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Executive Summary

Compared to adults without disabilities, adults with disabilities in Can-

ada have lower levels of education, higher rates of unemployment, and low-

er household incomes in addition to challenges accessing affordable hous-

ing, health care, and transportation.1 This is why children with disabilities 

must be given opportunities to learn in an accepting environment with their 

peers: so they can go just as far as their peers.

This report provides a general picture of special education policies 

across Canada. Its intended audience is mainly parents and other family 

members of children with disabilities. Because they are the primary advo-

cates for their children, it is important for them to have as much informa-

tion as possible about the policies supporting their children’s right to edu-

cation in every province and territory. 

The right to education of a child with a disability is protected by mul-

tiple pieces of international legislation on human dignity and the need to re-

spect diverse needs. However, Canada has no federal legislation protecting 

a child with a disability’s right to inclusive education, because education 

comes under provincial and territorial jurisdiction.

Although every province and territory has some form of policy on inclu-

sive education, they vary widely from one another in how they define inclu-

sion, how they put inclusive education into practice, and how they fund it. 

In the first section of the report the author provides an overview of three 

key themes of the inclusive education policy landscape of each province 

and territory. In the second section of the report, the findings of the policy 
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comparison along with a literature review and informant interviews form 

the basis for a number of recommendations to improve special education 

policy, implementation, and delivery:

•	Ensure that education policy is inclusive, in accodance with inter-

national covenants.

•	Provide teachers more resources and support.

•	Provide adequate support to students with disabilities and their fam-

ilies both inside and outside the classroom.

•	Improve stakeholder engagement and increase awareness of transi-

tions from school to community life.

A detailed overview of inclusive education policy and funding in each prov-

ince and territory is provided in Annex 2. 

The author concludes that truly inclusive education needs to become a 

priority for all of Canada’s communities, because educational outcomes for 

people with disabilities have a long-lasting impact on everyone. Investing 

in better understanding and supporting inclusive education will benefit us 

all, because it will create a more understanding society. 

Residential institutions have been closed, so let’s not keep students with 

disabilities separate and segregated any longer. 
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Introduction

History and Legal Context of Inclusive Education

More than four decades ago, the One Million Children report called for 

Canadian society to stop isolating and segregating children with disabil-

ities from their peers and families.2 The authors argued that a successful 

education system required teacher training and supportive remedial ser-

vice for both teachers and children with disabilities.3 At the time the report 

came out, 10–15% of the child population in Canada (between 840,000 and 

1,260,000 children) had an emotional or learning disorder. 

One Million Children also presented an in-depth discussion of attitudes 

and labels, arguing that the tensions often associated with the caring pro-

fessions can affect the outcome of a child’s experience in the classroom. A 

child with a disability should be treated as a whole person, not fragmented 

by labels and diagnoses. Instead, treatment and management should be 

vantage points of analysis, not stereotypes based on medical diagnoses.4 

The right to education of children with disabilities is protected by sev-

eral pieces of international legislation: the International Covenant on Eco-

nomic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966),5 the Convention on the Rights of 

the Child (1989), and the United Nations’ Declaration of the Rights of Per-

sons with Disabilities (2006). 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child outlines the importance of 

social integration and its impact on the development of children with dis-

abilities.6 The preamble to the United Nations’ Declaration of the Rights of 
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Persons with Disabilities recognizes “that disability is an evolving concept 

and that disability results from the interaction between persons with im-

pairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinders their full 

and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.”7 Addi-

tionally, Section V states “the importance of accessibility to the physical, 

social, economic and cultural environment, to health and education and to 

information and communication, in enabling persons with disabilities to 

fully enjoy all human rights and fundamental freedoms.”8 

These pieces of international legislation outline human dignity and the 

need for respect, but they provide little to no guidance in the actual imple-

mentation of policy protecting vulnerable populations across all cultures 

and boundaries. 

Nor does any guidance come from the federal level. Education in Can-

ada is under provincial or territorial jurisdiction, which means that each 

child’s right to an education is protected by the province or territory in 

which they live. Although the policies that define special education in each 

province and territory are a vast improvement from the historical segre-

gation and institutionalization that children with disabilities have histor-

ically experienced in Canada, they still have a long way to go before they 

are truly inclusive.

Two Canadian legal cases depict the evolution of how children with 

disabilities are perceived: Eaton v. Brant County Board of Education [1995] 

and Moore v. British Columbia [2012]. In both cases, parents advocated dir-

ectly for their child’s right to education; in other words, the parent repre-

sented the child’s right to be treated equally in their school. For example, 

Emily Eaton’s parents did not agree with the Individual Placement Review 

Committee (IPRC) that required their daughter to move from a regular, in-

clusive classroom to a segregated classroom, which also meant moving her 

from the school that she attended with her siblings. 

The Eaton case is significant because it demonstrates the extent of a 

school board’s authority to decide on the placement of children with dis-

abilities. It started a conversation between school boards and parents about 

what serves as the “best interests” of their children with disabilities. For ex-

ample, school boards must provide empirical evidence of the child’s experi-

ence in both a segregated classroom and a regular, inclusive classroom in 

order to override the parents’ and child’s versions of best interests. But the 

definition of “best interests” is still subjective. 

Although the Supreme Court of Canada ultimately ruled that the place-

ment of Emily Eaton in a special education class did not violate the equality 
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guarantee outlined by Section 1 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Free-

doms, it did conclude that each child should be considered individually.9

In Moore v. British Columbia [2012], Jeffrey Moore’s parent-advocates 

filed a complaint to the British Columbia Human Rights Commission when 

they found that their child, diagnosed with dyslexia, was not provided with 

adequate schooling options after the school district closed the program Jef-

frey attended without creating an alternative.10 The Supreme Court of Can-

ada ruled in favour of the Moore family and required school districts to pro-

vide individualized programs based on appropriate assessment. 

Both the Eaton and Moore cases stress individual programming and en-

titlements, reinforcing the notion that all children with disabilities are en-

titled to education. The Supreme Court of Canada made the distinction that 

what is effective classroom placement for one group of students with dis-

abilities may not be effective for another group of students with disabilities.11 

The Eaton case recognized that disability is individual and contextual, 

shifting the focus away from group needs and focusing instead on the specific 

context of an individual.12 In both the Eaton and Moore cases, school boards 

and special education tribunals made decisions in the best interest of each 

child. However, when it comes to practical application, not all schools are 

properly equipped to have children with disabilities in their classrooms. 

Language and Concepts Around Disability 

The type of model used to conceptualize disability has an impact on how 

special education policies are created and implemented. The medical mod-

el of disability defines the individual as having the challenge, while the so-

cial model of disability emphasizes the ways in which a person’s experience 

of disability is shaped by their environment. 

In other words, “the social model defines disability as the product of 

specific social and economic structures and aims at addressing issues of 

oppression and discrimination of disabled people, caused by institutional 

forms of exclusion and by cultural attitudes embedded in social practices.”13 

In contrast, the medical model of disability pathologizes the individual, con-

structing disability as a personal and familial tragedy that requires medical 

intervention.14 There is also a “cure” ideology associated with the medical 

model of disability — the idea that disability is an adversary to be overcome.15 

Furthermore, there is a difference between “impairment” and “disabil-

ity.” Impairment could be having the use of only one leg, whereas disabil-
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ity is the restriction of activity that is caused by having the use of only one 

leg and the exclusion from society that this creates. 

Analyzing these models of disability is important to the discussion of 

special education because it influences perceptions of the special educa-

tion system and participants in it. 

Language, medical diagnoses, and definitions of disability are also con-

stantly changing. The language used to describe disability and disability ex-

perience and the way “special needs” are defined varies greatly from one 

jurisdiction to another. The terms “disability,” “special needs,” “exception-

ality,” and “intensive needs” are used interchangeably in various inclusive 

education policies across Canadian provinces and territories; however, this 

report will use “child(ren) or student(s) with a disability” to encompass all 

of the above terms. 
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Disability Rates 
in Canada

Disability and inclusive education are evolving concepts. Inclusive edu-

cation practices require consistent monitoring and measures of accountabil-

ity in order to determine their success. But it can be difficult to make mean-

ingful comparisons about the experiences of disability and availability of 

services across Canada — not only is the severity of disability classified dif-

ferently by each province and territory, there is also a dearth of current and/

or comparable statistics that accurately represent the type, severity, age, 

and location of children with disabilities across the country. This following 

summarizes the information we do have about disability rates in Canada.

In the past, Statistics Canada has conducted two national surveys analyz-

ing the experience of people with disabilities. The first of these was the Health 

and Activity Limitation Survey (HALS) in 1991. HALS identified the number 

and distribution of people with disability residing in Canadian “health-re-

lated non-penal institutions” and the barriers they experienced. The second 

was the Participation Activity Limitation Survey (PALS), done most recently 

in 2006. PALS collected information on adults and children whose everyday 

activities are limited because of a condition or health problem. 

In 2006, the disability rate was 14.3%, meaning that there were more than 

4.4 million Canadians (about one in seven) with a disability. Disability rates 

vary across Canada’s provinces and territories, and also steadily increase 

with age. In 2006, 174,810 children between the ages of 5 and 14 across Can-
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ada had an identified disability — a disability rate of 4.6%. The most com-

mon types of disability reported for children aged 5 to 14 were chronic con-

ditions and learning and/or communication disabilities.16 

From 2007 to 2012, Statistics Canada conducted surveys of headcount 

enrolments in public schools for special needs education across Canada. 

However, it cancelled this survey in 2014, citing concerns about the quality 

of data in CANSIM (Statistics Canada’s key socioeconomic database) and 

describing the area of special needs as complicated and difficult to survey. 

In 2012, Statistics Canada conducted its Canadian Survey on Disability 

(CSD), which only looked at Canadians aged 15 and over. The CSD reported 

that about 3.8 million (13.7%) of Canadians in this age group have disabil-

ities. The rate of the disability among the 15–24 age group was 4.4%, with 

mental/psychological, pain, and learning disabilities as the most reported.17 

However, because CSD and PALS used different categories of classification, 

their data sets are not comparable. 

The Canadian Teachers’ Federation conducted a national survey of ap-

proximately 3,800 teachers of 9,900 classes at both English and French 

schools, which found the following:

•	The average class size was 21.3 students.

•	The average number of students with disabilities per class was 3.5 

students (16.3% of the total students in the surveyed classrooms). The 

survey considered students who were formally identified as having 

behavioural challenges, mental or physical disabilities, gifted stu-

dents, and ELL/FLL students. It did not include students with learn-

ing disabilities or those waiting to be identified.

•	 Of the surveyed classrooms, around 80% had at least one student 

formally identified as having a disability, and about 28% of the class-

es contained five or more students with disabilities.18 
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Overview of Inclusive 
Education Policies and 
Funding Across Canada 

All of Canada’s provinces and territories have policies on inclusive edu-

cation, but both the policies and the way they are implemented vary from 

one jurisdiction to another, as does the method used to fund education in 

general and special education in particular. 

Because each province or territory is composed of unique populations 

with unique needs, it makes sense that, to some degree, their education poli-

cies would differ. However, when the same diagnostic label is used, access 

to services and programs that meet the needs of this identified label should 

also be the same, regardless of jurisdiction. Unfortunately, the variation in 

inclusive education policies, their implementation, and the way that they 

are funded means that, currently, a student with a disability in one part of 

the country may receive a considerably different amount of support than a 

student with the same type of disability in another region. 

To illustrate this, the following section provides a snapshot of three 

policy themes, each a common concern of parents and other family mem-

bers of children with disabilities: Individual Education Plans, funding al-

location method, and transition planning. For a more comprehensive de-

scription of the inclusive education policy in each province and territory, 

please see Annex 2.
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Individual Education Plans

While every province and territory defines “special needs” differently, most 

inclusive education policies generally describe the philosophy of inclusion 

and the tools that assist in implementing that philosophy. 

One such tool is an Individual Education Plan (IEP), which is used across 

Canada to make sure that schools design and implement special education 

programming to meet individual needs. Depending on the region it may 

be called an Individual Student Support Plan, Inclusion and Intervention 

Plan, Individual Program Plan, or Personalized Learning Program, but the 

basic aim is the same. 

The IEP process in British Columbia, Alberta, Manitoba, Ontario, Qué-

bec, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, Newfoundland and Labrador, 

Nunavut, Northwest Territories, and Yukon calls for the student to first be 

assessed or identified in order to determine their strengths, and then for 

their education programs to be adjusted accordingly. In Saskatchewan, a 

formal assessment is not mentioned in the policy, but a “holistic” analy-

sis of the student’s needs should be conducted to determine their needs 

in the classroom. In New Brunswick, the Personalized Learning Program 

(PLP) process notes that a student may receive services even if there is no 

identification through formal assessment, although it is expected that in-

formal and/or formal assessment information be provided with a pupil’s 

referral to the resource teacher and/or school-based student services team 

for consideration. 

In every province and territory, IEPs are enforced by the school princi-

pal, who must inform the student’s parents of their and their child’s rights. 

Funding

The varying needs of students with disabilities must be supported finan-

cially; resources must be in place to ensure there are appropriately trained 

staff in inclusive classrooms (discussed more fully in the Recommendations 

section of this report). 

Most, but not all, jurisdictions distribute funding in what is called a 

block formula model, usually based on student enrollment, where a block 

of funds is allocated by the province or territory to be used at local school 

boards’ discretion. The amount of funds — and therefore the number of staff 

that should be hired — is based on the number of students. This is the chal-

lenge of resource allocation: if there are not enough financial resources to 
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hire the appropriate number of staff, the educational program for the stu-

dent with a disability may not be delivered. 

The goal of this overview is to look at the different funding considera-

tions used in each province and territory, not to compare financial money 

allotted to students as provinces and territories, because they do not allot 

money to special education in the same way: 

•	British Columbia: The province budgets grant funding for public 

education and allots this money according to a funding formula. 

These funds are used to operate the public K–12 system using data 

collected from school districts (such as the number of enrolled stu-

dents). Additional funding for students with disabilities is provided 

according to a three-level system. For example, Level 3 funding in-

cludes diagnosed students who require intensive behavioural inter-

ventions or students with serious mental illness. All funding levels 

are distributed based on the type and severity of disability and the 

student’s full-time enrollment status. 

•	Alberta: The Minister of Education determines each school board’s 

education-operating budget using the province’s allocation formula. 

Differential funding is distributed in addition to this base funding, 

depending on the individual characteristics of each school board’s 

needs, such as inclusive education needs and First Nations, Metis, 

and Inuit student populations. 

•	Saskatchewan: School division operating funding in Saskatchewan 

is allocated through a K–12 funding distribution model based on pro-

jected enrollment and school data. School divisions (or boards) are 

responsible for sharing Supports for Learning (SFL) funding based 

on student-support needs.

•	Manitoba: Like British Columbia, Saskatchewan, and Alberta, the 

province of Manitoba provides a base layer of funding for operations. 

Each school division (or board) provides a unique continuum of sup-

ports for students with disabilities. Additional sources of funding for 

students with special needs are provided to each school division in 

the form of Level 2 and Level 3 grants.

•	Ontario: Ontario funds education on a per-pupil basis. The vari-

ous grants included in the province’s education funding formula 

determine the amount of money that each school board receives. 
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Funding categories include basic funding (for general costs, such 

as staff salaries and textbooks); unique student needs (ESL pro-

grams, special education); and funds for building maintenance or 

new schools.

•	Québec: Section 275-277 of Quebec’s Education Act states that 

funding shall be distributed among school boards in an equit-

able way. Each school must have their budget approved by their 

school board, specifically, the exact financial resources allocat-

ed to students with social maladjustments, handicaps, or learn-

ing disabilities. Quebec allocates base funding for organizational 

services (for example, administration of schools) and education-

al services, which takes into consideration the needs of the specif-

ic school board’s population. 

•	New Brunswick: The Department of Education and Early Childhood 

Development uses a direct funding model for programs and services 

offered in both Anglophone and Francophone school districts. The 

amount of funding received for special education programs and ser-

vices is based on enrollment in both types of school districts.

•	Nova Scotia: In addition to a program formula-funding grant, a 

special education formula-funding grant (targeted funding) for stu-

dents with disabilities is allotted to each school board in Nova Sco-

tia. A standard resource grid is applied against the number of en-

rolled students to determine the amount of funding. 

•	Prince Edward Island: The Department of Education and Early 

Childhood Development allocates funding using a formula based 

on the needs of the registered student population; this is divided 

between high-needs students and general-needs students. School 

boards (both English and French) are required to allocate staff and 

resources equally among schools. 

•	Newfoundland and Labrador: Funding in Newfoundland and Lab-

rador is applied directly to school boards. Base funding is allocat-

ed to teacher and education staff positions based on student enroll-

ment. An additional student support services allocation is meant 

to provide the resources for the development, implementation and 

evaluation of programs for students with disabilities, including sal-

aries, supplies, transportation, etc. 
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•	Nunavut: The Department of Education in Nunavut uses a block 

model to allocate funding to each District Education Authority to 

meet students’ needs. 

•	Northwest Territories: School funding contributions are calculat-

ed based on enrollment data to cover annual operating and main-

tenance costs. This funding allows education authorities to provide 

support systems and services to enable all students to be included 

as full participants in regular, age-appropriate classes in their home 

communities.

•	Yukon: Section 178 of Yukon’s Education Act states that each school 

board shall receive sufficient funding to meet its approved annual 

operations. A base allocation is granted on the basis of overall school 

enrollment. For example, 1.5 educational assistants are provided for 

every 261 students. Superintendents and principals of schools will 

consider the base administrative needs of their school in addition to 

the needs of their enrolled students with disabilities. 

Transition Planning

As children with disabilities grow older, parents may become increasingly 

concerned about their post-school lives and their future in the community as 

adults. It is in both parents’ and students’ best interests to plan ahead — in 

some cases as early as grade nine19  — for the transition from school to com-

munity life. Transition planning varies from one province to another because 

the age at which a student must leave school is not the same everywhere. 

For example, in Saskatchewan a student can stay in high school until age 

22, while in PEI a student cannot stay past age 20.

Although all the provinces and territories note that transition plans should 

be incorporated into a student’s Individual Education Plan, transition plan-

ning is handled differently in each area. Transition planning is important. 

Creating and implementing a transition-planning policy, or at least a process 

around transitioning, and ensuring that it is followed by everyone involved 

is the surest path to creating positive outcomes for students with disabil-

ities, such as affordable housing and potential employment opportunities. 

The following overview outlines whether or not each province or terri-

tory has a separate transition planning policy, or where it is incorporated 

into a more general inclusive education policy or other ministry resource: 
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•	British Columbia: Transition planning is addressed in multiple 

documents outlining the province’s view that this is a crucial time. 

The Department of Education has developed a Cross Ministry Tran-

sition Planning Protocol for Youth with Special Needs.20 

•	Alberta: Transition planning is addressed in Chapter 8 of the Learn-

ing and Teaching Resources Branch’s document Individualized pro-

gram planning (IPP): ECS to grade 12.21 

•	Saskatchewan: The province does not have a specific policy on tran-

sition planning, but a section in its Policy, Guidelines, and Proced-

ures for Functional Integrated Programs from the Ministry of Educa-

tion addresses transition planning.22 

•	Manitoba: Manitoba has an interdepartmental protocol on transi-

tion planning called Bridging to Adulthood: A Protocol for Transi-

tioning Students with Exceptional Needs from School to Community.23 

•	Ontario: The Ministry of Education requires transition planning 

to be a part of the Individual Education Plan for every student who 

has one, regardless of whether they have been identified as having 

a disability by the school board’s Identification, Placement and Re-

view Committee (IPRC). The Ministry has also published a resource 

called Transition Planning: A Resource Guide.24 

•	Québec: Transition planning is addressed in a document called 

Guide for Supporting a Successful School Transition, which is a joint 

initiative of the Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport, the 

Ministère de la Famille et des Aînés, and the Ministère de la Santé 

et des Services Sociaux du Québec.25 

•	New Brunswick: The Department of Education’s Educational Pro-

grams and Services Branch has created a Resource for the Transition 

of Students with Exceptionalities From School to Work or Secondary 

Education and Adult Life.26 

•	Nova Scotia: Transition planning is considered even if the student 

is not identified as having a disability or does not have an Individ-

ual Program Plan. The Department of Education’s Student Services 

section created the document Transition Planning for Students with 

Special Needs: The Early Years through Adult Life.27 
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•	Prince Edward Island: Transition planning is addressed in a docu-

ment called Secondary Transition Planning: A Framework for Success-

ful Transition Planning for Young People with Special Needs.28 

•	Newfoundland and Labrador: The province has no specific tran-

sition planning policy, however, the subject is addressed in a docu-

ment by the Department of Education’s Division on Student Support 

Services called Programming for Individual Needs: Teaching Students 

with Autism Spectrum Disorders.29 

•	Nunavut: The territory does not have a specific transition planning 

policy, but the subject is discussed in the policy Foundation for In-

clusive Education Inuglugijaittuq in Nunavut Schools.30 

•	Northwest Territories: The Department of Education, Culture, and 

Employment covers transition planning in its document Individual 

Education Plans: Guidelines for Development.31 

•	Yukon: While there is no specific policy on transition planning, it is 

addressed in detail in the Department of Education’s Student Sup-

port Services Parent Handbook.32 
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Recommendations 

For education policy to be fully and truly inclusive, it must address the 

diverse needs of all participants in the education system, including groups 

who have been historically disadvantaged. 

This principle of inclusion is well established at the international level. 

Article 23.1 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child states: Parties recog-

nize that a mentally or physically disabled child should enjoy a full and de-

cent life, in conditions which ensure dignity, promote self-reliance and fa-

cilitate the child’s active participation in the community.33 Article 24.2 of the 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities asks that all parties who 

signed the convention demonstrate the following with respect to education:

•	“Persons with disabilities are not excluded from the general educa-

tion system on the basis of disability, and that children with disabil-

ities are not excluded from free and compulsory primary education, 

or from secondary education, on the basis of disability.

•	Persons with disabilities can access an inclusive quality and free pri-

mary and secondary education on an equal basis with others in the 

community in which they live.

•	Reasonable accommodation of the individual’s requirements is provided. 

•	Persons with disabilities receive the support required within the gen-

eral education system, to facilitate their effective education. 
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•	Effective individualized support measures are provided in environ-

ments that maximize academic and social development, consistent 

with the goal of full inclusion.”34 

Many provinces and territories have not updated their special education 

policies in over 10 years; consequently, not all inclusive education policies 

are up-to-date with current educational standards, or with the internation-

al covenants of which Canada is a signatory. 

The following recommendations are suggested in order to address the 

ways in which students with disabilities have been historically disadvan-

taged by the current education system; update existing policy where neces-

sary; and change the way disability is understood by special education poli-

cies and in schools and communities across Canada.

Ensure that Education Policy is Inclusive, in 
Accordance with International Covenants

The two above-quoted international covenants — to which Canada is a sig-

natory — provide us with a useful measure of accountability at the federal 

level on the right of each child with a disability, regardless of their loca-

tion, to an inclusive education program. Within this federal frame, prov-

incial and territorial governments are responsible for ensuring that their 

populations have their needs met in accordance with these internation-

al covenants. 

So-called inclusive education policies — including practices around stan-

dardized assessment — that leave space for classroom segregation and sep-

arate programming divide students with disabilities from their peers. This 

reinforces a lack of understanding about diverse needs that will likely be 

perpetuated by future generations. This is not progress.

Furthermore, inclusive education policies are still largely dictated by ex-

pectations of “normal” human development,35 and most are still largely cat-

egorical in their implementation. This needs to be re-examined.

This report acknowledges that integration is at all times beneficial; how-

ever, there are challenges that need to be addressed. All students and their 

parents or guardians are entitled to the resources and supports they need 

to ensure their child has the opportunity to be integrated into the education 

program of their choosing. There is no one-size-fits-all solution.
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Eliminate opt-out mechanisms 

A classroom that is truly inclusive is one where peers from all types of 

backgrounds have an opportunity to interact and feel a sense of group 

belonging and acceptance. This type of inclusion is important to a stu-

dent’s development and sense of worth, which in turn improves academ-

ic achievement.36 

Inclusive classrooms are not just better for students with disabilities. 

Children in classrooms that include students with disabilities demonstrate 

stronger communication skills and leadership skills, are more accepting of 

diverse needs, and may show stronger reading and math skills than their 

peers in classrooms without children with disabilities present.37 A recent 

paper found that when inclusive practices were successfully implemented, 

other students in the classroom were more likely to be accepting and em-

pathetic towards the needs of students with disabilities. The students with 

disabilities did not hinder their fellow students’ learning, an often-cited 

concern with true inclusion philosophy.38 

However, inclusion varies from policy to practice. There appear to be 

three types of so-called inclusion happening in classroom across Canada: 

“inclusion” in which students with disabilities participate in the class; “in-

clusion” in which students with disabilities participate in a classroom but 

are pulled out at certain times; and “inclusion” in which students with dis-

abilities are together in their own separate classroom. 

Currently, most provincial and territorial policies have an “opt-out” 

option. In other words, a part of the policy says that if the school feels 

it has made exhaustive attempts to include a student with disabilities in 

the classroom without success, it may change the child’s education plan 

and move the student to another classroom or school for special needs. 

As long as options for alternative programs and segregated classrooms 

are available, school staff may recommend placing students with disabil-

ities into these classrooms, especially when an educator believes that the 

support that they are providing is inadequate39 and that better support 

exists elsewhere. 

Removing opt-out options and operating non-categorically, as Prince 

Edward Island currently does,40 creates less of an opportunity for the sep-

aration of students and services, and more of an incentive for classrooms 

to be truly inclusive. 
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Change the format of general student assessments 

With some exceptions, student assessment models are generally norma-

tive and designed with the majority in mind as a measure of accountabil-

ity. But as the education system struggles to face the challenges of adapt-

ing to meet the diverse needs of students, it is counter-productive to, at 

the same time, require students to meet prescribed outputs on standard-

ized assessments.41 

Students who are newcomers to Canada or whose first language is not 

English and students who are socioeconomically marginalized are disadvan-

taged and particularly poorly served by standardized assessment mechan-

isms, especially when compared to some of their peers.42 The inadequacy 

of standardized assessment is further compounded when considering stu-

dents with disabilities. Classroom-based assessments are to be designed by 

teachers; the diverse accessibility of these assessments is to support student 

learning and as a result they are preferable to standardized options. For this 

reason, forms of authentic assessment that recognize the diverse needs of 

the entire student body, including students with disabilities, should be pur-

sued and prioritized.

Reduce class sizes

For classrooms to be truly inclusive, class size must be considered in con-

junction with class composition and students’ diverse needs. Research-

ers have found that students who have previously been disadvantaged in 

the school setting make more progress — which carries positively into later 

grades — when their primary-school class sizes are smaller.43 

Class size reduction was ranked as the highest spending priority in sev-

en of the eight Canadian Teachers’ Federation surveys conducted between 

1995 and 2008. In the early school years, it is recognized that the benefits 

of smaller classes are greater when class sizes are reduced to 20 or less.44 

In a survey of about 3,800 teachers representing 9,900 classes in English 

and French schools across Canada, English schools (including those with 

French immersion) had an average class size of almost 22 students while 

in French schools the average class size was just over 19 students.45 Inter-

view respondents noted that teachers could be better supported by having 

more resources available to reduce class size and to give them more time 

for preparation.
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Provide Teachers More Resources and Support

In their recent study on perceptions of the concept of inclusion, Thompson 

et al. found that, although teachers universally endorsed inclusion, they 

were frustrated by the different perspectives held by their teachers’ associ-

ations and the Ministry of Education in their province or territory on how 

to implement inclusion policy.46 Teacher federation respondents referred to 

the uneven implementation of policy and discrepancies between the ways 

that different levels of the education system (the Ministry, school boards, 

within schools) deliver services. For example, according to one respondent, 

changing a classroom from segregated to inclusive can lead to confusion for 

both students and educators if it is not well supported.

An overwhelming majority of the interview respondents noted a strong 

disconnect between the philosophy behind inclusion policies and their every-

day classroom implementation. Regardless of the specific concern, which 

included long wait times and lack of services for students with disabilities 

and their families, and lack of support for the teaching role, respondents 

used the term “resources” — both in and out of classroom — in reference to 

all of these situations. 

Interview respondents cited a general lack of support; some specifically 

mentioned a need for more human resource support. Respondents felt cap-

acity-building for education staff was necessary to create the expertise and 

confidence needed to address more diverse classrooms. It was noted that 

expertise in this area rested with a small number of staff, and that there was 

therefore a need to build capacity in more individuals. 

Work with teachers to ensure they have the training 
they need to support students with disabilities 

Because classroom teachers create the in-school context for learning, they 

are key to student success. Teachers may only be involved in a student’s life 

for as little as a year, but if the student is not adequately supported during 

that time, there may be long-term negative repercussions. This is especial-

ly true of inclusive education. 

All of the interview respondents noted the significant role of educators, 

but if most teachers feel unprepared teaching to the increasing diversity of 

their classrooms, how can they adequately support their students? And if 

students are not able to learn certain skills, they may be unable to make up 
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for this discrepancy later, as there is an age-based limit for how long they 

can stay in the education system. 

When asked about the types of support they were looking for, almost 

all the respondents identified their need for more expertise, understand-

ing, and training to be better equipped for teaching students with disabil-

ities. Others expressed a desire for more professional development on how 

to implement special education programs, to help them build capacity and 

increase their confidence in this area.47 

A recurring theme in their responses was the idea of teachers learning 

through real and ongoing hands-on training throughout their entire careers 

rather than attending theoretical workshops (which is the main form of pro-

fessional development currently available to practicing teachers). An an-

alysis of the research literature concluded that while training on inclusion 

for teachers completing their schooling is positive, it does not prepare them 

for real-life classrooms because its focus is too theoretical and not practical 

enough.48 Increasing the amount of practical training may help address 

teachers’ concerns about building capacity and confidence.

One very tangible effect of the labeling and stigmatization of students 

with disabilities is the extra administrative work it creates for teachers. The 

teachers in Crawford and Porter’s study on supporting teachers in the deliv-

ery of inclusive education saw this additional work as a source of stress — one 

that could easily be minimized by ensuring classroom teachers have extra 

preparation time and other resources required to better support students 

with disabilities.49 

Use a collaborative approach 

Rather than seeing students with disabilities as having a deficiency, truly in-

clusive education policy would give teachers the tools and resources to rec-

ognize the positive “abilities” of students to learn when provided with the 

appropriate accommodations or modifications. In their paper on teachers’ 

strategies for including children with autism spectrum disorder in main-

stream classrooms, Lindsay et al. found that an interdisciplinary-team ap-

proach led to more successful outcomes.50 When the teachers in the study 

collaborated with educational assistants, occupational therapists, and re-

source teachers to implement inclusive learning strategies, they felt more con-

fident in their approach, a finding that was echoed by interview respondents. 

Here, too, teachers and school teams need adequate resources and support. 
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Operate non-categorically 

The Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a collaborative approach to in-

struction that promotes participation in and access to the curriculum for all 

learners, including those with diverse needs. The Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities defines universal design as the following: “the 

design of products, environments, programmes and services to be usable by 

all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation 

or specialized design. “Universal design” shall not exclude assistive devices 

for particular groups of persons with disabilities where this is needed.”51

This model has a proven positive impact on students’ self-concepts and 

their degree of inclusion and engagement (students who are excluded often 

become disengaged).52 Using the UDL means a classroom is operating “non-

categorically” — this means there are fewer labels differentiating students and 

their needs from one another, which helps ensure true inclusion. An example 

of a UDL approach is to share the same information that is being taught in 

class using digital text or materials to increase the accessibility of informa-

tion to the students; for example, closed-captioning text on a YouTube video. 

Provide Adequate Support to Students With Disabilities 
and Their Families, Inside and Outside of the Classroom

The persistent lack of “resources” — broadly defined — also came up repeat-

edly when interview respondents described their concerns about the sys-

tem as a whole and how services were delivered to students with disabil-

ities and to their families. 

Respondents noted the lack of financial support, both in general and in 

specific application to the costs associated with assessing children with dis-

abilities, and how services are not provided until a child has received a diag-

nostic assessment. Also identified was the idea of systemic support and the 

challenge of departments competing for shared resources — again, specific-

ally with regard to the backlog of referrals for the diagnostic assessments that 

are required in order for children with disabilities to begin receiving services.

Reduce wait-times for diagnostic assessments

Under the system currently operating in almost every province and territory, 

children with disabilities cannot begin to receive the programs and services 

they need until they have been diagnosed with a categorical disability to 
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show that they are eligible for those services. Since there is often a backlog 

of referrals for diagnostic assessments, children with disabilities and their 

families face long wait times for services. This problem would be eliminat-

ed if the education system were to shift to operating non-categorically, but 

in the interim more resources should be allocated to reduce wait-times for 

students with disabilities to be assessed and diagnosed. 

Wait-times are also affected by location. Students who live in rural areas 

generally are not assessed in a timely manner. Further, the amount of fund-

ing that is allocated, whether by block method or per-pupil, is not always 

enough to cover for the number of students waiting to be diagnosed in or-

der to receive services that will require specific funding. 

Ensure adequate supports and services 
are in place after diagnosis

Too often, parents are asked to remove their child with a disability from 

school for short periods of time because the school does not have the appro-

priate resources and supports in place for the child to attend for a full day. 

Along with the other types of support (discussed in previous recommenda-

tions), consistent language to match the diagnostic labels of disability, and 

accountable financial resource allocation to provide enough staff with train-

ing are some of the steps required to keep all students with disabilities (as 

well as those who are still in the process of being identified as having a dis-

ability) in school all day, every day, with their peers. 

Consistent language around the diagnostic labels used to describe dis-

ability is needed across school boards as it has a direct impact on the allo-

cation of resources and funding for students’ needs. For example, in British 

Columbia, boards give money to schools attended by students with disabil-

ities. The amount of money given to the school is dependent on the type of 

disability that the child has; for example, the “Level 3” funding category in-

cludes students who require intensive behavioural interventions or students 

with serious mental illness (in 2014, 7,093 students were enrolled and diag-

nosed at a rate of $9,200/FTE student).

Special education funding is allocated by either block-funding or census-

data funding across Canada. Block funding is a set amount allocated by the 

provincial or territorial budget to education services each year then distribut-

ed to the school boards to be assigned to schools based on the needs of each. 

Ontario is in the process of building on its census-data funding alloca-

tion to make it flexible enough to recognize the differences among school 
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boards. This means that the statistical data used to inform funding decisions 

can be used to calculate the probability of students having different disabil-

ities and impairments. Ontario’s new funding model is to be accompanied 

by the Special Education Statistical Prediction Model, which will include 

information about parents’ education, recent-immigrant status, median in-

come, whether a family is below the low-income cut-off, unemployment, 

Aboriginal status, and whether the student and their family have moved re-

cently. This model would provide a more complete picture of families’ cir-

cumstances in addition to their child’s disability, and a more comprehen-

sive overview of their funding needs. 

Improve Stakeholder Engagement in Inclusion 
Philosophy and Increase Awareness of 
Transitions From School to Community Life 

Improve stakeholder engagement

Many provinces, such as British Columbia, Newfoundland and Labrador, 

and Saskatchewan have policies in place that engage the different minis-

tries that provide services to children with disabilities and their families. 

By having multiple ministries involved, families should (in theory) receive a 

continuum of disability services and programming throughout their child’s 

lifetime. Although the record-keeping involved may present certain challen-

ges, and some provinces have more successful outcomes than others, bet-

ter communication among the ministries delivering services would provide 

a more complete picture of a person’s disability needs overall and should 

help improve service delivery. 

School advisory councils are part of every provincial/territorial education 

policy. Since parents are the key advocates for children with disabilities, their 

participation in these councils is desirable. However, it is often impossible for 

them to attend council meetings because of the time commitment demanded by 

their child’s full-time and often complex care. Possible short-term solutions to 

this problem could include online surveys or remote participation in meetings. 

While school advisory councils are undoubtedly an important resource 

for community stakeholder engagement, their impact is uncertain with re-

spect to whether or not parents’ opinions about inclusion of students with 

disabilities are being heard at their child’s school. All parent and school 

councils should make measuring their impact a priority.53 Ideas for doing so 

include determining the value of the council’s input and tracking any tan-
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gible changes that result from council engagement. Acting on these ideas 

should be a priority for all provinces and territories. 

Cross-district communication is another area that requires improvement. 

For example, in Ontario, a student’s Individual Placement Review Com-

mittee (IPRC) and Individual Education Plan (IEP) can be transferred with-

in the same school board, but not across school boards.54 This is unneces-

sary: the definition/diagnosis of disability is standard and determined by 

an outside authority and therefore holds the same meaning and weight re-

gardless of where a child is located in the country. There is no reason that 

IRPCs and IEPs should not be transferable across school boards or across 

provinces and territories. 

Facilitate a smoother transition to adulthood 

Parents of children with disabilities often worry about what will happen to 

their children after they finish school and move into the community. These 

worries were echoed by interview respondents, who cited the lack of com-

munity services for adults with disabilities, and said they were concerned 

that the current transition times dictated by provincial or territorial educa-

tion policies may not be long enough if they are not implemented properly. 

Most provinces and territories have specific policies to guide the tran-

sition process, specifically checklists and timelines for school teams and 

parents to follow to ensure that the transition is successful. This report rec-

ommends that, if no specific policy exists, the province or territory create 

a separate policy about transition planning with supporting documents to 

better inform parents and school teams. For example, British Columbia has 

a transition plan process for a child with special needs involving multiple 

ministries (the Ministry of Health Services and the Ministry of Housing and 

Social Development in addition to the Ministry of Education). This speaks 

to an awareness of how challenging it can be for people with special needs 

to move from school to community life.

The type of transition a person with a disability has from childhood to 

adulthood has a lifelong effect, and the positive impact of the successful 

transition from school to the community is immeasurable. The 2012 Can-

adian Survey on Disability indicated that 45% of 25-to-64-year-old survey 

participants identified as having a disability or impairment before complet-

ing post-secondary school said that their disability or impairment influenced 

their choice of courses or careers. A little over a third (34%) reported that 

they took fewer courses/subjects; 30% reported that it took them longer to 
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achieve their present level of education; 30% did not continue their stud-

ies; and 23% reported that their education was interrupted for long periods. 

About 40% indicated that people avoided or excluded them at school, and 

27% experienced bullying.55 

Participation in the workforce is also affected by the type and severity 

of disability. For instance, 29% of people between 15 and 64 with mild dis-

abilities and 68% of people with very severe disabilities reported that they 

were not working.56 These results underscore why investing in a successful 

transition into community life is so important. 
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Conclusion

The majority of special education policies in place across the country 

are more than 10 years old. While some provinces are beginning the pro-

cess of conducting reviews or reports assessing their special education ap-

proaches, the fact remains that many of these policies are out of step with 

current practices around inclusive education. 

As long as they are not fully included in the education system, it is stu-

dents with disabilities and their families who will pay the price. Compared 

to adults without disabilities, adults with disabilities in Canada have lower 

levels of education, higher rates of unemployment, and lower household in-

comes, and face challenges accessing affordable housing, health care, and 

transportation.57 It is time for all provinces and territories to revisit inclu-

sive education policies and make the necessary investments to make them 

truly inclusive.

Residential institutions have been closed. Let’s not keep children with 

disabilities separate and segregated any longer. 
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Annex 1: Methodology 

Three methods were used to gather data for this report about Canadian 

children with disabilities and their participation in the inclusive school sys-

tem in their province or territory. 

The first method was a literature review completed to conceptualize the 

existing research and recognize current trends, as inclusive education phil-

osophies and practices are in evolution. With a few exceptions, the litera-

ture reviewed was from the year 2000 onwards. Key word and idea search-

es were conducted on Google and Google Scholar; key data was gathered 

from provincial and territorial government websites, peer-reviewed journals, 

chapters in books, and teacher association or federation publications. Litera-

ture gathered on the history of inclusion in Canada, current inclusive educa-

tion practices by teachers and administrators, and perceptions of inclusion 

from parents’ perspectives provide a philosophical context to this report. 

The second method used was a review of provincial and territorial web-

sites58 to answer the following questions: 

•	How is inclusion defined? 

•	Does the province or territory have an explicit policy about inclu-

sion or special education?

•	How is education funded in the province or territory? 

•	What are the approximate monetary amounts allotted to special 

needs students (if data is available)? 
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The final method was key informant interviewing. Interviews were con-

ducted with teacher federations/associations and their representatives. An 

inductive approach was used. In other words, data was collected and then 

a theory was developed and supported by the results of the key informant 

interviews. Interview participants were sought from all provinces and ter-

ritories. They were recommended by contacts in the education system or 

sought through cold calling or emailing. All nine participants stated their 

consent to participate in the report and were invited to verify their answers 

prior to analysis. Interviews were conducted over the phone using a tape re-

corder and then transcribed, except for two conducted by email.

A thematic analysis was conducted to code the qualitative information. 

The themes analyzed were policy practice and interpretation, parental con-

cerns presented to teachers, teacher concerns, type of disability challenges 

in daily school attendance, and interpretations of teacher needs. This meth-

od of analysis is interpretive, seeking connections between participants’ re-

sponses and explaining them; however, a restriction of this method is that 

research results cannot be replicated.

Another research limitation of this report is that the information con-

sulted for it is only as complete as could be garnered from interviews and 

from various documents located through website searches. Informant inter-

views were helpful in identifying other potential sources, but it is entirely 

possible that some sources may have gone undiscovered.
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Annex 2: Inclusive 
Education and Funding 
Across Canada 

British Columbia

How inclusion is defined

British Columbia’s Ministry of Education defines inclusion as follows: 

Inclusion describes the principle that all students are entitled to equitable 

access to learning, achievement and the pursuit of excellence in all aspects 

of their education. The practice of inclusion is not necessarily synonymous 

with integration and goes beyond placement to include meaningful partici-

pation and the promotion of interaction with others.59 

Policy overview

The province’s special education policy is aimed at ensuring that students 

have equitable access to learning and opportunities to achieve the goals of 

their educational programs. With respect to integrated settings, a child with 

special needs should be placed into classrooms with other students who do not 

have special needs and are of a similar age, unless the education team deter-

mines that a separate setting is determined to be a more appropriate setting.
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Parents are expected to be involved at all stages of their child’s educa-

tion planning and goals; this expectation is managed by the Special Needs 

Students Order M150/89.59 The Individual Education Plan Order M638/95 

sets out the requirements for school boards to design and implement in-

dividual education plans for students with special needs.61 The Ministerial 

Order 149/89 defines the specific health support services available for stu-

dents in schools, for example a board shall provide speech and language 

therapy services for students whose learning is affected adversely by oral 

communication challenges.62 

A review of special education in British Columbia published by the prov-

ince’s Ministry of Education63 recommended that school boards ensure that 

each student’s educational program is based on the actual educational needs 

of that student and not the funding allotted to them. The review also rec-

ommended that teachers should have to take at least one course on special 

needs as part of their certification, since teachers are the pivotal role in the 

successful implementation of inclusion and that implementation would be 

hampered if teachers were not prepared to teach diverse students. 

British Columbia outlines a transition planning process for a child with 

special needs involving multiple ministries, for example, the Ministry of 

Health Services and the Ministry of Housing and Social Development in 

addition to the Ministry of Education. This speaks to an awareness of how 

challenging it can be for people with special needs to move from school to 

community life.

How funding is allocated

The province budgets an amount of grant funding for public education and 

allots this money according to a funding formula. This funding operates the 

public K–12 system using data collected from school districts, such as the 

number of enrolled students.64 

British Columbia’s 2014–15 education budget assigned 79% of funds to a 

basic allocation in the form of individual funding for every full-time equiva-

lent (FTE) student enrolled by school type. Standard schools receive $6,900 
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per student, Continuing Education schools receive $6,900 per school-age 

FTE student, Alternate Schools receive $6,900 per school-age FTE student 

and Distributed Learning Schools receive $5,851 per school-age FTE student. 

The basic enrollment funding total for 2014–15 was $3,603,157,130; the total 

operating grants for the province were $4,642,747,085 (this includes all sup-

plementary funding.)65 

Unique student funding (for students with disabilities) makes up 12% of 

BC’s education budget. This funding is separated into the following levels:66 

•	Level 1 (total funding: $21,045,000): includes students with mul-

tiple needs who are dependent handicapped or deaf/blind; 575 stu-

dents are enrolled and diagnosed at a rate of $36,600/FTE student.

•	Level 2 (total funding: $328,430,100): includes students with moder-

ate/profound intellectual disabilities, physical disabilities or chron-

ic health impairments, visual impairments, autism spectrum disor-

der, or students who are deaf or hard of hearing; 17,947 students are 

enrolled and diagnosed at a rate of $18,300/FTE student.

•	Level 3 (total funding: $65,255,600): includes students who require 

intensive behavioural interventions or students with serious men-

tal illness; 7,093 students are enrolled and diagnosed at a rate of 

$9,200/FTE student.

The remaining 9% of the education budget is allocated for uniqueness-of-

district factors, such as rural schools and funding protection to buffer the 

effects of declining student enrollment.67 

Alberta

How inclusion is defined

Alberta defines inclusive education as follows: 

the opportunity to be fully and meaningfully integrated into a typical 

learning environment. Inclusion also refers to an attitude of acceptance 

of, and belonging for, all students such that they feel valued as part of 

the school family.68 

It defines the inclusive education system as follows:
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a way of thinking and acting that demonstrates universal acceptance of, and 

belonging for, all students. Inclusive education in Alberta means a value 

based approach to accepting responsibility for all students. It also means 

that all students will have equitable opportunity to be included in the typ-

ical learning environment or program of choice.69 

Policy overview

Alberta’s definitions of inclusion have been noted as being problematic be-

cause the first, inclusive education, is standard with other definitions of 

inclusion around the world while the second definition, the inclusive edu-

cation system, is interpreted by some school districts as meaning that seg-

regated settings are acceptable so long as placement in an inclusive setting 

was considered first.70 This potentially segregating interpretation has not 

been challenged by the Ministry of Education, which means that, in prac-

tice, segregation is in place.

Despite being Canada’s wealthiest province, Alberta faces similar chal-

lenges to other provinces and territories when it comes to policy implemen-

tation. It has had difficulty putting into place the recommendations made 

by its own government’s review of special education polices.71 The Report 

of the Blue Ribbon Panel on Inclusive Education in Alberta Schools, released 

in September 2014, notes that most teachers do not know or have time to 

review any of the few structural changes that the department has imple-

mented as part of their strategic directions.72 

McGhie-Richmond et al.’s study73 examining teacher interpretations of 

support and inclusive education operation found differences in the way 

policy is implemented between urban and rural areas of Alberta. Teachers 

who taught elective subjects told the researchers that they do not feel they 

need specialized training in inclusive practices, which McGhie-Richmond 

et al. noted was a cause for concern because the success of inclusive edu-

cation success relies on collaboration and teamwork.74 The province has a 

decentralized service delivery model that is designed to respond to com-

munity needs and priorities; however, because regional authorities (school 

districts) determine which services will be offered, not all services are avail-

able in all regions of the province.75 
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How funding is allocated

In Alberta, basic funding for instructional purposes is provided for all students 

from kindergarten through Grade 12, including students with disabilities. School 

boards are expected to allocate funding for children with special needs based 

on the needs of individual school populations. Additional funding is provided 

to children with disabilities who are not in a regular education program. For 

additional funding to be provided to children with complex disabilities, they 

must be assessed and have an Individualized Program Plan in place.76 

Alberta funding for the public education system comes from two sources. 

In 2014, total operating funding for K–12 was $4.4 billion (68%) from gen-

eral government revenues and $2.1 billion (32%) from education property 

taxes. Funding for K–12 has increased from $4.8 billion in the 2004/2005 fis-

cal year to $7.4 billion in 2014/2015 — a 54% increase. During the same per-

iod, student enrolment increased by 12%.77 

Differential funding is distributed in addition to base funding, depending 

on the individual characteristics of the school board’s needs, such as inclusive 

education needs and First Nations, Metis, and Inuit rates of the student popula-

tion. In 2014, the inclusive education portion of the budget received a 2% grant 

rate increase, bringing total support for this area to more than $402 million. 

The Equity of Opportunity Grant, $113 million in 2014, is used to pro-

vide services to rural schools and their students. Additionally, the Regional 

Collaborative Service Delivery Grant, $61 million in 2014, supports families 

who have children with complex needs.78 Alberta also has a school jurisdic-

tion allocation formula for children with disabilities:

Inclusive education = amount of supports and services allocation + 

differential modifiers allocation + program equity allocation + additional 

per-student allocation.79 

Saskatchewan

How inclusion is defined

Saskatchewan defines inclusion as “the commitment to educate children in 

inclusive schools.” It consider inclusive schools to be the following: 

schools that embody effective principles and practices that coordinate and 

unify educational programs and supports in order that all children, includ-

ing those with diverse needs, belong and can learn effectively.80 
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Policy overview

Saskatchewan has a cross-departmental policy framework aimed at sup-

porting children with disabilities and their families through services. The 

result is a disjointed delivery of services that places the burden on parents to 

ensure their children receive the services that they require.81 In other words, 

if a child’s needs are complex and require services from multiple depart-

ments, the onus is on the parent or family to ensure that each department 

has the correct information about the child. 

The province identifies students with disabilities as “students requiring 

intensive supports.” These supports, whether they are determined to be ex-

tra staff or assistive technology, are determined by creating an Inclusion and 

Intervention Plan (IIP), a written document outlining the supports, strat-

egies, and interventions necessary to achieve student success. The provin-

cial policy Actualizing a Needs-Based Model to Support Student Achievement 

focuses on a needs-based model to support all types of learners. The prem-

ise of this service delivery model is that a student’s needs are more import-

ant than a categorical label of disability for determining the programming 

and supports they need. Intervention strategies are classroom and school-

based and can be both individual and group-focused.82 

How funding is allocated

School division operating funding in Saskatchewan is allocated through 

a K–12 funding distribution model, with education property taxes and the 

province’s General Revenue Fund as the two major sources of revenue. The 

total funding to school divisions in 2014–15 was $1.82 billion.83 The base in-

struction funding for 2014–15 was $759.5 million dollars, or 42.2% of total 

education funding in the province. This funding is allocated to boards of 

education for basic instructional services, such as the salaries of classroom 

and school-based teachers, non-school-based instructional support (e.g. 

specialists), and administrative staff (e.g. principals).84 

Saskatchewan’s supports for learning (SFL) subcomponent of instruc-

tional funding in 2014–15 was $276.6 million dollars — 15.4% of total prov-

incial education funding. This subcomponent is allocated for salaries of 

teachers and professionals that provide programming and services to en-

sure that all students have equal access to an inclusive education environ-

ment. Funding is based on projected enrollment and school data. Instead, 
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school divisions (or boards) are responsible for sharing SFL funding based 

on student-support needs.85 

Manitoba

How inclusion is defined

Manitoba defines inclusion as follows: 

a way of thinking and acting that allows every individual to feel accepted, 

valued and safe. An inclusive community consciously evolves to meet the 

changing needs of its members. Through recognition and support, an in-

clusive community provides meaningful involvement and equal access to 

the benefits of citizenship. In Manitoba, we embrace inclusion as a means 

of enhancing the well-being of every member of the community. By work-

ing together, we strengthen our capacity to provide the foundation for a 

richer future for all of us.

It defines “inclusive schools” as follows:

Inclusive schools provide a learning environment that is accessible to all 

students as a place to learn, grow, be accepted and enjoy all the benefits 

of citizenship.

In an inclusive school, all students are provided with the supports and op-

portunities they need to become participating students and members of their 

school communities. Collaboration among home, school and community is 

imperative. Core values and beliefs include:

•	 All students can learn, in different ways and at different rates.

•	 All students have individual abilities and needs.

•	 All students want to feel they belong and are valued.

•	 All students have the right to benefit from their education.86

Policy overview

Although Manitoba did not have a specific policy on inclusion until 2001, the 

Minister responsible for Persons with Disabilities proposed a new province-

wide strategy to improve supports for children with disabilities.87 Manitoba 
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is family-centered in its approach to policy of children with disabilities, and 

this area is the responsibility of three ministries: Health; Education, Train-

ing and Youth; and Family Services. Although the involvement of multiple 

ministries in the delivery of supports and services to children with disabil-

ities and their families is unavoidable, if proper accountability measures 

are not in place, children can “fall between the cracks.” 

Manitoba’s Amendment to the Public Schools Act: Appropriate Educa-

tional Programming Regulations 155/2005 was created to guide policy to en-

sure that children with disabilities receive the services and supports they 

require. The following standards and regulations cover how students are 

assessed, Individual Education Plans, school-related activities, transitions 

into school, discipline, and dispute-resolution processes: 

•	Appropriate Educational Programming Regulations 155/2005

•	Education Administration Miscellaneous Provisions Regulations 156/2005

•	Appropriate Educational Programming in Manitoba: Standards for 

Student Services 

•	Appropriate Educational Programming: A Handbook for Student Services

•	Appropriate Educational Programming in Manitoba: A Formal Dis-

pute Resolution Process

Sokal and Sharma’s study on teacher’s attitudes and perceptions on inclu-

sive education in Manitoba found that teacher confidence explained teacher 

efficacy; and exposure to teacher training created teacher confidence, which 

explained attitudes and concerns about inclusion.88 The teachers interviewed 

for this study said that classroom practices and policy decisions that address 

teacher workload and resources must work together if they are to address teach-

er concerns.89 The study concluded that the Manitoba Teachers Society’s of-

fering professional development opportunities on the Three-Block Model of 

the Universal Design for Learning (an approach to instruction that promotes 

participation in and access to the curriculum for all learners) are making this 

model more accessible for implementation by both urban and rural teachers.90 

How funding is allocated

Like Saskatchewan and Alberta, the province of Manitoba provides a base 

layer of funding for operations. Each school division provides a unique con-

tinuum of supports for students with disabilities. Additional sources of fund-
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ing for students with special needs are provided to each school division in 

the form of Level 2 and Level 3 grants.

Funds are drawn from both the provincial treasury and the education 

support levy to support the public school finance model. The total operat-

ing budget for the 2014–15 school year was $2,145,702,640. This amount in-

cludes funding for regular instruction, student support services, adult learn-

ing centres, community education and services, divisional administration, 

instructional and other support services, transportation of pupils, oper-

ations and maintenance, and fiscal functions.91 

Operating funds for regular instruction are associated with costs direct-

ly related to the K–12 classroom (i.e. teachers, textbooks, etc.). Student sup-

port services costs are specifically related to students who have disabilities 

and to counseling resources for all students; special needs educational as-

sistants, clinicians, and software are included in this category. 

Instructional base support for the 2014–15 school year was $318,844,256. 

The total special needs support for the 2014–15 school year was $149,325,882,92 

this includes students eligible for Level 2 and 3 grants. Level 2 support ($9,220 

per student) is granted to students who require a full time-person to be with 

them throughout most of the school day. Level 3 support ($20,515 per stu-

dent) is granted based on the level of support a student requires for the en-

tire school day that is additional to the programming requirements estab-

lished for Level 2 support. Both Level 2 and 3 supports are determined on 

an individual basis.93 

Ontario

How inclusion is defined

The province of Ontario recently released a guideline for policy develop-

ment and implementation to ensure that schools throughout Ontario are 

equal and inclusive. The key terms are defined as follows: 

Diversity: The presence of a wide range of human qualities and attributes 

within a group, organization, or society. The dimensions of diversity include, 

but are not limited to, ancestry, culture, ethnicity, gender, gender identity, 

gender expression, language, physical and intellectual ability, race, reli-

gion, sex, sexual orientation, and socio-economic status. 
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Equity: A condition or state of fair, inclusive, and respectful treatment of all 

people. Equity does not mean treating people the same without regard for 

individual differences. 

Inclusive Education: Education that is based on the principles of acceptance 

and inclusion of all students. Students see themselves reflected in their cur-

riculum, their physical surroundings, and the broader environment, in which 

diversity is honoured and all individuals are respected.94 

Policy overview

Ontario is similar to Alberta and British Columbia in that it requires school 

boards to consider placing students with disabilities in regular classrooms 

before placing them in a special education class. However, the province’s 

education system is not truly inclusive because its Education Act and ac-

companying regulations do not call for children with disabilities to be auto-

matically included in regular classrooms. This leaves open the possibility of 

children with disabilities being placed into segregated settings.95 

In Burge et al.’s study on public perceptions of intellectual disability in 

Ontario, schools’ lack of special resources along with teachers being unpre-

pared to teach students with intellectual disabilities were seen as obstacles 

to inclusion.96 The study found that the public opinion was divided on the 

best type of schooling for children with intellectual disabilities (regular ver-

sus segregated settings). The authors concluded that boards of education, 

school staff, and government ministries all play a pivotal role in strength-

ening support for inclusion, and that the benefits of educating children with 

disabilities alongside children without disabilities in a regular classroom 

setting should be better communicated to the public.97 

How funding is allocated

Ontario funds education on a per-pupil basis. The various grants included in 

the province’s education funding formula determine the amount of money each 

school board receives. Funding categories include basic funding (for general 

costs, such as staff salaries and textbooks); unique student needs (ESL pro-

grams, special education); and funds for building maintenance or new schools. 

It is up to school boards to decide how much money to give each school. 

The total funding projections for the 2014–15 school year were $22,528,153,531 

(excluding capital programs such as full-day kindergarten). The Pupil Foun-
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dation Grant (projected to be $10,529,913,981 for the 2014–15 school year) is 

a per-pupil allocation that supports the elements of a classroom education 

that are required by, and generally common to, all students. Professional 

and para-professionals, such as teachers and occupational therapists, are 

a part of this category, and both this grant and the Special Education Grant 

fund them. In addition to the Pupil Foundation Grant, additional board 

funding is shared through Special Purpose Grants. These grants are meant 

to be implemented based on the diversity of the students enrolled. For ex-

ample, the Special Education Grant falls under this category. 

Ontario’s Special Education Grant (projected at $2,719,783,444 for the 

2014–15 school year)98 is made up of six allocations:

•	Special Education Per Pupil Amount Allocation — $1.41 billion

•	High Needs Amount Allocation — $1.05 billion

•	Special Equipment Amount Allocation — $91.8 million

•	Special Incidence Portion Allocation — $60.3 million

•	Facilities Amount Allocation — $96.0 million

•	Behaviour Expertise Amount Allocation — $11.6 million

The Special Education Grant may only be used for special education. Any 

unspent funding must be treated as deferred revenue for special education.

All of the above is based on a total enrollment rate of 1,971,961 students 

(elementary and secondary) for 2014–15.99 

Québec 

How inclusion is defined

The province of Quebec defines inclusion as follows:

A philosophy and a vision based on the belief that each individual is ac-

cepted and belongs in the regular classroom. It involves students’ member-

ship in general education classrooms with chronological age appropriate 

classmates, having individualized and relevant learning goals, and being 

provided with the support necessary to learn. It involves melding special 

education and regular educational services and instituting innovative in-

structional strategies and professional collaborative team approaches.100 
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Policy overview

Quebec’s Education Act stipulates that all students have a right to education 

programs and services, which includes special education. Students must 

be identified as “handicapped, have social maladjustments or learning dis-

abilities” to be eligible for an Individual Education Plan and adaptations to 

services. Centres Locales de Services Communautaires (CLSC) are respon-

sible for determining health and social supports, including early interven-

tion services and supports, for school-aged children with disabilities.

Although it is now 15 years old, the Adapting our Schools to the Needs 

of All Students, Policy on Special Education serves as the key piece of policy 

in the implementation of services for students with disabilities. This policy 

encourages the integration of all students into a regular classroom; how-

ever, if integration imposes an excessive constraint on the right to learn of 

other students, the student with a disability may be removed, on a case-

by-case basis.101 

How funding is allocated

Section 275-277 of Quebec’s Education Act states that funding shall be dis-

tributed among school boards in an equitable way. Each school must have 

its budget approved by the school board and specifically the exact financial 

resources allocated to students with social maladjustments, handicaps, or 

learning disabilities.102 

Expenditures for the Ministry of Education, Sports and Leisure totaled 

$10,205,363,9 in the 2013–14 school year. The annual budget is allocated to 

four different programs: administration, educators at all levels, sports and 

leisure development, and retirement plans for educators. The administra-

tion allocation ($138,023,700 of the 2013–14 budget) aims to ensure the ad-

ministration of all programs relating to the Ministry of Education, Sports and 

Leisure and to support the action of the network of preschool, primary, and 

secondary schooling by providing the services necessary to their mission. 

The “teachers at all levels” allotment ($9,141,354,800 in 2013–14) provides 

access to students, both youth and adult, to schooling services by funding 

school boards, subsidized private establishments, and various other organ-

izations (this includes subsidies for school transport).103 
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New Brunswick

How inclusion is defined

New Brunswick defines inclusive education as follows:

The pairing of philosophy and pedagogical practices that allows each stu-

dent to feel respected, confident and safe so he or she can participate with 

peers in the common learning environment and learn and develop to his or 

her full potential. It is based on a system of values and beliefs centered on 

the best interest of the student, which promotes social cohesion, belonging, 

active participation in learning, a complete school experience, and positive 

interactions with peers and others in the school community. These values 

and beliefs will be shared by schools and communities. Inclusive educa-

tion is put into practice within school communities that value diversity and 

nurture the well-being and quality of learning of each of their members. In-

clusive education is carried out through a range of public and community 

programs and services available to all students. Inclusive education is the 

foundation for ensuring an inclusive New Brunswick society.104 

Policy overview

New Brunswick has the most progressive inclusive education program in 

Canada. According to the province’s Policy 322, Inclusive Education, all stu-

dents are provided universal access to the curriculum in a common learning 

environment with similar aged peers and in their neighbourhood.105 A per-

sonalized learning plan will be developed for a student to meet their physic-

al, sensorial, cognitive, social-emotional or other needs.106 Students who re-

ceive categorization in the above categories are considered to be under the 

parameters of “exceptional,” which means special education programming 

is provided; however, the type of education programming they receive is at 

the discretion of the school board superintendent. 

How funding is allocated

New Brunswick’s Department of Education and Early Childhood Develop-

ment uses a direct funding model for programs and services offered in both 

the Anglophone and Francophone school districts. In both school districts 

the amount of funding received for special education programs and servi-
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ces is based on enrollment. This funding is then allotted for salaries of re-

source teachers, teacher assistants, supplies, and equipment.107 

In New Brunswick’s 2014–15 provincial budget, $1,002,017 was allotted 

for elementary and secondary education while $10,535 was allotted to cor-

porate and other education services.108 Additional resources are available 

to people who live in the Atlantic provinces region under the Atlantic Prov-

inces Special Education Authority (APSEA), which provides programs and 

services to students who are deaf, hard of hearing, deaf/blind, blind, or vis-

ually impaired.

Nova Scotia 

How inclusion is defined

Nova Scotia defines inclusive education as follows:

The basic right of all students to receive appropriate and quality education-

al programming and services in the company of their peers. The goal of in-

clusive schooling is to facilitate the membership, participation, and learn-

ing of all students in school programs and activities. The support services 

that are designed to meet student’s diverse educational needs should be co-

ordinated within the neighborhood school and to the extent possible, with-

in grade level/ subject area classrooms.109 

Policy overview

Nova Scotia has had a Special Education Policy in effect since the 1990s that 

provides a template for individual school boards across the province to cre-

ate their own policies. It also sets out an appeal process specific to the needs 

of students with disabilities.110 

The Special Education Programs and Services (SEPS) committee pro-

vides advice and support to the Nova Scotia’s Department of Education by 

reviewing and monitoring programming and services for students with spe-

cial needs, an accountability measure set out in the Special Education Policy. 

However, as a fall 2014 report, Disrupting the Status Quo: Nova Scotians De-

mand a Better Future for Every Student, Report of the Minister’s Panel on Edu-

cation, has concluded, the services currently being offered to students with 

disabilities are not meeting their needs.111 

Some of the report’s findings included the following:
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•	70% of parents, teachers, student support staff, and school community 

members disagree that current programs and services are adequate.

•	Survey respondents felt that professional development would benefit 

education teams in the classroom, but that the Department of Edu-

cation needed to establish higher standards for the use of resources 

in application to professional development.

•	Survey respondents felt that better methods could be used to evalu-

ate teacher performance.112 

The panel suggested that reducing wait times for psychology and speech-lan-

guage assessments would help students with disabilities and their families to:

•	receive services faster;

•	smoothly transition from early childhood education to school to en-

sure services are received throughout; and

•	have more access to programs and services at schools in rural areas.113 

The panel also recommended that parents be provided with more informa-

tion about services and how to access them.114 Better-informing parents is 

supposed to be a key piece of Nova Scotia’s Special Education Policy, which 

calls for parents to be provided with as much information as possible to best 

advocate for their child in a collaborative manner. 

Any approach that calls for an inclusive philosophy in policy but in prac-

tice still allows separation of students with disabilities from their peers is 

problematic. Recommendation 4.2 of the panel’s report states the following: 

“assist schools and school boards to create a range of learning environments 

for students with special needs, including congregated classes taught by 

highly qualified specialist teachers, where appropriate.”115 This report cau-

tions against the idea expressed by this recommendation, because it sug-

gests that students with special needs be segregated. 

How funding is allocated

Nova Scotia’s 2014–15 budget lists $962,606 as public education funding ex-

penses116 and states that an increase to spending for “high-needs students” 

was supported by a $1.5 million investment. Funding for 2014–2015 repre-

sents $18.6 million of a $65 million, four-year investment.117 
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The Special Education Policy, although naming certain disabilities for 

which additional funding shall be provided, notes that these categories should 

only be used for administrative purposes and not as labels for students.118 

In addition to a program formula-funding grant, a special education 

formula-funding grant (targeted funding) for students with disabilities is 

allotted to each school board. A standard resource grid is applied against 

the number of enrolled students to determine the funding amount. For ex-

ample, the resource teacher grid is one teacher for every 165 students.119 The 

Special Education Grant is for services that are needed in addition to teach-

er time. However, the grant may not be used towards transportation costs 

of students with disabilities.120

Prince Edward Island 

How inclusion is defined

Prince Edward Island defines special education and inclusion as follows: 

Special Education means programming and/or services designed to accom-

modate students within the public school system whose educational needs 

require interventions different from, or in addition to, those that are need-

ed by most students. Assessments of students are the basis for determining 

appropriate special education programs and services. These programs and 

services may involve the use of adapted or modified curriculum, materials 

and facilities, and/or alternative methodologies, and/or additional assist-

ance from student support staff within school settings.

Inclusionary practice is the value system which holds that all students are 

entitled to equitable access to learning, achievement and the pursuit of ex-

cellence in their education. The practice of inclusion transcends the idea 

of physical location, and incorporates basic values that promote participa-

tion, friendship and belonging.121 

Policy overview

Prince Edward Island is unique in its policy approach to education for chil-

dren with disabilities. PEI is the smallest province in Canada and has three 

school boards, two English and one French, that deliver programming to 

grades 1 through 12. Because the province is so small, its education support 
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model is universally inclusive in its design. There are no segregated schools, 

although alternative education settings are used on a temporary basis.122 

The Ministry of Education and Childhood Development’s document, Indi-

vidualized Educational Planning: Standards and Guidelines,123 goes into great 

detail about the Individual Education Plan (IEP) process, which is benefi-

cial to all students with disabilities. Having clear explanations in accessible 

language about the IEP process leads to less confusion for all people imple-

menting the IEP, including the school team and parents. 

Although PEI’s education model is primarily inclusive in that all children 

are usually able to attend their neighborhood school, one criticism is that 

the province makes an exception for children with autism. The Ministry’s 

directive, Educational Services for Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders, 

outlines the role of autism consultants and coordinators. If the aim is true 

inclusion, it is problematic to single out one type of disability.

One challenge that PEI’s education model faces is that small numbers 

of children with disabilities are spread out all over the province, so transfer-

ring knowledge between education professionals to create a consistent in-

clusive structure is important.124 To address this challenge the Ministry has 

created a professional development model that combines mentoring, mod-

eling, and practical experience.125 

How funding is allocated

The Ministry’s directive on special education states that each school board is 

responsible for promoting an effective consultation model and providing op-

portunities for collaboration.126 The Ministry is responsible for reviewing and 

monitoring how resources are allocated by school boards to ensure that all 

resources are being used appropriately to support inclusionary practices.127 

The aim stated by the Ministry’s directive No. MD 2014–15 is to provide 

equal access to the basic educational services for the 2014–15 school year. 

To meet this goal, school boards (both English and French) are required to 

allocate staff and resources equally among schools. Specifically, Section 

3(5) on Special Education/Resource states that instructional staff for spe-

cial education and resources shall be allocated to school boards to address 

high-needs students at an incidence rate of 7% of enrollment, or one instruc-

tional position (salary) assigned per board for every 14 students.128 Students 

with lower needs are assigned one instructional position per school board 

for every 500 students.129 
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PEI’s projected amount of total administration and corporate services for 

2014–15 was $210,790,400; this includes administration, provincial learn-

ing materials, and grants to school boards. For 2014–15, the province’s pro-

jected amount of operating revenue for education and early childhood de-

velopment was $5,458,000,130 and its expenditure summary for education 

and early childhood development was $232,215,700.131 

Newfoundland and Labrador 

How inclusion is defined

Newfoundland and Labrador defines inclusive education as follows:

•	 The right of all students to attend school with their peers, and to receive 

appropriate and quality programming;

•	 A continuum of supports and services in the most appropriate setting (large 

group, small group, individualized) respecting the dignity of the child;

•	 A welcoming school culture where all members of the school community feel 

they belong, realize their potential, and contribute to the life of the school;

•	 A school community which celebrates diversity; and

•	 A safe and caring school environment.132 

Policy overview

Like some other provinces, Newfoundland and Labrador has a model in place 

(developed in 1995) to coordinate services provided to children and youth 

by several ministries: Health and Community Services, Education and Ear-

ly Childhood Development, Human Resources and Employment, and Jus-

tice.133 The Individual Support Services Plan is an essential piece for the flu-

id coordination of these services.

The province’s Service Delivery Model for Students with Exceptionalities 

(2012) describes the types of programming available for students in kinder-

garten to Grade 12 who have been defined as children with an exceptionality, 

which includes the following: acquired brain injury; developmental delay; 

gifted and talented; hearing loss; medical condition; mental illness/men-

tal health, neurodevelopmental and related disorders; intellectual disabil-
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ity; specific learning disorder; physical disability; speech and/or language 

disorder; and vision loss.134 

Education programs are approached in the following ways for children 

with exceptionalities: 

•	Modified prescribed courses, which maintain the provincial cur-

riculum with certain courses changed, deleted, added or extended;

•	Alternate programs, which are programs administered outside of 

the regular classroom (but this type of program should not be used 

to interrupt cumulative or foundational courses); and

•	Functional curriculum, which is a combination of career and per-

sonal development, independent living, and “functional” academ-

ics; no high school credits are received.135 

The Public Exams Adaptation/Accommodation Policy is designed to find 

strategies to accommodate students with identified exceptionalities. This 

policy enforces the rights of students with disabilities to be able to succeed 

in their examination processes, but it can only be applied if the student has 

been formally identified as having an exceptionality.136 

A 2007 report issued by Newfoundland and Labrador’s ISSP and Path-

ways Commission, Focusing on Students, described a “crisis in knowledge 

and leadership” in special education: the majority of classroom teachers 

still have no training in accommodating children with disabilities, have min-

imal qualifications, but hold permanent contracts.137 The report challenges 

the model of power and decision-making authorities of special education 

and states that interventions and resources (training) should be directed to-

wards where the students actually are — the classroom.138 

The Department of Education and Early Childhood Development creat-

ed a teacher training initiative in response to the Focusing on Students re-

port. Over a number of phases, representatives from each school would be 

trained in the use of the Index for Inclusion, a tool used by schools to de-

termine their current level of inclusivity based on the following scales: cul-

ture, policies and practices; differentiated instruction; collaborative teach-

ing models; and development of annual action plans.139 

However, the option for removal and for a child with a disability to not 

be fully included still exists — as long as it is “justified.” The Department 

of Education and Early Childhood Development makes clear on its website 

that it does not interpret inclusion to mean that all students with disabil-

ities should be in the regular classroom at all times. A student with an ex-
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ceptionality may be removed from the classroom periodically in order for 

his or her medical, academic, social, or emotional needs to be met. To jus-

tify such a temporary removal, teachers must show that the student can’t 

learn optimally in the regular classroom; they also must state the interven-

tion outcomes and timelines, and include a plan for the child with an ex-

ceptionality to return to the regular classroom. 

Furey conducted a study for which pre-service teachers, current teach-

ers, and administrators were interviewed about their perceptions of the 

Bachelor of Special Education Program at Memorial University and its im-

plications in teacher practice. The study found that the practicum element 

of the current program equipped teachers better for individualized settings 

than for group and inclusive settings.140 

How funding is allocated

Education funding in Newfoundland and Labrador is applied directly to school 

boards from the province’s General Revenue Fund. The education summary 

of account expenditures for the provincial budget in 2012–13 was $1,220,541.141 

The Department of Education’s total budget for the 2013–14 fiscal year was 

$840,625,400 for 67,436 students enrolled in kindergarten through Grade 12.142 

The statement of expenditure and related revenue summary for March 21, 2014, 

stated that the total amount spent on primary, elementary, and secondary edu-

cation was $825,326,236, with $1,962,528 spent on Student Support Services 

(which includes programming and services for students with disabilities).143 

Nunavut 

How inclusion is defined

Nunavut’s Curriculum and School Services Division defines inclusion and 

inclusive education as follows: 

Inclusion is an attitude and a belief, a way of life, and a way of living and 

working together in schools. In Nunavut, inclusion builds on the Inuit be-

lief that each individual is valuable, belongs and contributes to the group. 

Inclusion infuses all aspects of school life.144 

Inclusive education is an educational practice, which ensures access for all 

children to educational programs offered in regular classroom settings with 
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their peers; builds on students’ strengths and responds to students’ needs; 

promotes and facilitates the involvement of parents in their children’s edu-

cation; and provides appropriate programs and, where necessary, accom-

modation or behaviour plans or individual education programs and sup-

port services so that all students are enabled to participate.145 

Policy overview

Traditional Inuit culture teaches that learning, whether physical or mental, 

can occur at different rates between individuals. The Division’s policy, Foun-

dation for Inclusive Education Inuglugijaittuq in Nunavut Schools, states that 

learning does not always have to be dependent on funding to be inclusive.146 

The values and ideals portrayed in this policy are progressive in nature 

and promote a strong sense of inclusion. A strong sense of Inuit culture is 

also represented, and the importance of learning both English and Inuktitut 

is stressed (although the policy does not explain how children who might be 

struggling with learning language at all, such as a child with a processing 

disability, are to be accommodated). Although the Nunavut Education Act 

is quite new (2008) compared to those of other provinces and territories, it 

still outlines when and how it is justifiable to remove a child with a disabil-

ity from a regular instructional setting; for example, when the health and 

safety of other students is compromised.147 Under the Act, all students have 

a right to inclusive education, and, using an Individual Education Plan, the 

District Education Authority is to provide programs and services where a 

specific need for accommodation exists. Unlike other provinces and territor-

ies, Nunavut has no formal categories of need, such as autism, that a student 

with a disability must be identified as having in order to receive support.148 

The Office of the Auditor General of Canada published a report on edu-

cation in Nunavut in 2013. It found that the following categories needed 

improvement: student attendance, student assessment, bilingual educa-

tion, inclusive education, curriculum building, and parental involvement.149 

How funding is allocated

In the 1980s, the Eastern Arctic (now Nunavut) operated within three Inuit 

school boards responsible for funding, staffing, policies, and programs.150 

Budgets and expenditures for major programs and lines of business in 2011–

12 for kindergarten through Grade 12 cost $143,428,457, up from $134,718,052 
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in 2010–11.151 The enrollment of students in the 2010–11 school year was 

8,855, and increased to 8,902 in the 2011–12 school year.152 

In the summary of operations and maintenance expenditures for educa-

tion, Nunavut’s 2014–15 territorial budget allotted an estimate of $184,230, 

up from $182,971 in 2013–14.The summary of total expenditures for educa-

tion was allotted $207,940, up from $215,547 in 2013–14.153 

Northwest Territories

How inclusion is defined

Northwest Territories defines inclusion as follows: 

Every student is entitled to have access to the education program in a regu-

lar instructional setting in a public school or public denominational school 

in the community in which the student resides.154 

It defines inclusive schooling using the following principles:

1.	� Inclusive schooling shall be characterized by equal access to education 

opportunities.

2.	� Inclusive schooling shall be characterized by an approach to schooling 

that builds on student strengths and responds to student challenges.

3.	� Inclusive schooling shall be community-based.

4.	�Inclusive schooling shall include the involvement of parents/guardians 

in their children’s education. 

5.	� Inclusive schooling shall be characterized by collaboration.155 

Policy overview

Northwest Territories, inclusive education model is similar to Nunavut’s mod-

el, in that it is based on an identification of needs rather than a categoriza-

tion model. The Ministerial Directive on Inclusive Schooling and the North-

west Territories Education Act outline three education programs for children 

with disabilities: a regular program, a modified program, and an individual 

program. The territory’s District Education Authority suggests an assessment 

of a student to determine their needs, and a program is designed using ac-
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commodations and adaptations, to help students meet their learning goals, 

which are monitored through an Individual Education Plan.156 

A recent assessment of Northwest Territories’ inclusive education policy 

recommended that, because of the size of the territory, its Department of Edu-

cation develop a set of processes for early identification of student needs, 

transferring into the school district, and transitioning between schools 

within the same community.157 The report also recommended better levels 

of assessment and evaluation to determine the effectiveness of the policy.158 

How funding is allocated

In the Northwest Territories, K–12 education programs are delivered by four 

Divisional Education Councils; three District Education Authorities; the 

Tåîchô Community Service Agency; and the Commission scolaire franco-

phone, Territoires du Nord-Ouest — all of which are allocated funding.159 Two 

District Education Authorities, located in Yellowknife, are the only source 

of property tax levies, which are expected to cover at least 25% of the ter-

ritory’s school program delivery. The government provides the remaining 

amount through taxes it collects.160 

Inclusive Schooling Consultants were funded based on the average sal-

ary and benefits for the prior year. So 0.5 consultants would be allocated 

for 50 full-time enrolled students in one community; for five communities, 

it would still be 0.5; and for eight communities it would be one.161 A similar 

funding structure is used to determine the needs of program support teach-

ers with respect to the previous year’s salary; however, for one full-time en-

rolled student, 0.25 staff are allotted. The territory’s Department of Educa-

tion, Culture and Employment’s projected expenditures for 2014–15 were 

$305,599, up from $300,195 in 2013–14 and $292,096 in 2012–13.162 

Yukon

How inclusion is defined

The Yukon defines inclusion and inclusive education as follows:

Inclusive education provides the student with the least restrictive and most en-

abling environment to meet learning needs while enabling meaningful par-

ticipation with other students. Inclusion of all students in regular classrooms 

is the goal of Yukon Education. All students are entitled to equitable access 
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to learning. Inclusion requires collaborative planning by an educational team 

with you, as parents, as active participants. This means that the student’s 

strengths and challenges are central to all decisions. To succeed, some students 

may require adaptations in methodology, materials or assessment techniques; 

modifications or enhancements to programs; or interventions to assist skill 

development. This is a student-centered approach to teaching and learning. 

Core values and beliefs as practiced in Yukon schools include: 

•	 All students can learn. 

•	 Students learn in different ways, at different rates and in different places. 

•	� Students come from diverse backgrounds and want their differences to 

be respected. 

•	� Students have the right to appropriate educational programming and re-

quired supports. 

•	� Parental involvement is essential. 

Inclusive schools encourage independence by providing opportunities that 

promote personal empowerment and self-determination.163 

Policy overview

Like Canada’s other two territories, Yukon is progressive in its approach to 

special education. Specifically policy language does not frequently use terms 

that refer to segregated settings to describe education for children with dis-

abilities. However, Yukon is the only territory that has categories of disabil-

ity (or “exceptionalities” in its terminology). According to Division 2, Special 

Education, of Yukon’s Education Act, students are to be provided accommo-

dation for physical, intellectual, communicative, behavioural, or multiple ex-

ceptionalities. These terms are broad in their description of disability, which 

allows for more children to fit into these categorical labels. Students meet-

ing any of the above categories are to be supported by Individualized Edu-

cation Plans addressing their needs in a setting local to the child’s home.164 

How funding is allocated

Section 178 of Yukon’s Education Act states that each school board shall re-

ceive sufficient funding to meet its approved annual operations.165 The De-
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partment of Education funds education from the territory’s Consolidated 

Fund, which includes property tax revenues.166 The consolidated budget re-

ported $196,718 for education in 2014–15167 for a total of 5,166 enrolled stu-

dents.168 Current expenditures per student were not available at the time of 

writing, but previously they have included all direct operation and main-

tenance costs, including school staff salaries, materials, supplies and build-

ing maintenance. In the 2012–2013 school year, 5,024 students were enrolled 

and the expenditure per student was $17,667 (in 2010–2011 it was $16,197 

per student with 5,077 students enrolled; in 2011–12 it was $17,039 per stu-

dent with 5,027 students enrolled).169 
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