Report to Toronto District School Board Special Education Advisory Committee 

From: David Lepofsky, SEAC Chair

Date: May 6, 2025

 1. The TDSB Survey of Parents on Potential Budget Cuts

On April 22, 2025, TDSB circulated a survey on email to parents on possible areas of budget cuts. It included special education as a potential area for cuts, according to several SEAC members. Immediately after this was sent out, several SEAC members raised very serious and well-founded concerns and objections. I summarize and add to these expressions and concerns as follows:

TDSB should not have included special education as a potential option for cuts in this survey, for the following reasons.
TDSB has a fundamental and overarching duty to accommodate students with disabilities under the Ontario Human Rights Code and the Charter of Rights. If anything, students with disabilities are now being underserved at TDSB, as feedback at the November 2024 Parents’ Town Hall emphasized in wrenching detail.
Including this in the survey created significant worry and anxiety among parents of students with disabilities at TDSB. It generated a fear that there may be cuts to the services for their children.
Including this in the survey risks generating or reinforcing adverse attitudes towards students with disabilities at TDSB. Some parents may be led by the survey to think that funding for meeting the education needs of students with disabilities at TDSB can be traded off against other budget areas, and/or that cuts to other areas addressed in the survey would take place because of the funding for students with disabilities. Students with disabilities and their parents should not be exposed to any risk of a backlash against them.
Including this in the survey in any form flies in the face of commitments by TDSB senior staff at recent SEAC meetings in March and April to the effect that there would be no cuts to staffing for special education, except prorated staffing cuts commensurate with reductions in the actual number of students with disabilities/special education needs.
TDSB’s SEAC has twice had senior staff presenting to SEAC on next year’s budget, at our March and April meetings. At no time were we asked if special education should be included in this survey, nor were we told that TDSB was planning to ask parents about this survey. TDSB has a specific legal duty to consult SEAC on the special education budget.

The fact that this survey has now been completed and taken down does not take away from any of these points. The content of feedback TDSB received does not reduce any of these serious concerns.

It is very good that several SEAC members made delegations to the TDSB Budget Committee last week, objecting to this situation. In light of all the foregoing concerns, students with disabilities/special education needs need action taken to prevent this from happening again. This topic will be on the agenda at our May 12, 2025 SEAC meeting. I propose that SEAC pass a motion addressed to TDSB trustees. I suggest the following. I welcome feedback before the May 12, 2025 meeting by email on this, so we can adjust the wording if needed.

Proposed SEAC Motion

Whereas:
On April 22, 2025, TDSB circulated a survey on email to parents on possible areas of budget cuts. It included special education as a potential area for cuts. 
TDSB should not have included special education as a potential option for cuts in this survey, for the following reasons.
•	TDSB has a fundamental and overarching duty to accommodate students with disabilities under the Ontario Human Rights Code and the Charter of Rights. If anything, students with disabilities are now being underserved at TDSB, as feedback at the November 2024 Parents’ Town Hall emphasized in wrenching detail.
•	Including this in the survey created significant worry and anxiety among parents of students with disabilities at TDSB. It generated a fear that there may be cuts to the services for their children.
•	Including this in the survey risks generating or reinforcing adverse attitudes towards students with disabilities at TDSB. Some parents may be led by the survey to think that funding for meeting the education needs of students with disabilities at TDSB can be traded off against other budget areas, and/or that cuts to other areas addressed in the survey would take place because of the funding for students with disabilities. Students with disabilities and their parents should not be exposed to any risk of a backlash against them.
•	Including this in the survey in any form flies in the face of commitments by TDSB senior

TDSB staff at recent SEAC meetings in March and April to the effect that there would be no cuts to staffing for special education, except prorated staffing cuts commensurate with reductions in the actual number of students with disabilities/special education needs.
[bookmark: Start][bookmark: Complete]2. TDSB should establish a policy that there should be no cuts to supports and services for students with disabilities/special education needs.
2. TDSB should immediately advise all parents at TDSB in writing via email that there will be no cuts to supports or services for students with disabilities/special education needs.

 2. Exclusions/Refusals to Admit

We will follow up on this topic at our May meeting. Shawn Pegg of Community Living Ontario will update us on the survey which CLO made public in April 2025 on this topic. It was covered in the media. See the Toronto Star article set out at the end of this report.

Robert Lattanzio of the ARCH Disability Law Centre will respond to what we heard from TDSB staff at our March SEAC meeting in response to SEAC members’ concerns.

I have asked TDSB to have staff attend our May SEAC meeting who can respond to the specific reform proposals that we raised in our January and March 2025 meetings. You will recall that at the March 2025 SEAC meeting, the senior staff who came to brief us said he does not have within his jurisdiction the specific reforms that we proposed.

 3. Update on the TDSB Special Education Review

I have asked that staff leading the Special Education Review at TDSB update SEAC on the work of the Review, and receive questions/feedback from SEAC members.

 4. The TDSB Special Education Plan

TDSB staff have asked for a chance to update SEAC on some proposed adjustments to the TDSB Special Education Plan.
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Students with disabilities in crisis, report finds
Community Living Ontario outlines use of secluding, restraining, excluding children in schools

Isabel Teotonio Toronto Star
Children with special education needs being held on the ground by staff. Kids having major meltdowns and being locked in a small room of the school. And students being sent home - or asked to stay there - because of staff's inability to manage their behaviour.

Those are some of the scenes playing out provincewide, according to the report "Crisis in the Classroom," released Wednesday by Community Living Ontario, a non-profit provincial association that advocates for those with intellectual disabilities and their families.

It presents data highlighting how students with disabilities are being subjected to restraint, seclusion and exclusion in Ontario schools, and is based on the survey findings of 541 parents and caregivers about their children's experiences during the 2022-23 academic year.

Twenty-nine per cent said their children had been separated from peers, often behind locked or blocked doors; 14 per cent said that they had been restrained by school staff, including on the ground; and 31 per cent said their kids had been sent home - or told to stay home - because the school couldn't meet their needs.

"I was shocked," said Shawn Pegg, director of social policy and strategic initiatives at Community Living Ontario, who authored the report. "I feel like members of the public wouldn't believe this is actually happening in their schools ... We need to do something.

"What we heard over and over again from parents, teachers, principals, unions is that there aren't enough supports in the classroom to support the learning and emotional needs of many students with disabilities," said Pegg, noting one in five students have special education needs. "Also many school staff don't have the knowledge and training needed to prevent what we're calling emotional dysregulation, so this can lead to children acting out."

According to the report, there's little or no provincial guidance on seclusion, restraint and exclusion, and no provincial data. Instead, school boards have created their own policies and principals implement them differently.

The association is calling on the province to increase staffing and supports for students; boost access to trauma-informed training for educational staff; implement "clear" regulations and policies on seclusion, restraint and exclusion; and require schools, boards and the Ministry of Education track the use of these measures.

Emma Testani, press secretary for Education Minister Paul Calandra, said all students, including those with special education needs, deserve access to the supports they need to succeed in school.

"Since coming into government, we have increased funding for special education supports every single year. We are investing almost $4 billion annually for special education - the largest investment in Ontario history. We have also added 4,000 education assistants to support teachers, parents, and students with special education needs," she told the Star. "We will continue to work with parents and educators to meet the changing needs of our classrooms, but it is absolutely critical that all schools have a plan in place to ensure the safety of their students. School boards must deliver on their mandate to support our students for success."

Elizabeth Garkowski, co-founder of Ontario Parents for Education Support, said "our children are severely under-supported." Schools are doing the best they can, "but they can only do so much with the resources that they're given."

Garkowski said her daughter, who has Down syndrome and autism, hasn't experienced seclusion, restraint or exclusion, but she has heard from many families provincewide who have.

[bookmark: _Hlk196290106]The committee wants the TDSB to create a central number parents can call if their child is excluded from school. It also wants teachers to use a unique attendance code to mark absences, so the TDSB can track how many kids are excluded.

But a TDSB spokesperson said specific attendance codes, and a tracking process, already exist.

"Placing a student on a modified day schedule is a collaborative decision and accommodation involving parents, the principal and the superintendent," said the spokesperson.

