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Executive Summary 

Decoding Dyslexia Ontario (DDON) welcomed the OHRC’s October 2019 launch of the Right to Read 
Inquiry. Since 2015, DDON has been hearing from parents in Ontario about the daily struggles their 
children face to obtain identification, accessible in-class instruction, appropriate reading remediation, 
timely accommodations, and psycho-educational assessments.  

Decoding Dyslexia Ontario believes, and will provide scientific evidence, that there is abundant room 
for improvement in the primary literacy educational services provided to all Ontario children, particularly 
focusing on the subset of children – our children - that this inquiry addresses, the reading disabled.  

The reading disabled are those children that obtain very poor reading skills growth in terms of reading 
achievement measures. 

Decoding Dyslexia Ontario endorses the OHRC focus on the educational elements of: 

1. Universal design for learning (UDL) 
2. Mandatory early screening 
3. Reading intervention programs 
4. Effective accommodation, and 
5. Psycho-educational assessments (if required). 

DDON believes, and the human rights legislation, legal precedent, and science supports, that these 
elements provide the starting point to make accessible, and level, the public education playing field. 

Finally, the six (6) to seventeen (17) percent of children with dyslexia in the Province of Ontario matter.  

They have the same right to an education, the same Right to Read, that every other child in this 

province enjoys.  

The way we teach reading is the key for a child with dyslexia, providing access to a quality education 

and offering the same opportunity to success in school and in life.   



Organization Background - Decoding Dyslexia Ontario  
Decoding Dyslexia Ontario, founded in 2015, is a parent-led, non-profit organization that raises dyslexia 
awareness, empowers families to support their children who are dyslexic, and shares best practices 
regarding identification, remediation and support for students with dyslexia.  
 
We are parents, grandparents, teachers, tutors and students who are concerned about the students 
with dyslexia in our public schools.  
 
The Decoding Dyslexia parent advocacy movement began in the U.S. and has managed, in under a 
decade, to influence education policy across that country. They have done so by providing policy 
makers with illustrations of the failure of schools to address the needs of students with dyslexia and by 
offering evidence-based solutions to this tragedy. To date, 47 of 50 states have dyslexia-sensitive 
legislation and related policy.  

 

Why Ontario’s Education Policy, Curriculum and Service Delivery Must Change 
 
Students with dyslexia can learn to read and there is significant research that provides clear instruction 
on how to help them do so. Ontario must leverage global scientific research into best practice to 
address the large numbers of students struggling to learn to read because of dyslexia across our 
province. 
 
Known best practices to mitigate the key common dyslexia symptom, poor reading as per the norm, 
include: 
 
 Screening children for dyslexia in Kindergarten; 
 

 Universal Design for Learning (UDL), inclusive of students with dyslexia, which requires that 
primary grade reading instruction be scientific evidence-based, that is, in-keeping with the meta-
analysis of more than 100,000 reading research studies that resulted in the U.S. National Reading 
Panel Report of 2000; and 

 

 When reading instruction in the Primary classroom fails for a student, employ reading interventions 
that correspond with the recommendations from the International Dyslexia Association. 

 
Currently, most students with dyslexia:  

 
Χ Are not identified until Grade 3 or later 
Χ Perform poorly on EQAO assessments compared to non-SEN students (EQAO, 2012) 
Χ Are unprepared to take academic-level courses in secondary school (please see note below) 
Χ Require more time to graduate from secondary school than non-SEN students, and 
Χ Drop out at more than twice the rate of non-SEN students (Parekh, G., 2013). 

 

These outcomes for our children must change.   

  



The following image are cut-and-paste images from the Education Quality and Accountability Office 

(EQAO) 2019 assessment results. Note the large skills gap between ‘learning abled’ (not SEN 

students) and SEN students. Moreover, observe the colossal difference in assessment scores, in 

Grade 10, between the academic track students (predominately the learning abled) and the applied 

track students (commonly 50% to 70% of these students have IEPs). 

 

 

  



In December 2019, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development ‘s (OECD) 

global PISA testing results for 15-year old students in OECD nations were released. The quantity of 

Ontario teenagers that cannot read to minimum international standards has increased. As well, the 

reading skills gap between the learning-abled and the disabled (bottom 10 percent) continues to 

increase. 

 

 

Council of Ministers of Education Canada (CMEC), 2019 PISA Report. Page 104. 

  



This Toronto District School Board (TDSB, 2015) data is representative for all public-school boards 

across Ontario.  

Please note the lower (in purple) Special Education Needs (SEN) educational trajectory.  

The SEN route from elementary school through to secondary school takes students with unmet 

educational needs being transferred into high school (vs. being promoted because all elementary skill 

requirements have been achieved). 

Moreover, SEN students – the majority of which are students with reading challenges – enroll in either 

“Applied” stream courses or locally/essential stream courses; drop out; or, are less likely to attend 

university/college. 

 

 

TDSB data was used within the 2012 report “Special Needs Students and Transitions to Postsecondary 

Education”,  

 

“...the post-high school pathways of the TDSB students in our sample generally conformed 

to those reported in the literature. When compared to graduates without SN a higher 

proportion of students with SN dropped out or went directly to the workforce. Only 18 per 

cent of students with SN confirmed university acceptance while 58 per cent of students 

without SN did so. However, 24 per cent of students with SN pursued community college 

while only 14 per cent of students without SN followed this path.” (p. 38) 

  



Accessibility to post-secondary school is also studied including the March 2019 report by the Higher 
Education Quality Council of Ontario.  

Their report states that access to post-secondary does not rest within Ontario’s post-secondary 
schools: access to post-secondary opportunities is controlled by parent educational attainment (note 
that dyslexia is highly heritable and struggling students may have a parent(s) who struggled) and the 
Primary grades literacy gap.  

As the report states, “the pathway to post-secondary education starts early in life… exacerbated by 
systemic barriers and challenges.” (Deller et al, 2019). 

 

 
 

  



The lack of accessible reading instruction, identification and evidence-based reading remediation in 
Ontario public schools’ results in unequal outcomes and opportunities as reported by Statistics 
Canada. Moreover, related mental health challenges such as anxiety and depression take root and 
grow deep amongst those with dyslexia at more than double the rate of their learning-abled peers. 

 

 

  



Ontario Education System – Accessibility 

The “revised” 2016 Kindergarten curriculum is not “Best Practice”. It does not seem to have been 
reviewed through an inclusive dyslexia/reading disability or LD lens as many known science-based 
practices are not included, i.e. screening for ‘risk’ of reading disability and systematically and explicitly 
teaching phonemic awareness to kindergarteners – the later an evidence-based recommendation from 
the National Reading Panel Report of 2000.  

As well, the Ontario Language curriculum is not accessible to students with moderate to severe 
dyslexia/reading disabled. As such, the curriculum discriminates against our dyslexic/reading disabled 
children because they cannot learn to read in class with their classmates when the teacher follows the 
curriculum. There are exceptions: when teachers, familiar with the science of reading and 
dyslexia/reading disability, teach reading in a manner which is accessible to most children in their 
classroom.  

 

  



Use of the term Dyslexia 
Since 2002, the use of the term dyslexia has declined which, as far as Decoding Dyslexia Ontario’s 

research indicates, began when the Learning Disabilities Association of Canada (LDAC) updated its LD 

definition in 2002. Moreover, the Ontario Ministry of Education eliminated the term dyslexia from its 

learning disabilities-focussed Policy Program Memorandum (PPM) #8 in 2014 and from the Special 

Education in Ontario Kindergarten to Grade 12; Policy and Resource Guide (The Guide) in 2017. 

DDON raised this issue through letter correspondence following these changes and to date the term 

“dyslexia” still does not exist in these documents.  

The result is that education stakeholders - significantly teachers and some parents - assume that 
because the term dyslexia is not included within the Canadian definition of learning disabilities that 
dyslexia does not exist.  

By contrast, the U.S. American Psychiatric Association Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM) version 5, includes the term dyslexia for those presenting specific word-level reading 
based challenges such as poor phonemic awareness and phonological processing. At many times over 
the past two decades, key players in Ontario could have introduced, or not eliminated, the term 
dyslexia. They did not and this has caused undue distress, delay in assessment and intervention and 
general harm.  

In 2015, when LDAC discussed whether to realign their LD diagnostic criteria to that of the APA DSM 5, 
they recognized that a LD organization in the US had made the following recommendation, 

“USA National Centre on Learning Disabilities (NCLD) suggested the following....  To better 
align the DSM-5 with current research and practice in learning disabilities, NCLD 
recommends the revisions in classification and the “Learning Disabilities” be used as an 
overarching category with subtypes including disorders of word reading (“dyslexia”); reading 
fluency; reading comprehension; written expression; mathematics calculation 
(“dyscalculia”); mathematics problem solving; along with “Learning Disabilities Not 
Otherwise Specified” be retained to capture difficulties that do not meet criterion for other 
areas…” (Fiedorowicz, C. et al, p.13). 

Yet LDAC chose not to realign its definition with the APA DMS 5 or to include the term dyslexia. 

To make matters worse for parents, children and educators, in September 2017 the Association of 
Chief Psychologists with Ontario School Boards released Recommended Guidelines for the Diagnosis 
of Children with Learning Disabilities which included a non-evidenced based statement which served to 
further entrench the wait-to-fail model, 

“At what age can a clinician make a diagnosis of a (Specific) Learning Disability? Before the 
age of eight the basic psychological processes are still developing, both rapidly and 
unevenly in normal children and there have been problems validly and reliable diagnosing 
SLD with younger children... Young students who have difficulty rhyming words or reciting 
the alphabet may be at higher risk for an emerging LD. Their needs warrant educators’ 
attention and intervention, but not necessarily comprehensive psychoeducational 
assessment and early diagnosis. In practice, assessment and diagnosis should only be 
considered after a period of more intensive instruction and support. Diagnosis of a LD can 
be confirmed with much greater certainty after the age of eight.”  (Colvin, B. et al,  p.6) 



In 2018, the Ontario Psychological Association (OPA) updated its learning disabilities assessment 
guidelines. Neither Decoding Dyslexia Ontario nor the International Dyslexia Association, Ontario 
Branch, were consulted during the revision. 

The new guidelines accept evidence from the U.S. National Reading Panel Report 2000, subsequently 
duplicated in many research studies, that the identification of struggling readers must occur much 
younger than current practice and that intervention should be provided as soon as possible. This was a 
welcomed change by Decoding Dyslexia Ontario, an abrupt shift from Ontario’s wait-to-fail model which 
had been reinforced just the year before.  

However, the 2018 OPA LD Assessment Guidelines do not include the term dyslexia, once again 
perpetuating harm to families with dyslexia, and to parents and to children who would not receive the 
more accurate diagnosis of dyslexia or the “Best Practices” known about instructing and remediating 
dyslexia. Furthermore, they failed to include within Step 1 of Assessing for LD, a key question in the 
identification of dyslexia: “Is there any extended family history (parents, siblings, grandparents, 
aunts/uncles) of reading or spelling difficulties?” since, by the evidence, dyslexia is known to be highly 
heritable. 

Also, from page 18, “…essential that psychology practitioners recommend appropriate interventions 
and accommodations such as: evidence-based remedial interventions to develop skills in reading…” 
There is more clarity when term dyslexia is used because the known best practice remedial intervention 
is structured literacy per the International Dyslexia Association. 

Unlike the DSM 5, which permits Specific Learning Disorders to present as mild, moderate or severe, 
the OPA LD Assessment Guidelines are for Reading Disability which places a cut-off around the 15th or 
16th percentile for reading assessment measures. This is the case in the APA DSM 5 SLD definition. 
More so than Grade School, the OPA decision as to the point of “disability” cut-off has important 
implications for post-secondary education, access to necessary post-secondary accommodations, and 
post-secondary student mental health.  

Reading Intervention 

Commercial reading intervention programs (i.e. Empower, Reading Recovery, Lexia, Leveled Literacy 

Intervention) are used in many Ontario schools. All have non-responders. Moreover, none of the 

program developers are forthcoming as to who are non-responders. Children with dyslexia do not have 

time to wait half-a-year or a full-year attempting a reading remediation that is unlikely to work for their 

moderate to severe reading challenge.  

However, school boards are not told about the non-responders. If we are to truly teach all students to 
read, each school board and the Ministry of Education, must have a contingency plan to reading 
intervention program non-response. A commercial intervention program cannot be the Ministry of 
Education’s or a school board’s only Tier 3 Response to Intervention. When a commercial intervention 
program fails, structured literacy-based remediation works.  

As recent as March 9, 2020 Empower chief architect, Dr. Maureen Lovett, said:  

“Generally speaking, the more severe an older reader’s difficulty with text, the greater the 

likelihood that they’ll have multiple deficits in their mastery of foundation skills. Now that 

means that multiple levels of the reading system will require intensive, ongoing remediation. 

Many of them will need long-term systematic reading intervention, and as Sharon Vaughn and 

her colleagues have suggested in recent years, over a period of years to get a good outcome.”   



Source: 26 ’ 20 ” through 27’ time mark in Dr. Lovett’s presentation at the AIM Symposium 
https://institute.aimpa.org/programs-research/research-to-practice-symposium/2020-research-to-practice-

symposium/2020-on-demand-symposium-recordings 

As for Reading Recovery’s efficacy, from the following email to an Ontario parent, bolded/underlined for 
emphasis, this program also has known non-responders; contingency plans are recommended. 

 

Further evidence to reading intervention program non-response can be provided.  

https://institute.aimpa.org/programs-research/research-to-practice-symposium/2020-research-to-practice-symposium/2020-on-demand-symposium-recordings
https://institute.aimpa.org/programs-research/research-to-practice-symposium/2020-research-to-practice-symposium/2020-on-demand-symposium-recordings


Because the commercial reading remediation programs all have known non-responders, an initial, 
comprehensive assessment of severely struggling readers should be required as to limit their time in an 
intervention that will not work for their degree of disability.  

Even more importantly, a higher tier intervention should be available at every public school. This is the  
Decoding Dyslexia Ontario-recommended Response to Intervention model: 

 

 

Sadly, the highest tier intervention – structured literacy per the International Dyslexia Association - is 
not available from most Ontario public schools, only from private tutors or specialty private schools 
which is exclusive to students from moderate to high income families since only they can afford and 
access. 

  



1. Universal design for learning (UDL) 

Numerous reading research studies, including the landmark U.S. National Reading Panel Report of 
2000, state that all struggling readers require classroom reading instruction which includes explicit, 
systematic, and intentional instruction in phonological awareness, phonemic decoding, vocabulary, 
language structure, reading fluency and reading comprehension. Otherwise, learning to read within the 
general classroom is inaccessible to all struggling readers not only the disabled. 

 

 
Canada was the only country, other than the United States, to have a member on the National Reading 
Panel.  
 
That member came from the University of Toronto’s Ontario Institute for Studies in Education. In their 
annual report of 2001-2002, page 65, OISE published this summary of the National Reading Panel 
findings. 

 

 
 
As well, in 2003 Ontario’s Expert Panel on Reading confirmed that evidence-based reading instruction 
related by the National Reading Panel applies not only to English language classroom instruction, but 
also to French language classroom instruction. “This report affirms that the basic components of 
effective reading instruction are the same whether the language of instruction is English or French.” 

“Phonics instruction produced substantial reading growth among younger children at risk of developing 
future reading problems. Effect sizes were d = 0.58 for kindergartners at risk and d = 0.74 for 1st 
graders at risk. Phonics instruction also significantly improved the reading performance of disabled 
readers (i.e., children with average IQs but poor reading) for whom the effect size was d = 0.32. These 
effect sizes were all statistically greater than zero. 
 
Systematic phonics instruction produced significantly greater growth than non-phonics instruction in 
younger children’s reading comprehension ability (d = 0.51). However, the effects of systematic 
phonics instruction on text comprehension in readers above 1st grade were mixed. 
 
 The conclusion drawn is that growth in word-reading skills is strongly enhanced by systematic phonics 
instruction when compared to non-phonics instruction for kindergartners and 1st graders as well as for 
older struggling readers. Growth in reading comprehension is also boosted by systematic phonics 
instruction for younger students and reading disabled students. These findings should dispel any belief 
that teaching phonics systematically to young children interferes with their ability to read and 
comprehend text. Quite the opposite is the case.” 

U.S. National Reading Panel Report 2000, p. 2-94 



(Ontario Ministry of Education Expert Panel on Reading Report, 2003). 
 
English and French language components are the same. Structured literacy instruction is more 
effective in both official languages, a concept recently reconfirmed through Twitter whereby a leading 
American reading researcher indicated that, in particular, phonics is a critical component. 
 
Leading French (and international) language cognition researcher Dr. Dehaene agreed. 
 

 
 

Also with respect to French language instruction and program choice, on page 18 of the Ontario 
Psychological Association Learning Disabilities Assessment Guidelines, there is a statement indicating 
that it is important to determine if there are external co-morbid factors that may account for “individual 
academic difficulties.” One noted factor is whether students who transfer from a French immersion 
program to an English program or vice versa miss the opportunity to learn critical concepts in the 
language of instruction. DDON is concerned that children who struggle in French Immersion are being 
counselled out due to a general lack of support for struggling readers in French Immersion programs. 
They have not missed “critical concepts in the language of instruction” per the OPA statement; they 
have not been taught to read. They are struggling readers in French immersion and, due to lack of 
reading support, many transfer to the English program to become struggling readers in English. 
Program transfers from French Immersion-to-English may lead to further wait-and-see/fail situations for 
the child. FI-to-English program transfer students should be reviewed and then potentially screened as 
to underlying reading challenges which will likely present in English.  

By rewriting Ontario’s curriculum, Kindergarten and Language, through the lens of dyslexia/reading 
disability and known scientific-evidence based practices which includes implementing explicit, 
systematic and cumulative evidence-based classroom reading instruction, the number of struggling 
readers that will require differentiated instruction, language program transfers, and special education 
services will decrease.  
 
As well, the learning gap and the mental health challenges that develop as a child struggles to learn to 
read will not take root. Teaching reading effectively to all children can prevent a host of costly and 
necessary interventions that result when a child fails to learn to read.  



2. Mandatory early screening 

Knowing whether a child is at-risk for developing reading struggles is important for educators, parents 
and physicians.  

The child will not know why they are struggling: only that they are. They will not necessarily tell 
teachers, parents, or their doctor. They will try to keep up and will develop compensation mechanisms 
– work arounds - which include memorizing books, mimicking other students, faking illness, or 
becoming quiet or behaviourally challenging due to their reading struggles. 

Moreover, children may develop insomnia, cry easily, become temperamental, refuse to attend school, 
develop headaches, or complain of stomach challenges. 

These challenges can be avoided if the adults (teachers, administrators & parents), recognize and 
explain to the child that they may be having reading challenges that are outside the normal experience 
of the peers. Naming that challenge as “dyslexia” is often relieving for the child with dyslexia. Moreover, 
if it is explained to the child that an action plan will be developed and initiated that will permit them to 
find reading success and educational achievement, the anxiety in the classroom for the dyslexic child 
may be reduced and academic achievement more likely. Screening is the first step in this process. 

In 2003, the timeliness of identification was highlighted by Ontario’s Expert Panel on Reading:  

“There is a critical window of opportunity from the ages of four to seven for learning to read. Children 
who successfully learn to read in the early primary years of school are well prepared to read for 
learning and for pleasure in the years to come. On the other hand, children who struggle with 
reading in Grades 1 to 3 are at a serious disadvantage. Academically, they have a much harder time 
keeping up with their peers, and they increasingly fall behind in other subjects. They are far more 
likely to suffer low self-esteem and, in their teen years, are more likely to drop out without 
completing high school. Children with unaddressed reading difficulties have not failed the system; 
the system has failed them.” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2003, p. 1). 

In 2018, the Ontario Psychological Association Guidelines for the Diagnosis and Assessment of 
Children, Adolescents, and Adults with Learning Disabilities was updated and revised in keeping with 
the global scientific evidence with respect to both early screening and also then quickly tracking and 
providing scientific evidence-based intervention for the reading struggles once they are identified.  

“While risk factors may be identified at earlier stages of development, once a child is receiving 
formal schooling, academic difficulties can be reliably assessed and diagnosis of LD may be 
considered. Earlier assessment need not involve complex psychoeducational testing such as 
administration of IQ tests. It does involve effective screening of all children in kindergarten and 
grade one for early identification and to optimize access to early intervention…” (Ontario 
Psychological Association, 2018, p. 22) 

Decoding Dyslexia Ontario supports and advocates for mandatory early screening in Junior 
Kindergarten, screening that inquires about extended-family reading and spelling history since dyslexia 
is highly heritable. Screening for dyslexia should also include a child’s language development history, 
and assessments of their phonemic awareness, identification of letters, and rapid naming of common 
objects. 

 



Finally, DDON suggests referring to a recent Harvard University-based resource “Early 
Literacy Assessments” which lists and assesses available screeners. 
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/16m40o49LZ_9wZI9VPAxhHFlATvhSM1mm-

0oGr48jFfo/edit#gid=427370037  
 

3. Reading intervention programs 

Since severe dyslexia is the most challenging reading disability to remediate, the explicit, systematic 

and cumulative evidence-based instructional and intervention practices (frequently referred to as 

structured literacy) that work for students with dyslexia will work for most struggling readers. (Smith, R. 

and Topple, J., 2018). Teacher training could introduce evidence-based levels of reading instruction 

competency. To provide reading remediation to the most severely impaired, reading interventionists 

require the highest degree of competency and, therefore, teacher training. The International Dyslexia 

Association of the U.S. has already investigated teacher knowledge and has designated proficiency 

levels in terms of certification aligned with standards. The IDA Knowledge and Practice Standards are 

being used in several accredited University teacher preparation programs across the U.S. 

(https://dyslexiaida.org/university-programs-accredited-by-ida/). Furthermore, Tennessee offers a very good 

example of Response to Intervention (RTI) model which could provide a  basis for discussion in 

Ontario. https://www.mtsu.edu/dyslexia/documents/Dyslexia_within_RTI.pdf  

 

When? 

A 2016 paper from Tufts University, Harvard University and Boston Children’s Hospital researchers on 
the neurobiology of dyslexia states: 

 
“When is the best time to intervene for atypical reading development?   It has been shown that 
targeted literacy interventions are most effective when administered in kindergarten and first grade 
[187,188]. Across six studies, after receiving intensive instruction (number of instruction hours 
ranged from 30 to over 300 across studies), 56 – 92% of the at-risk beginning readers reached the 
range of average reading ability [187]. A meta-analysis comparing early intervention studies 
offering at least 100 sessions, reported larger effect sizes for intervention studies conducted with 
kindergarten and first graders than with children in 2nd and 3rd grades.” (Ozernov-Palchik, O. et al, 
2016).  

 
There is global, evidenced-based consensus to identify children as being ‘at risk’ for dyslexia in 
Kindergarten and begin reading intervention immediately, certainly no later than Grade 1. With early 
identification and evidence-based instruction the reading deficit common to dyslexia can be greatly 
mitigated due to the neural plasticity of the human brain.  
 
The updated “Learning Disabilities Assessment Guidelines” support these recommendations for when 
to identify. 
 
 
How? 
 
Reading remediations that work for English Language Learners or for children from low SES 

households do not necessarily work well - or at all - for students with dyslexia whose reading 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/16m40o49LZ_9wZI9VPAxhHFlATvhSM1mm-0oGr48jFfo/edit#gid=427370037
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/16m40o49LZ_9wZI9VPAxhHFlATvhSM1mm-0oGr48jFfo/edit#gid=427370037
https://dyslexiaida.org/university-programs-accredited-by-ida/
https://www.mtsu.edu/dyslexia/documents/Dyslexia_within_RTI.pdf


challenges are more difficult to remediate.  

Moreover, for individuals with moderate to severe dyslexia, some associated challenges will be present 

to some extent for life notably in the areas of reading speed, reading fatigue, reading out loud, spelling, 

writing fatigue, and/or foreign language learning. 

By contrast, Ontario’s English Language Learners (ELLs) that enter the public-school system young 

(primary grades, K to 3) without underlying dyslexia will go on to post-secondary education in a 

percentage larger than third-plus generation Canadians. Many ELL children do receive reading 

intervention services at public school, but as the data proves  they experience outcomes quite different 

from children with dyslexia.  

The educational success of Ontario’s immigrant children is identified in the 2010 report, Post-High 

School Pathways of Immigrant Youth.  

“… Canadian studies indicate that children of immigrant parents are more likely than their third-plus 

generation counterparts to finish high school, enrol in postsecondary studies, and complete a 

postsecondary diploma or degree (Driscoll, 1999; Palameta, 2007). … immigrants who arrive during 

adulthood or adolescence experience a very different process of adaptation relative to those who 

arrive as infants or children… To be sure, research suggests that the educational outcomes of 

children who immigrated at a young age resemble second generation youth more closely than that 

of first generation students (Boyd, 2002).”  Sweet, R. et al, Post-High School Pathways of Immigrant 

Youth, (2010). 

 

There are no indications that ELLs early English reading challenges continue to pose challenges into 

adulthood as reported, commonly, by individuals with dyslexia. 

 

What?  

Evidence-based Intervention for Dyslexia/Reading Disability 

The International Dyslexia Association’s specialty has been, and is, effective reading instruction and 

intervention for those with dyslexia, including very severe dyslexia (bottom 1st percentile). Over the 

years, it is evident that the instructional methods that are accessible and work for students with dyslexia 

also work for all other readers. In fact, with explicit, cumulative, and structured instruction many 

proficient readers will develop an understanding of ‘the rules’, the evolution of the English language, 

and become better spellers and writers as a result. 

According to the International Dyslexia Association, reading instruction and reading intervention should 

be based upon what is named in short structured literacy – this method is explicit, cumulative, and 

structured. The following three images are from IDA, designed by Carolyn Cowen (M Ed). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

By contrast, there are some popular reading interventions that do not fit the definition of structure 

literacy. For example, New Zealand developed Reading Recovery™ is known to have an approximate 

25% “non-responder” rate. The following links indicate reading scientists concerns with reading 

recovery and its documented 25% non-responder rate. The 2002 multi-signatory Reading Recovery 

grievance https://www.wrightslaw.com/info/read.rr.ltr.experts.htm ; BC Peace River South School Board on 

Reading Recovery and the 25% non responder rate https://www.sd59.bc.ca/programs/reading-recovery . 

Reading Recovery Policy & Procedures, page 3, please note that dyslexia/reading disability is NOT 

listed amongst the responder groups. Moreover note that 75% of children respond to Reading 

Recovery which means that there is a 25% non-responder rate https://k-

5literacyconnections.weebly.com/uploads/4/4/7/9/4479989/policiesandproceduresreadingrecovery.pdf  

When Reading Recovery, and other supposed evidenced-based interventions (programs or systems), 

fail to work for students with dyslexia, structured literacy-based instruction/intervention works. 

Since a scientific-evidence based reading goal for children with a reading disability is to provide 

appropriate and adequate reading intervention before Grade 2, valuable reading intervention time for 

children, teachers, and parents is wasted when interventions such as Reading Recovery are offered 

and delivered (sometimes for more than one year) on a child with moderate to severe dyslexia when 

structured literacy is known to work. 

By contrast, structured literacy-based classroom instruction, coupled with structured literacy-based 

reading remediation, ensures that all reading challenges are being addressed in-class and through 

reading intervention since structured literacy works for all students.  

As well, an approach that leverages structured literacy in-class and for reading intervention ensures 

that the instructional method employed by classroom teachers completely integrates with any pull-out 

or small-group reading intervention delivered by a reading specialist teacher or a Special Education 

teacher.  

https://www.wrightslaw.com/info/read.rr.ltr.experts.htm?fbclid=IwAR37wMGu9mFUWXJuABNLy_sMuTelp5V2TuvI3jIS616LtUYITRjItwCwy8g
https://www.sd59.bc.ca/programs/reading-recovery?fbclid=IwAR3Yn46b2SeAjrANV9JGLrFi4yD-li5GAoYZqtizZ9YCSxKFnK8YcDP0lo4
https://k-5literacyconnections.weebly.com/uploads/4/4/7/9/4479989/policiesandproceduresreadingrecovery.pdf
https://k-5literacyconnections.weebly.com/uploads/4/4/7/9/4479989/policiesandproceduresreadingrecovery.pdf


Finally, the structured literacy-based reading instruction method works in both English and French. This 

cannot be said for most other reading remediation products and services which are English-only. 

Ontario has many French immersion classrooms as well as French school boards.  

To supplement the reading science and evidence-based reading instruction expertise present in some 

Ontario Faculties of Education as to manage the educational change that Decoding Dyslexia Ontario is 

advocating, we highly recommend that the Ontario Ministry of Education investigate IDA approved 

training regimes and especially review on-line offerings such as AIM Pathways 

https://institute.aimpa.org/aim-pathways an IDA-certified, on-line  platform for teacher education.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Finstitute.aimpa.org%2Faim-pathways&data=02%7C01%7C%7Cf70309e9fe4a43c84a1808d7cdd6e567%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637204195522582939&sdata=%2Bg%2FCrxzzkJEhlyisgjbyH0%2BRR5ewCFKX5%2BIj6EXCjqk%3D&reserved=0


4. Effective accommodation 

While language, reading and literacy instruction is ongoing, accommodations are frequently required so 

a student does not fall behind peers and learning can proceed. 

Additionally, after effective and appropriate reading instruction, if a person continues to struggle in a 

traditional area of challenge (i.e. spelling, reading speed, writing) there should be a consideration of 

appropriate accommodation.  

When a psycho-educational assessment (psych ed) is conducted, appropriate accommodations in 

keeping with the areas of weakness or known disability are frequently, and should be, included within 

the assessment report’s recommendations. 

Common accommodations for dyslexia include: 

Extra time (allowance for reading and writing speed deficits caused by disability) 

Note taking (notes provided by teacher, sometimes in advance, to the student) 

Computer access (tablet or computer for digital tools) 

Digital resources (digital format enables use of computer text-to-speech functionality) 

Reading intervention (instructional accommodation – evidence-based appropriate to challenges) 

Private space (quiet space to work and focus on either work or tests) 

 

Decoding Dyslexia Ontario does not endorse, ever, that effective accommodation can act, or should be 

used, as a replacement for adequate and appropriate language, reading and literacy instruction. 

All children have a right to read.  

Reading changes the human brain for the better strengthening specific neural networks (Dehaene et al, 

2010). 

Moreover, the ability to read will provide a child with dyslexia with a sense of accomplishment and 

normalcy and will allow every child with dyslexia to open more doors to opportunity throughout their 

lifetime. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

5. Psycho-educational assessments 

When a reading challenge is identified, and when evidence-based reading intervention fails to begin to 

close that reading gap within a few weeks, the student should be provided access to a psycho-

educational assessment by a licenced psychologist to assess and diagnosis the challenge. 

 

It is through assessment that: 

 

1. A diagnosis of reading and other co-occurring disability can be made 

2. Anxiety or depression can be identified 

3. Recommendations for evidence-based functional and instructional accommodations are provided 

4. Student moves from an informal Individualized Education Plan to a formal Individualized Education 

Plan with identification of having a learning, please specifically mention reading/dyslexia, disability. 

5. School can access targeted resources (provincial funding, access a speech language pathologist) 

6. Areas of strengths are highlighted: parents and schools can help the student discover their strengths 

7. A pathway forward can be developed that is specific to the disability/challenges identified 

Yet in Ontario, access to psych-education assessments is rationed. 

The only method to receive a conclusive diagnosis of reading disability is limited. Families are 

guaranteed, in any school board across the province, to be placed on a waiting list – not knowing or 

understanding their challenge. 

The ‘not knowing’ is a brutal wait for child, family and educators. 

While ‘they wait’ the child falls further behind; associated mental health challenges grow; bullying 

escalates.  

People for Education has tracked the lack of access to timely assessments for many years, so wait 

times for assessment also provide a systemic barrier to many families. What follows are a couple 

highlights of People for Education reports on assessment wait times. 

 



 

 

On the next page is an image from People for Education’s 2019 annual report, page 16. At the top, like 

Decoding Dyslexia Ontario has indicated before, private psychological assessment is an option only to 

those of middle or upper socio-economic status. 

These restrictions force families that can manage the costly (greater than $2000) to privately obtain the 

psycho-educational assessment.  

 

Those from low socio-economic status has this additional barrier, how to obtain a diagnosis, to 

surmount. 

School assessment wait lists, in combination with the high cost for a private assessment, pose an 

immense barrier to children and their families in obtaining a diagnosis and recommended path forward 

to tackle the challenges that dyslexia pose.  

 



 

 

For greater insight as to the assessment wait lists province-wide, please refer to People for Education’s 

Annual Reports from the past decade. 

  



In addition to People for Education sounding the alarm to provide-wide delay in diagnosis, the Ontario 

Psychological Association’s 2018 Assessment Guidelines indicate that, “Lovett [Dr. Maureen Lovett,  

Director of the Learning Disabilities Research Program at Toronto Sick Kids Hospital] and her 

colleagues recently demonstrated through their research that reading intervention was best when 

implemented in grade one or two, compared to grade three. In addition, children with intervention 

during grade one continued to develop reading skills in later years at a faster rate relative to children 

who had intervention in grade two or three (Lovett et al., 2017).” (Ontario Psychological Association, 

2018). 

Considering that assessment is currently the only means of diagnosing dyslexia, it greatly concerns 

Decoding Dyslexia Ontario that 60% of Ontario public elementary schools report restrictions on the 

number of special education assessments each year. 

 

A possible solution to increase the supply of assessment, which will result in more timely psycho 

educational assessments or another screening tool to diagnosis, perhaps Ontario should consider 

permitting Ontario’s Speech Language Pathologists to screen for and diagnose dyslexia.  

 

Moreover, Ontario’s pediatricians, with appropriate training, could also help eliminate wait lists. 

 

  



Conclusion 
 

Decoding Dyslexia Ontario greatly welcomed the announcement of the OHRC’s Right to Read Inquiry. 

As well, we appreciate the opportunity offered by the Commission to contribute this organizational 

position paper.  

 

We support efforts, such as the Commission’s Inquiry, that will improve Ontario’s public education 

system. We eagerly await the outcome report and hope that they will usher in broad systemic changes 

that will end the lack of identification, effective reading instruction, and the lowered academic 

expectations and opportunities that our children with dyslexia endure within Ontario’s public education 

system. 

 

We appreciate the Ontario Human Rights Commission for bringing this situation into the light and for 

focusing Ontario’s lens on the Right to Read for all Ontario children.  

 

We and our supporters appreciate your consultation with multiple stakeholders and the outreach to us 

as parents, to our children, and to Ontario’s educators. All these voices matter greatly to this process. 

 

We work for, and await, the time when Ontario introduces equitable, accessible, and evidence-based 

educational practices including universal classroom design to increase accessibility for all students; 

early screening and diagnosis; and timely, evidence-based reading intervention and accommodations.  

 

Decoding Dyslexia Ontario is available to discuss this Right to Read Inquiry submission further should 

the Commission or other stakeholders have questions or comments related to any of the materials 

presented herein.  
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