Report to Toronto District School Board Special Education Advisory Committee 

From: David Lepofsky, TDSB Special Education Advisory Committee Chair

Date: April 7, 2025

I hope this information will help you prepare for the April 14, 2025, SEAC meeting.

 Feedback on the 4 New TDSB Videos for Parents of Students with Disabilities/Special Education Needs

At last month’s SEAC meeting, TDSB announced that it had created new videos for parents/guardians of students with disabilities/special education needs to help them navigate the TDSB system. The March TDSB Staff Leadership Report included this encouraging statement:

“New Guides for Parents: Special Education Support Video Series 
The TDSB’s Special Education and Inclusion Department is excited to share their Guides for Parents/Guardians/Caregivers video series. These videos provide an overview of our Guides to Special Education, designed to help families understand the programs, services, and supports available to students. From learning about Individual Education Plans (IEPs) to navigating the Identification, Placement, and Review Committee (IPRC) process, these resources are here to support you every step of the way. We also encourage you to explore the full guides on the Special Education and Inclusion Website, where you will find additional Special Education resources for families.”

SEAC members were invited to watch these videos. I encourage all SEAC members to watch these videos, and to share their feedback on them with staff and SEAC members. As a start, I will offer my feedback here.

I was very encouraged to hear last month’s announcement of these videos. Since 2016, SEAC has been urging TDSB staff to substantially improve its efforts to let parents/guardians know what is available for students with disabilities/special education needs at TDSB and how to advocate for them.

Nine years ago, SEAC passed a detailed motion calling for action to better inform parents about the options available for students with disabilities/special education needs and how to access then at SEAC’s June 2016 meeting. We raised this need at any number of later SEAC meetings. We discussed this issue at several meetings of the K-12 SEAC working Group.

SEAC passed another major motion on this issue, calling for new action, at the June 2024 SEAC meeting. I then presented that motion to trustees at a TDSB Program and School Services Meeting and later at a full meeting of all trustees last fall.

Having now reviewed the 4 new TDSB videos, I regret that they and their related TDSB web pages have serious problems – the very problems that SEAC had and repeatedly identified for staff about earlier TDSB web pages and brochures. For example:

1. We have emphasized to TDSB in the past that there are accessibility issues with some of their web resources. There are preventable accessibility issues with the web pages and the videos themselves. 

a) On the web page, using screen-reading software for blind people like me, I could not tell when a link would take me to a video, or just another web page. Making sure the web site indicates this so that a person can find the videos is very basic accessibility coding.

b) I learned from another SEAC member that as the person is talking in some or all of these videos, a series of slides are presented. I had no idea that there were slides as I played the video, or whether these slides conveyed more information beyond the spoken word. Since I did not know there are slides, I would of course not know whether there is somewhere to go on the TDSB website to read those slides in an accessible format.

c) In one video, the speaker refers us to links below, or words to that effect, to get more information. They don’t let a blind viewer know where to find those links.

2. SEAC members have given TDSB staff extensive feedback on the fact that existing brochures and web pages often use “inside baseball” technical education terms and jargon. This makes them hard for readers to follow if they don’t know that terminology. Many parents/guardians do not know that jargon.
We emphasized over and over the importance of avoiding that technical jargon and of using plain language. Communications with parents and guardians should be tailored for the audience of parents and guardians, and not written from the perspective of TDSB staff.

3. These videos never even mention the word “disability.” We have pointed out that serious problem with some earlier TDSB resources. 

4. These videos are missing essential and obvious information. I cannot figure out why this information was left out. For example:

A parent/guardian who wants to know what specific options or accommodations are available for their child will not find these new materials address this. SEAC has emphasized the need for this information to be made readily available and easy to use. At most they talk in very high level and using technical language about categories of placements.

b) The video on Individual Education Plans (IEPs) does not let parents/guardians know about the opportunity to ask for an IEP meeting with school staff, in order to collaborate on what the IEP should include. It does not talk about what that meeting might involve, or why it can be beneficial for the student and school.

At meetings of the K-12 Working Group and as a distinct agenda item at fully three SEAC meetings last year, SEAC has discussed at length the need for parents/guardians to be told about this with TDSB staff. TDSB commendably revised its form letter to parents about IEPs to include a reference to this, at SEAC’s request. However, none of that feedback led to this important and straightforward item being addressed in this video. It could have been done in a few paragraphs.

c) The video about Identification and Placement Review Committees (IPRC) describe the power of the IPRC. However, this description is incomplete. It does not tell parents/guardians that they can ask the IPRC to make recommendations to TDSB about programs and services for the student. Ontario Regulation 181/98 includes this regarding the IPRC:

“16. (1) The committee may discuss any proposal for special education services or special education programs and shall do so at the request of a parent or a pupil who is 16 years of age or older. O. Reg. 181/98, s. 16 (1).

(2) The committee may make recommendations regarding special education programs and special education services.”

Section 6 of that regulation also provides in material part:

“(6) In developing the individual education plan, the principal shall,
…(b) take into consideration any recommendations made by the committee or the Special Education Tribunal, as the case may be, regarding special education programs or special education services.”

It is very important for parents/guardians to be told about this.

d) The content of these videos is exclusively tied to students who fall within the special education program and terminology. They don’t appear to address students with disabilities whose disability is covered by the Ontario Human Rights Code, but whose disability does not fall within the narrower definition of exceptional pupil and exceptionality in the special education regime. Those parents/guardians have just as much of a need to know what is available for them, and how to access it, at TDSB.

I appreciate TDSB’s effort to create videos. However, I have real frustration that so much of our feedback has been disregarded.

Beyond these videos, there is a troubling and misleading passage on the web page that introduces all the parent guides. It states:
 
“Guide to Special Education Program Recommendation Committee (SEPRC)
[bookmark: x_Start][bookmark: x_Complete]This guide explains the process used by TDSB to address its duty to accommodate students who have complex physical/medical/safety needs and/or complex disabilities/special education needs.”
 
Specifically, where it refers to TDSB’s “duty to accommodate students who have complex physical/medical/safety needs and/or complex disabilities/special education needs”, it substantially understates and dilutes TDSB’s duty to accommodate students with disabilities. TDSB has a duty under the Ontario Human Rights Code to accommodate ALL students with disabilities, not just those students who have complex physical/medical/safety needs and/or complex disabilities/special education needs.” In one of the rare places disability is mentioned at all, it is very troubling that the duty is misstated. This reinforces the need for TDSB to put a clear statement in high profile on its web pages and its videos that it has a duty to accommodate all students with disabilities up to the point of undue hardship.
 


 Anticipated Update on the SEAC Staff Action Plan Working Group

At the February 2025 SEAC meeting, SEAC agreed to a staff suggestion to create a Working Group with staff. This was requested so that SEAC could give TDSB input on a staff action plan that the Special Education team want to develop. The SEAC members shared the list of important concrete actions that should be doable in the short term, drawing on feedback from all SEAC members. At the end of this report, I set out the list that the SEAC members of this Working group have given staff for discussion with us. 

At the April SEAC meeting, I will update SEAC on any developments at this Working Group. We had agreed in February to an 8-week process, so that we as SEAC can consider at our April meeting whether this is worth continuing.

 Meeting TDSB’s New Director of Education

I am delighted to confirm that TDSB’s new Director of Education Clayton La Touche, will be joining us at our April 2025 meeting. I believe this should become an annual event.

I will allocate a good amount of time so SEAC members can speak directly to him and ask any questions you wish. I have already had a good meeting with him. I emphasized the need for the needs of students with disabilities/special education needs to get much higher priority at TDSB. Please bring your feedback and questions for him, and I’ll try to ensure that as many as possible can take direct part.

 A Chance to Give Feedback on the TDSB Special Education Budget

TDSB Executive Officer, Finance Craig Snider will be back at our April meeting to take our feedback and answer our questions on the special education budget. At our last meeting, he spoke globally about the overall TDSB budget. TDSB must consult SEAC on the special education budget. 

[bookmark: Start][bookmark: _Hlk194934762]I will be asking him what budget is allocated for meeting the disability-related learning needs of students with disabilities who don’t “fit” in the definition of “exceptionality in the special education legislation and program, and where that amount is shown in the budget.
[bookmark: Complete]
 And On a Personal Note,

This April will mark 10 years for me serving on SEAC. My first SEAC meeting was in April 2015.

Over this decade, it has been a real honour and pleasure to work with so many dedicated SEAC members who so generously volunteer their time for this work, and with TDSB staff. Some current SEAC members have been on this Committee for longer than me and bring their wisdom from their long experience. Others are more recent and bring their own fresh perspectives. I’ve learned so much from everyone on SEAC.

Our mandate is relatively limited, to give advice to TDSB. However, our potential, I believe is great!

Proposed Staff Action Plan
March 25, 2025 
Submitted to the SEAC Staff Action Plan Working Group


TDSB staff have asked SEAC to identify contents for a Staff Action Plan, especially to implement priority areas that SEAC has identified, and the input received during the November 2024 SEAC Parents’ Town Hall.

The SEAC Staff Action Plan Working Group discussed big ticket overarching priorities for us to recommend. We considered those we have already raised, and those which Louise Sirisko proposed at the February 2025 SEAC meeting.

Priority Areas

We believe that the proper four priorities for new action should be (not listed in order of importance):
1. Effectively informing parents of students with disabilities/special education needs about the options, placements, services, programs and supports available to them at TDSB and where and to whom to advocate for them.
2. Exclusions from school, both full day and partial day, both formal and informal, in any form.
3. Establishing and ensuring a swift, fair and effective route for parents to seek solutions If they believe their child’s disability/special education needs Are not being effectively accommodated, and 
4. Meeting the disability/special education needs of students with disabilities/special education needs. 

Recommended Staff Actions

Here are concrete measurable steps we wish to propose to staff. We would appreciate TDSB staff letting our Working Group know which of these specific actions staff are already doing, or are prepared to do, and which (if any) of these staff are not agreeable to considering. If staff are not agreeable to an action, it would be appreciated if staff could let us know their reasons, so we can discuss this all with staff in the Working Group setting.

These actions are not listed in order of importance. They supplement the actions SEAC recommended in its June 2024 motion re informing parents about options for their children and how to access them.

1. TDSB should post very prominently on its website and include in each of its pamphlets and other major circulars on special education a statement that the TDSB is committed to doing its best to accommodate the learning needs of students with disabilities/special education needs.
· TDSB should prepare and publicly post a clear statement for parents and students that confirms that every student has a right to be at school for full days, and that explains their rights if TDSB has told them they may not come to school, either for a partial day or full day
· Include a visible statement on the TDSB Special Education webpage affirming every child’s right to an education under the Ontario Education Act, explicitly stating that exclusions or modified school days are not acceptable unless based on a collaboratively agreed and documented accommodation plan.
· TDSB should direct principals to give the exclusion statement in written form to any parent whose child is subjected to a partial day or full day exclusion.
2. ⁠Establish and communicate a senior leadership-endorsed zero-tolerance policy on student exclusions, ensuring alignment with legal obligations and supports for full participation.
3. Create an email or contact number for families to report being asked to keep their child home for any reason that does not comply with the board’s exclusion, modified day or suspension/expulsion policies.
4. As every TDSB policy and operational procedure is being reviewed, it should include in that review a specific effort to hold it up to a disability lens, and to include in the policy or procedure specific provisions to ensure that students with disabilities fully and equally benefit from it.
5. ⁠⁠Develop a short 2–3-page brochure about special education (and rights), in plain language, to be sent home to all parents, after piloting it at a few selected schools and inviting feedback on it.
6. Invite SEAC chair and vice chair to speak to a meeting of all TDSB special education staff. This was last done in 2016. It was very successful and well-received.
7. Make Special Education a prominent tab on the main navigation bar on the TDSB webpage (not on the footnote), so that it appears at the top of every TDSB web page.
8. Implement October 2024 Motion: “Creating a Fast, Fair and Effective One-Stop Avenue within TDSB for Parents of Students with Disabilities/Special Education Needs Who Believe TDSB is not Accommodating Their Child’s Learning Needs.”
9. Select one or two schools with at least some students with disabilities. Survey parents on whether they believe their child’s disability-related education needs are being met. For those who are raising concerns, offer targeted meetings to try to facilitate solutions. Evaluate effectiveness and lessons learned, in consultation with parents and school staff.
10. Implement clear rules requiring IEP provisioning always includes staff time allocation (vague terms such as “as needed, as required” no longer an option)
11. TDSB should designate a unique attendance code that teachers would use to mark a student’s absence whenever that student is not at school because they have been told they are to stay home, either for all or part of the school day, which would enable TDSB to easily punch up anonymized aggregate data on how many students/school days were subject to any kind of exclusion from school. This would not include situations where parents have voluntarily agreed for their child to miss some or all of a school day, e.g. for autism therapy.
12. Principals should be directed to submit monthly reports on the number of students excluded from their school for a full day. We learned at the December 2024 SEAC meeting that TDSB requires this of principals for the number of students at their school on partial day exclusions or “modified school day.” There is no good reason why TDSB cannot or should not do this at the same time for full day exclusions e.g. by including this on the same monthly form that principals now must fill out re modified school days.
13. TDSB should periodically make public their data on exclusions that are aggregated and readily available, such as can be generated from a unique attendance code.
14. TDSB should send a clear and strong directive to all principals, teachers and other education staff that TDSB recognizes that it has a duty to accommodate the learning needs of students with ADHD, and that where needed, an Individual Education Plan (IEP) should be developed for a student with ADHD, whether or not they have any other disabilities or exceptionalities within the meaning of the Education Act.
15. TDSB should create a standard text of a letter which each school should use when sending home a student’s proposed IEP. It is not enough for the school to simply write “Please sign and return” or words to that effect. The letter should reiterate to the parents what an IEP is, what it’s purpose is, that parents are entitled to input into it, that the school board is committed to doing its best to meet the child’s learning needs, and that if the parent is at all unsatisfied with, concerned about or unclear about the IEP, they can ask to meet the teacher, principal and other school staff (and the avenue to raise concerns if unsatisfied after that).
16. Whenever a principal or superintendent receives concerns from a family regarding the learning needs of a student with disabilities, they should keep a record of the issue and its disposition, and provide this to the special education department, so that data on frequency and nature of concerns are compiled.


Worth Staff Considering, But Don’t Fit Our Criteria for the List Above

The following have been voiced by one or more SEAC members. They don’t fit our criteria for the list above. We leave them with staff for longer-term consideration, not for the immediate staff action plan.
1. There should be a time limit for creating and implementing Safety Plans as well as staff-wide communication of those Safety Plans.
2. ⁠Implement mandatory training for principals and vice-principals on equitable practices and legislative compliance concerning special education.
3. ⁠Implement mandatory training for trustees on equitable practices and legislative compliance concerning special education.
4. ⁠Implement mandatory FASD training for all staff.
5. Implement mandatory ADHD training for all staff.
6. Develop and implement mandatory professional learning sessions focused on customizing safety strategies within individualized education programming to ensure the physical, emotional, and psychological safety of all students, particularly those with exceptional needs.
7. Understanding academic challenges for students with disabilities – better professional learning for staff.
8. Not all education staff are trained to use certain adaptive technology with programs for specific disabilities (e.g., blind/low vision students). Better training needs to happen.
9. SEAC could create videos covering topics for board staff around topics that would be beneficial to the teaching of students from our perspective. Associations may be able to help train staff. If the board provides some topics that can’t fit into the professional development that is taking place, it could be optional/after hours.
10. Conduct quarterly parent workshops and webinars on the rights of students with disabilities/special education needs under the Education Act and IPRC process.
11. All of TDSB communication with parents and students must emphasize inclusive design/accessibility. Some TDSB documents sent to parents are not accessible to parents.
12. Make community resources available to parents on the special education website (and consider sending to parent councils):
a. Tips for parents of students with disabilities on how to advocate for their child’s needs at school (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TtadvCvcGC0)
b. Autism Ontario School Collection (https://www.autismontario.com/news/school-collection)



 
