating students and teachers
about learning differences and explaining that supports and accommodations
simply provide equitable access to learning and the curriculum for all
students. 1141
b. Examples of assistive technology (AT) and non-AT accommodations that support
students with reading difficulties and situations where each may be appropriate
c. The limited role of modifications as a “last resort” including that:
• Students with reading difficulties should first receive evidence-based
classroom reading instruction, reading interventions and accommodations to
allow them to meet grade-level expectations. If the student is not responding
to initial interventions and accommodations, then more intensive interventions
and further accommodations should be offered
• Only when these have been exhausted and the student is still unable to meet
grade-level expectations with accommodations (as assessed using evidencebased assessments), modification to a lower grade-level expectation for the
specific expectation(s) the student cannot meet may be considered
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•

•

Before modifying to a lower grade-level expectation, parents – and students,
where appropriate – must be informed that a modification to a lower gradelevel expectation has the potential to affect the student’s ability to “catch up”
to their grade-level peers, access future course options, and access postsecondary school options
Once a student’s curriculum expectations have been modified, school boards
should continue to consider whether further interventions or accommodations
may allow the student to be brought up to grade level.

87. The Ministry should develop customizable materials to support school boards in
delivering professional learning on the revisions to the program planning and
professional development policy. 1142
88. On a yearly basis, school boards should provide teachers with comprehensive,
sustained and job-embedded professional development on the revisions to the
program planning and professional development policy, and include this professional
development in their new teacher induction program.
89. The Ontario College of Teachers 1143 should require pre-service education to address
revisions to the program planning and professional development policy, and make
sure relevant Additional Qualifications courses [including Inclusive Classrooms,
Language, Principal’s Development Course and Principal’s Qualification, Reading,
Special Education, Teaching Students with Communication Needs (Learning
Disabilities), and Use and Knowledge of Assistive Technology], address this training
need. 1144
Improve access to accommodations
90. The Ministry should evaluate existing funding structures and levels to make sure
adequate resources are provided to boards to provide timely and appropriate
accommodations to all students who need them. The Ministry should provide
teachers and other educators with comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded
training on accommodation. 1145 Boards should support the Ministry’s evaluation by
tracking and reporting on what necessary accommodations or accommodation
supports, including training, cannot be provided due to resource constraints. 1146
91. The Ministry should develop a broad, province-wide information technology (IT)
strategy for curriculum delivery, with a focus on equitable access to AT for students
with reading difficulties. 1147
92. The Ministry should create and make public examples of AT products that are
available in Ontario, along with a description of how and when each product can be
used. 1148 The Ministry should publish guidelines and protocols for comprehensive,
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sustained and job-embedded AT training, including who should provide the training,
how often, what topics the training should cover, and who should attend the
training. 1149
93. The Ministry should make sure that every resource on the Trillium List is available in
digital form and is compatible with AT. 1150
94. The Ministry should eliminate the current requirement that Special Equipment
Amount (SEA) claims-based funds require a professional assessment.
95. School boards should simplify the process for AT accommodations by removing any
requirements for psychoeducational assessments and/or an Identification,
Placement and Review committee (IPRC), and by minimizing the number of required
staff approvals. 1151
96. School boards should mandate that all classroom assignments, handouts and tests
must be available electronically (in a format compatible with AT) at or before the time
they are distributed to the class.
97. School boards should have sufficient knowledgeable and trained staff to provide
comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded AT training and support for teachers
and other educators, and also to provide training for students, and where requested,
parents. 1152
98. School boards should make sure the student’s Ontario Student Record (OSR) is
immediately transferred when a student moves from one school board to
another. 1153
99. School boards should communicate effectively to students and parents, through
multiple platforms and forums, about the right to receive accommodation
including: 1154
• That students with disabilities are entitled to accommodation (including at any
grade level and in both French 1155 and English-language programs)
• That accommodations for students with reading difficulties should be provided
alongside evidence-based interventions
• How students and parents can be involved in the accommodation process.
100. Teachers and educational assistants should proactively identify students who need
accommodation, not just when parents or students advocate for it. Students should
not be expected to self-advocate to receive accommodations.
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101. Where the best accommodation option short of undue hardship is unknown or
unavailable because of a lack of information or resources, teachers, educational
assistants and schools should provide interim accommodation immediately. 1156
Improve accountability around accommodations and modifications
102. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should include examples of appropriate
accommodation timelines in an Education Accessibility Standard, its Individual
Education Plan (IEP) guide and/or an update to Special Education in Ontario,
Kindergarten to Grade 12, 2017, Draft. 1157 These timelines should include
maximum times between:
• The request for accommodation and follow-up meeting with the parent (and
student, where appropriate)
• The request for accommodation and its start
• The start of accommodation and a progress update to the parent (and
student, where appropriate)
• All future progress updates.
103. School boards should provide students and parents with a straightforward and
meaningful complaint process for accommodations, and should refer to it in their
Special Education Plans and in all special education guides for parents.
104. The Ministry should mandate that an IEP be developed for every student who
regularly needs accommodation (including specialized equipment) for instruction
or assessment. 1158
105. Boards should create a checklist of key accommodation-related items teachers
and administrators should consider when developing IEPs, including “information
obtained from consultations with parents and psychologists and other
professionals, strategies and accommodations tried by previous teachers, the
results of educational diagnostic tests, and minutes of in-school support team
meetings.” 1159
106. Boards should develop and mandate use of a board-wide electronic management
system for IEPs. 1160 Schools should make sure that every educator (including
every supply teacher) who works with the student has access to their IEP. 1161
107. Boards should mandate that schools examine, at least every reporting period, 1162
whether accommodations are helping the student meet the learning goals and
expectations laid out in the IEP. 1163
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108. Teachers, educational assistants and schools 1164 should make a plan, including a
timetable, for gathering student and parent input on accommodations, 1165 and for
evaluating, monitoring and communicating the effectiveness of the
accommodations in helping the student reach their learning expectations. This
plan should be shared with the student and parents. 1166
109. Boards should make sure that parents provide informed consent to modifying a
student’s curriculum expectations (including making sure they understand the
effects on the student’s academic progress, future course options and job
opportunities).
110. Boards should publicly report every year on what percentage of students have had
their curriculum expectations modified and how.
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12. Professional assessments
Introduction

In this report, professional assessments refer to assessments by psychologists
and speech-language pathologists. Assessments by psychologists are called
psychoeducational assessments or psychological assessments.
Many students who are at risk for a word-reading disability will never develop one if they
are taught foundational reading skills using curriculum and instruction that reflect the
scientific evidence, are properly screened in Kindergarten to Grade 2, and receive early
evidence-based tier 2 and tier 3 interventions when screening identifies them as at risk.
These students will be less likely to have mental health difficulties, such as depression
and anxiety, and behavioural issues that are associated with falling behind in reading.
With the changes recommended in this report, fewer students will need referral for
professional assessments. This will shorten wait times for students who do need
assessments, and free up school board psychology and speech-language pathology
staff to support students in other ways. Parents will also be spared the burden of finding
and paying for private professional services, assuming they can.
Universal early screening will flag students who need evidence-based structured literacy
interventions (explicit and systematic programs that target phonemic awareness,
decoding and accurate and quick word reading). If a student is not responding
appropriately to such interventions, a professional assessment referral may be
appropriate. This can happen as early as Grade 2, or following intense intervention in
Grade 1. In the meantime, schools should provide more intensive interventions.
Currently there are long wait times for professional services, particularly
psychoeducational assessments, in Ontario school boards. This is in part due to
ineffective approaches to teaching reading, failing to identify students who are at risk in
Kindergarten or Grade 1, and not providing these students with early, evidence-based
interventions.
Some school boards either lack or have problematic criteria for identifying students who
are having reading difficulties for board professional assessments. For example, there is
a common, but incorrect, belief that a student must be in at least Grade 3 before they
should be considered for a psychoeducational assessment for a reading disability. Most
inquiry boards do not have centralized, transparent systems for maintaining and
managing wait times. The order students are seen in is discretionary and may depend
on which school or family of schools the student is in. There is a risk of bias and
unfairness in selecting students for a board psychology assessment. Most inquiry
boards are not following the Auditor General’s recommendations about how to better
manage assessments to ensure timeliness and equity.
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Professional assessments should not be required for interventions and
accommodations, and all students who are waiting to be assessed should be receiving
effective supports. Yet in practice, professional assessments help secure these
supports. Because of the long wait for board assessments, parents who can afford to
pay get private assessments. This creates a “two-tiered system” in a public education
system that should be equitable for all.
Current criteria for a reading disability are also problematic. The Ministry of Education’s
Policy/Program Memorandum 8: Identification of and Program Planning for students with
Learning Disabilities (PPM 8) says that students must have “academic underachievement
that is inconsistent with the intellectual abilities of the student (which are at least in the
average range) and/or (b) academic achievement that can be maintained by the student
only with extremely high levels of effort and/or with additional support.”1167 The latest
research or principles for diagnosing word-reading disabilities/dyslexia in the DSM-51168 do
not require students to have “at least average intelligence” or a discrepancy between their
ability and achievement. These criteria do not predict whether a student will respond to an
evidence-based intervention.
Assessments for suspected reading disabilities do not always need a battery of
intelligence and cognitive processing tests. Thoroughly assessing the student’s
achievement compared to children of the same age can provide information about
whether there is a reading disability/dyslexia, and inform the needed interventions.
When a learning disability is identified or diagnosed, the subtype or area of impairment
(for example, a learning disability in word reading/dyslexia) should be identified in the
assessment and noted by the school board for better planning and tracking. Ontario’s
definition of learning disability should recognize “dyslexia,” which is a useful label, and
people should be able to self-identify using their preferred terminology.
In addition to assessments by psychologists, speech-language pathologists (SLPs) are
integral to supporting the multi-dimensional nature of reading. Boards should use an
interprofessional approach (for example, with educators, psychologists and SLPs) to
assess and identify learning difficulties. As noted earlier, students need a strong
foundation in both word recognition/decoding and language comprehension (oral
language) to become skilled readers who understand what they read. Speech-language
pathologists have expertise in oral language, evidence-based assessment, screening,
and intervention planning in the area of decoding and oral language.
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When to refer students with suspected reading disabilities for
psychoeducational assessment

Kindergarten to Grade 2
As discussed in section 9, Early screening, students in Kindergarten to Grade 2 should
be regularly screened using evidence-based screening tools that assess their reading
accuracy and fluency. Screening in Kindergarten to Grade 1 should also include prereading skills that support word reading such as alphabetic knowledge and phonological
awareness (with the focus on phonemic awareness).
If a student is flagged by these screening measures, evidence-based explicit and
systematic interventions that target phonemic awareness, decoding and word reading
should be implemented immediately (no later than Grade 1). These interventions should
supplement, rather than replace, similar evidence-based classroom instruction.
This approach will significantly reduce the number of children who will still have reading
difficulties. However, if a student is not responding after a period of evidence-based
reading interventions, a child in later Grade 1 or in Grade 2 may be referred for a
psychoeducational assessment. That is, if a student’s skills compared to others of the
same grade and age on word-reading accuracy and fluency measures is not improving,
further assessment may be appropriate. At the same time as considering assessments
for such a student, interventions should become more intense (for example, more time;
smaller group size; and more explicit instruction, cumulative review and supported
practice). In other words, schools should not wait for the results of a psychoeducational
assessment before providing more intensive intervention.
Example: A student in Grade 1 or 2 is scoring below the 15th percentile on word
and/or non-word-reading accuracy and/or fluency at the beginning of a wordreading intervention. They remain at about the same place below the 15th
percentile, after receiving the intervention in accordance with the program’s
specific requirements, including adequate time and intensity. In other words, the
student is not making significant progress compared to same-age peers. This
student must receive more intensive intervention, and can be referred for
psychoeducational assessment at the same time.
Example: A student in Grade 1 or 2 is scoring below the 15th percentile on wordand/or non-word-reading accuracy and/or fluency at the beginning of a wordreading intervention. The student improves significantly with the intervention. A
further period of intervention, or a more intense intervention, may be appropriate
before considering referral for psychoeducational assessment. If the student
does not continue to improve after this further intervention (for example, if they
start at the 5th or 10th percentile and do not move past about the 20th percentile),
then a referral for psychoeducational assessment is appropriate. In either case,
interventions should continue until the student comes into a solidly average range.
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Example: A student in Grade 1 or 2 is scoring below the 15th percentile on wordand/or non-word-reading accuracy and/or fluency, but moves into a solid average
range on both word-reading accuracy and fluency (for example, at or above the
25th to 30th percentile). They likely do not need a psychoeducational referral for
word-reading difficulties. However, the student should be closely monitored over
the next several school years to make sure their reading trajectory remains within
the average range for their age and grade.
A student with severe word-reading difficulties who is not responding to appropriate
interventions can be diagnosed in late Grade 1 or in Grade 2. If the student has not
responded adequately to intensive, evidence-based interventions, it is not necessary or
appropriate to wait until Grade 3 to refer them for psychoeducational assessment,
although this is a common belief and practice. The student’s lack of response to an
intervention, not their age, maturity or developmental level, is the information that
should trigger decision-making around assessment. It is important that students waiting
for assessment should always receive more intensive intervention immediately,
regardless of when the assessment is completed. The critical window for early
intervention should not be missed due to delays in being assessed.
Grade 3 through high school
If a student is having, or is suspected of having, difficulty reading words accurately
and/or fluently in late Grade 2 or later, it is very concerning as they should have been
identified and given interventions sooner. Urgent steps are needed for such students.
The student should be immediately tested using tests of word- and/or non-word-reading
accuracy and fluency that compare that student’s performance to same-age peers
(norm-referenced measures). If the results show the student is at or below about the
25th percentile, they should be immediately given an intense, targeted evidence-based
intervention with proven effectiveness. Appropriate accommodations, such as assistive
technology, to help the student have equitable access to learning materials and allow
them to complete their work, should be provided and supported immediately. Studies
have shown that students in late Grade 2 or beyond who are struggling with reading
words accurately are much less likely to catch up to their peers in their reading fluency
than students who received earlier interventions. 1169
For children at Grade 3 and beyond, starting an intensive evidence-based intervention
immediately is most important. At the same time as starting this intense and targeted
evidence-based intervention, the student should be referred for a psychoeducational
assessment if they have not been already.
Providing an accurate diagnosis sooner rather than later can provide valuable
information for the students and parents. For example, it is often reassuring for them to
understand the diagnosis and path forward. This may reduce some of the self-blame
and emotional consequences that often accompany reading impairments.
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Since there is often a wait for board psychoeducational assessments, if the student
responds well to the interventions they are receiving and their reading difficulties,
including reading fluency, are resolved, the assessment referral can be withdrawn or the
psychologist can conduct the assessment based on simple reading measures alone.

Assessments for suspected word-reading disabilities/dyslexia

When a student needs a psychoeducational assessment based on the criteria listed
earlier, the primary focus should be to assess the student’s current academic
functioning in reading, writing and math. 1170 The assessment should also document the
student’s past struggles in these areas and response to interventions, and identify
further interventions or accommodations. If parents or educators raise concerns about
other issues that are negatively affecting the child’s functioning, a psychologist can also
investigate and identify possible co-existing difficulties or disabilities such as attention
issues, developmental language disabilities, or mental health issues. However, a
student with dyslexia must not be disqualified from receiving reading interventions
because of co-existing disabilities (see also section 10, Reading interventions). The
assessment could also note the student’s interests or self-reported strengths (for
example, other academic areas, art, sports, music, etc.).
Psychoeducational assessments are often used to obtain a formal diagnosis (for
example, for the IPRC process). However, under the Code, a professional assessment
or diagnosis must not be required for a student to receive interventions or
accommodations. 1171 The Ministry of Education (Ministry) has also recognized that a
diagnosis is not a pre-requisite for special education supports:
The determining factor for the provision of special education programs or
services is not any specific diagnosed or undiagnosed medical condition, but
rather the needs of individual students based on the individual assessment of
strengths and needs. 1172
The Ministry’s definition for a learning disability, which includes reading “disorders” such
as dyslexia, is set out in PPM 8. 1173 There are several concerns with the definition. First,
it states that a student must have “academic underachievement that is inconsistent with
the intellectual abilities of the student (which are at least in the average range) and/or
(b) academic achievement that can be maintained by the student only with extremely
high levels of effort and/or with additional support.” 1174 The Ontario Psychological
Association’s (OPA) Guidelines for Diagnosis and Assessment of Learning Disabilities
also states that a person must have at least average abilities essential for thinking and
reasoning for a psychologist to diagnose a learning disability.1175 Similarly, the Association
of Psychology Leaders in Ontario Schools includes this criterion in its Recommended
Guidelines for the Diagnosis of Children with Specific Learning Disabilities.1176
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Intelligence and discrepancies or inconsistencies between ability and achievement are
not necessary criteria for identifying word-reading disabilities/dyslexia and planning for
intervention. 1177 A student’s IQ does not influence their ability to respond positively to
structured literacy interventions; that is, IQ test scores do not predict which students will
benefit from evidence-based interventions and which will not. 1178
There is no evidence showing that students with different IQ levels who are having
word-reading difficulties use different cognitive processes for reading or have different
patterns of errors. 1179 Also, there are no significant differences in the processes involved
with reading between students who have a discrepancy between their IQ scores and
their achievement, and students who do not. 1180 Nor are there any differences on
measures of their brain imaging. 1181
Leading researchers have known for some time that IQ tests are not necessary in
evidence-based criteria for diagnosing learning disabilities in word reading/dyslexia. For
example, in 2002, leading U.S. researchers stated:
We propose a rationale and procedures for more efficient approaches to the
identification of children as learning disabled in reading or at-risk for these
disabilities that are aligned with research on reading disabilities and other forms
of LD. This approach emphasizes the assessment of academic skills and their
components in an effort to develop intervention plans. Intelligence tests are not
necessary for the identification of children as learning disabled and do not
contribute to intervention planning. [Emphasis added.] 1182
Some seminal research and highly-cited articles about IQ tests for diagnosing learning
disabilities came out of Ontario. 1183 Research has continued to find that using thinking
and reasoning (most often measured by scores on IQ tests) and cognitive processing
strengths and weaknesses as criteria for diagnosing word-reading disabilities/dyslexia is
not necessary. 1184
Another concern with PPM-8’s criteria is bias. Intelligence test results may be racially
and culturally biased and favour upper- and middle-class students. 1185 One study with
Canadian First Nations students in Grades 3 and 4 concluded:
Indeed, if a discrepancy definition had been employed for the purposes of
identifying serious reading problems, a majority of the children from our
sample would not have qualified for special needs funding based on IQ
criteria and may not have received help. 1186
Indigenous participants also told the inquiry about their concerns that “colonial bias” can
subconsciously affect decisions about whether to refer Indigenous students for
assessments and the assessment process.
The OPA recognizes that full-scale IQ test scores may not be valid measures of thinking
and reasoning for many people with learning disabilities, including people who are
culturally and linguistically diverse, have experienced trauma, have minimal or no
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schooling or who may not have had experience with certain tasks such as twodimensional puzzles, sorting by shape, and constructing and analyzing patterns. 1187
There are suggested guidelines for psychologists on how to use and interpret tests in a
culturally responsive and anti-oppressive way. 1188 While this is important, even
assuming individual psychologists can always address any testing bias, this may be an
insufficient response to the risk that using intelligence criteria may fail to identify a
reading disability in some students from Code-protected groups.
Concerningly, PPM-8 also says that a student’s learning difficulties should not be “the
result of…socioeconomic factors; cultural differences; lack of proficiency in the
language of instruction…” 1189 As discussed throughout the report, low socioeconomic
status, cultural differences and learning the language of instruction are not acceptable
reasons for students to fail academically, although due to a culture of lowered
expectations for such students, it may be seen as inevitable or beyond the control of the
education system. Any student who is having word-reading difficulties should be given
additional supports, and such factors should not be excuses for accepting children’s
academic struggles. No student should be disqualified from receiving intensive reading
interventions because of a definition of learning disability that excludes them based on
cultural differences, low socioeconomic status or learning the language of instruction. If
these students do not respond to intensive interventions, just like any other student, a
diagnosis of a reading disability/dyslexia may be appropriate.
Another common practice is to administer cognitive processing tests to identify “patterns
of strengths and weaknesses” or to look for discrepancies between overall IQ and
cognitive processes. 1190 The validity of this approach has also been strongly contested,
and the information gathered is not useful for informing a diagnosis of dyslexia or
interventions for academic struggles in word-reading accuracy and fluency. 1191
Importantly, a particular cognitive profile or cognitive processing weaknesses do not
predict who will benefit from reading interventions or what intervention strategy should
be used. 1192
As a result of the research on learning disabilities, including dyslexia, 1193 the new edition
of the DSM-5, released in 2013, eliminated the need for IQ tests as a routine part of
assessments for reading disabilities/dyslexia. The DSM-5 recognizes that IQ tests need
only be used where a global intellectual impairment is suspected and needs to be ruled
out. The DSM-5 also does not require cognitive processing tests to determine “patterns
of strengths and weaknesses” or cognitive processing deficits. 1194
In the DSM-5, the diagnostic criteria for a “learning disorder” for school-aged children are:
1. The student experiences difficulties in reading, writing or math skills, which have
persisted for at least six months even though the student has received
interventions that target the difficulties
2. The difficulties result in the affected academic skill(s) being substantially and
quantifiably below those expected for the student’s age. This is determined
through standardized achievement tests and clinical assessment
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3. The learning difficulty started during school-aged years (though may not fully
manifest until young adulthood in some individuals)
4. The problems are not due to intellectual disabilities, hearing or vision problems,
other mental or neurological disorders, adverse conditions or inadequate
instruction. 1195
Section 10 of the Ontario Human Rights Code (Code) states that a disability includes a
“learning disability or a dysfunction in one or more of the processes involved in
understanding or using symbols or spoken language.” A learning “disorder” or potential
learning “disorder” triggers the obligation under the Code to provide special education
services and supports. Therefore, PPM 8 should not contain additional requirements
that students have at least average intelligence before the education system recognizes
a learning disability. “At least average intelligence” should not be a criterion for receiving
reading interventions or other supports.
Assessing a student for potential dyslexia/word-reading disability can focus on a
thorough assessment of reading skills, including: phonemic awareness, decoding
accuracy and fluency (for non-words), word-reading accuracy and fluency, spelling, textreading fluency, reading comprehension, and can include a test of letter-naming
fluency. Assessing the student’s understanding of syntax and morphology can also be
informative. If academic issues are also present in writing and/or language
comprehension, these areas should also be assessed. When there are concerns about
a student’s adaptive functioning and global intellectual development, then the referral
question is different and an intelligence test may be one of the assessment tools.
With evidence-based classroom instruction and early interventions, fewer students will
need psychoeducational assessments for reading difficulties. Eliminating the
intelligence criteria in PPM 8 reduces the need for IQ testing and tests of cognitive
processes for students referred for evaluation of word-reading difficulties, which can
streamline the assessment process. This will allow for more timely assessments of
students with suspected reading disabilities who are not responding to interventions (as
discussed above) and of students with other difficulties.
One of the inquiry school boards candidly acknowledged that the current approach to
teaching reading and responding to reading difficulties unnecessarily contributes to
increased demand for assessments by psychologists. The board wants to re-position its
four psychologists to offer coaching on evidence-based instruction and intervention, but
currently cannot because of the long wait list for psychoeducational assessments its
psychologists must get through. This board recognized that some students are on the
wait list for an assessment because they did not receive evidence-based classroom
instruction and early intervention that would have addressed their reading challenges.
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This report’s findings and recommendations should not be the basis for reducing
psychology staff or budgets. School psychologists have an important role to play in
addition to providing diagnostic assessments, including being available for consultation,
counselling students, crisis response, referral to community-based services and
providing professional development for staff. 1196
School psychologists and SLPs can also provide guidance and help interpret school
boards’ results on evidence-based early screening and evidence-based interventions;
help determine which students need interventions and which interventions would be
appropriate; help assess students’ response to intervention and assist with
accommodation planning. Psychology staff can also deal with student mental health
challenges such as anxiety and depression, and can help students experiencing social
and emotional difficulties.
Focusing resources on complex diagnostic processes and separating students who are
struggling to acquire academic skills into students with and without a learning disability
has limited benefits. An article in the School Psychology Forum, a publication of the
U.S. National Association of School Psychologists, noted:
Distinguishing a group of students who truly do have [a specific learning
disability] in a stable and predictable way has been a significant hurdle to our
field and actually ignores the larger question we should be asking, which is
whether doing so actually brings benefit to the children for whom the diagnosis is
made. In my view, these questions must be asked and answered in concert. To
make the diagnosis when the diagnosis does not convey benefit is a miscarriage
of justice as much as failing to make a diagnosis when doing so does convey
benefit. Thus, the onus is on all school psychologists to bring
improvements to the most vulnerable students, regardless of how they are
categorized in our systems. One important reason to limit actions that do
not produce a measurable return for their investment is that they carry an
opportunity cost of time that could have been spent to benefit child
learning. 1197 [Emphasis added.]
The inquiry heard similar concerns about the current focus on assessment and
diagnosis. One special education teacher who completed the educator survey said:
I can’t speak for other school boards, but I see that in [my board] the focus for
psychological services support has been on assessment. Surely educational
psychologists should be able to provide expertise in providing intensive support
in remediation of reading difficulties, and not just do assessments? More
instruction and less assessment please!
A speech-language pathologist wrote:
I think there needs to be more emphasis on what can be done with screening
and intervention without formal reports from professionals. This would allow for
more students to be supported and for support to happen earlier. I believe
speech-language pathologists and psychologists could help guide teachers with
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their screening and intervention and that this may be a better use of time. If SLPs
and psychologists also employed a tiered approach to our interventions/
assessments, this could mean more students getting the supports they need.

Failure to identify the type of learning disability or use
the term dyslexia

In Ontario’s public education system, the umbrella term “learning disability” is used to
identify all forms of learning disability including reading disabilities/dyslexia. Learning
disabilities are not categorized by the area that is affected: word reading, reading
comprehension, writing or math. The term “dyslexia” is almost never used, even though
it is the most common learning disability.
Although PPM 8 notes that learning disabilities include difficulties developing and using
skills in one or more of reading, writing, mathematics, and work habits and learning
skills, 1198 it does not encourage or require identifying the academic area(s) that is
impaired when a learning disability is diagnosed or where a student is identified as
having a “learning disability” exceptionality through the IPRC process.
The OHRC asked school boards if they distinguish learning disabilities by subtype, and
if they use the term dyslexia. We also asked them to provide information about students
with reading disabilities specifically.
The inquiry boards reported that they use the definition of learning disability in PPM 8.
However, one board uses the term “learning disorder” and the definition does not align
with either PPM 8 or the DSM-5.
The boards reported that they do not identify the type of learning disability or students
whose difficulties relate to reading, although they said psychologists’ assessment
reports may identify the nature of the learning disability. The boards were not able to
provide information about students with reading disabilities specifically, as they do not
break down the category of learning disability any further to identify students whose
academic difficulties relate to reading. Boards also said they do not use the term
dyslexia because it is not used in PPM 8 and they believe that the term is not helpful or
is confusing. Some suggested that the term dyslexia is misunderstood by “lay people” or
does not provide as much information as the general term learning disability.
Only a few boards appeared to be aware that the DSM-5 does identify dyslexia as a
subtype of “learning disorder” and says that “dyslexia is an alternative term used to refer
to a pattern of learning difficulties characterized by problems with accurate or fluent
word recognition, poor decoding, and poor spelling abilities.” Consistent with the
inquiry’s findings, research has shown that teachers often misunderstand dyslexia or
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are confused by the policies in education systems, 1199 and may believe it is different
than a word-reading disability (see also section 4, Context for the inquiry). In Ontario,
this may be compounded by the failure to recognize dyslexia in PPM 8 and within
Ontario faculties of education (see section 8, Curriculum and instruction).
Parents told the inquiry they often received psychoeducational assessments from
school board or private psychologists that were confusing and difficult to understand, or
failed to provide a clear diagnosis, indicate the subtype of learning disability, or use the
term dyslexia. Parents of children with dyslexia reported that board staff did not believe
or accept that dyslexia is a type of disability, and they were often told that the term
dyslexia may not be used. For example, one parent said: “We have heard over and over
that dyslexia isn't real and honestly we gave up on our school.”
When a learning disability is diagnosed, there should be a statement of what academic
area(s) is affected. For example, a diagnosis should indicate when there is a learning
disability in word-reading accuracy or fluency (dyslexia); reading comprehension; written
language composition/writing; or mathematics. If several areas are affected, they should
all be identified. Further, when the learning disability is in word-reading accuracy and/or
fluency, the term dyslexia should also be specified.
Contrary to the prevalent beliefs in Ontario’s education system, including the diagnostic
label “dyslexia” is accurate and more specific and descriptive than the umbrella term
“learning disability.” When dyslexia is identified, it makes a wealth of information readily
accessible to parents, students and teachers. Many useful resources and websites
written for families use the term dyslexia, 1200 as do many books, articles and Internet
sites for educators within and outside of Canada. 1201 Not providing the “dyslexia” label in
assessments and failing to recognize the term within the school system makes it harder
for parents and teachers to make the connection and find these resources for
supporting their children and students.
Recognizing the term “dyslexia” and ensuring educators know what it means will also
reduce disagreements between schools and families. It is also consistent with the
requirements of the Code that recognize the importance of people being able to selfidentify and have their preferred identity respectfully recognized. Some may choose not
to use the term “learning disability” or “learning disorder” due to the socially constructed
stigma that can be associated with these terms.
One of the reasons school boards identified for not recognizing subtypes of learning
disabilities or using the term “dyslexia” is that students may have impairments in other
areas. For example, one board said:
We do not currently use [the term “dyslexia”] as the majority of the students who
we diagnose with learning disabilities impacting reading have difficulties not only
with accurate/fluent word recognition, decoding and spelling but also have
additional issues with reading comprehension. Students with learning disabilities
impacting written expression typically have issues not only with spelling but
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overall written expression skills (grammar, punctuation, clarity or organization of
written work). We want to ensure clarity for parents about their child’s profile and
its impact on learning.
In addition to identifying dyslexia, assessment reports can clarify associated difficulties
(for example, where the student has difficulties with reading comprehension solely
because of their dyslexia) and other academic areas that are impaired (for example,
where a student has language difficulties that have an impact on reading
comprehension and writing that are separate or in addition to their word-reading
difficulties). This is helpful for students, parents and educators.
Categorizing learning disabilities by the area of academic impairment and recognizing
and using the diagnostic label “dyslexia” will also facilitate many of the functions of the
education system, such as tracking the prevalence of disabilities in each area to inform
resource allocation, tracking the effectiveness of interventions for students with
dyslexia, and monitoring achievement for these students. This is currently not possible
with the general category of “learning disability.” Collecting information on specific
learning disability areas, rather than learning disabilities in general, is more useful and
will provide more clear and accurate information for students, parents and educators.
There is support for identifying the specific learning disability and using the term
“dyslexia” for the specific learning disability in word reading. Organizations such as Yale
University’s Center for Dyslexia and Creativity, the International Dyslexia Association,
Decoding Dyslexia and Dyslexia Canada call for using the term “dyslexia” within schools
and education policies. 1202 In the U.S., the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) uses the term “specific learning disability” and includes dyslexia as one of the
possible “disorders.” 1203
In 2015, the U.S. Department of Education published a letter to address concerns that
state and local educational agencies were reluctant to reference the terms dyslexia,
dysgraphia and dyscalculia when developing individualized education programs under
the IDEA. 1204 The letter clarified that nothing in the IDEA prohibits the use of these
terms, and encouraged state and local education agencies to consider situations where
it would be appropriate to use them. 1205 The letter stated there may be occasions where
having the specific “disorder” (for example, dyslexia) listed in a student’s plan would be
helpful for determining learning disability eligibility and program implementation. 1206
There are 47 states with dyslexia-specific laws. Many define dyslexia in their education
codes, and 17 states have handbooks and resource guides specific to dyslexia. 1207
The U.S. National Centre on Learning Disabilities (NCLD) has recognized that it is
helpful to use specific terms such as dyslexia to help describe a child’s learning
disability and capture and share information about the child’s challenges and needs.
The NCLD states:
Appropriately including dyslexia, dyscalculia, and dysgraphia on a student’s IEP
will help ensure that the instructional strategies, interventions, goals, and
objectives outlined in the IEP match with the students’ specific needs.
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That’s why NCLD believes it is appropriate to make specific mention of these
subtypes of specific learning disabilities in an IEP. 1208
The NCLD has emphasized the importance of parents and educators using the same
language to reduce confusion and conflict and better support students. It has published
a resource guide to facilitate communication between parents and educators about
terminology. 1209
A March 2020 update to the Ontario Psychological Association’s Guidelines for
Diagnosis and Assessment of Children, Adolescents, and Adults With Learning
Disabilities describes dyslexia as a subset of learning disabilities and states that “when
appropriate, psychology practitioners could use the term dyslexia in addition to learning
disabilities when providing a diagnostic formulation according to the OPA
guidelines,” 1210 and “some individuals with [learning disabilities] may wonder whether
they have dyslexia and, when appropriate, may find this diagnosis to be helpful because
of the resources available to them in books or on websites.” 1211

School board approaches to psychoeducational assessments

Previously identified concerns
There have been longstanding issues with board professional assessments. In 2017,
the Auditor General of Ontario audited a sample of four school boards: the Toronto
Catholic District School Board, Hamilton-Wentworth District School Board, Halton
Catholic District School Board, and Hastings and Prince Edward District School Board.
The Auditor General found:
• Long waits for students to be assessed or served by psychology and speechlanguage professionals
• A significant variation in wait times among schools in the same board
• A failure to implement systems for centralizing and managing wait times, which
prevents boards from prioritizing students for assessment
• A failure to conduct assessments in the summer months, which would help bring
down wait times. 1212
The Auditor General reported that nearly one-quarter of students with special education
needs in the four boards wait more than a year for psychoeducational assessments. 1213
People for Education issues an annual report based on survey responses from school
principals from English, Catholic and French schools across the province. Year after
year, its reports have found issues with assessments. For example, in its 2018 report,
People for Education said that based on surveying 1,244 school principals, 93% of
elementary and 79% of secondary schools had students on wait lists. In 2018, 66% of
elementary schools and 53% of secondary schools reported restrictions on the number
of students who can be assessed. The restrictions are worse in rural areas, with 73% of
rural elementary schools reporting restrictions, compared to 61% of urban schools.
Some schools reported only being permitted to refer two students for assessment per
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year. 1214 This is an arbitrary cut-off that may not reflect the number of students who
need to be assessed. This results in boards having to “triage” and refer only some
students deemed to have the greatest needs.
People for Education has also noted that wait times for assessment vary based on the
severity of student needs and the school board’s policy for wait lists. 1215
Long wait times for assessment have also been the subject of media reports. 1216
The Ministry told the inquiry that in 2018–19, it allocated one-time funding for special
education professional assessments for all school boards. Boards had the flexibility to
use the funding to:
• Contract professionals to complete professional assessments (at least 50% of
the funding had to be used for professional assessments)
• Develop and implement information systems to track information to enhance
and/or improve practices related to professional assessments
• Provide early intervention supports to reduce wait times for professional
assessments.
Therefore, the Ministry has recognized that early intervention can reduce the need for
assessments.
Inquiry findings on psychoeducational assessments
The eight inquiry school boards were asked about their approach to referring students
for psychoeducational assessments, and how they maintain and prioritize students who
are waiting for assessment. They were asked for:
• Policies, procedures and directives related to assessments
• The criteria they use to determine whether to recommend a student for an
assessment by a board psychologist
• Who makes decisions about assessments and how the decisions are made
• If there are any restrictions on how many students can be referred for
assessment
• If there are restrictions on the age or grade of the student before they will be
considered for a psychoeducational assessment
• Data on current wait times for assessment.
Based on its analysis of the materials provided and interviews with the boards, the
OHRC identified several issues related to school boards’ approaches to
psychoeducational assessments.
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Approaches and criteria for referring students for psychoeducational assessments
In general, when classroom teachers, or sometimes parents or board staff, have
concerns about a student’s academic difficulties, the school initiates a series of steps.
The degree to which these steps are formalized and written down differs widely by
board. For example, some inquiry boards have clearer documented procedures and
flow charts or checklists, and identify some specific criteria used in making decisions
about professional assessments. Other boards have little or no transparent
documentation for the process or factors that are considered. One board only has a
brochure for parents explaining psychoeducational assessments, but no written
documentation on the process or criteria for considering a student for a
psychoeducational assessment. This board’s general, vague criteria for deciding which
students to refer for an assessment include “cultural, educational and developmental
history; interventions tried; priority of need.”
Most inquiry boards reported that school teams, which often include special education
staff and/or school specialists, have initial discussions about the difficulties the
classroom teacher has observed, the steps that have already been taken, and other
steps that can be tried. Most boards reported having a range of strategies the school
team might implement, ranging from differentiated classroom instruction and
accommodation to academic achievement assessment and educational assessments to
determine if a student should have access to an intervention program. Boards said that
as students progress through these steps and strategies, the school team considers
whether to refer the student for a psychoeducational assessment. In some cases, board
psychology staff are part of these team discussions, but in one board, one school board
psychologist makes all the decisions about who will receive a psychoeducational
assessment.
A concern with these approaches to determine who qualifies for assessments is the
potential for wide differences between schools within a board, and among different
school boards. Students with the same pattern of academic functioning may be
candidates for an assessment at one school but not at another. This can be
compounded when schools have restrictions on the number of students they can
recommend. Although the inquiry school boards said that there are no formal
restrictions on the number of students a school can put forward for assessment, several
boards mentioned that limited resources do affect the number of students who can be
assessed, which requires triaging of students based on greatest need. For example,
one school board said: “[b]ased on current staffing capacity, there is a general
understanding that each school should consider submitting 3 or 4 assessment
packages each year.”
Educator survey respondents also confirmed there are limits to how many students per
school can be referred for assessment. This is also consistent with People for
Education’s finding that most school principals who respond to their yearly survey say
there are restrictions on the number of students who can be assessed. Therefore, when
students who need assessments are identified using a school-by-school approach, and
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there are practical limits on how many students each school can put forward, students
who are in schools with more students who need assessment may miss out even if they
need an assessment and would have been considered higher priority if they attended a
different school.
Bias can also come into play when school teams or one or two board psychologists
decide who will get an assessment instead of following consistent guidelines from the
board or the province. Bias may also result when different factors are considered when
deciding who to refer for an assessment. For example, one board reported that students’
poorer eye-tracking and sequencing skills, but good ability to understand spoken language,
are considered in referring for psychoeducational assessments. Using these processing
criteria (poor eye tracking and sequential skills) is not supported by research, and dyslexia
occurs across the range of oral language comprehension abilities.
Other board materials emphasized that to have a learning disability, students must have
a discrepancy between their ability and their academic achievement or average to
above-average intelligence, and that staff could use informal judgements about whether
a student meets these requirements when deciding whether to refer them for assessment.
The notion that students must have at least average intelligence for a learning disability
may result in students with higher perceived intelligence being more likely referred for
assessment. The ability-achievement discrepancy criterion has been discredited.1217
Two boards said that cultural factors or cultural bias are relevant considerations without
indicating how these factors are considered. One board said “[t]here are factors that
might compromise the validity of an assessment, such as student engagement
(motivation), mental health challenges, language proficiency, cultural bias,” suggesting
that these factors would result in a student being less likely to be referred for
assessment. This board did not indicate how it controls for cultural bias. Therefore,
students from non-dominant cultures may be less likely to receive needed assessments.
It is also concerning that students who may be showing the common effects of having
an unaddressed reading disability, such as decreased motivation or poor mental health,
may be denied an assessment for these reasons. If assessments focus on academic
skills and identifying the interventions and supports a student needs to increase their
academic achievement and eliminate the routine use of IQ tests, it may help alleviate
the risk of some of these biases.
The Ontario Association of Speech-Language Pathologists and Audiologists’ inquiry
submission noted the importance of reducing bias in the process for selecting students
for professional assessments, to make sure students from all equity seeking groups,
particularly from intersecting Code-protected groups, have access to them.
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Several boards reported delaying considering multilingual students who are learning the
language of instruction at the same time as they are learning the curriculum (referred to
as English Language Learners or ELLs) for an assessment until the student has at least
two to three years of English language instruction. The Ministry’s Policy/Program
Memorandum 59: Psychological Testing and Assessment of Pupils states:
If the pupil's first language is other than English or French and/or the pupil lacks
facility in either of these languages consideration should be given to postponing
the assessment or, where possible, conducting the assessment in the child's
first language. 1218
The Ministry’s 2007 Policy and Procedures for English Language Learners and ESL and
ELD Programs and Services says that boards must develop a protocol for identifying
multilingual students who may also have special education needs. If information from
the student’s home country, from initial assessment or from early teacher observation,
indicates the student may have special education needs, the student will be referred to
the appropriate school team. 1219
The inquiry heard that in practice, school boards commonly delay assessing multilingual
students because they think their struggles are due to a lack of language proficiency or
they cannot be assessed.
However, research on how language and reading skills develop shows that the skills
that are part of learning to read words are the same for multilingual students as for
students whose first language is English, and multilingual students who enter Ontario
schools in the primary grades (Kindergarten to Grade 3) who do not have dyslexia
quickly develop word-level reading skills. 1220
Although some period of adjustment and exposure to the language of instruction
(English or French) may be appropriate, most multilingual students become reasonably
proficient after one year of exposure. If their performance is lagging behind after a year,
assessing their academic performance should be considered.
Schools should be alert to the signs of a reading disability in multilingual students, and
not delay intervention or assessment unnecessarily. They should not set rigid cut-offs
for interventions or assessments, such as requiring a minimum of two to three years of
English language schooling. Instead, several factors can be considered:
• The age of the student. For example, a multilingual student in Kindergarten
should catch up with English first-language peers very quickly. If they do not, it
may be a sign of reading difficulties
• The multilingual student’s progress compared to other multilingual students who
have been learning in English for the same amount of time
• How similar the student’s first language is to English
•
Whether the student had any learning difficulties when learning in their first
language. If they struggled to learn to read in their first language, it may indicate
a disability. 1221
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Multilingual students’ progress should be monitored with regular academic assessment.
If they are not learning grapheme-phoneme correspondences to decode words and are
not gaining word-reading accuracy and fluency skills, they should immediately receive
intervention. If their skills are not improving with appropriately intense and sufficient time
in an intervention, then they should be referred for a professional assessment. The
inquiry heard that SLPs adopt culturally and linguistically responsive assessment
protocols for multilingual students, which can help determine if a learning difficulty is
due to a language difference or language disorder. A speech-language pathology
referral should be considered for struggling multilingual students to evaluate the
underlying language profile and its interplay with reading.
Two Ontario psychologists with expertise in culturally and linguistically diverse children,
Dr. Esther Geva and Dr. Judith Wiener, note the importance of providing psychological
services to children who face challenges from their cultural and linguistic diversity
intersecting with learning difficulties:
Some of the culturally and linguistically diverse children and adolescents who
struggle are those who, in addition to being second language learners and
culturally different, have significant learning, behavioural, social and emotional
difficulties and require the services of psychologists and other mental health
professionals. 1222
Traditional psychological assessments, including assessments that use intelligence
testing, “may not be valid for many of these children.” 1223 However, there is research to
guide psychologists to collect information that will allow them to assess and diagnose
children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. 1224
Many educators and other professionals who work within school boards confirmed the
scarcity of assessments and lack of transparent criteria. They noted that parental
advocacy is often a factor in which students get referred for an assessment. For
example, an educator survey respondent said that there are usually only one to three
students per year referred for assessment in a school of 800 students, and the wait list
for the school is at least 20 students. This educator noted that parents’ inability to pay
for private assessment may be a factor, and parents’ ability to advocate for a board
assessment may also help determine whether their child will get one. Many educators
described ways schools triage students for assessment and said that students with
reading difficulties are rarely identified as a priority:
Students with the highest behavioural needs are placed first. Students with
reading challenges are recommended to seek private assessments as the wait
is indefinite.
This was consistent with what many parents told the inquiry. They reported being told
that their child would not be considered for an assessment, no matter how far behind in
reading, as other students would be given priority.
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Most inquiry boards reported they will generally not consider a student for a
psychoeducational assessment until Grade 3 (or age eight). For example, one
board said:
In general, psychoeducational referrals are made for students in [G]rade 3 and
older. They are done to rule out the developmental phase or lag that students
sometimes have up to age 8…Students must be in [G]rade 4 before we will
assess. There are special cases where this might not be the case.
The same board said it requires psychoeducational assessment and diagnosis to
provide a student with its most intensive intervention.
Survey responses from students, parents and educators confirmed that Ontario school
boards do not consider referring students for psychoeducational assessments until at
least Grade 3, and students often do not receive them until Grade 5 or 6. They reported
that students must be in at least Grade 3 or 4 and “well below grade level” before
referral for a psychoeducational assessment will be considered. This results in students
getting assessed far too late.
The OPA has clearly stated that delaying assessment is not necessary or appropriate:
Historically, assessments for considering diagnoses of LD were discouraged until
[G]rades three or four. Delaying would account for developmental and
environmental variability in the early years, as well as for the lack of tools
available to assess young children…The practice of postponing assessments
was also influenced by the now highly-discredited ability-achievement
discrepancy criteria, and the reality that children had to be a certain age for
such discrepancies to be documented…With advances in test construction,
knowledge of early risk factors associated with LD, and expertise among
clinicians in evaluating young children effectively, there have been many
gains in our ability to assess neurocognitive development and learning
during the early academic years…While risk factors may be identified at
earlier stages of development, once a child is receiving formal schooling,
academic difficulties can be reliably assessed and diagnosis of LD may be
considered. 1225 [Emphasis added.]
The OPA also recognizes the harm that can result from delaying assessment:
…if a child is struggling academically and has gone unidentified or unsupported
during [G]rade one, assessment to indicate the nature of difficulties to guide
intervention is essential to emphasize and advocate for the child’s needs.
Waiting until the end of grade two misses an evidence-based window of
opportunity for intervention and may reduce the effectiveness of future
interventions. 1226 [Emphasis added.]
The DSM-5 criteria for diagnosing a learning “disorder,” including in reading, do not
require that students be in Grade 3 or older.
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Delaying referral for assessment until at least Grade 3 combined with wait times for
assessments mean that many students do not get assessed until Grades 4, 5 or later. If
students are not receiving evidence-based intervention while waiting, the critical window
of opportunity to address their reading skills is missed. As described in this section,
students who are not responding to interventions should be considered for assessment
as early as late Grade 1 and should receive more intense evidence-based interventions
while they are waiting to be assessed.
Wait list management and wait times for psychoeducational assessments
Consistent with the Auditor General’s 2017 audit findings, the inquiry found that most
inquiry boards do not maintain centralized wait lists. Only two of the boards, HamiltonWentworth and Thames Valley, reported they maintain a centralized, electronic wait list.
London Catholic reported that individual psychology staff members maintain and
manage the assessment wait list for their families of schools, but as of June 2019 it has
started maintaining a central Excel spreadsheet so it can calculate mean wait times.
The few inquiry school boards that do maintain a central electronic wait list were better
able to report on the average number of days students are waiting for an assessment,
once referred.
The other inquiry school boards all reported that wait lists are either maintained at the
school level or by the psychology staff person responsible for that school or group of
schools. One very large school board said:
Each school prioritizes a list of students recommended for assessment. This list
can be fluid – as learning needs of students may change over time based on
their response to targeted support and intervention. Currently, at the board level,
we are not able to identify the date on which students are added to the wait list
nor their grade level.
As a result, this board was not able to provide the OHRC with requested information
about wait times. Several other boards were also not able to provide any information on
students waiting for assessment.
The inquiry boards have limited or no ability to reallocate students between psychology
staff to make sure a student does not wait too long for assessment as recommended by
the Auditor General.
In 2017, the Auditor General said failing to maintain central wait lists and make sure that
students are not waiting too long based on the school or group of schools they are in is
an equity issue:
Without a central consolidation of wait lists and reallocation of cases, services
related to psychological assessments cannot be provided to students in an
equitable and more timely manner. 1227
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Despite this, most of the inquiry boards are not following the Auditor General’s
recommendations. They have not addressed the potential for wait times to vary
“significantly based on the school the student attends,” 1228 or addressed the Auditor
General’s concern that ‘’because the wait-list information is not consolidated, the board
cannot properly prioritize students for assessments.” 1229 The boards also lack any data
that would allow them to assess whether they are providing this service in a timely and
equitable way.
Wait times for psychoeducational assessments
The OHRC asked the school boards to provide data about wait times for
psychoeducational assessments. There were significant issues with the information
provided.
Students are typically only put on an assessment wait list after the psychology
department receives the referral package. However, this does not necessarily reflect
how long the entire referral process takes. Board wait lists do not appear to reflect the
actual amount a time a student may be waiting for an assessment after concerns about
them are identified.
Only six of the eight boards were able to provide a list of students waiting for
assessment. 1230 This information was inconsistent and difficult to analyze. Some boards
were able to provide the specific date a student was placed on a list, while one board
only provided the year. One board was able to provide a list with specific dates for both
when a student was put on the list and when they were assigned a psychoeducational
assessment (however, this does not mean that the assessment was completed on the
day it was assigned). All other school boards provided a list of students waiting for a
psychoeducational assessment as of the day the data was retrieved. One board provided
the students currently waiting but did not indicate the date the data was retrieved.
Seven out of eight school boards provided an average time for how long students are
waiting before receiving a psychoeducational assessment (or before getting assigned to
one; this was unclear from the data provided). How boards calculated this was unclear
and inconsistent. Most inquiry boards provided a number of months as the average time
(for example, six months). These boards did not indicate how they calculated this time
(including whether they counted the summer months) and most of these average times
seem to be an estimate and not exact values. For example, one board said four to five
months; another said two-and-a-half months if a student is placed on the list early in the
school year; and another one said the average time was “typically within one year.”
However, this board does not maintain a wait list so it was not clear what information it
used to generate this estimate.
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One school board that reported maintaining a central electronic wait list was able to
provide a more precise average time and a median time on the wait list. Another board
that also reported maintaining a central wait list provided an average based on the
number of calendar days.
Students at several school boards were waiting years for an assessment. In five of the
six boards that provided lists, there were students waiting 600 days or more. The OHRC
also compared the data provided to the board’s self-reported average wait time and
found that many students are waiting longer than the self-reported average wait time. In
two of the six boards where data was available, more than half the students waiting for
a psychoeducational assessment had been waiting longer than the board’s average
reported time for receiving an assessment.
The Ministry told the inquiry that boards’ Special Education Plans are supposed to
include information on managing wait times for assessments. However, the Ministry
said it “has little information/data on wait times and wait lists in individual boards.” It said
that the evidence it has collected to date suggests:
• Wait lists and wait times for professional assessments vary from school to school
and board to board
• Some boards may not use wait lists to record and manage wait times for
assessments
• Only some boards may use tracking systems (such as case management
software) to track and/or assign professional assessments.
Despite recognizing these issues, it was not clear whether the Ministry has plans to
require boards to improve their approaches to managing and collecting data on wait
times for professional assessments.
In its inquiry submission, the Ontario English Catholic Teachers’ Association noted
persistent issues with students not being able to access professional services and
supports.
The Ontario Association of Speech-Language Pathologists and Audiologists
emphasized the urgent need to implement the Auditor General’s recommendations
about wait lists and wait times. It emphasized the importance of an infrastructure (for
example, electronic case management) to manage wait lists, assessments and
interventions. It also stressed that boards should remove barriers, such having to travel
long distances, for students and families to access professional assessments. It
recommended boards consider providing transportation and conducting virtual
assessments, as appropriate.
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Professional assessments should not be needed to get supports, but often are
Professional assessments should not be a pre-condition for a student to receive
intervention, accommodation or other special education supports. Yet, the inquiry found
that they are often required, even if official board policies do not say so. Most inquiry
school boards said they do not require a professional assessment such as a
psychoeducational assessment or a formal diagnosis for a student to be offered a
reading intervention or most forms of accommodation. However, it is concerning that
one board said that a psychoeducational assessment with a formal learning disability
diagnosis is required to access EmpowerTM Reading. This is even more troubling since
students in this board face unique challenges obtaining board or private professional
assessments due to geography, and because it is very hard to attract and retain
professionals to work in the area. Other boards said students with a diagnosis are more
likely to be included in EmpowerTM Reading groups.
Where parents pay for private psychoeducational assessments, some boards require
their school board psychologists to vet the assessment before the board will implement
recommended interventions and accommodations. Boards said this is to make sure
they have the capacity and ability to incorporate the report’s recommendations in the
classroom. Parents reported that this can result in delays in obtaining services for
students and expressed their frustration that they had to pay for a private assessment
because a board assessment was not available, but still faced barriers in having their
child’s professionally identified needs addressed. Boards should consider whether it is
necessary for board psychologists to routinely review the work of another psychologist
who has assessed the student to determine whether the types of interventions and
accommodations are available in the board, or if other board staff could fulfill this role.
The inquiry heard that even where boards say assessments are not needed to access
supports, the reality is much different. Survey responses from students, parents and
educators across Ontario noted that assessments are often required or perceived to be
required to receive reading interventions and accommodations.
It is concerning that 41% of respondents to the survey for educators and other
professionals said that a psychoeducational assessment should sometimes (37%) or
always (4%) be required to receive reading interventions. They said that in practice,
they are typically always (6%) or sometimes (37%) required to receive interventions.
Many parents (42%) reported that assessments were required for their child to receive
reading interventions compared to 45% who said that an assessment was not required,
and 13% who said they did not know whether an assessment was required to receive
the reading intervention.
A significant proportion (39%) of respondents to the survey for educators and other
professionals also said that a psychoeducational assessment should sometimes (35%)
or always (4%) be required to receive accommodations. Many (44%) of educator survey
respondents said that they are typically required to receive accommodations. A large
proportion of parents (72%) reported that a professional assessment was needed for
their child to receive accommodations.
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Lack of interventions and accommodations while waiting
The OHRC asked boards whether students with suspected reading disabilities awaiting
assessment had IEPs and were receiving interventions and accommodations. Boards
said that most, but not all, students waiting are receiving some form of supports.
However, it was not clear if these supports were evidence-based interventions. Only
one board clearly stated that it follows an RTI model and identified the interventions it
provides while students are waiting for assessment. Every student with a suspected
reading disability should be receiving a tier 2 or tier 3 intervention, and any needed
accommodations, while they are waiting to be assessed.
Since assessments are often needed to get interventions and accommodations, it is not
surprising that the inquiry heard that in practice, many students do not receive
interventions and accommodations while awaiting assessment. One parent said:
The system is failing kids. You need the assessment to get resources and
accommodations. But no kid is getting put forward for this until Grade three.
Dyslexia needs early and consistent intervention. My daughter developed heartbreaking negative self concept and aversion to trying new things in her first years
of school. We are lucky to have the knowledge and resources to have somewhat
helped her. She still struggles incredibly at school and is still healing from how
she sees herself and her learning. It truthfully makes me cry thinking of other kids
who are unidentified and ineffectively supported.
The Ontario English Catholic Teachers Association reported that students who have not
gone through the IPRC process often do not get special education support:
While the Ontario Human Rights Commission (2018) policy says that schools
should provide accommodations for any student with a disability, regardless of
whether they meet the Ministry of Education’s definition of “exceptionality,” it is
still the prevailing practice that only students with identification through the formal
Identification, Placement, and Review Committee (IPRC) process are
automatically provided with special education support. Because school boards
are struggling to provide supports for the students who have already been
identified, they are often reluctant to go through the IPRC process.…As a result,
students often go far too long without their learning needs being acknowledged,
which means they do not get the proper interventions while they are awaiting
identification, and it is more difficult to build new skills or change attitudes when
identification finally happens.
Students and parents also reported that an IRPC was required to receive interventions
and accommodations. Many students with reading disabilities who have not had a
formal assessment will not have gone through the IPRC process. This is more
pronounced for multilingual students. Significantly fewer multilingual students in Ontario
have an IPRC learning disability identification compared to other students. 1231 Students
who have not gone through the IPRC process may be less likely to receive
accommodations and interventions than students who have.
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Professional staff shortages
The inquiry heard about challenges finding and maintaining staff to provide services
needed to support special education needs. The Ontario Catholic School Trustees’
Association noted that the shortage of speech-language pathologists 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.”
People for Education has noted that smaller, rural and northern boards also face
challenges due to funding formulas that are tied to enrolment:
Small town/rural boards, which typically have lower enrolment, may be at a
disadvantage when it comes to hiring professionals and para-professionals such
as psychologists, social workers and child and youth workers. As is the case with
most education funding, boards receive funds for these staff based on enrolment.
…Boards with lower enrolments may be making decisions about which types of
support staff to employ based on finances rather than need. 1232
In another recent report, People for Education estimated that schools in northern and
rural boards have limited access to psychologists compared with schools in the Greater
Toronto Area.1233 This is consistent with what we heard from several inquiry school boards.

Recommendations

The OHRC makes the following recommendations:
Update criteria for identifying a word-reading disability/dyslexia and make sure all
students who need supports have them
111. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to
immediately revise PPM 8 to align with the research and DSM-5 criteria, and to
address any potential biases. This includes:
a. Removing the statement that students must have assessed intellectual abilities
that are at least in the average range and any reference to a discrepancy (or
inconsistency) between their intellectual abilities and achievement to be
identified with a learning disability, and making it clear that at least average
intelligence is not a requirement for receiving reading interventions or other
supports
b. Removing the statement that the student’s learning difficulties should not be
“the result of…socioeconomic factors; cultural differences; lack of proficiency
in the language of instruction…”
c. Keeping the focus on academic functioning throughout.
The Ministry should also work with external expert(s) to re-examine all
exceptionality definitions, such as the definition for intellectual disabilities, based
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on the changes to PPM 8, and should ensure that the criteria for other
exceptionalities do not exclude these students from receiving instruction
and supports.
112. PPM 8 should reflect the current DSM-5 criteria that require showing:
a. The student experiences difficulties in reading, writing or math skills, which
have persisted for at least six months even though the student has received
interventions that target the difficulties
b. The difficulties result in the affected academic skill(s) being substantially and
quantifiably below those expected for the student’s age. This is determined
through standardized achievement tests and clinical assessment
c. The learning difficulty started during school-age years (or even in preschool),
although it may not become fully evident until young adulthood in some people
d. The problems are not solely due to intellectual disabilities, hearing or vision
problems, other mental or neurological “disorders,” adverse conditions or
inadequate instruction (however, reading disabilities/dyslexia can co-exist with
other disabilities including mental and neurological “disorders”).
113. The Ministry should amend PPM 8 to explicitly state that students do not need to
be a certain age or grade level to be considered for assessment. It should direct
school boards not to delay identifying learning difficulties and should state that
students who are not benefiting from early evidence-based structured literacy
interventions should be considered for assessment by end of Grade 1.
114. The Ministry should amend PPM 8 to encourage identifying the subtypes of
learning disability/academic areas that are impaired, and explicitly recognizing the
term “dyslexia” for learning disabilities that affect word reading and spelling.
115. School boards should change their definitions of learning disabilities and align their
practices for recognizing learning disabilities to be consistent with the revised PPM 8.
116. The Ontario Psychological Association’s Guidelines for Diagnosis and Assessment
of Learning Disabilities and the Association of Psychology Leaders in Ontario
Schools Recommended Guidelines for the Diagnosis of Children with Learning
Disabilities should also be updated to make the assessment guidelines for
dyslexia/learning disabilities in word reading consistent with current DSM-5
requirements, including by removing the requirement for at least average
intelligence (or at least average abilities for thinking and reasoning) or a
discrepancy/inconsistency between intellectual abilities and achievement. They
should recommend limiting or eliminating the routine use of routine intelligence
and cognitive processing tests for assessing students for word-reading
disabilities/dyslexia.
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117. The criteria for identifying students with a learning disability in word reading should
apply to students learning in French, and these students should have equitable
access to professional assessments.
118. The Ministry should revise Policy/Program Memorandum 59: Psychological
Testing and Assessment of Pupils, to remove the statement that school boards
should consider delaying assessment if the pupil's first language is other than
English or French and/or the pupil lacks facility in either of these languages.
Instead, the Ministry should work with external expert(s) to set out factors for
determining whether to refer a student whose first language is not English or
French for psychoeducational assessment.
Establish criteria for referring students with suspected reading disabilities
for assessment
119. School boards should create clear, transparent, written criteria and formalize their
processes for referring students with suspected reading disabilities for
psychoeducational assessment based on the young student’s response to
intervention (RTI). The criteria should recognize that any young student who has
not responded appropriately (based on measures of word and/or non-word-reading
accuracy and/or fluency and text-reading fluency and comprehension), after a
period of classroom instruction and early evidence-based intervention should be
referred for a psychoeducational assessment. Older students (beyond Grade 2)
who have word-reading accuracy and fluency difficulties should be referred for
assessment immediately. Young and older students should receive more intensive
evidence-based interventions while they are waiting to be assessed. Speechlanguage pathologists can be a resource for assessments for all students with
reading difficulties, particularly when there are concerns about language
development and to help determine if a student has a language disorder.
120. The criteria should account for the risk of bias in the selection process, particularly
for students who are culturally and linguistically diverse, racialized, who identify as
First Nations, Métis or Inuit, or who come from less economically privileged
backgrounds. School boards should regularly assess whether students from Codeprotected groups are receiving equal access to professional assessments.
121. School boards should remove barriers to students receiving professional
assessments, such as by providing transportation and virtual assessments, where
appropriate, valid and reliable.
122. School boards should eliminate any limits on how many students can be referred
for assessment. Any student who meets the criteria should be referred for
assessment.
123. School boards should stop requiring students be a certain age or grade level
before being considered for assessment.
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124. School boards should stop requiring multilingual students to have a minimum
number of years of learning English or French before referring them for
assessment. Instead, school boards should regularly monitor the progress of these
students, and if a student is having difficulty, consider the relevant factors, based
on the guidance in this report and any revisions to PPM 59, in deciding whether to
refer for assessment. If the student is still struggling after one year of exposure to
English/French, a detailed assessment of reading, spelling, writing and
mathematics is appropriate. Special attention should be paid to analyses of
successes and errors.
125. School boards should immediately stop requiring a psychoeducational assessment
for interventions or accommodations.
Track students based on learning disability subtype and recognize dyslexia
126. School boards should track students by the learning disability/academic area that
is impaired, and should explicitly recognize the term dyslexia for learning
disabilities that affect word reading and spelling.
Manage wait times for professional assessments
127. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should require school boards to implement the
recommendations identified in the 2017 Office of the Auditor General of Ontario’s
report on School Boards’ Management of Fiscal and Human Resources. 1234 To
make sure assessments are completed in an equitable and timely manner, school
boards should:
a. Establish reasonable timelines for completing psychological and speech
language assessments
b. Maintain centralized, electronic wait lists at the board level
c. Use the centralized, electronic wait lists to monitor and manage wait times,
and where necessary, reassign assessments to specialists who have smaller
workloads
d. Implement a plan to clear backlogs.
128. The Ministry should monitor school boards’ compliance with these requirements.
129. The Ministry should adopt the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005
Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education Standards Development Committee’s
recommendations related to professional assessments. 1235 For example, the
Ministry should implement the recommendation to create a standardized provincial
rubric for documenting the number of professional and specialist assessments
provided by each school board annually that includes information on the
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prioritization criteria used in referring students for assessments and the length of
time from when the need for assessment is identified to when the assessment is
completed. 1236 Boards should implement the recommendation to publicly report on
an annual basis data related to professional assessments. 1237
Provide funding for professional services
130. The Ministry should provide stable, enveloped yearly funding for professional
services that boards can use to develop infrastructure, such as electronic case
management information systems; create wait lists where they do not yet exist;
manage wait lists and track professional assessments; respond to professional
staff shortages; and complete assessments in a timely way.
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13. Systemic issues
Introduction

As well as examining the five issues identified in the inquiry’s terms of reference, the
inquiry identified several other systemic issues that negatively affect Ontario students’
right to read. These have a negative effect on the quality of education services for
students with disabilities, students from marginalized groups, and students who
experience intersecting forms of disadvantage.
One significant finding is a lack of consistency across the province. School board
approaches to early reading instruction, early screening, reading interventions,
accommodations and professional assessments vary widely. Students’ and families’
experiences differ based on where they live in Ontario, where they live in a school
board’s district and even which teacher they have. The differences are so significant
that parents reported moving their children to different schools or school boards to get
access to better services. Other families were frustrated and disappointed that Ontario’s
education system does not have universal access to the same level and quality of
services and supports. Educators also identified this lack of consistency as a challenge,
and said they too want consistent direction from the province and board leaders.
Many of the inconsistencies between boards and within boards are due to a failure to
set standards for services and supports at provincial and school board levels. The
Ministry of Education (Ministry) has provided little guidance to school boards and has
not set consistent minimum standards for early screening, intervention, accommodation
or professional assessments. The current Language curriculum does not contain clear
mandatory learning expectations related to early reading, or prescribe direct and
systematic instruction in foundational reading skills. Boards also provide little guidance
to schools and teachers in these areas.
Another consistent theme was inadequate monitoring and accountability at the board
and provincial levels. Boards are not doing enough to keep track of how reading
instruction is being delivered in the classroom. This includes looking at whether:
• Students are being screened for reading difficulties using evidence-based
screening tools, and the results of any early screening
• Students are receiving evidence-based reading interventions and are making the
expected gains
• Accommodations are helping students meet their learning goals
• Schools are exhausting all possible accommodations before modifying a
student’s curriculum expectations.
Also, many boards are not keeping centralized data on professional assessments. This
affects their ability to monitor how long students are waiting, and to take steps to make
sure there is equity and timeliness in assessments.
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Little data has been collected or analyzed to track education outcomes and safeguard
education equity for all Ontario students. The data that has been collected may not be
from valid measures of foundational reading skills, is not consistent and has not been
linked or cross-tabulated with other data, to identify, for example, systemic barriers
affecting students from Code-protected groups. Decision-making has not been datadriven. The Ministry reports that a new Board Improvement and Equity Plan (BIEP)
framework has been developed to better standardize provincial education priorities,
goals and indicators. Also, as boards will all be required to conduct a student census by
January 1, 2023, they should have increased capacity to analyze data for equity purposes.
Schools often fail to communicate transparently with students and parents. Some
schools do not help parents understand what screening tools, interventions and
accommodations are available to their children. Even when children are screened,
schools do not always share the results of the screening with parents. When students
receive interventions, accommodations and modifications, parents do not always know
what the supports are, if they are effectively helping their child close reading
achievement gaps, or if their child is on track to meet curriculum expectations. Some
parents reported being ignored, or even facing reprisals, when they raised concerns
about the school’s approach to their child’s reading difficulties.
Many of these issues have been identified in previous reviews and reports. There has
been progress – for example, more boards are starting to collect demographic data.
This is consistent with Ontario’s Education Equity Action Plan 1238 and will be required by
the Anti-Racism Act, 2017 1239 by January 1, 2023. The inquiry’s findings show that more
needs to be done to set standards, ensure consistency and monitoring; collect, analyze
and mobilize data; monitor student outcomes and program efficacy; and ensure
transparency and accountability.

Setting standards, ensuring consistency and monitoring

Ontario’s public education system is highly decentralized. Ontario’s 72 publicly funded
school boards have significant discretion on how to spend funds and deliver services,
including special education services. The Auditor General for Ontario reports that the
Ministry’s explanation is “that school boards are each governed by an elected board
of trustees who have responsibility for making autonomous decisions based on local
needs.” 1240
Despite this, the Ministry has ultimate responsibility for administering publicly funded
education in Ontario. 1241 The Ministry sets the Ontario curriculum 1242 and is responsible
for developing laws, regulations, policies and programs for the education system. The
Ministry can set standards, outline expectations for school boards, and monitor the
implementation of Ministry policies and programs. It can set provincial standards for
assessment, evaluation and reporting, and require boards to collect data. The Ministry
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is also responsible for making sure school boards provide appropriate special education
programs and supports, and it has an important role in providing guidance on special
education services. The Ministry requires school boards to maintain Special Education
Plans 1243 outlining the special education programs and services that the board provides.
The Ministry provides school boards with funding through a series of grants. 1244 Most
school board funding is through the Grants for Student Needs program, which includes
funding for teachers, classroom supplies, school administration and specific priorities
such as special education (through the Special Education Grant), student
transportation, mental health and Indigenous education. Boards have significant
flexibility about how to spend their funding, including the Special Education Grant.
Although local decision-making may have benefits in some areas, there is no benefit to
failing to have provincewide standards for teaching reading, screening all students,
providing evidence-based reading interventions, implementing timely and effective
accommodations or performing timely professional assessments based on clear criteria.
The scientific research is clear and we know what works best for teaching foundational
reading skills to all students. There is no need to deviate from evidence-based
approaches based on local needs. For example, a student in one part of the province
does not learn to read differently, require different screening or intervention than a
student in another part of the province.
The OHRC has identified an urgent need for standardized provincewide action to
protect the rights of students with reading difficulties. Several inquiry school boards said
they would welcome more Ministry guidance and standardization based on the best
scientific evidence to date. Boards said they have limited capacity to review scientific
research and determine what approaches are supported by the most current evidence.
Inquiry boards also noted benefits to having co-terminus boards (public and Catholic
school boards that share the same geographic boundaries) using the same approaches.
They noted this may avoid families switching boards to gain access to different services.
Efficiencies can also be gained through consistency such as bulk-purchasing opportunities,
partnering to provide professional development on common programs and supports, and
other forms of co-operation between neighbouring and co-terminus boards.
Educators and other professionals also called for more consistency across Ontario.
They described the lack of guidance and standardization as an additional burden on
overworked professionals who are left to figure things out on their own. They expressed
sadness and frustration that students’ experiences vary so widely and many
approaches are not effective for the most vulnerable students. One teacher summarized
this systemic problem:
Inconsistent practices from school to school and within staff at the same school
from year to year, provide systemic imbalances which result in children fall[ing]
through the cracks.

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

387

Right to Read

Reports and studies recommending better standards, consistency and
monitoring
Auditor General for Ontario
The Auditor General for Ontario is an independent officer of the Legislature with a
mandate to assess whether government and school boards work in a way that is
efficient and cost-effective. The Auditor General reviews whether the government and
school boards have procedures in place to evaluate and report on the effectiveness of
their programs. 1245
The Auditor General regularly reviews the operation of the public education system
through “value for money” audits. Many Auditor General reports have identified issues
with a lack of consistency within the education sector, and recommended establishing
minimum expectations and better guidance for school boards, educators and the
Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO). Reports have also focused on the
need for better reporting by school boards and the Ministry, better monitoring, and
ultimately improved accountability across the system.
The Auditor General’s 2017 Report on Ministry Funding and Oversight of School
Boards stated:
…we found there are still opportunities for the Ministry to improve its oversight of
school boards.
Most significantly, we found that the Ministry does not assess and address
whether students with similar needs receive the same level of support no matter
where they live in the province. 1246
The Auditor General identified several concerns with lack of monitoring of how funds
allocated to school boards are spent, including whether funding for specific education
priorities is being spent as intended and achieving the intended results for students. 1247
Although the focus is on value for money, efficiency and effectiveness, and ensuring
taxpayer dollars are well spent, the identified concerns overlap with human rights concerns.
The Auditor General has identified other areas where more direction and consistency
are needed. For example:
• The Ministry’s assessment policy Growing Success does not provide enough
guidance to teachers on assessment, leading to inconsistent assessment of
students 1248
• Ontario students have uneven access to classroom information technology (IT)
resources across schools and school boards 1249
• IEPs vary in how well they set learning goals and expectations for students with
special education needs working toward modified curriculum expectations 1250
• School boards lack procedures to assess the quality of special education
services and supports at their schools 1251
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•

Boards need procedures to monitor the effectiveness of schools’ early
identification practices and take corrective action where they have not
been effective. 1252

Concerns with a lack of standards, monitoring and accountability are consistent themes
in Auditor General reviews of the Ministry, school boards and related education sector
actors such as the EQAO. These were consistent themes in the inquiry as well.
Other reports
In 2018, an independent review of assessment and reporting in Ontario schools made
findings and recommendations about how Ontario can improve its assessment policies
and practices. Ontario: A Learning Province 1253 addressed the need for greater
consistency in understanding and practices for assessments across classrooms,
schools and school boards. For accommodations, the review addressed the need to:
Provide consistency of accommodations and modifications for students with
Individual Education Plans in assessments from one grade and class to another,
and consider how to maintain consistency as these students transition from one
school to another. 1254
A Ministry review identified the need for consistency in data collection. Unlocking
Student Potential Through Data, Final Report 1255 identified ways the Ministry can
improve student outcomes through data collection, analysis and reporting. It
emphasized the importance of standards for consistency in data collection and analysis
across Ontario:
…allowing school boards to collect data on their own, with no provincial
standards to ensure consistency, will result in gaps within the provincial picture of
whether, and to what extent, education equity is achieved for students from
diverse communities, backgrounds, and identities. Routine, consistent
demographic data collection will allow school boards and the Ministry to close
these knowledge gaps and create an education system that better serves all of
Ontario’s students.
People for Education issues an annual report on Ontario’s publicly-funded schools. It
describes its reports as “an audit of the education system” based on survey responses
from school principals from English, Catholic and French schools across the province.
Its 2016 annual report, The Geography of Opportunity: What’s Needed for Broader
Student Success, identifies “considerable disparity between Ontario’s schools in
staffing, resources, and learning opportunities” as “an ongoing concern.” 1256 The report
noted that geography has an impact on access to services and supports, and access to
special education supports is not evenly distributed across Ontario.
For example, in 2016, 91% of urban/suburban elementary schools reported having a
full-time special education teacher, compared to only 66% in small-town/rural
schools. 1257 Fifty per cent of urban/suburban elementary schools reported a restriction
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on the number of students who can receive special education assessments. That
number was much higher (72%) in small-town/rural schools. 1258 People for Education
noted the need for the Ministry and boards to work together to improve equal access to
supports and services across Ontario:
In order to provide all students with access to a wide range of learning
opportunities – regardless of the size of their schools or their location – the
province must work with school boards and communities to ensure that
appropriate funding and policy is in place. 1259
The Auditor General has also found significant geographic discrepancies between
school boards (for example, see the discussion of higher EQAO scores in southern
boards compared to northern boards in section 5, How Ontario students are
performing). 1260
Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act K–12 Education Standards
Development Committee
The goal of the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005 1261 (AODA) is to
make Ontario accessible by 2025 by implementing enforceable accessibility standards
for goods, services, facilities, employment, accommodation and buildings. The
accessibility standards apply to the public, private and not-for-profit sectors.
To create an accessibility standard, the Minister responsible for the AODA appoints
people to an accessibility standards development committee. The committee develops a
proposed accessibility standard and recommends it to the Minister. The public has an
opportunity to give comments and suggestions on the proposed standard. The Minister
reviews the committee’s proposed accessibility standard and decides whether to
implement it by making it into a regulation under the AODA.
Once a standard is implemented, people or organizations covered by the standard must
comply with it. There is also a process to review and revise a standard within at least
five years of it being made a regulation. 1262
In 2017 a Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education Standards Development Committee
(ESD Committee) was formed to provide recommendations to government on
removing and preventing accessibility barriers in the publicly funded education
system. These recommendations will form the basis for a proposed new accessibility
standard for education.
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The ESD Committee’s initial report and 197 recommendations were released for public
feedback in 2021. 1263 The committee identified many barriers and recommendations
relevant to the inquiry. Among many other things, the ESD Committee proposed standards:
• For inclusive curriculum that reflects current evidence and meets the needs of
all students
• To clarify that accommodations must be provided to any student with a disability
under the Code, and not just students identified with an exceptionality as defined
by the Ministry
• To ensure consistent format, content and data collection for Individual Education
Plans (IEPs)
• Requiring all boards to have a Digital and Technology Action Plan to identify,
remove and prevent technology barriers for students with disabilities. 1264
The ESD Committee’s report also noted several inefficiencies and duplication in the
education system when boards each conduct their own research to find the best
resources for students with disabilities. 1265 It recognized the role of the Ministry in
researching and providing boards with lists of evidence-based options to choose from.1266
Throughout its report and recommendations, the committee noted a lack of
accountability mechanisms (including annual progress reviews and public reporting) to
make sure policies, regulations and the delivery of programs and services to students
are appropriately implemented. 1267
The committee addressed concerns with existing accountability mechanisms to promote
the rights of students with disabilities. It recommended standardizing and improving
these mechanisms, including by requiring school boards to develop accessibility
committees and multi-year accessibility plans that identify barriers, establish plans to
eliminate the barriers and ensure compliance with accessibility standards. The
committee recommended standards for board accessibility plans. 1268
The ESD Committee recommended that each school within a board also have an
accessibility committee to identify and address accessibility barriers unique to the
school as quickly as possible. 1269
The committee called on the Ministry to set standards to ensure consistency among
board accessibility committees and accessibility plans. It recommended that the Ministry
provide boards with:
• Templates and resources to promote consistent processes and documentation
for accessibility committees and accessibility plans 1270
• Accessibility expectations for programs and services 1271
• A way to publicly share best practices for accessible education programs,
services and facilities with other boards and stakeholders. 1272
The committee also recommended central oversight of board accessibility committees
and accessibility plans by the Ministry. 1273
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A consistent theme in the ESD Committee’s findings and recommendations is that the
Ministry should assume greater responsibility for ensuring consistency, accountability
and oversight of school boards to make sure they meet the needs of students with
disabilities 1274 by, among other things:
• Monitoring, auditing, surveying and gathering feedback on compliance with the
AODA, Code and Charter 1275
• Designating an assistant deputy minister with authority to ensure a barrier-free
and accessible school system for students with disabilities 1276
• Creating an ombudsperson/oversight office to investigate and resolve student
and parent concerns about education of students with disabilities 1277
• Collaborating with the Ministry for Seniors and Accessibility to publicize effective
special education and accessibility practices. 1278
The ESD Committee also identified several recommendations for school boards to
make them more accountable. For example, it said that boards should be required to
report to the Ministry (and the Accessibility Directorate) each quarter on their
“successes and challenges” in meeting the ESD standards recommendations, along
with “proposed solutions or remediation efforts.” 1279
The committee recommended that the Ministry and boards work together to create
“accountability tools and processes to survey, monitor and communicate student
engagement and performance data.” 1280
The committee emphasized the need for measurable performance metrics and timelines
for implementing education standards. 1281 It also recommended that the Accessibility
Directorate (under the Ministry for Seniors and Accessibility) play a direct role in
monitoring compliance with any new education standard under the AODA, including by
conducting on-site inspections and implementation reviews of selected school
boards. 1282 The Accessibility Directorate should also conduct a compliance review or
audit of the Government of Ontario on a quarterly basis. 1283
Inquiry findings on setting standards, ensuring consistency and monitoring
Information collected from multiple sources revealed that, as other reviews and reports
have found, there is little standardization, consistency, monitoring or accountability in
the five areas that are essential to meeting students’ right to read. Processes in place at
the time of the inquiry do not hold boards to a standard of excellence in reading
instruction and related services, do not ensure equitable access to evidence-based
interventions and accommodations, and do not allow boards or the Ministry of
Education (Ministry) to identify problems or disparities in the system.
The Ministry told the inquiry that it gives school boards flexibility on how to spend funds
to support special education, because students’ needs are best addressed at the local
level, and boards have the greatest knowledge of their students and local needs.
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Boards also afford considerable discretion to individual schools and teachers for the
same reasons and to respect teachers’ professional judgement. This means that
students’ experiences vary widely by board, school and teacher.
Regulation 306 under the Education Act 1284 requires every school board to prepare and
approve a report on the special education programs and special education services the
board provides, and to submit it to the Ministry every two years. Each board is required
to maintain a Special Education Plan, review it annually, amend it from time to time to
meet the current needs of its exceptional students, and submit any amendment(s) to the
Minister for review. One of the purposes of a school board’s Special Education Plan is
to inform the Ministry and the public about special education programs and services the
board provides in accordance with legislation and ministry policy on special education.1285
A Ministry policy document sets standards for these Special Education Plans. 1286 It
states that each plan must be designed to comply with the Charter, the Code, the
Education Act and regulations, and any other relevant legislation. The board must
include a statement confirming the plan has been designed in accordance with this
requirement. Plans must address early identification procedures and intervention
strategies, the IPRC process and educational assessments, including average waiting
times for assessments and the criteria for managing waiting lists if they exist.
The Ministry says it reviews each school board’s Special Education Plan to determine if
it complies with the Ministry’s requirements to make sure certain standards are
maintained across Ontario in developing and providing special education programs and
services. Where the Ministry determines that a board’s plan does not comply with the
standards, it will require the board to amend its plan.
The Ministry says that there should be provincewide standards for Special Education Plans:
These standards support the government’s goal of ensuring that exceptional
students in Ontario receive the best-quality education possible. System-wide
implementation of these standards will make school boards more accountable to
students, parents, and taxpayers. 1287
Until November 2020, school boards were also required to provide a Board
Improvement Plan to the Ministry each year. Board Improvement Plans were to include
school board data, including data related to literacy achievement and identify the
actions the board would take to respond to areas of concern about student
achievement. The Ministry told the inquiry that boards typically included goals related to
improving student achievement in literacy.
The Ministry did not indicate what follow-up occurs after boards provide their Special
Education Plans and, until November 2020, their Board Improvement Plans, or what
standards based on scientific research in education are used to evaluate the plans. It
was unclear if and how the Ministry monitors the quality of boards’ special education
programs and services, or their progress in improving student achievement in literacy. It
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was also not clear if the Ministry requires boards to take any corrective action if
concerns are noted. It was therefore not possible to determine if and how requirements
for Special Education Plans are being enforced. The various reports described above
and the inquiry’s findings suggest that to date, this process has not been particularly
effective in ensuring minimum standards, consistency and accountability.
The OHRC reviewed a sample of boards’ Special Education Plans to see how they
address the issues in the inquiry. Some observations about the lack of consistency and
standards in Special Education Plans include:
• Overall, the plans vary considerably between boards, with little consistency in
what information is provided. This makes comparing special education
approaches across boards very difficult
• Only some of the plans refer to universal design for learning (UDL), usually in a
very minimal way and not specifically related to evidence-based classroom
reading instruction (in other words, boards do not recognize that direct, explicit,
systematic instruction in foundational word-reading skills that conforms to the
scientific research is good for all students and essential for at-risk students)
• Not all plans identify a tiered approach to instruction, assessment and
intervention, or if they do, they do not accurately lay out an evidence-based
RTI/MTSS approach
• The plans vary in terms of how thoroughly they explain available
assessment/screening, intervention and accommodation processes
• Few plans discuss specific evidence-based screening processes
• Few plans discuss specific evidence-based reading intervention programs
• Many plans do not include the wait times for formal assessments or the board’s
strategy (if any) for managing wait lists
• Only some boards include detailed professional development plans related to
special education. Professional development plans do not reflect what is required
for students with or at risk for reading difficulties, including related to evidencebased instruction interventions
• Not all boards break down service delivery models by types of exceptionalities
and include information on available supports and programs for students with
learning disabilities.
In September 2021, the Ministry released a Board Improvement and Equity Plan (BIEP)
framework. The Ministry reports that this framework identifies improving literacy
achievement as a goal and establishes three provincial literacy achievement
performance indicators. These relate to reading and writing EQAO scores, reading and
writing report card assessments, and the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test.
The Ministry reports that within the BIEP Data and Planning Tool, boards will be asked
to provide demographic data that will be used to identify disproportionalities among
students for every student-related indicator. Boards will be expected to analyze how
various marginalized student populations are faring against these performance
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indicators (in other words, analyze any disproportionalities in outcomes) and set targets
and develop actions to address those disproportionalities. Boards will submit the BIEP
annually, starting in May 2022. The Ministry says it will review school boards' BIEPs
annually.
The BIEP tool is a good step forward. However, report card data is currently not a good
measure of reading achievement. As discussed below, report card marks may not be
based on objective measures of reading skills, and the inquiry heard many examples of
students receiving good grades that masked their reading difficulties. The Auditor
General has also found provincial report cards are not meaningful assessments of
achievement for students with IEPs. Standardized measures of reading skills described
in this report will provide a better basis for boards and the province to assess provincial
literacy achievement for young students.
The Ministry’s other efforts to create some consistency and provide some direction to
boards are often in the form of voluntary guides and resources. Where there are more
directive Policy/Program Memoranda related to screening, professional assessments,
learning disabilities and other matters relevant to students with reading disabilities, they
are mostly outdated, do not reflect current science or evidence, or hamper boards’
ability to promote consistency and standardization (for example, see discussion of PPM
155 in section 9, Early screening).
A Ministry document that all teachers are required to follow is the Ontario curriculum.
The curriculum sets out what teachers are required to teach and the knowledge and
skills students are expected to achieve at the end of each grade. The Language
curriculum is therefore an essential tool for setting standards and ensuring consistency
in evidence-based reading instruction in every classroom across the province. However,
the curriculum promotes a problematic cueing system approach to reading instruction,
and does not outline the research-based skills that are fundamental to reading
acquisition. It provides no guidance on evidence-based approaches to instruction to
make sure all students learn to read. As well as not aligning with evidence, the
curriculum leaves a lot of room for interpretation. Several school board personnel and
many educators who responded to our survey said they are looking for more explicit
and evidence-based guidance in the Language curriculum:
I don't think there is enough consistency. There are broad curriculum goals
without direction on how to get there. Too much is open to interpretation and
many children, in my opinion, get left behind because a teacher is using outdated
methods or hasn't been informed about the best way to reach all learners.
and
I see a wide range of mish mash approaches and materials. Inconsistency and
lack of knowledge prevail.
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Similarly, there is little consistency in early screening. Section 9, Early screening, details
how Ontario lacks universal evidence-based early screening. School boards are
currently limited to circulating a list of approved screeners, but cannot mandate and
oversee their use. The screeners boards have approved and the procedures for their
use, are generally not aligned with evidence-based measures and practices. Thus, the
current approach to screening is not evidence-based and is ad hoc, inconsistent
between teachers, schools and boards, and misses identifying many students who
should be given early intervention and supports.
The OHRC asked the inquiry school boards to list the screeners they have approved for
use by teachers. There were over 40 screeners approved across the eight inquiry
boards. Boards did not know which screeners are being used, which students are being
screened and when and how often they are being assessed. The validity of the
screeners and the processes of their use largely do not align with the evidence.
Many educator survey respondents highlighted inconsistencies in the approach to
early screening:
It seems to vary across not only school boards, but even across classrooms!
There is no consistency, which is very worrying.
and
Different standards for different teachers lead to kids falling behind or even falling
between the cracks. Everyone needs to be screened.
In contrast, the U.K. has instituted a single national phonics screen using one common
screening tool. This standardization and consistency allows the U.K. to collect, analyze
and publish national data on the results of a valid and reliable early screening measure.
Other jurisdictions such as North Vancouver District School Board require all students
be screened using only one screening tool. 1288 This approach has been very effective in
early identification and intervention for students with reading difficulties.
The eight inquiry school boards identified over 20 different interventions. Educator
survey respondents named 13, as well as additional unnamed “others,” such as
“general balanced literacy approach during intervention time” and “general structured
literacy approach during intervention time.” As reviewed in section 10, Reading
interventions, many of the named interventions were not consistent with the research.
The variation and use of interventions that do not follow evidence-based approaches
is concerning.
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Many educators described inequity in access to interventions:
There are many effective reading interventions available, which require varying
amounts of expertise and time to administer. Availability of reading interventions
for students is currently very inconsistent within/between schools and school
boards depending on ideology and budget priorities.
They also described unfairness associated with inconsistent approaches:
Benchmarks for screenings and recommended intervention approaches are
needed because without [them] we see large inconsistencies across schools,
school boards and the province which is not fair to students.
This significant variation and the many ineffective and unsupported screeners and
interventions chosen by boards means that the needs of many Ontario students with
reading difficulties or at risk for later reading difficulties are not being met. Combined
with a curriculum and pedagogical classroom approaches that emphasize ineffective
cueing systems and balanced literacy, it is no wonder so many students are struggling.
Inconsistent access to timely and effective accommodation then multiplies these
students’ struggles. Students and parents report having to “fight” to have
accommodations implemented from class to class, grade to grade and when
transitioning to a different school or school board.
Finally, boards lack clear and consistent criteria for referring students for
psychoeducational assessment. The level of discretion in this process creates a
significant risk of bias and inequitable access.
Since the launch of the OHRC inquiry, boards have been allocated additional funds for
reading supports. A 2021 Ministry transfer payment agreement attempts to provide
more guidance around screeners and reading interventions by using examples of
literacy programs that include direct instruction in core word-reading skills. This is a
good start, but it is still framed as guidance and not direction. Explaining good
approaches and providing examples of good programs is not the same as requiring
boards to only choose from measures, approaches and programs that are supported by
scientific evidence. Boards need clear direction that they must not use measures,
approaches and programs that are not validated and proven to be effective for students
with reading difficulties.
There is an urgent need to set clear standards and requirements consistent with
evidence that must be followed by all schools across Ontario. In contrast, over 40 U.S.
states have reading disability/dyslexia-specific laws that raise awareness about dyslexia
and provide guidance to school districts on how to identify children at risk for dyslexia,
and provide early evidence-based interventions. These laws often also address teacher
education, providing accommodations, and the overall rights of people with dyslexia. 1289
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Data collection

Data helps verify, monitor, measure and address achievement gaps for identified
groups of students. Used well, it improves the quality of decision-making, service
delivery and programming. 1290 Further data collection may be needed to help probe,
identify and better understand the factors potentially contributing to the observed
unequal outcomes. 1291 Data is important for tracking student achievement and
outcomes, and for accountability.
Lack of data collection, analysis and reporting has been a major accessibility barrier in
Ontario’s education system. Both the ESD Committee and the OHRC have identified
the need for better data collection across the province as critical to the rights of students
with disabilities.
The OHRC has long said that data collection is essential for promoting and protecting
human rights. Examples of collecting data for purposes consistent with the Code include
collecting data to:
• Monitor and evaluate potential discrimination
• Identify and remove systemic barriers
• Lessen or prevent disadvantage
• Promote substantive equality for people identified by Code grounds. 1292
Organizations must be proactive in ensuring equity and non-discrimination. Data
collection is often necessary to make sure all groups benefit equally from services. In
the context of education, school boards must monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of
special education services and supports and take steps to measure student
achievement and outcomes, particularly for students who come from Code-protected
and disadvantaged groups.
The OHRC’s Policy on accessible education for students with disabilities states:
Collecting data – both quantitative and qualitative – can help an education
institution understand the barriers that exist, and identify and address concerns
that may lead to systemic discrimination. Organizations should collect and
analyze data when they have, or ought to have, reason to believe that
discrimination, systemic barriers or historical disadvantage may exist. For
example, data collection would be warranted where there are persistent
allegations or perceptions of systemic discrimination, or where it is an
organization’s intent to prevent or ameliorate disadvantage already known to be
faced by persons with disabilities. Where problems are identified, data analysis
can provide useful direction for remedies to address systemic discrimination as
well as evaluate the success of such measures. This is in keeping with the
remedial purpose of the Code, and with human rights jurisprudence that finds
organizations have an obligation to take into account a person’s already
disadvantaged position within Canadian society. 1293
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When the OHRC released its accessible education policy in August 2018, it made
recommendations to improve education outcomes for students with disabilities. 1294
Several were aimed at improving data collection. The OHRC recommended that school
boards collect intersectional, demographic data on students with disabilities, including
data on the nature of the disability, whether the student identifies with any other Code
ground (for example, race, sex, gender identity, Indigenous ancestry); the amount of
time taken to provide accommodations and resolve accommodation-related disputes;
drop-out rates; and disparities in special education supports for students in urban
wealthy school districts versus rural, Northern, remote, and/or lower-income school
boards. The recommendations emphasized that the Ontario government should require
that school boards collect this data and provide it to the Ministry, and the province
should analyze system-wide data to identify barriers and address concerns that may
lead to systemic discrimination. 1295
In a December 2018 submission to a provincial consultation on education, the OHRC
recommended that the Ontario government measure access to student opportunities,
achievement and outcomes by collecting and publicly reporting on disaggregated
human rights-based data. 1296
Data is a means and not an end in itself. Data literacy and training are required to
effectively collect and use it. An independent report commissioned by the U.K.
government, Eliminating unnecessary workload associated with data management,
aptly stated:
Nobody intentionally sets out to create unnecessary workload, and everybody
involved in education – from Government ministers to classroom teachers – has
a role to play in reducing burdens. 1297
Rolling out data systems must be approached with care and thoughtfulness to avoid
undue burdens on educators, which can contribute to unnecessary resistance.
Reports and studies recommending data collection
Many reports, studies and plans about the Ontario education system have long noted
the need for better data collection, management, analysis and mobilization. These
documents have recognized that data is important for student equity as well as to
support effective evidence-based program delivery. They have also found significant
deficiencies in the education system’s current approach to data collection.
Auditor General for Ontario
Many of the Auditor General’s findings and recommendations about education relate to
the need for better data collection, analysis and reporting.
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In 2008, the Auditor General noted deficiencies in evidence-based decision-making:
Moving the education sector’s decision-making and educational practices from
the traditional intuitive/experience-based approach to an evidence/researchbased approach requires the collection of better and more detailed data about
students, their educational programs and services, and their performance. 1298
The Auditor General went on to say:
…the school boards we audited were not yet recording on their systems sufficient
information regarding students with special education needs and the services
and supports they received to support detailed analyses. As a result, the boards
could not yet use information systems in significant ways to help manage and
oversee special education programs. 1299
The 2008 report recommended that the Ministry identify (and help boards collect and
use) information required to support “evidence-based program delivery models” for
students with special education needs. This would include information about education
programs for students with special education needs (for example, the type, timing and
amount of services and supports provided) as well as the results the students achieve.1300
In 2009, the Auditor General recommended that the Ministry develop:
…more comprehensive indicators for measuring and reporting on its
effectiveness in improving student achievement…[including] how specific student
cohorts perform over time while participating in the programs and initiatives
intended to improve their performance. 1301
The Auditor General has also made recommendations about EQAO reporting, including
that the Ministry should report the gap between top-performing and lower-performing
student groups and schools, as well as how specific student cohorts perform over time
while taking part in the programs and initiatives intended to improve their
performance. 1302
The Auditor General made recommendations to improve the Ministry’s centralized data
collection and information-sharing with school boards. This included recommending that
school boards have better access to information in the Ministry’s database to be able to
use the data for decision-making and monitoring. 1303
In 2011, the Auditor General recommended that the Ministry and boards:
…assess the viability of calculating student success indicators by a variety of
attributes such as ethnicity, language, and socioeconomic status, and consider a
system or process for collecting data based on student self-identification. 1304
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The Auditor General also found that:
• Boards use different methods for calculating graduation rates so it is difficult to
meaningfully compare rates across the province 1305
• Boards need better information on graduates’ level of preparedness for postsecondary studies and employment. 1306
The Auditor General recommended that the Ministry and boards develop a common
method for calculating and reporting graduation rates and other student success
indicators, set reasonable targets for graduation rates and student success indicators,
and require more formal reporting on whether these targets are being met at the
provincial and board level. 1307
In 2017, the Auditor General once again looked at data collection by the Ministry and
boards and found that the Ministry does not collect enough data to make sure its grants,
especially grants for special education, get allocated equally to all students who need
them. The Auditor General recommended that the Ministry “assess whether the funding
of grants intended to serve the needs of a specific group of students or for a specific
purpose is achieving that purpose.” 1308
The Auditor General has also made findings about board information management
systems and how boards report student data to the Ministry. In its 2018 audit, the
Auditor General found there is no single common centralized student information system
at the provincial level, and boards use different student information management systems.
The Auditor General recommended that for the sake of efficiency and consistency, the
Ministry work with school boards to investigate implementing one common, centralized
student information management system, and noted that British Columbia has a centrally
managed electronic student information system.1309
The Auditor General’s 2020 follow-up report said that the Ministry reported this
recommendation would be implemented by June 2021. 1310 The Ministry advises the
investigation took place but found that moving all boards to a single information system
was not feasible. Instead, the Ministry worked with boards to try to develop a common
model for interoperability (the ability for computer systems to connect and exchange
information with each another).
Ministry reports and plans
Ministry reports, studies and plans have identified the need to better measure factors
that support student success and well-being. In its 2014 document, Achieving
Excellence: A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario, the Ministry emphasized the
importance of demographic and perceptual data (for example, from student censuses
and school climate surveys) for program and service enhancements and to address the
specific needs of students who struggle. 1311
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In Ontario’s 2017 Education Equity Action Plan, the Ministry acknowledged that
“collecting and analyzing voluntary demographic data and perceptual data can enable
our school and system leaders to more precisely address the barriers to student
success.” 1312 The Ministry stated that relevant demographic data includes
exceptionalities, immigration status, language first spoken, race, ethnicity, religion,
disability, sexual orientation, gender identity and indicators of parental socioeconomic
status. The Ministry noted that as of 2017, only one Ontario school board was collecting
demographic data, and while other boards were collecting data on exceptionalities,
immigration status and language first spoken, there is province-wide variation in how
boards mobilize this data to close equity gaps. 1313
The Education Equity Action Plan recognizes:
A consistent approach to collecting and analyzing voluntarily provided identitybased data will help local school boards identify where systemic barriers exist,
and will help determine how to eliminate discriminatory biases in order to support
equity and student achievement and well-being through training and targeted
programs and supports. This work will support the mandate of Ontario’s AntiRacism Directorate and will align with data standards developed by the
Directorate. 1314
The Education Equity Action Plan includes a plan to work with school boards to develop
a consistent approach to collecting voluntary student identity data. It also commits to
working with First Nations, Métis and Inuit partners to co-develop indicators of Indigenous
student success and well-being. Performance measures for the Action Plan include:
• Co-developing indicators of Indigenous student success and well-being with
partners (2017–2019)
• Launching provincewide collection of voluntarily provided data on key identitybased data points for students (2017–2019)
• Using student identity and achievement data when developing multi-year
strategic plans, Board Improvement Plans for Student Achievement and School
Improvement Plans for Student Achievement (2019–2020+)
• Evidence of closing gaps in achievement and well-being (2019-2020+)
• School boards reporting on data collection of disaggregated identity-based data
for students (2019-2020+). 1315
The Education Equity Action Plan connects to the work of Ontario’s Anti-Racism
Directorate and is meant to align with data standards developed by the Directorate. 1316
Under Ontario’s Anti-Racism Act, 2017, 1317 all school boards must collect race-based
data by January 1, 2023. They must combine this data with other information to
determine the impact of race on outcomes, and identify and monitor racial inequalities.
In 2017, the Ministry, in partnership with York University, conducted another study on
data collection. 1318 Unlocking Student Potential Through Data, Final Report identified
ways the Ministry can better use the data it already collects; advance its equity agenda
by collecting additional data including demographic, perceptual, program and student
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learning data; and use data to follow children and youth from birth to post-secondary.
The report noted the importance of collaborating with partners to strengthen data
collection, performance measurement, evaluation and public reporting on education
in Ontario. It described deficiencies in data currently collected by the Ministry and
school boards:
While school boards currently collect a range of demographic data on students,
there are a few key aspects of social identity that most school boards and the
Ministry do not currently collect data on, including: race, ethnicity, creed
(religion), disability, gender identity, and sexual orientation. In addition, these key
demographic data are not asked as part of perceptual surveys, such as the
School Climate Surveys. 1319 Furthermore, allowing school boards to collect data
on their own, with no provincial standards for consistency, will result in gaps
within the provincial picture of whether, and to what extent, education equity is
achieved for students from diverse communities, backgrounds, and identities.
Routine, consistent demographic data collection will allow school boards and the
Ministry to close these knowledge gaps and create an education system that
better serves all of Ontario’s students. 1320
The report made many recommendations on how to improve data collection and use
data to improve decision-making and education outcomes for students. Some of the
recommendations more relevant to the inquiry include:
• Recommending that the Ministry take a leadership role in mandating and
supporting additional provincewide demographic data collection, and making sure
this data is collected in a way that can be reported to the Ministry’s central data
repository, the Ontario School Information System (OnSIS). 1321 The report
recommended that the process to initiate additional data collection begin by the
2018–2019 school year. 1322
• Addressing ways program and process data can be improved. The report
recommended the Ministry identify key program and process data that should be
collected, analyzed and integrated with OnSIS, such as data about student
participation in specialized programs, intervention and instructional processes
intersected with achievement information, to identify achievement trends related
to program type. 1323
• Recommending the Ministry, in collaboration with education partners, examine
processes for identifying students with disabilities, exceptionalities and special
education needs. Identifications, placement recommendations, exclusions from
school and supports provided should be tracked using an intersectional
framework analysis (for example, exploring disproportionate representation of
racialized students in special education programs). 1324
• Recommending the Ministry, in collaboration with education partners, explore
collecting early years provincial baseline data using Kindergarten entry
assessments, especially for foundational literacy and numeracy skills. 1325 The
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report also addressed older students and made recommendations on how to
better track post-secondary registration and outcomes, including by
demographics, to identify disparate outcomes for sub-groups, including students
with special education needs. 1326
Reports about Education Quality and Accountability Office assessment data
In 1995, the Royal Commission on Learning recommended Ontario introduce largescale provincial assessments of literacy and numeracy in Grade 3, and of literacy in
Grade 11. 1327 It recommended assessments be administered by a proposed Office of
Learning Assessment and Accountability, which would provide reports to the Minister of
Education and to the public about provincewide data on student achievement overall
and for sub-groups of students, according to gender, race, ethnicity and socioeconomic
status. 1328 The recommendations resulted in the EQAO being established as a Crown
agency through the Education Quality and Accountability Office Act, 1996. 1329
In 2018, Ontario: A Learning Province made recommendations about classroom
assessments and EQAO assessments and reporting. The report recommended that
data from the Early Development Instrument (EDI), which measures physical health and
well-being, social competence, emotional maturity, language and cognitive
development, communication and general knowledge of Kindergarten students, be
better used to help schools, communities and the province understand the needs of
their youngest learners. 1330 It concluded that EDI data should be used at the provincial,
district and school levels for early childhood development and transitions from early
years to primary schooling, and to support decision-making for prioritizing improvements
and allocating resources. 1331
The report recommended transforming reporting on EQAO data. It said the EQAO
should produce:
A provincial annual report, including provincial results for elementary and
secondary provincial large-scale assessments, considerations of equity, subgroup analyses with disaggregated data, cohort data, questionnaire responses,
relevant provincial data and research, and in years when pan-Canadian and
international assessment results are released, key findings for Ontario. 1332
The report also recommended two-way data sharing between the EQAO and Ministry,
and data sharing with First Nations, Métis and Inuit partners. 1333
In October 2021, the International Dyslexia Association (IDA) released Lifting the
Curtain on EQAO Scores. 1334 The IDA requested and analyzed data from the EQAO’s
Grade 3, Grade 6 and OSSLT (Grade 10) annual reading assessments from 2005 to
2019. The IDA looked at:
• The rate of AT/scribing use by all students, and for students with an IEP
• The percentage of students who passed the test independently (without
accommodations) and who passed using AT/scribing
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•
•
•
•
•

Participation rates
The percentage of students with an IEP and IPRC-LD designation
The “pass rate” 1335 for students who wrote the test using AT/scribing
The discrepancy in the rates of special education support and formal LD
exceptionality identification for English language learner (ELL) and non-ELL
students
The discrepancy between “pass rates” for ELL and non-ELL students. 1336

The IDA found that the rate of AT/scribing accommodations for students with IEPs has
been increasing. It noted that when students are receiving these accommodations, the
EQAO assessment is not measuring their ability to read words unassisted, as the words
are read aloud by the technology. As discussed in section 8, Curriculum and instruction,
the ability to read words is a critical component of reading comprehension. 1337
Therefore, pass rates for students taking EQAO tests with AT/scribing do not accurately
reflect the true state of Ontario students’ reading skills. 1338 The IDA also found little to
no improvement in the unassisted pass rate for students with IEPs, with only 8% of
Grade 3 students with an IEP passing the reading assessment without technology in
2019 compared with 10% in 2005.
The inquiry’s findings were similar. As discussed in section 5, How Ontario students are
performing, the accommodations provided mean that the EQAO reading data, which is
already concerning, likely significantly under-represents the magnitude of reading
difficulties among Ontario students. The inquiry also found that very few students with
an LD exceptionality in the eight inquiry school boards met the provincial standard
without accommodation.
The IDA report identifies concerns with EQAO data reporting. It recommends greater
transparency in EQAO reporting and calls on the EQAO to publish the following
information annually in addition to current measures:
• The percentage of all students who met the provincial standard independently –
without the use of AT/scribing
• The percentage of students who met provincial standard while using AT/scribing
• The percentage of participants who used AT/scribing
• The percentage of participants who used AT/scribing and were successful
• OSSLT results for all students rather than focusing attention on the results of the
highest performing subset of students, the "First Time Eligible participants"
• The percentage of Grade 10 students not considered eligible for writing the
OSSLT
• A breakdown of all provincial, and board-level results by demographic groupings
including gender, race, English language learner status and socioeconomic
status, to provide a greater understanding of issues of equity in education. 1339
Without this information, the EQAO data does not serve its purpose of promoting
accountability and continuous improvement in Ontario’s public education system. 1340
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Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education
Standards Development Committee
The ESD Committee identified “the lack of data collection regarding accessibility and
students with disabilities,” as well as the “challenges of comparing data from across the
province” as a “major barrier” impeding delivering services to students with disabilities.
The committee also noted the need to track data about all students with disabilities,
rather than only on students who have been identified as “exceptional.” 1341
The ESD Committee made many recommendations for boards and the Ministry to
improve and standardize data collection, analysis and reporting. Some of the
recommendations most relevant to the inquiry include that school boards:
• Collect consistent, comparable and disaggregated data on students with all types
of disability as defined in the Code and AODA, and not just on students with an
“exceptionality” as defined under current Ontario special education laws 1342
• Collect data on the accommodations, programs and services that are to be
provided to the student 1343
• Collect data on students with disabilities who need accessible instructional
materials 1344
• Collect data on the number of students who are on a modified day, including the
reason for modified day, duration and appeals, if any, as well as about the
alternative education program provided 1345
• Collect, analyze and publicize annual data on the number of students who
access professional services and assessments provided by regulated health
professionals and other specialists, including the number of days students wait
for the assessments 1346
• On an annual basis, publicly report data about disabilities, exclusions,
modifications, wait times for professional assessments, and data about the
number and types of staff who instruct students with disabilities. 1347
According to the ESD Committee, the Ministry should roll up the school board data into
centralized provincial data, publicly report on it, identify areas for improvement, and
develop a plan for the province to respond to unmet student needs. The committee said
the Ministry should:
• Collect the data from each school board and:
a. publicly report on the data, as an aggregate and by board
b. identify changes over previous year(s) and any areas for improvement
c. develop a provincial action plan to resolve gaps or unmet needs 1348
• Redesign the mandatory contents of IEPs to support data collection about
students with disabilities and the accommodations, or programs and services,
that are required to support their needs 1349
• Provide a standardized provincial rubric for documenting the number of
professional and specialist assessments that each school board provides
annually, including information on the criteria used to prioritize student
assessment referrals, and the length of time from identifying the need for the
assessment to assessment completion. 1350
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The committee also addressed the need to collect, analyze and report on intersectional
student census data including information about disability, such as the type of disability,
or disabilities, and the intersection of disability with other key factors such as race,
Indigenous identity, sexual identity and socioeconomic factors. 1351 Importantly, the
committee stated that data collection should be based on processes and questions that
are consistent for all school boards. 1352 The committee recommended the data be linked
to student outcome and achievement data including graduation rates, credit
accumulation, course selection and other measures. 1353 The data should be analyzed to
identify gaps and develop plans to improve outcomes and achievement of students with
disabilities. 1354
Inquiry findings on data collection
There was significant overlap between inquiry findings and previous report findings
about deficiencies in data collection and needed improvements, particularly about
students with disabilities.
Student information management systems
It was apparent that boards are either not using centralized information management
systems, are using different student information management systems, or have varying
abilities to generate information from their student information management systems. In
several cases, boards could not provide us with the requested data. Some boards
reported that it was not collected at all, only kept by individual teachers, or stored only at
the school level. For example:
• Most boards said that information about students’ progress in reading is only
kept at a teacher or school level
• Few boards had data on the progress of students who took part in reading
interventions. One board said “the District monitors individual student data at the
school level and is investigating ways to manage collective data centrally.” Other
boards provided some data kept by individual reading intervention teachers
• One board could not provide the number or percentage of students identified
with a learning disability at their board, as this information is kept at a school
level
• One board said that data about students who have self-identified as First
Nations, Métis or Inuit and who also have special education needs is schoollevel data that is “not easily acquired.” 1355
In other cases, boards said they manually compiled the data we requested (for
example, data on whether students with learning disabilities are taking mostly applied or
academic courses and their wait lists for psychoeducational assessments). Some
boards did not appear to collect or analyze this data, or similar data, for their own
purposes (for example, to monitor student outcomes or the effectiveness of the
programs delivered). 1356
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It therefore appears that little has been done to address the Auditor General’s 2018
recommendation that boards move to a common, centralized student information
management system.
The Ontario School Information System
Once boards collect information in their different student information management
systems, they submit some of that information to the Ministry’s data repository, OnSIS.
OnSIS collects data on school boards, schools, students and teachers and courses
three times per year. Student information collected includes biographical information,
incidents and infractions, and special education information, including data on student
exceptionalities. Students’ unique Ontario Education Number (OEN) allows OnSIS data
to be linked to other datasets and indicators which allows better tracking of student
achievement and other outcomes for a given cohort or group of students.
The purpose of OnSIS is to gather accurate and reliable data for analysis, policy
development and evidence-based decision-making across policy and program areas,
and ultimately to improve student achievement. 1357 Data collected through OnSIS is
transferred to the Ministry’s data warehousing environment and used to support public
reporting and analysis by Ministry staff and school boards. However, from the
information gathered in the inquiry, it was unclear how much of the OnSIS data is being
analyzed for equity purposes, or if the information collected would be adequate to do so.
The Ministry reported that it analyzes EQAO data but what was less clear is whether the
Ministry currently uses OnSIS data to monitor and publicly report identified indicators to
promote equity, achievement, well-being and public confidence in the education system,
recommended in reports such as Unlocking Student Potential Through Data, Final Report.
EQAO data
The EQAO administers and reports on provincial assessments (as described in section
5, How Ontario students are performing). While the EQAO reports to the Ministry of
Education (Ministry) and school boards on achievement results for self-identified First
Nations, Métis and Inuit students, it does not report on sub-groups of students
according to race, ethnicity and socioeconomic status as recommended in the 1995
Royal Commission report that led to the EQAO being established. The EQAO also does
not provide regular, detailed public analysis on the achievement of students with special
education needs. However, in 2019, the EQAO provincial report stated:
The persistent discrepancy in achievement between students with special
education needs and those without requires attention. EQAO data show
that students with learning disabilities are the largest group in the cohort of
students identified as having special education needs. Historically,
students with learning disabilities have had a low level of achievement
despite having average to above average intelligence. It would be
beneficial to review supports available and strategies for success. 1358
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Other than this statement, the EQAO has done little to identify equity issues or
disparities in student achievement according to demographics in its public reporting.
Boards have access to EQAO data about their students with special education needs
broadly and by exceptionality. However, it was unclear if boards analyze this data for
potential disparities or use it to respond to inequities. The Ministry told the inquiry that it
annually analyzes EQAO board and school-level data, including data about students
with special education needs. However, it was not clear how the Ministry acts on this
data or responds to the consistently low provincial reading scores of students with special
education needs generally, students with learning disability (LD) exceptionalities, or the
large number of students failing to learn to read who do not have any identified special
education need, exceptionality or diagnosis.
As discussed in section 5 How Ontario students are performing, and consistent with the
IDA’s report Lifting the Curtain on EQAO Scores, because of exemptions and
accommodations, EQAO results are not a true reflection of the reading skills of Ontario
students, and do not shed light on the reading skills of students with reading disabilities.
The overall provincial success rates on EQAO reading assessments fail to account for
the many students who cannot read words unassisted.
Data about students with reading disabilities or special education needs
The OHRC asked boards for information about students with special education needs.
The responses revealed that boards have different ways of defining special education
needs. Some equate special education needs with having an IEP. One board appears
to only consider students to have special education needs if they have an exceptionality
identified through the IPRC process. Some include students who have been diagnosed
with a disability through a psychoeducational assessment even if they have not gone
through an IPRC process. Other boards provided information about students with
special education needs without explaining how they defined having these needs.
A major limitation in assessing the situation of students with reading difficulties and
reading disabilities was that most boards only had data on students with a formally
designated learning disability exceptionality (meaning students who had gone through
the IPRC process and been designated under the learning disability exceptionality
category). Many students with reading difficulties are never formally identified. Even
where students have been formally identified, they may have more than one
exceptionality. These students are categorized under a catch-all “multiple
exceptionalities,” which obscures the nature of the exceptionalities and may not allow
meaningful data collection on students with learning disabilities who have co-existing
disabilities, which can be common.
One board appears to recognize the limitation of only counting students identified with
an exceptionality by an IPRC. This board also keeps data on students diagnosed with a
learning disability through a psychoeducational assessment (30% of whom did not go
through the IPRC process). Although this may capture more students with learning
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disabilities than using only the IPRC designation, many students with learning difficulties
do not have a psychoeducational assessment. Therefore, many students with reading
disabilities/dyslexia will still not be captured in data collection.
Concerningly, one board could not provide any data on the number of students with a
learning disability because the data is kept at the school level.
Also, as discussed in section 12, Professional assessments, learning disability
exceptionalities are not categorized, so it was not possible to confirm whether the
students identified have a learning disability in reading or another area such as math.
However, given that reading disabilities are the most prevalent learning disability, it is
likely that many or most of these students do have a learning disability in reading.
Demographic data and data about students with reading disabilities
At the time of our data request, in the 2019–2020 school year, only two of the eight
inquiry school boards, Peel and Ottawa-Carleton, were conducting a student census to
collect demographic data about equity indicators such as race, ethnicity, creed
(religion), disability, gender identity, sexual orientation and socioeconomic status. Since
then, Thames Valley, Simcoe Muskoka Catholic and Hamilton-Wentworth have started
collecting demographic data. Lakehead piloted a student census at two schools in 2020.
We reviewed four boards’ censuses, for the youngest age range. 1359 Boards’ approach
to collecting demographic data is not consistent, making comparing data across boards
or at a provincial level challenging. 1360 Unlocking Student Potential Through Data, Final
Report warned:
Allowing school boards to collect data on their own, with no provincial standards
to ensure consistency, will result in gaps within the provincial picture of whether,
and to what extent, education equity is achieved for students from diverse
communities, backgrounds, and identities. 1361
First, the censuses we reviewed did not appear to have consistent age groupings. Peel
does not appear to survey students before Grade 4. Hamilton-Wentworth’s survey for
the youngest age range ends at Grade 4, while Ottawa-Carleton and Thames Valley
surveys for the youngest age range go up to Grade 6.
All surveys reviewed gathered demographic data relating to:
• Language
• Ethnicity/cultural origin
• Indigenous identity
• Racial background/race
• Gender identity
• Sexual orientation
• Religion/creed
• Disabilities.
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There are variations in the questions related to certain identity data. For example, some
boards asked what language the student first learned to speak. Other boards asked
about what language the student first learned to speak and still understands. Some but
not all boards also ask what language the student speaks most often at home or can
communicate in fluently.
All boards asked for the student’s ethnic or cultural background, but some also asked if
the student considers themselves “a Canadian.” Similarly, while all boards asked about
the student’s “racial background” or “racial group(s),” only one also asked if the student
identifies as a “racialized person or as a member of a racialized community.”
There are also differences in questions about disabilities. One board asked if the
student has an IEP and what primary exceptionality is listed on the IEP. However, other
boards said they have other ways to link IEP and IPRC data with census responses. All
boards asked if the student identified as having a learning disability, but only one board
included dyslexia as an example of a learning disability. None of the boards asked what
specific type of learning disability the student has.
Socioeconomic status is an important type of identity data, and many reports have
recommended collecting it. There are variations in how this data is collected. Among the
boards that asked about socioeconomic status, some asked how many people live in
the student’s home; one asked about total household income; and one asked about the
parent or guardian’s highest level of education, employment status, and job or occupation.
Some boards collect data on socioeconomic status using student postal codes.
In all the above areas, the options for potential answers to choose from varied from board
to board, although all boards offered the option to provide an answer that was not listed.
At the time of the inquiry, boards did not appear to be analyzing data to identify
intersections between having a learning disability and other Code grounds. For
example, the inquiry boards had little or no data about gender identity, race, co-existing
disabilities, Indigenous ancestry or socioeconomic status of students identified with a
learning disability exceptionality. As more boards start to collect student census data (as
required by January 1, 2023), it will be important that they conduct intersectional
analyses and link the demographic data to other available data in their student
information systems (for example, student achievement data).
Data about early screening, reading interventions and accommodations
The inquiry asked for data on early screening, reading interventions, accommodations
and professional assessments. With few exceptions, the boards had little centralized
data on student achievement or outcomes or to measure the effectiveness of their
reading instruction, early screening, intervention programs and accommodation
approaches.
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As discussed in section 9, Early screening, boards have little or no data on early
screening, including on who is screened, when they are screened, the screening
instrument used, and the results of the screener. One major obstacle to collecting this
data is PPM 155, which limits boards’ ability to collect and analyze screening data
centrally. Only one board reported collecting data on the results of early screening as
board SLPs conduct the screening instead of teachers. PPM 155 does not apply to
screening done by speech-language pathologists (SLPs).
In contrast, the U.K. collects and publishes national data on the percentage of students
who achieved the expected phonics standard broken down by demographic data
including gender, income, 1362 ethnicity, special education needs and first language other
than English. 1363 The data is published on the Internet and the public can provide
feedback on improvements to this data collection. 1364
Boards also have little data measuring the effectiveness of their reading intervention
programs. They each measure the effectiveness of these programs differently. Some
boards compile board-level reports on programs such as Reading Recovery® and
Empower.TM In some boards, data is kept manually by reading intervention teachers.
Other boards keep some data manually, at a school level.
Several boards acknowledged they need to find better ways to gather and centrally
manage data on reading intervention participation rates and success. For example, one
board said:
System level data to measure the overall effectiveness of our reading
interventions is difficult to come by and cannot easily be accessed. Schools
maintain the individual results…and while they submit copies to central staff, the
information is presented on paper and we do not have a digital means to collect
it.…We are reviewing the way in which we collect intervention data and are
exploring ways to collect it centrally in an electronic format so that it is easier
to analyze.
Another difficulty is that the measures used pre- and post-test are often specific to the
intervention program. This impedes knowing if core foundational skills, such as wordreading accuracy and fluency, have been effectively addressed. This also impedes
comparing the effectiveness of different programs; a question boards should be
investigating.
School boards and schools also do not have a standard system where every educator
who works with a student is made aware of their accommodation needs. The inquiry
also heard that when a student transfers from one board to another, their OSR is not
always immediately available to the new board. Boards do not appear to have a
consistent data management system where a student’s accommodation needs are
predictably written up in IEPs, and sharable among staff who support the student.
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In some cases, schools provide students with technology as an accommodation.
However, data is not collected about whether technological supports are available to all
students who need them and if the accommodations are implemented and effective
when provided. In 2020, the Auditor General found that some boards do not know
exactly what technology their students currently use, what more technology they need,
or if students across their board have equal access to technology. The Auditor General
recommended that boards perform an assessment to evaluate students’ needs for
classroom technology. 1365
Data on student success indicators
The OHRC asked boards for data on several indicators of student success and
outcomes such as academic pathways (whether students are taking mostly academic or
applied courses in Grade 9), graduation rates and post-secondary attendance. The
OHRC wanted to assess any disparities between these measures for students identified
as having a learning disability compared to all students in the board. With few
exceptions, boards were not able to provide meaningful data.
Seven of eight boards shared whether students with a learning disability took mostly
applied or academic courses. However, only a few boards could further disaggregate
this data by gender, First Nations, Métis and Inuit self-identification, and co-existing
disabilities.
All boards were able to provide their graduation rates. Boards only have access to
information about students who started Grade 9 in their board and stayed with the board
for four or five years. They cannot track student outcomes when the student leaves the
board. Only the Ministry has a methodology for calculating graduation rates that tracks
students across four and five years of secondary school and accounts for student
mobility between boards. Although several boards were able to provide graduation rates
for students with a learning disability exceptionality, others were not. Only a few boards
could further disaggregate or break down graduation rates (for example, by First
Nations, Métis or Inuit self-identification, gender, or co-existing disabilities). One board
had data on the dropout rate for students who identify as Indigenous and/or who live in
“a low-income neighbourhood,” but they could not cross-tabulate it against whether the
student identified as having a learning disability. Boards advised that they can only
disaggregate graduation data for subsets of students who graduate from the same
school district they started their secondary schooling in.
The boards were also not able to provide the OHRC with a picture of their students’
pathways after graduation. For example, they could not provide data on acceptance to
college or university for graduating students with and without an LD exceptionality.
Despite the Auditor General’s 2011 recommendation and the Ministry’s 2013
commitment to monitor students beyond secondary school, it appears that neither the
Ministry nor boards keep good data about what happens to high school graduates,
including where they apply, and if they get accepted or rejected where they apply.
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Boards that did provide information got it from the Ontario Colleges Application Centre
(OCAS) and Ontario Universities Application Centre (OUAC). However, those sources
do not appear to provide a clear picture of where each high school graduate applied,
was accepted, was rejected, and ultimately enrolled for post-secondary studies.
One inquiry board, Ottawa-Carleton, has identified the importance of linking its census
data with other data to support equity in student access and outcomes. In a report on its
2019–2020 student census, it says it will link survey data to other data sets to quantify:
• Disparities in student outcomes (for example, achievement, suspension rates,
graduation rates) and experiences in school (including sense of belonging and
safety)
• Disproportionate representation of different groups across programs and services
(for example, academic/applied/locally developed level courses; English with
core French/French Immersion programs). 1366
Ottawa-Carleton recognizes the need to work with community organizations and
stakeholders to better understand any underlying systemic issues that may contribute to
these outcomes. 1367
There have been some positive developments and more improvements are planned,
but overall, more progress is needed to address deficiencies and implement
recommendations from many reports on improving data collection for decision-making,
program planning and instruction, resource allocation and public reporting. There is an
urgent need for clear provincial standards on data collection, use, analysis and
reporting.

Lack of communication and transparency

Schools and school boards need to be transparent by providing information on their
policies, practices and procedures that is visible and accessible to students, parents,
educators and the community. They also need to be transparent in their dealings with
students and parents. This helps make schools and school boards accountable, and
enables them to continually work towards improving their services. 1368
A key measure of transparency in education is the level of communication between
schools and parents. In its 2010 publication, Parents in Partnership: A Parent
Engagement Policy for Ontario Schools, the Ministry stated:
Respectful, ongoing communication and transparency are essential if we are to
fulfil our vision of parent engagement. Effective, ongoing communication results
in positive and respectful relationships and an appreciation of the roles played by
all partners in education. Multiple channels of communication about student
progress that connect boards, schools, parents and families, students, and
communities need to be in place, and all partners should be encouraged to use
them. An effective network includes clear two-way channels for communications
from home to school and school to home. 1369
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The Ministry has acknowledged that parents’ involvement in their children’s education
can help schools “become even better places to teach and learn, and student
achievement often improves.” 1370 The Ministry said that more parental involvement
leads to students having “more positive attitudes about school, more success with
homework, higher rates of high school graduation, more consistent school attendance,
fewer behavioural problems,” and more success later in life. 1371
Outreach to parents also fosters equitable, inclusive schools. In its 2017 Education
Equity Action Plan, the Ministry committed to “working with school boards to establish
formal structures to promote and enforce human rights and equity” and prioritized,
among other things, “increasing parent engagement in equity and inclusive education,
particularly by identifying strategies to reach out to parents who may be disengaged
from the education system.” 1372
Schools will be more transparent and more effective if they share information on student
performance with parents (and with students, where appropriate) in an accessible,
plain-language way that invites their involvement and feedback; provide context so
information is useful and clear to students and parents; and foster a positive education
environment that makes parents feel welcome.
Schools still have work to do for students who struggle with reading. The OHRC
identified situations where schools failed to share important details with parents about
screening, interventions, accommodations, modifications and professional
assessments. Existing information-sharing tools like report cards, IPRC
recommendations and IEPs are generally not detailed, accessible, frequent or dynamic
enough to provide students and parents with the information they need to understand
how the student is progressing and what extra supports they may need. Some parents
told the inquiry they are ignored, or even face reprisals, if they raise concerns about the
school’s approach to their child’s reading difficulties.
Reports and studies recommending communication and transparency
Ministry reports and plans
A positive school environment is equitable and inclusive and paves the way for effective
communication and transparency. In its 2014 Equity and Inclusive Education in Ontario
Schools: Guidelines for Policy Development and Implementation, the Ministry noted that
boards should create a procedure to “enable students and staff to report incidents of
bullying, harassment, and discrimination safely and have confidence that they will
receive a timely response,” and they should make sure information about the procedure
“is communicated to all students, staff, and others in the school board.” 1373
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In Shared Solutions: A Guide to Preventing and Resolving Conflicts Regarding
Programs and Services for Students with Special Education Needs (2007), the Ministry
shared the “hallmarks of a positive school climate.” These include:
• Everyone is treated with respect
• The school is a caring and responsive environment
• Educators encourage and maintain regular interaction between schools and
families
• The school culture develops a sense of community and caring relationships to
provide all students with greater opportunities to achieve success
• Parents are involved in school activities
• Everyone feels safe and secure
• There is a strong focus on prevention and early intervention in conflicts
• Everyone is invited to contribute ideas and offer feedback
• Cross-cultural communication is valued
• Educators have received training on anti-racism and ethno-cultural equity and on
avoiding ableism, sexism, and homophobia. 1374
Where a positive school climate does not exist, communication can break down leading
to a lack of transparency and a rise in conflict between parents and educators. In
Shared Solutions, the Ministry provided these examples:
• Planning conflicts happen when parents and educators do not have access to the
same information about the student and/or have a different understanding about
the student’s strengths and needs and the special education programs and
services that would be most appropriate
• Implementation conflicts happen when parents perceive that plans for special
education programs and services have not been adequately implemented
• Relationship conflicts may arise because of cultural differences, styles of
interaction, breakdowns in communication, and/or a loss of trust between parents
and educators. 1375
In Shared Solutions, the Ministry noted that boards and schools can promote positive
school environments and effective communication between parents and schools by:
• Making sure parents and school staff receive common messaging about special
education programs and services
• Providing training and professional development to help educators strengthen
their communication skills – including both their ability to present information
clearly, tactfully and with empathy, and their ability to interpret others’ messages
and behaviours accurately and with insight and to understand how the other
party is feeling
• Providing a school board communication guide, developed in consultation with
the board’s Special Education Advisory Committee (SEAC), to help parents know
who to talk to and when they should do so. 1376
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All educational leaders have a role to play in creating positive, transparent school
environments. In Shared Solutions, the Ministry provided an overview of the existing
roles and responsibilities of various education leaders, many of which relate to
transparency. For example:
• The school principal must: communicate the ministry and board’s special
education policies and procedures to staff, students and parents; make sure
parents are consulted when their child’s IEP is developed and make sure they
are provided with a copy of it; and obtain appropriate consents for assessments
• The school board must: report on special education expenses; develop and
amend a special education plan to meet the current strengths and needs of
students in the board; and prepare a parent guide about special education
programs and processes
• The Ministry must: require school boards to report on their special education
expenses; establish the Ontario Special Education (English and French)
Tribunals to hear disputes between parents and school boards about
identification and placement decisions; and establish a “Provincial Parent
Association Advisory Committee on Special Education Advisory Committees.” 1377
Information for Accountability: Transparency and Citizen Engagement for Improved
Service Delivery in Education Systems
In January 2017, the Brookings Institution issued a Global Economy & Development
Working Paper entitled Information for Accountability: Transparency and Citizen
Engagement for Improved Service Delivery in Education Systems. In this paper, it
discussed many elements of effective transparency in education including clear, active
and accessible communication.
The paper discussed how communication falls on a spectrum, ranging from passive
statements to those that invite action. 1378 For example, posting a finalized school policy
on a website is passive, while distributing a draft school policy with opportunities for
discussion and feedback invites action. In the same way, a report card in and of itself is
a passive communication, but a reporting process that invites questions and feedback,
offers an interview and provides students and parents with a process to resolve any
outstanding concerns, invites action. Communication is most likely to trigger positive
change if it invites action. 1379
Even if communication invites action, parents cannot act unless they have the time,
resources and confidence to do so. If, for example, education providers insist on
inconvenient meeting times, fail to allow necessary support persons or translation
support, fail to engage during meetings or offer insufficient time for discussion or offer
no recourse to people who feel they have not been heard, then meaningful
communication will not occur. Advocacy can be particularly challenging for students,
parents who are First Nations, Métis or Inuit, racialized or English language learners,
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who have a low income, and/or who identify with other marginalized communities. They
may have limited time and resources to expend, and may be more vulnerable to or
afraid of being ostracized for raising concerns. The paper explains:
Even when interventions succeed in reaching the most marginalized, they
generate additional concerns. Poor communities have the least amount of time
and resources to, for example, attend school-based management meetings,
monitor activities of teachers, give feedback through redress mechanisms, or
track school budget allocations – a form of “time poverty” as illustrated in widely
cited research by Mullainathan and Shafir (2013). In addition, such marginalized
populations often face the highest social cost to action, such as facing
repercussions from those in positions of power. 1380
Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education
Standards Development Committee
If a school plans to implement a policy, accommodation plan or other procedure that will
affect a particular student, then it must invite feedback from that student and their
parents during every step of the planning process and rollout. The school should also
invite feedback from other affected parties, such as the classroom teacher and other
support staff.
In its initial report, the ESD Committee recommends that schools, with Ministry and
Board support:
• Provide students and parents with a clear overview of what supports are
available to them
• Help students communicate their own observations and reflections on education
supports provided to them, so teachers can use that feedback to refine their
instruction plans
• Facilitate open communication with students, parents and other stakeholders by
actively seeking input on planning and implementing the student’s education
plan/program, and also through surveys, policy reviews and other measures
• Provide dispute resolution services to students and parents who feel they have
received insufficient education supports. 1381
Parents need to know who exactly to turn to, to get help. The ESD Committee
emphasizes the importance of schools and boards assigning responsibility for oversight
and dispute resolution to particular individuals or offices, and widely distributing their
contact information. 1382
Students and parents will be most comfortable engaging with schools and providing
feedback, if schools make an effort to make them feel welcome. The committee noted
that the following additional factors (among others) can make parents more comfortable
in interacting with their child’s school:
• Giving parents notice of who will attend school meetings
• Encouraging parents to bring support people to school meetings
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•

Encouraging parents to take part in meetings in their preferred format (by phone,
online or in person). 1383

Transparency is important not only between education providers and parents, but also
among education providers. Education providers will expand their skills if they can build
on the best practices of their peers.
The ESD Committee discussed the value of educators sharing their best practices with
one another. For example, it recommended making the following tools publicly
available:
• An accessibility hub with continually updated resources and research-based
initiatives
• A list of best practices for enhancing student/parent engagement. 1384
The United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Even if a school communicates extensively with students and parents, disputes may
arise over how the school implements screening, interventions and/or approaches to
accommodation. To be truly transparent and accountable, schools and boards must
offer a straightforward and timely dispute resolution process.
The UN Committee has called for such a process, explaining:
States parties must ensure that independent systems are in place to monitor the
appropriateness and effectiveness of accommodations and provide safe, timely
and accessible mechanisms for redress when students with disabilities and, if
relevant, their families, consider that they have not been adequately provided or
have experienced discrimination. 1385
Existing tools for communication and transparency
Schools and boards share information with students and parents through websites,
printed guides, report cards, formal and informal meetings with students and parents,
the IEP process and the IPRC process. Parents (and students, where appropriate), can
challenge school and board decisions through IPRC appeals and human rights
complaints.
Schools and school boards also receive non-binding recommendations on their special
education programs and services from SEACs.
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Special Education Plans
Under Regulation 306 of the Education Act, school boards must create and share a
special education plan. 1386 These plans foster transparency by clarifying opportunities
for students and parents to become more informed about:
• The [role of the] Ministry, board, SEAC, principals and teachers
• Early identification and intervention strategies
• The IPRC process and appeals
• Educational and other assessments
• IEP development and application
• Equipment requests
• Transitions.
Special Education Advisory Committees (SEACs)
Ontario Regulation 464/97 under the Education Act requires every district school board
to establish a Special Education Advisory Committee which includes up to 12
representatives drawn from certain local associations that “further the interests and wellbeing of one or more groups of exceptional children or adults” and one or two people to
represent the interests of First Nations pupils, and members of the board. Ontario
Regulation 464/97 says the SEAC may:
• Recommend establishing, developing and delivering special education programs
to exceptional students
• Take part in the board’s annual review of its special education plan
• Take part in the board’s annual budget process related to special education
matters
• Review the financial statements of the board on special education matters.
Ontario Regulation 464/97 requires that before they make a decision about any SEAC
recommendation, school boards must “provide an opportunity for the committee to be
heard before the board and before any other committee of the board to which the
recommendation is referred.” 1387 According to Shared Solutions, the SEAC also
“provides information to parents, as requested.” 1388
School boards are not required to follow SEAC recommendations.
Report cards
In Ontario, elementary teachers are required to provide a Fall progress report, a Winter
provincial report card, and a year-end provincial report card. Secondary school teachers
provide two report cards per semester, or three report cards in a non-semestered
program. In the quadmester model used during the COVID-19 pandemic, secondary
teachers provide a progress report midway through the quadmester, and a provincial
report card at the end. Each report card follows a template created by the Ministry. 1389
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IEPs
An IEP lays out the special education program and/or services that a student requires.
Teachers create an IEP by assessing the student’s strengths and needs, and the effect
of those strengths and needs on the student’s ability to learn and demonstrate learning.
The IEP “must typically have a direct progress reporting link to the Provincial Report
Card.” 1390
In Special Education in Ontario: Kindergarten to Grade 12, Policy and Resource Guide
(2017), the Ministry explained that an IEP is in part a transparency tool, in that it is:
an accountability tool for the student, the student’s parents, and everyone who
has responsibilities under the plan for helping the student meet the stated goals
and learning expectations as the student progresses through the Ontario
curriculum. 1391
Schools sometimes create IEPs through an informal process initiated when a teacher
reaches out to a parent or a parent reaches out to a teacher to discuss ways to address
the student’s learning challenges and needs.
IPRCs
IEPs sometimes arise out of a more formal IPRC process. Principals must request an
IPRC meeting for the student, upon receiving a written request from the parent; and
may, with written notice to the parent, refer the student to an IPRC when the principal
and the student’s teacher or teachers believe that the student may benefit from a
special education program. 1392 An IPRC is composed of at least three people, one of
whom must be a principal or supervisory officer of the board. 1393 At least 10 days before
the IPRC meeting, the chair invites parents (and students, where appropriate) to attend
and provides them with documents the committee has relating to the student. If the IPRC
meeting time does not work for the parent (or the student where appropriate) the parent (or
student) may contact the school principal to arrange an alternative date and time.1394
The IPRC decides “whether the student is an exceptional pupil and, if so, what type of
educational placement is appropriate.” The IPRC can also “recommend the special
education programs and/or services that it considers to be appropriate for the
student.” 1395 Students and parents can provide input to the IPRC, but do not have
ultimate control over what the committee decides.
In its 2017 Special Education in Ontario: Kindergarten to Grade 12, Policy and
Resource Guide, the Ministry explained how the IPRC process can improve
accountability:
There is no requirement in O. Reg. 181/98 for a transcript or any other record of
an IPRC meeting to be prepared. However, it is effective practice to document
discussions at meetings where important decisions are made. Such records,
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including reports submitted to and relied on by the IPRC, support accountability
for decisions, enable processes to be reviewed and improved, and assist future
committees in understanding past decisions… 1396
Special Education Appeal Board (SEAB) and Special Education Tribunal (SET)
Some formal avenues for appeal do exist, including the Special Education Appeal Board
(SEAB) and Special Education Tribunal (SET). The SEAB and SET are open to parents
(and students, where appropriate) who have concerns about the school board’s
identification or placement of a student with exceptional learning needs.
If an IPRC has issued a decision, and the parent or student disagrees with the
committee’s finding regarding identification or placement, they can ask the committee to
reconsider its decision at a second meeting.
If they are not satisfied with the reconsideration decision on identification or placement,
or if they want to bypass a second IPRC meeting, they can file a notice of appeal with
the secretary of the school board. The school board will then establish a SEAB to hear
the appeal. 1397 The SEAB is comprised of one person nominated by the parent (or
student, where appropriate), one person nominated by the board, and a chair chosen by
the two nominees. The SEAB will hear submissions from the parent (or student, where
appropriate), and the board will make recommendations that the board must consider.
However, the board is “not limited to the actions recommended by the appeal board.”1398
If the student or parent is not satisfied with the outcome of the SEAB process, they can
apply to the SET. The SET is an “independent adjudicative agenc[y] of the Government
of Ontario,” 1399 and is “mandated to provide final and binding decisions to resolve
disputes between a parent and a school board concerning the identification and/or
placement of an exceptional student.” 1400
The SET may consider issues relating to services and programs, which technically fall
outside of its jurisdiction, if they are closely related to issues related to identifications or
placements, which are in its jurisdiction. As the SET stated in C v Simcoe County
District School Board, “it may be appropriate to consider services and programs that
can be provided in a placement. These are undoubtedly closely interrelated and
therefore difficult to separate and deal with individually.” 1401
School boards will implement IPRC placement decisions either after parents consent to
it, or after the time limit for appeal has expired. The Ministry explains:
Many school boards have a policy of asking the parents to sign their names to
the statement of decision to indicate agreement with the committee’s
identification and placement decision. The statement of decision may be signed
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at the IPRC meeting or taken home and returned. Parents should be encouraged
to give serious consideration to their child’s identification and placement prior to
signing the IPRC form.
If the student’s parents did not attend the IPRC meeting, the statement of
decision and a consent form should be mailed to the student’s home to be signed
and then returned to the school principal. If the parents do not sign the consent
form and do not appeal the decision within the time limit, the school board will
implement the IPRC decision, with written notice to the parents. 1402
Annual IPRC reviews are held after the initial committee decision – unless parents
dispense with them in writing. 1403 Parents (or students, where appropriate) “may request
a review IPRC meeting any time after their child has been in a special education
program for 3 months.” 1404
The Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario (HRTO)
Regardless of whether an IPRC process has been initiated, students and parents can
file an application with the Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario (HRTO) if they believe the
student has experienced discrimination, or if they feel the school has failed to
accommodate the student. 1405 For example, they may file if they believe the special
education programs or services provided by the school and board discriminate against
the student based on their disability and/or another Code ground, or the school’s failure
to provide particular programs or services is discriminatory, or the school’s programs or
services (or lack thereof) fail to accommodate the student’s disability and/or other Codeprotected needs.
Board human rights offices
In its 2017 Education Equity Action Plan, the Ministry acknowledged it needs to “ensure
accountability at all levels of school boards for equity, inclusion and human rights” and
said it would work “to establish formal structures to promote and ensure compliance
with principles of human rights and equity in every school board, to enable the building
of a culture of respect for those principles. 1406 The Ministry further aimed to “work with
school boards to review their policies and ensure procedurally fair and locally sensitive
complaints processes to address human rights matters.” The Ministry laid out the
following goals:
• Years 1 and 2 (2017–18 to 2018–19)
Stakeholders are engaged in reviewing and strengthening school board
structures and identified policies, programs and practices that promote and
enforce equity and human rights across the public education system.
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•

Year 3 and beyond (2019–20+)
Progress is made towards building a culture of respect for human rights,
evidenced in part by a significant reduction in the number of human rights
matters that are resolved at the HRTO. 1407

In a 2019 memorandum to directors of education on the 2019–20 Priorities and
Partnerships Fund, the Ministry described the “Human Rights and Equity Advisors”
project to provide “support for school boards to employ the services of Human Rights
and Equity Advisors (HREAs).” It explained:
HREAs work with the Director of the board and with the board’s senior team to
foster a culture of respect for human rights and equity, help identify and address
systemic human rights and equity issues, and increase the board’s human rights
compliance. 1408
HREAs’ responsibilities include developing human rights complaint procedures. Some
school boards have created human rights and equity advisor positions, or offices, to
assist staff, parents (and students, where appropriate) to understand and enforce the
human rights they have under the Code and the Charter.
Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) processes
The AODA Integrated Accessibility Regulation requires that obligated organizations
(including education institutions), 1409 establish a customer service feedback process for
receiving and responding to feedback specifically about the way they provide accessible
goods or services to people with disabilities. Obligated organizations must also make
the information about their feedback processes available to the public. The processes
must allow for feedback in a variety of ways including in person, by telephone, in writing
or via email. The processes must also specify the actions organizations are required to
take when complaints are received. 1410
Inquiry findings on communication and transparency
The inquiry found several issues with communication, transparency and accountability
that adversely affect students with reading difficulties and their parents.
Lack of effective communication with parents
Ontario schools need to do a better job of communicating with parents about their
children’s reading development and difficulties. The OHRC heard that schools do not
always tell parents when a reading difficulty has been observed or suggested by the
child’s teacher. We also heard that schools do not consistently tell parents how long
their child will have to wait for intervention when a reading difficulty has been identified.
Parents said they often remain confused about what interventions their child is
receiving, and how well they are progressing. Some parents are unaware of what if any
accommodations their child is receiving, and some schools appear to modify students’
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curriculum expectations without explaining the long-term consequences to parents. We
heard that many schools and boards do not provide clear information to parents about
what professional assessments are, how and when students can access them, and how
schools will apply any recommendations that arise.
One parent said there is no “system for parent support” or “method to help parents with
frequently asked questions to help them figure out the system and how to help their
children”, and there “are not enough parent information nights.” Another parent said:
“Parents need to be provided with better information relating to services or lack of
services.” Yet another described the school system as “not transparent, and I would
even suggest willfully opaque when it comes [to] dealing with students and parents with
special needs.” One parent and physician said:
…There is [a] fundamental lack of transparency and fairness in our school
system that leaves students and families adrift without proper guidance to
support kids with learning differences…to access the curriculum. This is deeply
unjust and infringes on the fundamental right of these little people to have equal
opportunity for education.
One parent of a child with a reading difficulty even felt cut off during a bullying situation,
explaining that her son experienced “bullying all through school” and that she and her
son were “frustrate[ed]…with the lack of transparency by the schools and teachers as to
what is really happening in the [classroom].”
Another parent explained how the school’s lack of transparency had caused the family
to feel “stress[ed], sa[d], angry, tens[e], overwhelmed [and] lost:”
[I experienced the] stress of advocating, researching and trying to figure out what
to do/ask for at school, constant battle with school to get needs addressed,
constant runaround from school, minimal communication, not forthcoming about
anything, being told not to come back in to discuss support for our child…all the
lip service from the school, the passing the buck, the “talk to this person” saga,
months go by with no effective support or willingness to change anything
instruction related. Wasted, precious time...lost to the bureaucracy of the
educational institution…Stress of not getting the right support for our child
despite trying, stress of the system failing him, the indifference, the constant
push back, the “secrecy” of the schools.
A speech-language pathologist highlighted that communication with parents should be
prioritized early on, when the child is identified as “at risk,” instead of the current system
where “we wait for children to fail.”
Current reporting methods such as report cards appear to sometimes be part of the
problem rather than the solution. In its 2008 report on Special Education, the Auditor
General commented on the limited ability of report cards to provide transparent
communication to parents of children with special education needs. The Auditor General
noted:
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We found examples, particularly at the elementary school level, where report
cards discussed the student’s positive attributes but did not provide a candid
discussion of the student’s performance relative to expectations. As a result,
some parents may not fully understand their child’s rate of progress and areas
for improvement. 1411
As discussed in section 11, Accommodations, some teachers may not want to have a
“difficult conversation” about a child’s performance with parents at reporting time. Some
parents reported being caught unaware after long periods of positive feedback. For
example, the inquiry heard that a student, who had been on a modified program, was
“bringing home report cards with passing grades and glowing reviews, [and her parents]
had no idea she was in line to never get a high school diploma.” In the inquiry surveys,
a parent told us that “[n]one of the years of IEPs prepared us for the conclusion that [our
son] would enter high school in locally developed – a level he was probably not
appropriate for in truth.” Many parents told the inquiry they would have rather been told
their child was not meeting grade-level expectations, or even “failing” a course. Parents
have a right to know when their child is struggling with foundational reading skills, and
schools have a responsibility to tell them.
The current IPRC process appears to have mixed success in terms of transparency.
Some parents said that IPRC meetings and documentation did keep the school
“accountable.” However, other parents said they did not add value. One parent noted
that IPRC reports included no milestones or objectives tied to definitive timelines, and
no particular educator was assigned to be accountable for items in the IPRC.
One parent shared that the IEP and IPRC processes need to be significantly changed to
be transparent:
Parents are not properly informed of what is involved in the IEP and IPRC
process and what the terminology means for their children. [There is a] huge
learning curve. We showed up to a meeting and six [school board] specialists
were present and we did not know beforehand [to expect them], and we were
overwhelmed and felt like our opinion did not matter.
Some parents reported being ignored, labelled or even penalized for raising concerns
with the school. One parent said that until a psychoeducational assessment was done,
the school treated her like she “was complaining and imagining everything.” Another
parent said that school board personnel try to “prove the parent wrong” rather than
“looking for any evidence-based interventions that actually help the child,” and the
only recourse for parents is to “try and access private intervention to support their
child’s learning.”
One parent said the “onus is always on the parents to be the watch dogs and then
[when] we go in to push for the proper accommodations, we are the problem parents.”
Another parent stated:
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Accountability at our school board is non-existent. All these years, starting from
[Grade] 2, we have been submitting complain[t]s, writing to [the] Director of
Education, [the Ministry], only to be returned back to the source of the issues. We
feel we have been bullied by the school administrators with misinformation, and
[they have been] ignoring our concerns and requests.
School boards are taking some positive steps to improve communication with parents.
The inquiry boards provide guides for parents either on special education in general or
on specific topics within special education. Certain boards have made additional
resources publicly available, in various formats and sometimes in different languages,
on topics such as:
• The board’s special education services including assessments, IEPs, SEACs,
placement options and the referral process for specialized classes, AT and SEA
claims, the identification process and IPRCs
• Student/parent rights and responsibilities in the context of special education
• Communication, and complaint resolution policies and procedures.
Some boards also make sample copies of IEP forms and special education equipment
request forms publicly available online.
One board provides information sessions and a workshop series for parents of preschool children with special needs, to help with the transition into Kindergarten. Another
board provides monthly training for parents and caregivers on how to use SEA
equipment. However, the OHRC is not aware of boards providing interactive education
sessions specifically for parents of children with reading difficulties (who may or may not
have been formally identified or diagnosed).
Some boards host information sessions, consultations and workshop series on special
education topics. One board described how once every two years, its SEAC conducts a
“Special Education Parent/Guardian consultation,” which it uses to “set future direction
for special education programs and services with[in]” the board. This is good practice for
encouraging and facilitating dialogue between students, parents and schools.
According to the consultation results for 2019–2020, some parents were content with
the existing special education system. In response to survey questions, the majority of
responses suggested that the board’s special education procedures were transparent.
For example, one parent suggested that the board maintain the current “information
sessions about how to navigate the system.” However, a significant number of
respondents – over 30% – indicated that: they were not “consulted regularly on the
progress of [their child] regarding their language and literacy development,” they had
not been “provided learning opportunities to support [their child’s] learning at home and
school,” and they had not been “provided tools to support [their child’s] learning at home
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and school.” One parent said they felt “there is very little communication from the
classroom teacher outside of the requirements such as report cards/parent/teacher
interviews.” Another said “[p]lease consider what a parent has to say. I know that
educators know their stuff, but please don’t doubt the parent of that child.”
During this board’s consultation, parents offered suggestions for change. For example,
one parent said “[f]eedback each month would be great to make sure [my child] is on
the right path and staying on.” A major recommendation arising from the consultation
was that the board “create better forms of communication between school and home to
assist with supporting student educational goals as well as accessibility to SEAC
website, PIC [Parent Information Centre] website and Special Education Plan processes
including IEP and IPRC information which will be easily understandable.”
In its 2019 report We Have Something to Say, the Provincial Advocate for Children and
Youth 1412 said it “rarely heard of situations in which a student with special needs
received all the support and assistance they needed to succeed,” and instead found
situations where the “parent struggled to stitch together all the pieces [they] could find to
make their lives and the situation of their child tolerable within a confusing and unhelpful
education system.” One family told the Advocate:
At one point the conflict got so ugly the Superintendent of Special Education was
yelling at us and our advocate in an IPRC meeting because we had pointed out
our son’s principal was making statements that our son was falling behind
academically – but the report cards she was signing indicated steady academic
progress since Grade 1 and that he was meeting his goals.” 1413
The Advocate called for ongoing dialogue between students and school staff, where
teachers “routinely ask students if their learning program is working and, if not, what
could help change the situation.” The Advocate found that students should “have more
say” in developing their IEPs given that they “generally know themselves best; yet most
are never asked for their input or opinions.”
Schools and boards should regularly consult with students and parents to learn about
challenges they are facing with their learning plan, how well their current
accommodation plan is working, and what accommodations they would find helpful
moving forward. Using this information and their own knowledge of reading
development, effective interventions and measures of reading progress, schools and
boards can develop an effective learning program for the student.
Lack of information-sharing among educators
Many educators advocated for more effective information-sharing between teachers and
other school staff.
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For example, one teacher suggested that screening results:
should be kept on a data base rather than a paper copy in an OSR and shared
with the student[‘]s teachers, administrators, support staff, and any other relevant
individuals (people or professionals that support the student). Transparency is key.
A school child and youth worker explained that simply sharing a student’s
accommodation plan with the student’s educational support team may not be enough to
ensure transparency. Schools must also clearly state who is responsible for
implementing the plan:
It may be that everyone on the team agrees that accommodations are needed –
but the how, when, by who and why is not clearly understood/defined. This may
lead to conflict among team members, communication breakdowns and a failure
of students getting what they need.…Then…once a plan is in place, the question
comes up as to who is responsible [and] how are they held ACCOUNTABLE for
ensuring accommodation is in place. What is the complaint mechanism and what
power do students have in asking for what they are entitled to?
Some parents reported an apparent lack of communication between educators about
how to implement accommodations amidst transitions. For example, some parents
found that their children experienced different accommodations from class to class (and
in some cases they received no accommodations at all).
Schools and boards should use reporting and recording tools for screening, intervention
and accommodation approaches, results, and strategies that enable a student’s
educators from one class to the next and from one year to the next to share information
with each other and develop a coherent multi-year education plan. In turn, educators
should provide regular updates on this plan with parents, and explain the rationale for
any amendments or developments.
Onus on parents to get supports
Parents reported that the education system is complex and hard to navigate. Parental
advocacy often determines what services and supports are provided.
In their 2018 report If Inclusion Means Everyone, Why Not Me?, Community Living
Ontario and other organizations noted there are many “complex processes in the
education system geared towards identifying children who have disabilities and
supporting their educational needs,” these processes are often “bureaucratic and
confusing,” and parents “often did not feel well informed about the process.” Parents
reported “it was often up to them to initiate communication and information sharing” with
the school, and often “the onus was on them to request meetings regarding academic
accommodations and the development of IEPs.” Many parents reported “a pattern of
poor communication and lack of follow-through on the part of the school,” which often
led to “a more confrontational style of communication than a collaborative one.” 1414
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The inquiry heard that some parents felt that they had to deal with “red tape at the
school level.” One parent explained that “interventions on [her] daughter’s IEP are/were
not actioned or assessed,” and after a first intervention failed, the school did not provide
her with options for an alternative intervention. She instead “was required to research
and provide a request for another intervention.”
Schools and boards cannot wait for parents to complain before they initiate needed
change. They must proactively follow students’ progress, determine possible solutions,
and raise those solutions in a discussion with parents (and students, where
appropriate). No student should fall through the cracks because they or their parents do
not have the time, ability or power to vigorously advocate for them.
Problems with current complaints processes
In their 2018 report If Inclusion Means Everyone, Why Not Me?, Community Living
Ontario and other organizations noted that parents often “expressed frustration that
there was not an appropriate conflict resolution mechanism available to them when
dealing with schools.” 1415 The report also said:
Almost half of parents reported that they did not have access to a proper conflict
resolution mechanism to deal with an accommodation issue. When parents did
have access to a conflict resolution mechanism, it often appeared to fall short in
many ways. For instance, 69% of parents involved in a conflict reported that they
were not given access to necessary information during the process and 64% of
parents reported that their knowledge of their own child was not recognized by
decision-makers. 1416
The lack of effective dispute resolution processes in schools and boards has caused
significant stress for students, parents and educators. 1417 The OHRC concluded in its
Accessible education policy:
The purpose of a dispute resolution mechanism should be to identify problems
and determine ways to solve them that would permit the student access to
educational services with a minimum of delay. Educational institutions should
facilitate this process and provide reasonable assistance to students, and where
applicable, their parents/guardians. Dispute resolution procedures that are not
timely or effective could amount to a failure of the duty to accommodate. 1418
Many parents find the complaints system confusing and inaccessible. For example, the
February 2020 Review of the Peel District School Board found “widespread confusion”
arising from the board’s processes for “parent complaints, workplace grievances, and
human rights issues.” Many people reported they “felt that they were not being listened
to or their issues were not being dealt with in a fair, respectful, transparent, timely, and
equitable manner.” Complainants “shared stories of repeated frustration of not being
notified of progress or the outcome of a complaint they had made about a teacher or
principal at their children’s school.” 1419
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In its initial report on the Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education Accessibility Standards,
the ESD Committee said parents often report that it is “very difficult” to learn how to,
among other things, “raise concerns about whether the school board is effectively
meeting the student’s disability-related education needs.” The committee explained that
in the current patchwork system, “when it is left to each principal, without clear
requirements and pre-prepared materials for parents, guardians and students,” some
families resort to filing a human rights complaint with the HRTO.
Parents reported similarly frustrating experiences to the inquiry. In one striking situation,
a parent described the intense advocacy she had to undertake over 21 months to get a
reading intervention program for her child. She raised her concerns with the learning
support teacher, principal, superintendents, the director of the school board, her trustee,
the chair of the board’s SEAC, the learning disabilities association of her city, her MPP,
the Ministry, and the Ombudsman’s office. She explained how it took this extensive type
of advocacy just for her child to access a reading intervention program.
A classroom and special education teacher highlighted that existing complaints
processes are used unevenly, and tend to benefit more well-connected parents:
Administration always chooses student behaviour and parent outcry as the
deciding factors in who gets a psychoeducational assessment. The school board
wishes to avoid SEAC, so well educated parents make noise and move up the
ladder in the board in their complaints and concerns. This heavily disadvantages
our less well educated/newcomer to Canada/ELL parents whose children tend to
wait longer on the lists.
A child and youth worker explained that students and parents are often not aware of the
school’s duty to accommodate, and how the school can be held to account if it does not
meet that responsibility.
Even if parents are aware of complaints processes, such processes are not always
effective. A classroom and special education teacher cautioned that the “current
system” recognizes that some students need accommodations, but “it has been done in
a “top/down tick-the-box way rather than actually changing the overall culture or
ensuring that each kid gets the support that they need.” The teacher concluded that
schools had “avoided lawsuits and human rights complaints without doing the really
hard work.”
The current patchwork of complaints procedures is far too confusing. Processes are
duplicative and difficult to access – and so they alienate many parents seeking recourse.
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Recommendations

The OHRC makes the following recommendations:
Set standards and monitor
131. Many previous reports have recommended measures to set standards and
improve consistency, monitoring and accountability in the education system
generally, and for students with disabilities and other Code-protected identities.
The Ministry of Education (Ministry) and school boards should implement all
existing recommendations to set standards, improve consistency, and increase
monitoring and accountability in the education system including recommendations
in reports by the Auditor General of Ontario and the AODA’s Kindergarten to
Grade 12 Education Standards Development Committee’s recommendations for a
Kindergarten to Grade 12 education accessibility standard.
132. To create standardization and consistency related to the issues in the inquiry, the

Ministry of Education, school boards and others should implement all
recommendations in this report.

133. The Ministry should implement measures to monitor and assess whether students
at risk for reading disabilities/dyslexia and students identified or diagnosed with
reading disabilities/dyslexia receive the same level and high quality of special
education programming and support no matter which school board they attend.
The Ministry should ensure consistency across the province. If any inconsistencies
are found, the Ministry should take steps to address them and align all services
with standards based on the scientific evidence.
134. The Ministry should provide additional funding and support, where needed to make
sure students in northern, remote, rural and small boards have equal access to
special education programming, professional services and in-school supports.
135. School boards should implement measures to assess whether students at risk for
reading disabilities/dyslexia and students identified or diagnosed with reading
disabilities/dyslexia receive the same level and high quality of special education
programming and support no matter which school they attend and which teacher(s)
they have. If any inconsistencies are found, boards should take steps to address them
and align all services with standards based on the scientific evidence.
136. All Board Improvement and Equity Plans should include data on reading/literacy
achievement and the actions the board will take to respond to areas of concern.
Data on reading/literacy achievement should be based on standardized measures
of reading described in this report. These actions the boards will take to respond to
areas of concern should be consistent with the findings and recommendations in
this report. Boards should take steps to monitor implementation of these plans at
the school and teacher levels. The Ministry should review all Board Improvement
and Equity Plans annually to make sure these requirements are met, and should
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require boards to take corrective action if their plans do not appropriately address
reading/literacy achievement and identify actions that are consistent with the
findings and recommendations in this report.
137. All board Special Education Plans should include detailed information about the
elements identified in this report, including how classroom instruction incorporates
evidence-based, explicit and systematic tier 1 instruction in foundational word
reading and fluency skills; universal early screening (including when students will
be screened, what screening tool will be used, how the results will be used to
provide tiered interventions and how data from screening will inform board
planning and decision-making); early and later reading interventions (including
what interventions are available, the criteria for accessing them, how the their
efficacy will be monitored); the process for accommodations and modifications and
available accommodations (including available assistive technology and how it use
will be supported); and professional assessments (including the criteria and
process for referring students for assessments, evidence-based psychoeducational
assessments for potential reading disabilities; how wait lists will be managed and
current average wait times for assessments).
Special Education Plans should also lay out the board’s Response to Intervention
(RTI)/Multi-tier Systems of Supports (MTSS) tiered approach to instruction,
screening and intervention, and should break down service delivery models by
type of disability (including information about interventions, supports and programs
for students with reading disabilities/dyslexia). The Ministry should review all board
Special Education Plans annually to make sure these requirements are met, and
should require boards to take corrective action if their plans do not appropriately
address these issues in a way that is consistent with this report’s findings and
recommendations. The Ministry should monitor implementation of these plans.
138. The Ministry should take steps to make sure funding provided to school boards for
specific special education purposes, including money specifically ear-marked to
support students with or at risk for reading disabilities/dyslexia, is spent for those
purposes. The Ministry should make sure boards do not spend money on
programs or supports that are not validated and proven to be effective for students
with reading disabilities/dyslexia. Boards and the Ministry should explore
opportunities for bulk purchasing evidence-based screening tools, interventions
and the associated professional training and coaching, and other resources.
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Improve data collection
139. Many reports have recommended improving data collection, analysis and reporting
and using data to increase equity, improve student achievement and outcomes
and for better decision-making. The Ministry of Education (Ministry), school boards
and EQAO should implement all existing recommendations to related to data
including:
a. The OHRC’s previous recommendations to improve education outcomes for
students with disabilities
b. Recommendations in reports by the Auditor General of Ontario
c. The AODA’s Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education Standards Development
Committee’s recommendations for a Kindergarten to Grade 12 education
accessibility standard
d. The International Dyslexia Association’s report, Lifting the Curtain on EQAO
Scores 1420
e. Recommendations in documents and reports such as Achieving Excellence: A
Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario; Ontario’s Education Equity Action
Plan; Unlocking Student Potential Through Data, Final Report; and Ontario: A
Learning Province.
140. The Ministry and school boards should implement all data collection
recommendations in this report, including data collection about screening,
intervention, accommodation and modification, and professional assessment.
141. To the extent possible, boards should use common, centralized, student
information management systems. Where this is not possible, boards should be
able to generate the same consistent data from their student information
management systems.
142. All boards should collect data on all students with disabilities (and not just
exceptionalities as defined by the Ministry and identified through an Identification,
Placement and Review Committee). Data about reading disabilities/dyslexia
specifically should be collected (including about students identified/diagnosed with
a reading disability/dyslexia and all students who did not meet expectations in
foundational reading skills by the end of Grade 1 and Grade 2, and who therefore
may be at risk for a reading disability/dyslexia). When a student has multiple
disabilities, data should be collected about each disability (instead of the current
approach to categorize students as “multiple exceptionality”). Data should be
reported centrally to the Ministry for further analysis.
143. Information boards collect about students identified/diagnosed with a reading
disability/dyslexia and all students who did not meet expectations in foundational
reading skills by end of Grade 1 and Grade 2 should include the services and
supports they are receiving, their response to services and supports (for example,
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response to intervention), intersections with other identity characteristics and
success indicators. Boards should analyze the data each year to identify any
disparities or equity gaps, and develop action plans to close those gaps.
144. All boards should collect demographic data about equity indicators including race,
ethnicity, creed (religion), disability, gender identity, sexual orientation and
socioeconomic status. The Ministry should work with boards to explore ways to
make sure all boards collect the same data to allow for analysis across the
province, including by standardizing the age groupings for censuses, census
questions and response options.
145. Boards’ census questions about disability should ask about all disabilities. Boards
should break down learning disabilities by subtype and include an option to identify
that the student has a reading disability/dyslexia, or may be at risk for or have a
suspected reading disability/dyslexia.
146. Boards should consider asking demographic questions on school climate surveys
to assess if students’ school experiences differ based on disability and/or other
identity characteristics. For example, boards could assess whether students with
disabilities, including specific disabilities, are more likely to report bullying, feeling
unwelcome or other negative school experiences.
147. Boards and the Ministry should work together to develop a consistent method for
measuring student success indicators including standardized reading measures,
EQAO assessment results, academic pathways (whether the student has taken
academic, applied or locally developed courses; and whether they have modified
curriculum expectations), credit accumulation, graduation rates, and postsecondary application, acceptance and attendance. They should explore ways
boards can disaggregate this data by subsets of students to identify and act on
equity gaps.
148. Boards should cross-tabulate and analyze data on students with disabilities
(including with suspected reading disabilities/dyslexia or who are at risk for reading
disabilities/dyslexia), along with other demographic data (including race, ethnicity,
creed (religion), disability, gender identity, sexual orientation and socioeconomic
status against student success indicators. Intersectionality between all identity
characteristics and student success indicators should be analyzed. The Ministry
should provide a standard provincial methodology for cross-tabulating and
analyzing this data. The Ministry should centrally collect and analyze this data, and
should publicly report on any disparities or equity gaps identified.
149. Any disparities or equity gaps identified in the analysis of cross-tabulated data
must be addressed at a board level and a provincial level. The board and the
Ministry should develop and publicize plans to improve the disparities or equity gaps.
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150. Boards should ensure that data is always collected, analyzed and presented in a
way that is consistent with the Human Rights Code, and does not reinforce stigma
or stereotyping. 1421
Improve communication and transparency
151. School boards, schools and educators should communicate effectively with
students and parents (in a plain-language, accessible format that invites action,
and that is translated into languages that reflect the school community) through
regular mail and/or electronic mail, on board and school websites, and through
information sessions, about:
a. Screening, interventions, accommodations and professional assessments for
students with reading difficulties
b. When, how and why boards and schools will provide these services
c. How students and parents can request these services
d. How the school will update parents (and students, where appropriate) on how
the services are progressing (for example, how and when it will issue progress
reports on interventions and accommodations)
e. Community advocacy organizations that offer support to students with reading
difficulties, and their parents
f. Resolution options with the teacher, school and board (including the board
human rights office, if applicable), and at the Special Education Appeal Board,
Special Education Tribunal and Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario, for disputes
about screening, interventions, accommodations or professional
assessments. 1422
152. Schools and boards should use reporting and recording tools for screening,
intervention and accommodation approaches, results and strategies that enable a
student's educators to share information with each other from one class to the next
and one year to the next, to develop a coherent multi-year education plan. In turn,
educators should provide regular updates on this plan to parents, and explain the
rationale for any amendments or developments.
153. School boards or schools should provide parents (and students, where

appropriate) with a plain-language summary of the student’s IEP. 1423

154. School boards and schools should establish and broadly publicize a policy to

encourage parent involvement in all meetings with the school, where:
a. The school board and/or school brings all key professionals who will be
involved in the decision-making process
b. Before the meeting, the school board and/or school tells the parents who will
be attending the meeting on its behalf
c. Before the meeting, the school board and/or school connects parents with
community advocacy organizations that offer support to students with reading
difficulties, and allows parents to bring a representative from a community
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advocacy organization and/or another professional support, and/or a personal
support, to the meeting
d. Parents are welcome to bring personal and professional supports they
deem necessary
e. Parents have a range of participation options (including during the day or in
the evening, and by telephone, online or in person). 1424
155. Schools and educators should consult parents when developing IEPs, and provide
them with a copy of the IEP. Where appropriate, schools should instruct students
in self-assessment methods so their observations on their own learning progress
and the suitability of their accommodations can be considered by teachers as they
refine their instructional plans. 1425
156. School boards should, in partnership with the Special Education Advisory
Committee, conduct a survey of parents with students in a special education
program to determine how well developments and program updates are
communicated to parents. They should publicize the results along with timelines
for responding to the results, and confirm they have acted within those timelines.
157. Boards should develop, offer and broadly publicize a non-adversarial dispute

resolution program. Boards should assign a staff member to be responsible for the
program, and to operate at arm’s length from the board. Boards should assign a
dedicated email address and phone number to the program. The program should
issue timely decisions in writing. Boards should offer the opportunity for a
designated senior board official to review the decision if requested. The Ministry
should develop a program to offer further resolution opportunities (including
mediation) for matters not resolved through the board process, and should assign
a staff member to be responsible for it. 1426
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Appendices

Appendix 1: List of recommendations
First Nations, Métis and Inuit experiences

Recognize distinctions
1. The Ministry of Education (Ministry), school boards and others should use “First
Nations, Métis and Inuit” when possible and appropriate. Recognizing and
distinguishing between First Nations, Métis and Inuit makes sure that all First
Nations, Métis and Inuit children and youth see themselves in the school system, feel
represented, and have trust that their unique needs are understood and being met.
2. The recommendations in this report should also be interpreted and implemented
in a way that addresses the unique needs of distinct Indigenous peoples. First
Nations, Métis and Inuit self-identification in terms of community and Nation as well
as geographic or region-specific distinctions should be taken into account. Local
decision-makers such as school boards should learn about and consult local
Indigenous communities.
Follow existing recommendations for supporting First Nations,
Métis and Inuit students
3. Many reports have made recommendations to improve First Nations, Métis and Inuit
students’ learning, experiences and well-being in school. Recommendations have
included improving access to First Nations, Michif and Inuktut language instruction,
First Nations, Métis and Inuit culture, knowledge and perspectives for all students;
providing professional development for educators and board professional staff;
easing transitions for students; and taking steps to address racism and systemic
discrimination. The Ontario Ministry of Education and every Ontario school board
should implement all existing recommendations for supporting First Nations, Métis
and Inuit students including:
a. The May 2017 First Nations Special Education Review Report and the 2017
Chiefs of Ontario Position Paper recommendations that relate to Ontario’s role in
First Nations special education
b. The Ontario Federation of Indigenous Friendship Centres’ recommendations on
how to address the accessibility needs of urban Indigenous students, in its July
2017 Response to the Development of an Accessibility Standard for Education
c. The recommendations to Ontario from the Seven Youth inquest
d. The Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Action, particularly those related to
education and updating all provincial curriculum to include Indigenous
perspectives and content
e. The National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls’
Calls for Justice, particularly those related to education.
f. The Council of Ontario Directors of Education Listening Stone Project Reports
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g. The OHRC’s recommendations in To Dream Together: Indigenous peoples and
human rights dialogue report.
When implementing recommendations in these reports related to Indigenous content
in curriculum and culturally appropriate resources for First Nations, Métis and Inuit
learners, the Ministry and school boards should make sure First Nations, Métis and
Inuit are each reflected and children from these communities see their own identities
positively reflected in the materials. This will give them a sense of belonging and pride.
4. The Ontario Ministry of Education and all Ontario school boards should review and,
where necessary, revise the First Nations, Métis and Inuit Policy Framework and
Indigenous Education Strategy, to make sure it reflects these recommendations.
5. The Ontario Ministry of Education, and all Ontario school boards, should make sure
boards have an Indigenous Education Advisory Council as required under the
Ontario First Nation, Métis, and Inuit Education Policy Framework Implementation
Plan. School boards should make sure the Councils, and any other places where
First Nations, Métis and Inuit students are discussed, are representative of each of
the Indigenous communities that are represented in the school board, to ensure that
distinct needs and perspectives of students and families are addressed.
6. The Ontario Ministry of Education and all Ontario school boards should use the UN
Declaration as a framework for implementing these recommendations. The UN
Declaration should be interpreted in conjunction with the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (Articles 7 and 24) and the Convention on the Rights of the
Child (Article 28).
Treat First Nations schools equitably
7. The federal government should implement the recommendations for federally funded
First Nations schools in reports referenced in Recommendation 3.
8. First Nations schools should receive funding that is equitable compared to
provincially funded schools, and any additional funding needed to ensure
substantive equality, considering the unique circumstances of students attending
First Nations schools.
9. The recommendations in this report should be implemented in First Nations schools,
as applicable.
Use trauma-informed and culturally sensitive approaches
10. The Ministry of Education should encourage all school boards and schools to adopt
trauma-informed and culturally safe approaches including by providing guidance,
resources and supports.
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11. All school boards and schools should create trauma-informed and culturally safe
school environments and provide comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded
training to educators on trauma-informed and culturally safe practices.
Identify Indigenous students and provide access to supports
12. School boards should not delay or fail to identify Indigenous students with learning
difficulties based on culturally biased practices/assessments or assumptions related
to their Indigenous identity.
13. Ontario should publicize, adopt and implement a broad approach to Jordan’s
Principle and Inuit Child First Initiative funding, consistent with the purpose of
ensuring substantive equality, that recognizes that federal funding is available for
any government service that is provided to children including health, social and
education services such as professional assessments, tutoring and assistive
technology.
14. Ontario school boards and community service providers should know the criteria and
process for applying for federal Jordan’s Principle or Inuit Child First Initiative
funding, and promote the use of this funding to access supports to address any
needs of First Nations and Inuit students.
15. School boards and schools should recognize the role of Friendship Centres and
urban Inuit organizations in coordinating holistic, culture-based supports for urban
First Nations and Inuit students and their families.
16. Ontario school boards and community service providers should understand the role
of the MNO in representing and providing wrap-around services to its Métis citizens.
The Ministry and school boards should work as partners with the MNO and Métis
communities in the school board’s area. School boards should foster the relationship
between schools and the MNO’s Education Support Advocacy program. Financial
contributions from the province to the MNO’s Education Support Advocacy program
would allow for enhanced supports to be provided to Métis learners in a predictable
way every year.
17. Provincial and federal funding for supports for First Nations, Métis and Inuit students
should provide for additional costs associated with northern, remote or isolated
circumstances, and should include the cost of travel to receive services, where
necessary.
18. School boards and schools should recognize First Nations, Métis and Inuit Elders as
knowledge keepers and educators, and recognize their role in transmitting cultural
knowledge to the younger generation and building stronger, healthier and more
resilient young people, families and communities. School boards and schools should
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increase access to Elders and guest speakers in schools and make sure
Elders/guest speakers are representative of all First Nations, Métis and Inuit
students represented in the board.
19. School boards’ acknowledgements of Indigenous peoples and territories should
recognize each of First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples and territories as
appropriate. They should also recognize significant events and days, such as
Treaties Recognition Week, National Indigenous Peoples Day, Powley Day and
Louis Riel Day.
Use instruction and intervention approaches that are effective and inclusive
20. The Ontario Ministry of Education and all school boards should provide evidencebased curriculum and classroom instruction in foundational reading skills in a way
that is inclusive to all students, including First Nations, Métis and Inuit students.
They should find ways to also incorporate Indigenous experiences, culture and
values throughout classroom content.
21. Educators should not promote the English or French languages of instruction at the

expense of Indigenous languages. They should encourage proficiency in Indigenous
languages, recognize the benefits for children when they have proficiency in their
own Indigenous language and the language of instruction (English or French), and
never discourage students from using or learning their language.

22. For First Nations, Métis and Inuit students with or at risk for word reading disabilities,
school boards should provide immediate intervention with evidence-based
programs. Delays in providing interventions or using interventions that are not rooted
in strong evidence with a focus on foundational reading skills will further
disadvantage these students.
Improve approaches to self-Identification and data
23. School boards should work with First Nations, Métis and Inuit governments (local
First Nations governments and the MNO) and local organizations (such as
Friendship Centres, Tungasuvvingat Inuit) to understand and respond to any
concerns with self-identification. They should clearly communicate how selfidentification benefits First Nations, Métis and Inuit students and how selfidentification data will be kept confidential and used. They should never use selfidentification data to portray First Nations, Métis or Inuit students in a negative or
disrespectful way.
24. School boards should make sure they have data on the percentage of students who
self-identify as First Nations, Métis and Inuit overall, and broken down by First
Nation, Métis and Inuit.
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25. School boards should collect and analyze data on achievement and outcomes (such
as EQAO results, course completion and graduation rates) for students who have
self-identified as First Nations, Métis and Inuit. They should track whether First
Nations, Métis and Inuit students have IEPs or have been identified with an LD
exceptionality (see also recommendations related to data collection in section 13,
Systemic issues). They should respond to any equity gaps identified in the data.
26. School boards should share this data with First Nations, Métis and Inuit
governments (local First Nations governments and the MNO) and local organizations
(such as Friendship Centres, Tungasuvvingat Inuit) on a regular basis. They should
work as partners with these governments and organizations to make sure culturally
appropriate supports can be provided to improve First Nations, Métis and Inuit
students’ outcomes.

Curriculum and instruction

Revise the Kindergarten Program and Grades 1-8 Language curriculum
27. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to revise
Ontario’s Kindergarten Program and Grades 1–8 Language curriculum to:
a. Remove all references to cueing, cueing systems and guessing strategies for
word reading
b. Remove all references to any other instructional approaches to teaching
foundational reading skills that have not been scientifically validated
c. Require mandatory explicit, systematic and direct instruction in foundational
reading skills, including phonemic awareness, phonics and decoding, and word
reading proficiency
d. Beginning in the Kindergarten Program and continuing in the Grades 1–8
Language curriculum, explicitly state expectations for teaching phonemic
awareness, letter-sound associations, word-level decoding (including blending
sounds to read words and segmenting words into sounds to write words), wordreading proficiency or fluency (number of words read per minute) and knowledge
of simple morphemes. The Grades 1–8 Language curriculum should include
more advanced word study in and beyond Grade 2/3, and outline more advanced
expectations with morphology, knowledge and analysis of words, through the
middle grades and beyond
e. Incorporate other aspects of a comprehensive approach to literacy which are
addressed in the research science such as evidence-based instruction in oral
language, reading comprehension, vocabulary knowledge and spelling and writing.
28. The Ministry should specify that all critical elements of explicit, systematic and direct
instruction in foundational word-reading skills in the revised Kindergarten Program
and Grades 1–8 Language curriculum are mandatory and not optional. The Ministry
should provide specific and scaffolded grade-level expectations for each
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foundational word-reading skill. The Ministry should clarify that early literacy skills,
such as phonemic awareness, knowledge of letter names and sounds and how to
print letters, and decoding simple words are all expected in Kindergarten.
29. The Ministry should develop the revised Kindergarten Program and Grades 1–8
Language curriculum on an expedited basis, but should include all the necessary
steps in the curriculum review process.
Revise early literacy resources
30. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to revise Ontario’s Guide to
Effective Instruction in Reading (Kindergarten to Grade 3) and Guide to Effective
Literacy Instruction (Grades 4 to 6) and other supplementary resources and
materials to:
a. Remove all references to cueing, cueing systems and guessing strategies for
word reading
b. Remove all references to balanced literacy and associated concepts such as
teaching word reading with the use of cueing systems or through reading books
within the current gradual release of responsibility model (instruction through
modelling book reading with word problem-solving using cueing systems, shared
reading with word problem-solving using cueing systems, guided and
independent text reading focused on word problem-solving using cueing
systems, and mini lessons)
c. Remove all references to any other instructional approaches in teaching
foundational word-reading skills that have not been scientifically validated
d. Remove all references to running records, miscue analyses and other
assessment approaches that have not been scientifically validated
e. Remove all references to levelled readers and incorporate references to
decodable texts in Kindergarten to Grades 1 or 2 (or in later reading
interventions) and/or to practicing word reading in less controlled books that are
nonetheless selected to provide practice for word-reading skills for young
readers, and with appropriate reading materials, other than levelled readers, in
later elementary grades. Reading materials should be selected based on other
criteria appropriate for developing reading competence, language and knowledge
f. Replace cueing and balanced literacy for word reading with mandatory explicit,
systematic and direct instruction in foundational word-reading skills including
phonemic awareness, phonics and decoding skills, and word-reading proficiency
(accurate and quick word reading)
g. Beginning in the Kindergarten Program and continuing in the Grades 1–8
Language Arts curriculum, state the approaches (and Ministry-recommended
programs) that will support the explicitly stated expectations in phonemic
awareness, letter-sound associations, word-level decoding (including blending
sounds and segmenting words into sounds to read and write words), wordreading proficiency or fluency (number of words read per minute). This will
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continue through to more advanced word study beyond Grade 2, including how to
teach advanced morphological knowledge and analysis
h. Incorporate other aspects of a comprehensive approach to literacy which are
addressed in the research science such as evidence-based instruction in oral
language, reading comprehension, vocabulary knowledge and spelling and
writing.
31. The Ministry should release revised guides and supplementary resources before or
at the same time as the revised Kindergarten Program and Grades 1–8 Language
curriculum.
32. The Ministry should revoke any early literacy resources, including supplementary
classroom materials published on the Ministry’s Curriculum and Resources website
or e-Community Ontario, that promote cueing systems, balanced literacy, running
records and miscue analyses or any other instructional and assessment approaches
to word reading that are not scientifically validated.
33.School boards should update their early literacy policies, procedures, directives,
documents, guides, training and professional development materials, and any other
early literacy resources, to align with the findings in this report and, when available,
the revised Kindergarten Program, Ontario Language curriculum, Guide to Effective
Instruction in Reading (Kindergarten to Grade 3) and Guide to Effective Literacy
Instruction (Grades 4 to 6) and other revised Ministry supplementary resources
and materials.
Review textbooks and supplementary classroom materials
34. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to revise the Trillium list of approved
textbooks related to reading, if any, to align with the scientific evidence by removing
all textbooks that promote instruction and assessment approaches that have not
been scientifically validated, and adding only textbooks that reflect effective
instructional principles associated with mandatory explicit, systematic and direct
instruction in foundational word-reading skills including phonemic awareness, phonics
and decoding skills, and word-reading proficiency (accurate and quick word reading).
35. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to develop a list of approved
classroom materials (including programs, kits, books, readers, assessment tools and
intervention programs) that are consistent with the revised curriculum and scientific
evidence outlined in this report.
36. The Ministry should make clear that school boards must stop using and may no
longer purchase textbooks or classroom materials that are inconsistent with the
scientific evidence, and can only purchase or use materials related to teaching
foundational word reading skills on the Trillium list and Ministry list of approved of
classroom materials.
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37. School boards should stop using textbooks and classroom materials that are
inconsistent with the scientific evidence, as outlined in this report. School boards
should only purchase textbooks and classroom materials on the revised Ministry
approved lists. School boards should replace levelled readers in Kindergarten to
Grade 1 or 2, with decodable texts.
38. The Ministry should provide school boards with the funds to purchase textbooks and
classroom materials on the revised Trillium list and list of approved classroom materials.
Develop and deliver interim curriculum and measures
39. The Ministry of Education should work with external expert(s) to develop or identify
an interim early reading curriculum (or addenda to the current Kindergarten Program
and Grades 1–8 Language curriculum) and resources/guides/training to support
school boards and teachers to immediately start delivering instruction in foundational
reading skills that aligns with the science of reading while the Kindergarten Program,
Grades 1–8 Language curriculum and instructional guides and other resources go
through a full revision. The interim early reading curriculum and resources/guides/
training should provide guidance to and require boards and teachers to immediately
begin to implement mandatory explicit, systematic and direct instruction in
foundational word-reading skills including phonemic awareness, phonics and
decoding, and word reading proficiency including morphological knowledge. This
interim curriculum and resources/guides/training could be selected from evidencebased pre-existing materials that have been vetted by the Ministry’s external
expert(s) to make sure they conform with the reading science. The Ministry should
make sure any interim resources/guides/training will be consistent with the future
revised Kindergarten Program and Grades 1–8 Language curriculum, so they can
continue to be used once these are released.
40. School boards should immediately begin implementing measures/resources/
programs/guides/training to provide mandatory explicit, systematic and direct
instruction in foundational word-reading skills including phonemic awareness,
phonics, decoding and word study, while awaiting a revised Kindergarten Program
and Grades 1–8 Language curriculum. These measures/resources/guides/training
can continue to be used to support delivery of a revised Kindergarten Program and
Grades 1–8 Language curriculum once they are released.
41. The Ministry should adopt a systematic approach to releasing an interim early
reading curriculum and/or addenda to the current Kindergarten program and Grades
1–8 Language curriculum that is supported by professional learning, guides and
supplementary resources and a supportive professional development plan for
educators that is clearly communicated with school boards.
42. The Ministry should provide adequate funding to boards to implement and continue
to use these measures/resources/programs/guides/training.
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43. The Ministry should enhance funding support for summer learning programs offered
by school boards for students in Kindergarten to Grade 5, as part of a strategy to
help all students catch up on reading proficiency and respond to COVID-19 learning
loss related to reading. The Ministry should require that summer learning programs
to support reading provide mandatory explicit, systematic and direct instruction in
foundational reading skills including phonemic awareness, phonics and decoding,
and fluency.
44. The Ministry should develop an education recovery plan that includes intensive and
accelerated reading programs for all students, but with an emphasis on targeting
groups most disadvantaged by school closures related to COVID-19 (students with
disabilities, students from low-income families, Black and other racialized students,
Indigenous students and newcomers).
Build expertise within boards and ensure non-reprisal
45. The Ministry should provide stable, enveloped yearly funding to all school boards in
the province to hire literacy-learning leads to coordinate and support board-level
improvement efforts related to reading and literacy. The Ministry should require that
literacy-learning leads be trained in the science of reading, including systematic and
direct instruction in foundational reading skills/structured literacy approaches.
46. School boards should draw on internal expertise, educators, administrators, speechlanguage pathologists and psychology staff who are knowledgeable about the
science of reading, for systematic and direct instruction in foundational reading
skills/structured literacy approaches.
47. Board staff who advocate for the science of reading or other measures to improve
outcomes for students with disabilities should never be subject to adverse
consequences/reprisals.
Ensure pre-service teacher preparation addresses critical concepts
48. Ontario’s faculties of education should embrace the science of early reading, and
make sure future teachers understand critical concepts, including:
a. The importance of word-reading accuracy and efficiency for reading
comprehension; models of reading development
b. How accurate and efficient early word reading develops
c. How to teach foundational word-reading and spelling skills in the classroom
d. The importance of teaching foundational skills in reading to address inequality for
historically disadvantaged student populations and the needs of students with
different difficulties and disabilities
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e. Other aspects of a comprehensive approach to literacy which are addressed in
the research science but were beyond the scope of the inquiry, such as
evidence-based instruction in oral language, reading comprehension, vocabulary
knowledge and spelling and writing.
49. The Ontario College of Teachers Act regulations should be amended to require that
all Primary and Junior teacher applicants take a half-course (three credits) that
focuses on critical components of word-reading instruction to support all students in
becoming proficient readers. Faculties of education should make sure this course
spends considerable time on and includes instruction to develop pre-service
teachers’ knowledge of the content in Recommendation 48 above and:
a. The structure of spoken and written words
b. What systematic and direct instruction in word reading and spelling consists of at
different grade levels
c. The skills and knowledge necessary to implement best practices for teaching
students phonemic awareness, phonics, accurate and efficient or quick word
reading, spelling, fluency, and more advanced word study, including syllable and
morphological knowledge and analysis
d. How to gauge students’ progress in these foundational word-reading and spelling
skills; identify students who need immediate follow-up; and provide immediate,
focused instruction to students who need it.
Faculties should explore practicum components and mentoring opportunities that
reinforce and enhance learning in these areas.
50. Every Ontario faculty of education should make sure that further Language Arts
methods courses, assessment courses, and courses on inclusive and special
education/teaching students with exceptionalities further reinforce and deepen preservice teachers’ knowledge and understanding of these concepts and approaches.
51. Every Ontario faculty of education should build on the foundational knowledge
described in Recommendations 48 and 49, to prepare pre-service teachers to
identify, instruct and support struggling readers and writers, including students with
dyslexia, with other disorders, and students with no known exceptionality, with
further instruction on:
a. The core features of reading disabilities and dyslexia. Dyslexia should be named
and explained
b. Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties
c. Understanding and practicing using scientifically validated early screening tools
and scientifically supported methods of classroom reading assessment to guide
reading and writing instruction
d. Understanding differentiated reading instruction to build foundational reading
skills and support writing development for students with reading difficulties
e. Effective accommodations and how to successfully implement them in the
classroom
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f. Understanding early and later interventions that are evidence-based, with a focus
on evidence-based approaches used in Ontario school boards, and how to
support students in the classroom when they are receiving these interventions.
52. Every Ontario faculty of education should re-evaluate teaching running records or
miscue analyses. Teachers should be taught how to use more valid and helpful
ways to evaluate students’ reading progress and how to use assessment tools that
measure skills related to word-reading accuracy and proficiency separately from a
student’s reading comprehension or oral language comprehension. Pre-service
teachers should be taught how to administer short, reliable assessment tools to
gauge students’ progress in these foundational skills.
53. Recommendations 48 to 52 should be implemented regardless of whether and
before the Ministry revises the Kindergarten Program and Ontario Grades 1–8
Language curriculum.
Ensure additional qualification courses and continuing professional development
address critical concepts
54. The Ontario College of Teachers should require that any additional qualification
courses on reading offered by any AQ provider in Ontario (Reading Part 1 and Part 2,
Reading Specialist) provide advanced knowledge on:
a. The foundations of word-reading and spelling
b. The central role of word-reading in reading comprehension
c. Models for understanding how proficient word reading develops
d. Best practices for teaching students on phonemic awareness, phonics and wordreading proficiency, and more advanced word study, including syllable and
morphological knowledge and analysis
e. The core features of reading disabilities/dyslexia. Dyslexia should be named
and explained
f. Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties
g. Understanding and practicing using scientifically validated early screening tools
and scientifically supported methods of classroom reading assessment to guide
reading instruction
h. Understanding differentiated reading, spelling and writing instruction
i. Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully
implement them in the classroom
j. Understanding evidence-based early and later interventions that are used in
Ontario school boards, and how to support students in the classroom when they
are receiving these interventions.
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55. The Ontario College of Teachers should require that any additional qualification
courses on special education/inclusive educations/students with exceptionalities
offered by any AQ provider in Ontario (Special Education Part 1 and Part 2, Special
Education Specialist) provide advanced knowledge in:
a. The core features of reading disabilities and dyslexia. Dyslexia should be named
and explained
b. Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties
c. Effective reading instruction and interventions, and Response to Intervention
(RTI)/Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS) models
d. The critical place of evidence-based instruction as a key component of a
Universal Design for Learning approach
e. Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully
implement them in the classroom
f. The difference between accommodations and modifications to curriculum
expectations, and the limited role of modifications (see also section 11,
Accommodations)
g. Understanding evidence-based early and later interventions that are used in
Ontario school boards, and how to support students when they are receiving
these interventions
h. How to support their school or board in using data collection and monitoring to
inform RTI/MTSS.
56. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to develop a
comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded in-service teacher professional
learning program and resources that address early reading instruction and reading
disabilities/dyslexia that includes:
a. The foundations of word reading and spelling
b. The central role of word reading in reading comprehension
c. Models for understanding how proficient word reading develops
d. Best practices for teaching students phonemic awareness, phonics, and more
advanced word study, including syllable and morphological knowledge and analysis
e. The core features of reading disabilities/dyslexia. Dyslexia should be named
and explained
f. Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties
g. Understanding and practicing using scientifically validated early screening tools
and scientifically supported methods of classroom reading assessment to guide
reading instruction
h. Understanding differentiated reading, spelling and writing instruction
i. Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully
implement them in the classroom
j. Using evidence-based materials and programs in classroom and small-group
applications
k. Understanding evidence-based early and later interventions that are used in
Ontario school boards, and how to support students in the classroom when they
are receiving these interventions.
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57. The Ministry should require and provide stable, enveloped yearly funding for every
school board in Ontario to deliver this comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded
professional learning.
58. While this professional learning is being developed, school boards, with funding from
the Ministry, should provide educators the opportunity to take accredited structured
literacy courses.

Early screening

Mandate early, evidence-based universal screening
59. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should provide stable, enveloped yearly funding
for evidence-based screening of all students in Kindergarten Year 1 to Grade 2 in
word-reading accuracy and fluency.
60. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to mandate and standardize
evidence-based screening on foundational skills focused on word-reading accuracy
and fluency. The Ministry should:
a. Require school boards to screen all students twice a year (beginning and midyear) from Kindergarten Year 1 to Grade 2
b. Determine the appropriate screening measures to be used based on the specific
grade and time in the year with reference to the recommendations in the IES
report that have moderate to strong evidentiary support. At minimum, measures
should include:
i. Kindergarten: letter knowledge and phonemic awareness
ii. Grade 1 (beginning): phonemic awareness, decoding, word identification and
text reading
iii. Grade 1 (second semester): decoding, word identification and text reading,
and should include speed as well as accuracy as an outcome
iv. Grade 2: timed word reading and passage reading
c. Select or develop valid and reliable screening tools that correspond to each
specific grade and time in the year for administration by school boards
d. Set out the standardized procedures for administering, scoring and recording
data from the screening instruments
e. Make sure screening tools have clear, reliable and valid interpretation and
decision rules. Screening tools should be used to identify students at risk of
failing to learn to read words adequately, and to get these children into
immediate, effective evidence-based interventions.
61. The Ministry and school boards should make sure that early scientifically validated
screening and evidence-based interventions are equally implemented within Frenchlanguage instruction. Students with reading difficulties should have an equal
opportunity to learn in French.
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Revise Policy/Program Memoranda (PPMs)
62. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to revise
PPM 8, 11 and 155 so they provide clear directives to teachers, principals and
school boards about their respective responsibilities. The PPMs should be updated
to reflect the current scientific research consensus on early identification of students
at risk for reading disabilities. The PPMs should:
a. Mandate a tiered/(Response to Intervention (RTI)/Multi-tiered System of Supports
(MTSS) approach for all students
b. State that screening tools should be used to immediately provide tiered
intervention to students who require support
c. Require school boards to provide small-group interventions (tier 2) for students
who struggle with evidence-based classroom instruction (tier 1). School boards
should provide more intensive and often individualized interventions (tier 3) to
students who struggle with tier 1 instruction and 2 interventions, based on
progress monitoring. At tier 3, a psychoeducational assessment could be used,
but should not be required, to fully assess the learning challenges, and should
not delay tier 3 intervention
d. Remove the statement in PPM 11 that school boards should consider a
reasonable delay in the language-based aspect of assessment for students
whose language is not English or French. All students, including multilingual
students (who are learning English at the same time as they are learning the
curriculum), should be screened for word-reading difficulties
e. Update the resources presently listed in the PPMs to include the most current
science-based research
f. Revise the PPMs to reflect the OHRC’s recommendation to mandate early,
evidence-based screening. If PPM 155 is not revised, then the Ministry should
provide a directive to school boards that makes clear that early screening is a
special education assessment or province-wide assessment and exempt from the
scope of PPM 155.
Mandate accountability measures
63. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to mandate
data collection on the selected screening tools to improve accountability.
Specifically, the Ministry should:
a. Mandate school boards collect data to further validate and, if necessary, refine
screening tools and decision-making processes
b. Develop measures to monitor progress in word-reading accuracy and fluency
skills that are being targeted in specific interventions.
64. School boards should make sure clear standards are in place to communicate with
students and parents about the screening tool, the timing, and how to interpret the
results. The communication should also indicate when and what intervention will be
provided if the student is identified as at risk for reading difficulties.
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65. School boards should not use the results of screening to performance manage
teachers. No teacher should face discipline or discharge because of screening
results.
Ensure educators receive adequate professional learning on screening tools
66. School boards should make sure staff (for example, teachers) administering the
screening tools receive comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded professional
learning on the specific screening tool or tools that they will be administering, and on
how to interpret the results.
67. School boards should make sure educators are supported with time to complete
these screening assessments and related data handling.

Reading interventions

Standardize evidence-based reading interventions
68. The Ministry should provide stable, enveloped yearly funding for evidence-based
reading interventions in word-reading accuracy and fluency.
69. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to mandate and standardize
evidence-based interventions in word-reading accuracy and fluency. The Ministry
and its external expert(s) should:
a. Select appropriate early interventions (Kindergarten to Grade 1) and later
interventions (Grade 2 and onwards) that are evidence-based and that school
boards must choose from to implement
b. Make sure the interventions are systematic, explicit programs in phonics
instruction and building decoding and word-reading accuracy and fluency. Early
intervention should target the foundational skills of phonemic awareness, soundletter knowledge, decoding and word-reading accuracy and fluency. Later
interventions should include more advanced orthographic patterns, syllables
and morphemes
c. Make sure there are sufficient tier 1 class programs in these foundational reading
skills that prevent later reading difficulties and that are used for whole-class
instruction
d. Set out the steps necessary to effectively implement these programs within
individual schools and boards. This should include the necessary resources,
funds, comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded training and ongoing support
e. Set up a process to make sure the list of approved reading interventions
undergoes a periodic review to ensure it reflects the latest scientific research,
and the interventions being used are shown to be effective in the data collected
by the boards.
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70. School boards should immediately stop using reading interventions that do not have
a strong evidence base or are based on the three-cueing approach for students who
struggle with word reading. These programs should not be used for students who
struggle with word reading, and students at risk for or identified or diagnosed with
reading disabilities or dyslexia.
Develop eligibility criteria
71. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to mandate and standardize
evidence-based eligibility criteria to receive reading interventions. The Ministry
should:
a. Set out the recommended grade levels to receive the specific interventions
b. Outline clear and appropriate decision-making rules for selecting evidence-based
programs, and for matching students to intervention programs. Standardized
scores or percentiles on reading measures (e.g. a score that is one standard
deviation or more below the mean on a standardized test of word recognition or
decoding) should replace vague language about being “significantly” below grade
level. These decision rules should be universally applied.
72. The Ministry and school boards should make sure that any student who struggles
with reading should receive an intervention. Access to interventions should never be
based on a formally identified disability, diagnosis or requirement to have at least
average intelligence or a discrepancy (or inconsistency) between intellectual abilities
and achievement. Students with other disabilities should never be disqualified from
receiving an intervention.
Make evidence-based reading interventions available
73. School boards should make sure every school has at least one evidence-based
reading intervention that can be implemented with students in each grade level and
for each tier, and interventions are available to all students who require them. Students
should not have to change schools to receive evidence-based interventions.
74. School boards should make sure resources for effective classroom instruction and
interventions are distributed in a way that meets the needs of schools that may be
deemed higher priority in terms of high numbers of students at risk for or with
reading difficulties.
Remove inappropriate eligibility requirements
75. School boards should never require a psychoeducational assessment as a
precondition for receiving an evidence-based reading intervention.

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

454

Right to Read

76. School boards should provide small-group early and later interventions (tier 2) for
students when evidence-based classroom instruction (tier 1) is not adequate for
them to develop average-level foundational word-reading skills. School boards
should provide more intensive and individualized interventions (tier 3) to students
who do not respond adequately to tier 1 instruction and 2 interventions, based on
progress monitoring with standardized measures of reading. At tier 3, a professional
(psychoeducational or speech-language pathology) assessment could be used to
fully assess the learning challenges, but should not be required or delay tier 3
intervention (see recommendations in section 12, Professional assessments).
77. School boards should not use grade- or age-equivalent scores for entry into
intervention programs. Instead, boards should:
a. Use standardized scores or percentiles at each grade level and provide
interventions to students below a pre-determined criteria
b. Include fluency scores, as students who score adequately on accuracy but
low on fluency may still struggle with reading comprehension and will benefit
from intervention
c. Collect information on whether and to what degree foundational reading skills are
impairing the student’s classroom achievement
d. Consider measurement errors when a student just misses a cut-off score for a
program. These students should be considered for interventions if they are also
experiencing classroom difficulties.
78. School boards should not use results from intelligence tests and/or the absence of
another disability (for example, ADHD, ASD) as prerequisites to receive a reading
intervention.
Develop a mechanism for centralized support
79. The Ministry should determine how boards must support and monitor their
interventions for program fidelity (how and when the intervention is delivered).
80. The Ministry should set up a mechanism to support boards in implementing and
monitoring intervention programs. This will help resolve inconsistencies and could
serve to consolidate best practices among school boards, so that boards do not
need to reinvent the wheel and can share successes and failures.
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Mandate data collection
81. The Ministry should work with external expert(s) to mandate data collection on the
selected reading interventions, to improve accountability and decision-making
procedures. The Ministry should:
a. Mandate that school boards track the effectiveness of interventions for individual
students through standardized individual assessments/progress monitoring
(including analysis of student errors to determine the nature of difficulties)
b. Develop valid and reliable progress monitoring and outcome measures to inform
programming decisions for individual students, and to inform boards’ efforts to
evaluate program effectiveness. Progress monitoring measures should include
word-reading accuracy, non-word-reading accuracy, reading comprehension,
word-reading efficiency (fluency) and text-reading fluency measures. For early
reading interventions, standardized measures should include phonemic
awareness, sound-letter fluency, and reading and decoding accuracy and fluency
c. Require school boards to input this data into a centralized system and break
down the information by demographics to identify and address any equity gaps
d. Publish provincial data, without any identifying information, on the progress of
students and trends
e. Mandate that school boards track the overall effectiveness of interventions to
assess and compare what is showing the best outcome for students. Students’
book-reading levels should not be used to examine the effectiveness of an
intervention program
f. Require school boards to track the length of time it takes for individual students
who are identified as at risk according to screening tools, to receive an
intervention and the type of intervention received.
Mandate accountability measures
82. School boards should make sure clear standards are in place to communicate with
students and parents about available interventions. If a student is receiving a reading
intervention, the school should communicate details about the intervention such as
information about the program, the timing, expected length of the intervention, results
from progress monitoring and what steps the school will take if the student does not
respond well to the intervention.
Ensure staff receive adequate training on reading intervention
83. The Ministry of Education should provide increased funding to hire and train additional
teachers to provide tier 2 and tier 3 interventions, without increasing class sizes.
84. School boards should make sure all intervention providers have access to thorough
and effective training in program delivery, with initial and ongoing coaching.
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85. School boards should build collaborative teams from personnel with knowledge and
experience in the science of reading. Interdisciplinary teams may bring together
special education and elementary teachers, psychologists and SLPs who have
advanced their knowledge and experience in this area. These teams can develop
and provide comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded professional learning on
the fundamental processes related to reading, early reading skills and the needs of
learners with reading difficulties.

Accommodations

Develop standards for educator professional learning on accommodations
and modifications
86. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to revise its
program planning and professional development policy documents to address:
a. Key steps for accommodating a reading difficulty, including:
• Provide accommodations at the same time as reading interventions,
where appropriate
• Consider students’ individual needs (including intersectional needs), develop
a range of possible accommodation options, and provide the accommodations
that best serve students’ needs without causing undue hardship
• Seek out accommodations that have a strong track record of boosting student
performance and experience
• Support accommodations with comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded
professional development
• Provide accommodations as quickly as possible, provide interim
accommodations where it will take time to develop permanent ones, and
make sure accommodation supports are maintained during transition periods
• Work with students and their families to establish students’ accommodation
needs, and monitor accommodations for any necessary changes.
• Communicate openly and regularly with students, parents and other
education staff throughout the accommodation process
• Regularly evaluate the impact of accommodations to make sure they are
helping to improve the students’ learning experience and performance
• Take a proactive approach to prevent bullying and eliminate the stigma that is
attached to some accommodations, by educating students and teachers
about learning differences and explaining that supports and accommodations
simply provide equitable access to learning and the curriculum for all students.
b. Examples of assistive technology (AT) and non-AT accommodations that support
students with reading difficulties and situations where each may be appropriate
c. The limited role of modifications as a “last resort” including that:
• Students with reading difficulties should first receive evidence-based
classroom reading instruction, reading interventions and accommodations to
allow them to meet grade-level expectations. If the student is not responding
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•
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•

to initial interventions and accommodations, then more intensive interventions
and further accommodations should be offered
Only when these have been exhausted and the student is still unable to meet
grade-level expectations with accommodations (as assessed using evidencebased assessments), modification to a lower grade-level expectation for the
specific expectation(s) the student cannot meet may be considered
Before modifying to a lower grade-level expectation, parents – and students,
where appropriate – must be informed that a modification to a lower gradelevel expectation has the potential to affect the student’s ability to “catch up”
to their grade-level peers, access future course options, and access postsecondary school options
Once a student’s curriculum expectations have been modified, school boards
should continue to consider whether further interventions or accommodations
may allow the student to be brought up to grade level.

87. The Ministry should develop customizable materials to support school boards in
delivering professional learning on the revisions to the program planning and
professional development policy.
88. On a yearly basis, school boards should provide teachers with comprehensive,
sustained and job-embedded professional development on the revisions to the
program planning and professional development policy, and include this professional
development in their new teacher induction program.
89.The Ontario College of Teachers should require pre-service education to address
revisions to the program planning and professional development policy, and make
sure relevant Additional Qualifications courses [including Inclusive Classrooms,
Language, Principal’s Development Course and Principal’s Qualification, Reading,
Special Education, Teaching Students with Communication Needs (Learning
Disabilities), and Use and Knowledge of Assistive Technology], address this
training need.
Improve access to accommodations
90. The Ministry should evaluate existing funding structures and levels to make sure
adequate resources are provided to boards to provide timely and appropriate
accommodations to all students who need them. The Ministry should provide
teachers and other educators with comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded
training on accommodation. Boards should support the Ministry’s evaluation by
tracking and reporting on what necessary accommodations or accommodation
supports, including training, cannot be provided due to resource constraints.
91. The Ministry should develop a broad, province-wide information technology (IT)
strategy for curriculum delivery, with a focus on equitable access to AT for students
with reading difficulties.
______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

458

Right to Read

92. The Ministry should create and make public examples of AT products that are
available in Ontario, along with a description of how and when each product can be
used. The Ministry should publish guidelines and protocols for comprehensive,
sustained and job-embedded AT training, including who should provide the training,
how often, what topics the training should cover, and who should attend the training.
93. The Ministry should make sure that every resource on the Trillium List is available in
digital form and is compatible with AT.
94. The Ministry should eliminate the current requirement that Special Equipment
Amount (SEA) claims-based funds require a professional assessment.
95. School boards should simplify the process for AT accommodations by removing any
requirements for psychoeducational assessments and/or an Identification,
Placement and Review committee (IPRC), and by minimizing the number of required
staff approvals.
96. School boards should mandate that all classroom assignments, handouts and tests
must be available electronically (in a format compatible with AT) at or before the time
they are distributed to the class.
97. School boards should have sufficient knowledgeable and trained staff to provide
comprehensive, sustained and job-embedded AT training and support for
teachers and other educators, and also to provide training for students, and
where requested, parents.
98. School boards should make sure the student’s Ontario Student Record (OSR) is
immediately transferred when a student moves from one school board to another.
99. School boards should communicate effectively to students and parents, through
multiple platforms and forums, about the right to receive accommodation including:
a. That students with disabilities are entitled to accommodation (including at any
grade level and in both French and English-language programs)
b. That accommodations for students with reading difficulties should be provided
alongside evidence-based interventions
c. How students and parents can be involved in the accommodation process.
100. Teachers and educational assistants should proactively identify students who need
accommodation, not just when parents or students advocate for it. Students should
not be expected to self-advocate to receive accommodations.
101. Where the best accommodation option short of undue hardship is unknown or
unavailable because of a lack of information or resources, teachers, educational
assistants and schools should provide interim accommodation immediately.
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Improve accountability around accommodations and modifications
102. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should include examples of appropriate
accommodation timelines in an Education Accessibility Standard, its Individual
Education Plan (IEP) guide and/or an update to Special Education in Ontario,
Kindergarten to Grade 12, 2017, Draft. These timelines should include maximum
times between:
a. The request for accommodation and follow-up meeting with the parent (and
student, where appropriate)
b. The request for accommodation and its start
c. The start of accommodation and a progress update to the parent (and student,
where appropriate)
d. All future progress updates.
103. School boards should provide students and parents with a straightforward and
meaningful complaint process for accommodations, and should refer to it in their
Special Education Plans and in all special education guides for parents.
104. The Ministry should mandate that an IEP be developed for every student who
regularly needs accommodation (including specialized equipment) for instruction
or assessment.
105. Boards should create a checklist of key accommodation-related items teachers
and administrators should consider when developing IEPs, including “information
obtained from consultations with parents and psychologists and other professionals,
strategies and accommodations tried by previous teachers, the results of educational
diagnostic tests, and minutes of in-school support team meetings.”
106. Boards should develop and mandate use of a board-wide electronic management
system for IEPs. Schools should make sure that every educator (including every
supply teacher) who works with the student has access to their IEP.
107. Boards should mandate that schools examine, at least every reporting period,
whether accommodations are helping the student meet the learning goals and
expectations laid out in the IEP.
108. Teachers, educational assistants and schools should make a plan, including a
timetable, for gathering student and parent input on accommodations, and for
evaluating, monitoring and communicating the effectiveness of the accommodations
in helping the student reach their learning expectations. This plan should be shared
with the student and parents.
109. Boards should make sure that parents provide informed consent to modifying a
student’s curriculum expectations (including making sure they understand the effects
on the student’s academic progress, future course options and job opportunities).
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110. Boards should publicly report every year on what percentage of students have had
their curriculum expectations modified and how.

Professional assessments

Update criteria for identifying a word-reading disability/dyslexia and make sure all
students who need supports have them
111. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should work with external expert(s) to
immediately revise PPM 8 to align with the research and DSM-5 criteria, and to
address any potential biases. This includes:
a. Removing the statement that students must have assessed intellectual abilities
that are at least in the average range and any reference to a discrepancy (or
inconsistency) between their intellectual abilities and achievement to be identified
with a learning disability, and making it clear that at least average intelligence is
not a requirement for receiving reading interventions or other supports
b. Removing the statement that the student’s learning difficulties should not be
“the result of…socioeconomic factors; cultural differences; lack of proficiency
in the language of instruction…”
c. Keeping the focus on academic functioning throughout.
The Ministry should also work with external expert(s) to re-examine all exceptionality
definitions, such as the definition for intellectual disabilities, based on the changes to
PPM 8, and should ensure that the criteria for other exceptionalities do not exclude
these students from receiving instruction and supports.
112. PPM 8 should reflect the current DSM-5 criteria that require showing:
a. The student experiences difficulties in reading, writing or math skills, which
have persisted for at least six months even though the student has received
interventions that target the difficulties
b. The difficulties result in the affected academic skill(s) being substantially and
quantifiably below those expected for the student’s age. This is determined
through standardized achievement tests and clinical assessment
c. The learning difficulty started during school-age years (or even in preschool),
although it may not become fully evident until young adulthood in some people
d. The problems are not solely due to intellectual disabilities, hearing or vision
problems, other mental or neurological “disorders,” adverse conditions or
inadequate instruction (however, reading disabilities/dyslexia can co-exist with
other disabilities including mental and neurological “disorders”).
113. The Ministry should amend PPM 8 to explicitly state that students do not need to
be a certain age or grade level to be considered for assessment. It should direct
school boards not to delay identifying learning difficulties and should state that
students who are not benefiting from early evidence-based structured literacy
interventions should be considered for assessment by end of Grade 1.
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114. The Ministry should amend PPM 8 to encourage identifying the subtypes of
learning disability/academic areas that are impaired, and explicitly recognizing the
term “dyslexia” for learning disabilities that affect word reading and spelling.
115. School boards should change their definitions of learning disabilities and align their
practices for recognizing learning disabilities to be consistent with the revised PPM 8.
116. The Ontario Psychological Association’s Guidelines for Diagnosis and Assessment
of Learning Disabilities and the Association of Psychology Leaders in Ontario
Schools Recommended Guidelines for the Diagnosis of Children with Learning
Disabilities should also be updated to make the assessment guidelines for
dyslexia/learning disabilities in word reading consistent with current DSM-5
requirements, including by removing the requirement for at least average
intelligence (or at least average abilities for thinking and reasoning) or a
discrepancy/inconsistency between intellectual abilities and achievement. They
should recommend limiting or eliminating the routine use of routine intelligence
and cognitive processing tests for assessing students for word-reading
disabilities/dyslexia.
117. The criteria for identifying students with a learning disability in word reading should
apply to students learning in French, and these students should have equitable
access to professional assessments.
118. The Ministry should revise Policy/Program Memorandum 59: Psychological
Testing and Assessment of Pupils, to remove the statement that school boards
should consider delaying assessment if the pupil's first language is other than
English or French and/or the pupil lacks facility in either of these languages.
Instead, the Ministry should work with external expert(s) to set out factors for
determining whether to refer a student whose first language is not English or
French for psychoeducational assessment.
Establish criteria for referring students with suspected reading disabilities
for assessment
119. School boards should create clear, transparent, written criteria and formalize their
processes for referring students with suspected reading disabilities for
psychoeducational assessment based on the young student’s response to
intervention (RTI). The criteria should recognize that any young student who has
not responded appropriately (based on measures of word and/or non-word-reading
accuracy and/or fluency and text-reading fluency and comprehension), after a
period of classroom instruction and early evidence-based intervention should be
referred for a psychoeducational assessment. Older students (beyond Grade 2)
who have word-reading accuracy and fluency difficulties should be referred for
assessment immediately. Young and older students should receive more intensive
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evidence-based interventions while they are waiting to be assessed. Speechlanguage pathologists can be a resource for assessments for all students with
reading difficulties, particularly when there are concerns about language
development and to help determine if a student has a language disorder.
120. The criteria should account for the risk of bias in the selection process, particularly
for students who are culturally and linguistically diverse, racialized, who identify as
First Nations, Métis or Inuit, or who come from less economically privileged
backgrounds. School boards should regularly assess whether students from Codeprotected groups are receiving equal access to professional assessments.
121. School boards should remove barriers to students receiving professional
assessments, such as by providing transportation and virtual assessments, where
appropriate, valid and reliable.
122. School boards should eliminate any limits on how many students can be referred for
assessment. Any student who meets the criteria should be referred for assessment.
123. School boards should stop requiring students be a certain age or grade level
before being considered for assessment.
124. School boards should stop requiring multilingual students to have a minimum
number of years of learning English or French before referring them for
assessment. Instead, school boards should regularly monitor the progress of these
students, and if a student is having difficulty, consider the relevant factors, based
on the guidance in this report and any revisions to PPM 59, in deciding whether to
refer for assessment. If the student is still struggling after one year of exposure to
English/French, a detailed assessment of reading, spelling, writing and
mathematics is appropriate. Special attention should be paid to analyses of
successes and errors.
125. School boards should immediately stop requiring a psychoeducational assessment
for interventions or accommodations.
Track students based on learning disability subtype and recognize dyslexia
126. School boards should track students by the learning disability/academic area that
is impaired, and should explicitly recognize the term dyslexia for learning
disabilities that affect word reading and spelling.
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Manage wait times for professional assessments
127. The Ministry of Education (Ministry) should require school boards to implement the
recommendations identified in the 2017 Office of the Auditor General of Ontario’s
report on School Boards’ Management of Fiscal and Human Resources. To make
sure assessments are completed in an equitable and timely manner, school
boards should:
a. Establish reasonable timelines for completing psychological and speech
language assessments
b. Maintain centralized, electronic wait lists at the board level
c. Use the centralized, electronic wait lists to monitor and manage wait times,
and where necessary, reassign assessments to specialists who have smaller
workloads
d. Implement a plan to clear backlogs.
128. The Ministry should monitor school boards’ compliance with these requirements.
129. The Ministry should adopt the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005
Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education Standards Development Committee’s
recommendations related to professional assessments. For example, the Ministry
should implement the recommendation to create a standardized provincial rubric
for documenting the number of professional and specialist assessments provided
by each school board annually that includes information on the prioritization criteria
used in referring students for assessments and the length of time from when the
need for assessment is identified to when the assessment is completed. Boards
should implement the recommendation to publicly report on an annual basis data
related to professional assessments.
Provide funding for professional services
130. The Ministry should provide stable, enveloped yearly funding for professional
services that boards can use to develop infrastructure, such as electronic case
management information systems; create wait lists where they do not yet exist;
manage wait lists and track professional assessments; respond to professional
staff shortages; and complete assessments in a timely way.

Systemic issues

Set standards and monitor
131. Many previous reports have recommended measures to set standards and
improve consistency, monitoring and accountability in the education system
generally, and for students with disabilities and other Code-protected identities.
The Ministry of Education (Ministry) and school boards should implement all
existing recommendations to set standards, improve consistency, and increase
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monitoring and accountability in the education system including recommendations
in reports by the Auditor General of Ontario and the AODA’s Kindergarten to
Grade 12 Education Standards Development Committee’s recommendations for a
Kindergarten to Grade 12 education accessibility standard.
132. To create standardization and consistency related to the issues in the inquiry, the

Ministry of Education, school boards and others should implement all
recommendations in this report.

133. The Ministry should implement measures to monitor and assess whether students
at risk for reading disabilities/dyslexia and students identified or diagnosed with
reading disabilities/dyslexia receive the same level and high quality of special
education programming and support no matter which school board they attend.
The Ministry should ensure consistency across the province. If any inconsistencies
are found, the Ministry should take steps to address them and align all services
with standards based on the scientific evidence.
134. The Ministry should provide additional funding and support, where needed to make
sure students in northern, remote, rural and small boards have equal access to
special education programming, professional services and in-school supports.
135. School boards should implement measures to assess whether students at risk for
reading disabilities/dyslexia and students identified or diagnosed with reading
disabilities/dyslexia receive the same level and high quality of special education
programming and support no matter which school they attend and which teacher(s)
they have. If any inconsistencies are found, boards should take steps to address them
and align all services with standards based on the scientific evidence.
136. All Board Improvement and Equity Plans should include data on reading/literacy
achievement and the actions the board will take to respond to areas of concern.
Data on reading/literacy achievement should be based on standardized measures
of reading described in this report. These actions the boards will take to respond to
areas of concern should be consistent with the findings and recommendations in
this report. Boards should take steps to monitor implementation of these plans at
the school and teacher levels. The Ministry should review all Board Improvement
and Equity Plans annually to make sure these requirements are met, and should
require boards to take corrective action if their plans do not appropriately address
reading/literacy achievement and identify actions that are consistent with the
findings and recommendations in this report.
137. All board Special Education Plans should include detailed information about the
elements identified in this report, including how classroom instruction incorporates
evidence-based, explicit and systematic tier 1 instruction in foundational word
reading and fluency skills; universal early screening (including when students will
be screened, what screening tool will be used, how the results will be used to
provide tiered interventions and how data from screening will inform board
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planning and decision-making); early and later reading interventions (including
what interventions are available, the criteria for accessing them, how the their
efficacy will be monitored); the process for accommodations and modifications and
available accommodations (including available assistive technology and how it use
will be supported); and professional assessments (including the criteria and process
for referring students for assessments, evidence-based psychoeducational
assessments for potential reading disabilities; how wait lists will be managed and
current average wait times for assessments).
Special Education Plans should also lay out the board’s Response to Intervention
(RTI)/Multi-tier Systems of Supports (MTSS) tiered approach to instruction,
screening and intervention, and should break down service delivery models by
type of disability (including information about interventions, supports and programs
for students with reading disabilities/dyslexia). The Ministry should review all board
Special Education Plans annually to make sure these requirements are met, and
should require boards to take corrective action if their plans do not appropriately
address these issues in a way that is consistent with this report’s findings and
recommendations. The Ministry should monitor implementation of these plans.
138. The Ministry should take steps to make sure funding provided to school boards for
specific special education purposes, including money specifically ear-marked to
support students with or at risk for reading disabilities/dyslexia, is spent for those
purposes. The Ministry should make sure boards do not spend money on
programs or supports that are not validated and proven to be effective for students
with reading disabilities/dyslexia. Boards and the Ministry should explore
opportunities for bulk purchasing evidence-based screening tools, interventions
and the associated professional training and coaching, and other resources.
Improve data collection
139. Many reports have recommended improving data collection, analysis and reporting
and using data to increase equity, improve student achievement and outcomes
and for better decision-making. The Ministry of Education (Ministry), school boards
and EQAO should implement all existing recommendations to related to data
including:
a. The OHRC’s previous recommendations to improve education outcomes for
students with disabilities
b. Recommendations in reports by the Auditor General of Ontario
c. The AODA’s Kindergarten to Grade 12 Education Standards Development
Committee’s recommendations for a Kindergarten to Grade 12 education
accessibility standard
d. The International Dyslexia Association’s report, Lifting the Curtain on EQAO
Scores
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e. Recommendations in documents and reports such as Achieving Excellence:
A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario; Ontario’s Education Equity
Action Plan; Unlocking Student Potential Through Data, Final Report; and
Ontario: A Learning Province.
140. The Ministry and school boards should implement all data collection
recommendations in this report, including data collection about screening,
intervention, accommodation and modification, and professional assessment.
141. To the extent possible, boards should use common, centralized, student
information management systems. Where this is not possible, boards should be
able to generate the same consistent data from their student information
management systems.
142. All boards should collect data on all students with disabilities (and not just
exceptionalities as defined by the Ministry and identified through an Identification,
Placement and Review Committee). Data about reading disabilities/dyslexia
specifically should be collected (including about students identified/diagnosed with
a reading disability/dyslexia and all students who did not meet expectations in
foundational reading skills by the end of Grade 1 and Grade 2, and who therefore
may be at risk for a reading disability/dyslexia). When a student has multiple
disabilities, data should be collected about each disability (instead of the current
approach to categorize students as “multiple exceptionality”). Data should be
reported centrally to the Ministry for further analysis.
143. Information boards collect about students identified/diagnosed with a reading
disability/dyslexia and all students who did not meet expectations in foundational
reading skills by end of Grade 1 and Grade 2 should include the services and
supports they are receiving, their response to services and supports (for example,
response to intervention), intersections with other identity characteristics and
success indicators. Boards should analyze the data each year to identify any
disparities or equity gaps, and develop action plans to close those gaps.
144. All boards should collect demographic data about equity indicators including race,
ethnicity, creed (religion), disability, gender identity, sexual orientation and
socioeconomic status. The Ministry should work with boards to explore ways to
make sure all boards collect the same data to allow for analysis across the
province, including by standardizing the age groupings for censuses, census
questions and response options.
145. Boards’ census questions about disability should ask about all disabilities. Boards
should break down learning disabilities by subtype and include an option to identify
that the student has a reading disability/dyslexia, or may be at risk for or have a
suspected reading disability/dyslexia.
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146. Boards should consider asking demographic questions on school climate surveys
to assess if students’ school experiences differ based on disability and/or other
identity characteristics. For example, boards could assess whether students with
disabilities, including specific disabilities, are more likely to report bullying, feeling
unwelcome or other negative school experiences.
147. Boards and the Ministry should work together to develop a consistent method for
measuring student success indicators including standardized reading measures,
EQAO assessment results, academic pathways (whether the student has taken
academic, applied or locally developed courses; and whether they have modified
curriculum expectations), credit accumulation, graduation rates, and postsecondary application, acceptance and attendance. They should explore ways
boards can disaggregate this data by subsets of students to identify and act on
equity gaps.
148. Boards should cross-tabulate and analyze data on students with disabilities
(including with suspected reading disabilities/dyslexia or who are at risk for reading
disabilities/dyslexia), along with other demographic data (including race, ethnicity,
creed (religion), disability, gender identity, sexual orientation and socioeconomic
status against student success indicators. Intersectionality between all identity
characteristics and student success indicators should be analyzed. The Ministry
should provide a standard provincial methodology for cross-tabulating and
analyzing this data. The Ministry should centrally collect and analyze this data, and
should publicly report on any disparities or equity gaps identified.
149. Any disparities or equity gaps identified in the analysis of cross-tabulated data
must be addressed at a board level and a provincial level. The board and the
Ministry should develop and publicize plans to improve the disparities or equity gaps.
150. Boards should ensure that data is always collected, analyzed and presented in a
way that is consistent with the Human Rights Code, and does not reinforce stigma
or stereotyping.
Improve communication and transparency
151. School boards, schools and educators should communicate effectively with
students and parents (in a plain-language, accessible format that invites action,
and that is translated into languages that reflect the school community) through
regular mail and/or electronic mail, on board and school websites, and through
information sessions, about:
a. Screening, interventions, accommodations and professional assessments for
students with reading difficulties
b. When, how and why boards and schools will provide these services
c. How students and parents can request these services
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d. How the school will update parents (and students, where appropriate) on how
the services are progressing (for example, how and when it will issue progress
reports on interventions and accommodations)
e. Community advocacy organizations that offer support to students with reading
difficulties, and their parents
f. Resolution options with the teacher, school and board (including the board
human rights office, if applicable), and at the Special Education Appeal Board,
Special Education Tribunal and Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario, for disputes
about screening, interventions, accommodations or professional assessments.
152. Schools and boards should use reporting and recording tools for screening,
intervention and accommodation approaches, results and strategies that enable a
student's educators to share information with each other from one class to the next
and one year to the next, to develop a coherent multi-year education plan. In turn,
educators should provide regular updates on this plan to parents, and explain the
rationale for any amendments or developments.
153. School boards or schools should provide parents (and students, where

appropriate) with a plain-language summary of the student’s IEP.

154. School boards and schools should establish and broadly publicize a policy to

encourage parent involvement in all meetings with the school, where:
a. The school board and/or school brings all key professionals who will be
involved in the decision-making process
b. Before the meeting, the school board and/or school tells the parents who will
be attending the meeting on its behalf
c. Before the meeting, the school board and/or school connects parents with
community advocacy organizations that offer support to students with reading
difficulties, and allows parents to bring a representative from a community
advocacy organization and/or another professional support, and/or a personal
support, to the meeting
d. Parents are welcome to bring personal and professional supports they
deem necessary
e. Parents have a range of participation options (including during the day or in
the evening, and by telephone, online or in person).

155. Schools and educators should consult parents when developing IEPs, and provide
them with a copy of the IEP. Where appropriate, schools should instruct students
in self-assessment methods so their observations on their own learning progress
and the suitability of their accommodations can be considered by teachers as they
refine their instructional plans.
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156. School boards should, in partnership with the Special Education Advisory
Committee, conduct a survey of parents with students in a special education
program to determine how well developments and program updates are
communicated to parents. They should publicize the results along with timelines
for responding to the results, and confirm they have acted within those timelines.
157. Boards should develop, offer and broadly publicize a non-adversarial dispute

resolution program. Boards should assign a staff member to be responsible for the
program, and to operate at arm’s length from the board. Boards should assign a
dedicated email address and phone number to the program. The program should
issue timely decisions in writing. Boards should offer the opportunity for a
designated senior board official to review the decision if requested. The Ministry
should develop a program to offer further resolution opportunities (including
mediation) for matters not resolved through the board process, and should assign
a staff member to be responsible for it.

______________________________________
Ontario Human Rights Commission

470

Right to Read

Appendix 2: Inquiry terms of reference (available online only)
Appendix 3: Glossary of terms

Academic courses: the most academically challenging course options in Grades 9 and
10. They are required for university preparation courses taken in Grades 11 and 12,
which are needed if a student intends to apply to university.

Alphabetic knowledge: knowledge of letter names, shapes and letter-sound
associations. The alphabetic principle refers to the idea there is a systematic
relationship between letters (or groups of letters) and the spoken sounds of words.
Applied-level courses: course options in Grades 9 and 10 that prepare students for
college preparation courses in Grades 11 and 12 and to enter college after high school.
Assistive technology (AT): any device, piece of equipment or system that helps
students with disabilities access grade-level curriculum. Access to the curriculum means
that students can take in and understand the material being taught in school,
understand and complete assignments, and show what they have learned.
Automaticity: in reading, the ability to read words accurately and rapidly; that is, fast,
effortless word recognition characteristic of skilled reading.
Balanced literacy or comprehensive balanced literacy: approaches that are aligned
with a whole language approach to teaching reading. They propose that immersing
students in spoken and written language will build foundational reading skills. These
approaches do not systematically develop phonological awareness and phonics skills.
In these approaches, teachers “gradually release responsibility” from modelling reading
texts or books, to shared reading with students, to guiding students’ text reading, to
students’ independent text reading. These approaches are not consistent with effective
instruction for foundational word-reading skills, as outlined in the scientific research on
reading instruction.
Board Improvement and Equity Plan (BIEP): a new planning tool that school boards
will submit annually starting in May 2022. It will outline the board’s plan for the coming
year (replaces the former Board Improvement Plan and Board Improvement Plan for
Student Achievement). The Ministry of Education says the BIEP establishes provincial
education priorities, goals and performance indicators to support continuous quality
improvement, and will provide a standardized tool for boards to identify local actions
that will lead to improved achievement (including in literacy), human rights and equity,
well-being and transitions for all students.
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Cueing system(s): a type of discovery and inquiry-based learning that promotes using
clues or cues to read unfamiliar words (also known as three cueing system). Students
are encouraged to predict words using semantic cues (what would make sense based
on context and prior knowledge); syntactic cues (what kind of word could this be, such
as a verb or a noun); and graphophonic cues (what do the letters suggest the word
might be).
Decodable text: text where a high proportion of words comprise letter-sound
relationships that have already been taught. It is used to provide practice with specific
decoding skills and is a bridge between learning phonics and applying phonics in
independent reading.
Discovery or inquiry-based learning: an approach to learning where students are left
to discover, rather than being directly taught, a concept.
DSM-5: a manual published by the American Psychiatric Association that health
professionals use to diagnose, communicate about, study, and treat people with specific
“disorders.”
Dyscalculia: a specific learning disability that is characterized by difficulty learning and
understanding math.
Dysgraphia: a specific learning disability that affects writing such as difficulties with
spelling, poor handwriting and trouble putting thoughts on paper.
Dyslexia: a specific learning disability characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or
fluent word reading, and/or poor decoding and spelling abilities. These word-reading
difficulties are assumed to be neurobiological in origin. They may also result in problems
with reading comprehension and can limit acquiring vocabulary and background
knowledge from reading. According to the DSM-5, “Dyslexia is an alternative term used
to refer to a pattern of learning difficulties characterized by problems with accurate or
fluent word recognition, poor decoding, and poor spelling abilities.” Dyslexia is the most
common learning disability. It may also be referred to as reading disability, a learning
disability in reading, reading difference, or reading “disorder.”
English Language Learners (ELL): a term currently used in Ontario to refer to
multilingual learners. The MOE defines it as “students in provincially funded English
language schools whose first language is a language other than English, or is a variety
of English that is significantly different from the variety used for instruction in Ontario’s
schools, and who may require focused educational supports to assist them in attaining
proficiency in English. These students may be Canadian born or recently arrived from
other countries.”
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Exceptionality, exceptionality group: section 1 of the Education Act defines an
“exceptional pupil” as one “whose behavioural, communicational, intellectual, physical
or multiple exceptionalities are such that he or she is considered to need placement in a
special education program.” Categories of exceptionality (or condition that may affect a
student’s ability to learn) are: behaviour, communication, intellectual, physical and
multiple exceptionalities. Learning disabilities are listed as an example of a
communication exceptionality.
Exclusions: where a school board refuses to admit a student to a school or classroom.
This is different from suspension or expulsion.
Fluency: reading texts accurately and at a good rate compared to same-age peers, as well
as with appropriate expression when reading aloud. Because fluent readers do not have to
concentrate on decoding words, they can focus their attention on what the text means.
Gifted: A type of intellectual exceptionality under the Education Act defined as an
unusually advanced degree of general intellectual ability that requires differentiated
learning experiences of a depth and breadth beyond those normally provided in the
regular school program to satisfy the level of educational potential indicated. Students
who are gifted are often excluded from Education Quality and Accountability Office
(EQAO) data about students with special education needs.
Grapheme: printed letter(s) that represent a sound or phoneme.
Grapheme to phoneme correspondence, grapheme-phoneme relationship: the
correspondence between printed letters and the sound these represent.
Identification, Placement, and Review Committee (IPRC): A committee that decides
if a child should be identified as exceptional, identifies the areas of a student’s
exceptionality according to the categories and definitions of exceptionalities provided by
the Ministry of Education, decides an appropriate placement for a student, and reviews
the identification and placement at least once in each school year.
Indigenous: a term used to collectively describe First Nations, Métis and Inuit.
Individual Education Plan (IEP): a written plan describing the special education
program and/or services a particular student needs, including a record of the
accommodations needed to help the student achieve their learning expectations. An
IEP must be developed for a student who has been identified as exceptional by an
Identification, Placement, and Review Committee (IPRC), and may also be
developed for a student who has special education needs but has not been identified as
exceptional. An IEP is a working document that identifies learning expectations that may
be modified from or alternative to the expectations given in the curriculum policy
document for the appropriate grade, subject or course. It outlines the specific
knowledge and skills to be assessed and evaluated for reporting student achievement.
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Intersecting, intersectional, intersectionality: a framework or approach that
considers how someone’s identification with more than one Code-protected ground or
characteristic can result in unique or compounded barriers or discrimination (for
example, how a student’s First Nations, Métis or Inuit identity, race, gender,
socioeconomic status, being a newcomer, refugee, English-language learner or being
in the child welfare system, can combine with a reading disability to create unique and
overlapping experiences of disadvantage and discrimination).
LGBTQI2S+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex and Two-Spirited.
Locally developed course: a Ministry of Education authorized credit course developed
by school boards, school authorities, provincial schools or inspected private schools. A
locally developed course can count as a compulsory or optional credit towards the
Ontario Secondary School Diploma. These courses help students meet their education
needs if they are not working at grade level.
Matthew Effect: A term first used in reading acquisition by Canadian psychologist Dr.
Keith E. Stanovich, to explain the tendency for early differences in students’
foundational word-reading abilities to become significant gaps over time. Also called
accumulated advantage.
Miscue analysis: observational tool where the teacher listens to a student read a
passage (or book) of unfamiliar text. The teacher observes the student’s mistakes, or
miscues, to assess how the student approaches the process of reading, which cueing
strategies they need to work on, and their overall comprehension of the passage.
Modifications, modified learning expectations: changes made to the grade-level
expectations for a subject or course to meet a student’s learning needs. They place
students below the standard grade level of their peers and can interfere with students’
access to future learning at the same level as their peers.
Morphemes, morphemic: the smallest meaningful units within words. A morpheme
can be a whole word or a part of a word such as a prefix or suffix. Morphology refers to
the study of these structures in words.
Non-word: A group of letters that looks like an actual word but is not (for example, pib).
Non-word reading helps to measure students’ phonics knowledge.
Onset: the initial sound(s) of a word or syllable that come before the vowel sound (for
example, the k sound in cat).
Ontario Student Record (OSR): an ongoing record for each student enrolled in a
school operated by a school board or the Ministry of Education. The OSR is established
on school entry and accompanies the student if they move to another school within Ontario.
Orthography: the code of a written language.
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Phoneme(s): individual sounds in spoken words. There are about 44 phonemes in the
English language and 36 phenomes in French.
Phonemic awareness: the ability to identify and manipulate individual sounds
(phonemes) in spoken words. This ability is a foundation that supports and develops
with students learning to read and spell.
Phonics: the relationship between phonemes (sounds) and graphemes (printed
letter(s) that represent a sound), and how to use these to read and spell words (for
example, blending to “sound out” and read words, and segmenting spoken words to
spell out each sound in a word).
Phonological: relating to the speech sounds of a language/sound structure of spoken
words (the phonology).
Phonological awareness: the ability to focus on and manipulate units of language,
including phonemes and larger spoken units such as syllables. Phonemic awareness
is the important aspect of phonological awareness for learning to read words.
Pre-service teacher: a person enrolled in an accredited teacher education program
offered by a faculty of education, who must successfully complete degree requirements
including course work and field experience and obtain their teaching certification from
the Ontario College of Teachers. Also called a teacher candidate.
Reprisal: an action or threat that is intended as retaliation for claiming, enforcing or
refusing to infringe a right under the Code.
Response to Intervention (RTI) or Multi-tiered Systems of Supports (MTSS): a
framework that describes students receiving increasing levels of support (or tiers)
according to their needs, but always using high-quality classroom instruction and
interventions consistent with the scientific research.
Rime: the part of a syllable that contains the vowel and any consonant sounds that
follow it (for example, at in cat).
Running record: an observational tool used to assess a student’s oral reading
behaviours, and in particular their correct responses, substitutions, omissions,
insertions, attempts, repetitions, requests for help, told words and self-corrections.
Scaffolded instruction, scaffolded practice: instruction that breaks down tasks so
students can concentrate on specific, manageable objectives and gradually build on
their prior knowledge to increase their competence and skill. Teachers provide
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temporary support through modelling or other means, and ample opportunity for
practice. Scaffolding provides students with a supportive structure for learning and
developing the ability to independently apply newly learned skills and knowledge.
Scribing: writing down verbatim the words dictated by a student.
Students with special education needs: for the purposes of the Education Quality
and Accountability Office assessments, this includes all students with an Individual
Education Plan (IEP) who may or may not have been identified as “exceptional pupils”
through an Identification, Placement and Review Committee (IPRC), but excludes
students whose only exceptionality is giftedness.
Socioeconomic status: the social and economic standing or class of a person or
group. It is often measured as a combination of education, income and occupation.
Socioeconomic status is often linked with inequities in access to resources, and issues
related to privilege, power and control.
Special Education Plan: a plan based on provincewide standards that describes the
special education programs and services a school board provides. Regulation 306
under the Education Act requires each board to maintain a special education plan,
review it annually, amend it from time to time to meet the current needs of its
exceptional students, and submit any amendment(s) to the Minister of Education for
review. The plan must also be made available to the public.
Structured literacy: direct and systematic instruction in the structures of spoken and
written language to teach foundational reading skills.
Substantive equality: a legal principle that focuses on equal outcomes, not necessarily
equal treatment (formal equality). It is achieved through equal opportunity and access,
and providing services and benefits in way that meets any unique needs and
circumstances, such as cultural, social, economic and historical disadvantage. The goal
of substantive equality is to acknowledge and overcome the barriers that have led to the
inequality in the first place.
Syllable: a unit of speech or word part that contains only one vowel sound (for
example, e-vent, news-pa-per).
Systemic discrimination, systemic barriers: consists of attitudes, patterns of
behaviour, policies or practices that are part of the social or administrative structures of
an institution, sector or system, that create or perpetuate a position of relative
disadvantage for groups identified under the Code such as students with disabilities.
The attitudes, behaviour, policies or practices may appear neutral on the surface but
nevertheless have an adverse effect or exclusionary impact.
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL): an educational approach that emphasizes
designing curriculum and instruction to make them effective and accessible for all
students.
Vocabulary: knowledge of words and what they mean.
Whole language philosophy: the view that children learn to read naturally, largely
through meaningful and authentic literacy experiences and exposure to books and other
literacies.
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