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Executive summary

The problem

The opportunity

The 2001 Annual Report of Ontario’s Provincial Auditor indicates that the public school system is failing
special needs students.
 Exceptional (or special needs) students face long
waits before they are diagnosed and treated.
 Parents of children with special needs have little control over their children’s education, and
have no recourse if they are dissatisfied with their
children’s educational diagnosis, program, professional help, or progress.
 Treatment of special needs students is not always
appropriate. Students’ progress is often unmeasured and rarely directed toward resolving the
children’s issues so that they may return to the
mainstream classroom.
 The public school system does not serve the largest
group of special needs students adequately: those
with learning disabilities. Students with learning
disabilities make up not only the largest group of
special needs students but also the least expensive
group to serve.
Adequacy of funding does not appear to be the source
of the problem.
 On average, $12,944 is spent annually on Ontario
special education students—85% more than the
$6,989 average spent per pupil for the non-special
education Ontario student. (See Appendix A for
funding calculations).
 An average of $9,915 annually is spent on special
needs students who qualify for the Special Education Per Pupil Amount (SEPPA).
 An average of $27,396 is spent on special education students who qualify for the Intensive Support Amount (ISA).

Independent schools appear to provide a valuable educational alternative for students with special needs.
 At least 13% of independent (or private) schools
in Ontario serve special education students.
 The exceptionalities served by independent schools
range across all categories identified by the Ministry of Education.
 Independent schools address the needs of special
education students with a wide variety of methods, programs, and philosophies. Many are willing
to accommodate special requests and difficult or
“hopeless” cases. Some independent schools teach
special education students together with regular
students, while others work to solve the students’
problems and return them to the regular publicschool classroom.
 A high percentage of independent schools serve
communicational and intellectual exceptionalities, the largest groups of exceptionalities identified in the public system.
 The goal of a majority of independent schools is
to remediate problems and, whenever possible, to
return children to the regular academic stream.
This policy is in sharp contrast to the practices of
the public school system.
 Many independent schools indicate their willingness to change or modify their approach based on
the needs of the student.
 The median tuition for special education students attending independent schools in Ontario
is $8,425. This is 35% less than the average cost of
special education per student in the public system.
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Recommendations
 Parents of special education students should be
given control over their children’s education, as
happens in other three other provinces and one
American state. Experience from these jurisdictions suggests that Ontario should:
 allow SEPPA students to spend up to 75% of
what is spent on them in the public system
($7,436) at the independent school of their
choice;
 allow ISA students to spend up to 75% of what
is spent on them in the public system ($19,538)
at the independent school of their choice;
 evaluate the experiences of families choosing
private schools and apply findings to improve
the education of exceptional children in the
public system.
 Rationale
 Our survey of private schools shows that
because the median cost of these schools is
$8,600, 75% of SEPPA or ISA funding would
adequately cover the cost of tuition at many private schools for exceptional students. Parents
would seldom have to pay more than $1,000
out of their own pockets to cover the balance of
tuition; often they would have to pay nothing.
 For each exceptional child who chooses to
leave the public system and use the grant to
attend private school, the public system would
save 25% of the cost of his or her education, on

average $2,479 per SEPPA student and $6,849
per ISA student.
 This funding policy would, therefore, not only
provide greater choice to families at little or no
out-of-pocket cost to themselves but also save
the public system money, which it could then
use to improve its services to the remaining
exceptional students.
 Private schools serving exceptional children
should not to be subjected to increased regulation
or tuition caps as any regulation or restriction on
private schools would serve as a disincentive for
them to serve special needs students and limit
the educational choices for families of exceptional
students.
 Evidence from research undertaken on other
school choice programs suggests that the benefits
of this policy will include:
 dramatically increased parental satisfaction
with their child’s school;
 greater safety for special needs students;
 improved behaviour of special needs students;
 dramatically reduced class size;
 potential savings in the overall cost of special
education;
 improved equity for special education students
from lower socio-economic status;
 improvements to public-school services for special education students as a result of pressure to
improve that would result from the increased
competition from private schools.

The problem—are exceptional children
getting the help they need?
In Ontario, public policies governing the education
of special education students are controversial—and
with good reason. There is serious, documented evidence that the system is not doing a satisfactory job
of educating these children. In light of this, it is essential that policy makers in this province address
this issue.
This report outlines the problems in educating
special education students in the public school systems in Ontario and the opportunity presented by
the independent education sector for addressing these
problems. It then recommends a policy that promises
to improve the education provided for exceptional
children without increasing the cost to taxpayers.

will likely have to wait six to 12 months before
being assessed (Provincial Auditor, 2001: 135).
 In extreme cases, children may wait a decade
or more between identification and treatment.
One student mentioned in this report was identified as having special needs in the early years
of elementary school but no formal assessment
or individual educational program (IEP) was
created until the student was in high school
(Provincial Auditor, 2001: 132).
 Some students’ needs for professional services,
like psycho-educational and speech-language
assessments, are assigned such low priority that
they are not included in backlog accounts (Provincial Auditor, 2001: 135).
 Once a student has been formally identified
through the IPRC process as exceptional, it
takes teachers too long to provide them with
an IEP (Provincial Auditor, 2001: 129).
 Lack of measurable, specific Individual Educational Plans (IEPs). Individual educational plans
are characterized by vague language and nonmeasurable, non-specific, goals. “Clear expectations are needed to help focus the efforts of the
teacher, student, and parent and to facilitate objective assessment of actual progress against planned
progress” (Provincial Auditor, 2001: 128).
 Inconsistent involvement of parents in IEPs. In
cases where parents were less involved, some
“complained that their involvement and input was
simply tolerated rather than encouraged” (Provincial Auditor, 2001: 131).

Problems with the provision of
special education in Ontario
The 2001 Annual Report of the Provincial Auditor
discovered the following fundamental problems in
the delivery of special education in the province’s
public schools.
 Inability to serve exceptional students in a timely
fashion.
 Special education students face delays in being
diagnosed and placed in special education programs (Provincial Auditor, 2001:135).
 “At the time students are formally identified by
IPRCs [Identification, Placement, and Review
Committees], they are typically one to two
years behind their peers” (Provincial Auditor,
2001: 133; emphasis added).
 A student with a moderate need for psychoeducational or speech language assessments

The largest group of exceptional students is those
who have a learning disability, who make up 35% of
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special needs students in Ontario (Ontario Ministry
of Education, 2001e) (Figure 1A). This group is also
one of the least expensive to serve. According to the
Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario,1 the
public education system does not serve this group adequately. Figure 1A shows the breakdown of special
needs students into specific exceptionalities and figure 1B classifies the students in broader categories.

Funding of special education in Ontario
Some special-interest advocacy groups wish us to believe that increased funding is all that is needed to
solve the problems of special education. In fact, funding has increased each year since 1997 (Ontario
Ministry of Education, 2003a), both for education
generally and for special education specifically. The

Figure 1A: Special education students in public schools, by exceptionality
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Source: Ontario Ministry of Education, 2001e, School September Report (2000–2001).

Figure 1B: Special education students in public schools, by exceptionality—broad categories
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Notes: Exceptionalities shown in ﬁgure 1A are grouped together in ﬁgure 1B in the following broader, Ministry of Education,
categories: Communicational includes learning disability, speech and language impairments, autism, deaf, and hard of hearing;
Intellectual includes giftedness, mild intellectual disability, and developmental disability; Physical includes blind, low vision,
deaf & blind, and physical disability.
Source: Ontario Ministry of Education, 2001e, School September Report (2000–2001).
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Provincial Auditor and the Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario (LDAO) have both declared that
more funding for special education is not necessary to
improve it. The LDAO’s “primary concern [is] not the
lack of adequate funding for special education . . . but
rather that the way the system allocates the funding is
not adequately focused on meeting identified student
needs.” (Nichols, 2001). At no point does the Provincial Auditor’s report, which describes the special education system in great detail, say that additional funding would solve the problems with special education.
According to our calculations, based on figures
from the Ministry of Education for 2003/2004, the
average amount spent per pupil on the education of
students who are neither identified for, nor participating in, special education in the public school systems is $6,989. The average amount spent on a special education student who qualifies for the Special
Education Per Pupil Amount (SEPPA)2 funding is
$9,915. The average amount spent on a student who
qualifies for an Intensive Support Amount (ISA)3
is $27,396. The average amount spent on a student
identified for, and participating in, special education
is $12,944. (For the calculation of these numbers, see
Appendix A: Funding Calculations.)
The problems documented by the Provincial Auditor indicate that the education systems’ service to exceptional children is unsatisfactory and that the problems are not likely to be solved by increased funding.
At the same time, greater educational opportunities
currently exist outside the public system for children
of families with the financial resources to use them. If
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these options were made available to all exceptional
students, the pressure of competition would encourage the public system to improve faster for the majority of students who continue to choose it.

Notes
1 The LDAO, according to its mandate, actively
explores improvements to the special education
funding formula for the benefit of all exceptional
students in Ontario and their families.
2 The Special Education Per Pupil Amount (SEPPA)
is a grant that covers the costs of curriculum modification, educational assistants, and up to $800
for devices to assist the large majority of special
education students who do not qualify for more
extensive and costly educational assistance. It is
calculated on the basis of a school board’s total
student enrollment, not according to the actual
number of special education students. For more
information on this grant, see Appendix A.
4 Intensive Support Amount (ISA) Levels 2 and 3
fund high-needs special education students. The
vast majority of ISA funding is spent on these levels. The qualifying factors for receiving funding
under ISA 2 and 3 are stipulated in some detail by
the Ministry of Education. ISA funding is based
on the number of students with high needs and
ISA level 2 and 3 claims are funded at $12,000
and $27,000, respectively. For more information
on this grant, see Appendix A.

The opportunity—private provision
of special education in Ontario
Private schools for special education?
Popular folklore has it that private schools serve only
academically gifted students. Many believe that these
schools seek to attract the easiest children to educate
and are not interested in serving children with special
needs. An informal survey of educators in the private
and public systems revealed them to be, on the whole,
completely unaware of the extent to which private
schools in Ontario serve exceptional students. Even
educators in private schools who teach special education students often believe that theirs is the only
private school for exceptional students.1
To learn the truth, in January 2004, the authors
conducted a survey of all the private (independent)
schools listed with the Ministry of Education as providing special education. The survey asked what
kinds of exceptionalities the school serves, how it
serves the students, how it decides that the students
are exceptional, what percentage of students return
to the regular academic stream, and what exceptional students are charged for tuition (see Appendix B).

How many private schools serve
exceptional students?
According to the Ontario Ministry of Education web
site, of the more than 800 independent schools across
the province, 15% serve students who need special
education. The response to our survey suggests that
a minimum of 13% of Ontario’s private schools for
school-aged children serve special needs students.2
Discussions with umbrella organizations for independent schools suggest that many independent

schools that teach exceptional students do not register as such with the Ministry of Education. For instance, the Ontario Alliance of Christian Schools
states that many of their schools do accept a variety
of special needs students (Vanasselt, 2004). The Canadian Council of Montessori Administrators confirmed that their schools set their own admission
policies on special education and that some Montessori schools do enroll special needs children (Hooper,
2004). This suggests that other independent schools
may follow a similar policy of accepting any student
they believe they can help.
Not only do many private schools accept students
who face educational challenges, some also cater to students who have special needs because they are gifted.
As figure 1A shows, gifted is one of the larger exceptionalities listed by the Ministry of Education, with 10.3%
of special needs students falling into this category (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2000e). Though private
university preparatory schools serve academically able
and gifted students, they do not register with the Ministry of Education as serving special needs students.
The willingness of many private schools to accept
all students, regardless of their abilities, and the orientation of another smaller group of private schools
towards preparation of academically able and gifted
students for university suggests that far more than
13% of private schools serve special needs students.

What exceptionalities do private schools serve?
Figure 2 shows the percentage of independent schools
that serve particular exceptionalities, according to
our survey. The exceptionalities are grouped together

—8—

Fraser Institute Studies in Educational Policy

9

Figure 2: Percentage of surveyed private schools serving speciﬁc exceptionalities
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Notes: The ﬁgure does include a column for Multiple exceptionalities because no private schools surveyed indicated that
they serve this group. “Unassessed” does not appear because only public schools have this this category of special education
students.
Source: Survey for Private Schools Serving Special Education Students (January 2004).

in categories according to Ministry guidelines: Communicational (includes learning disability, speech
and language impairments, autism, deaf, and hard of
hearing); Intellectual (includes giftedness, mild intellectual disability, and developmental disability); Behavioural; Multiple; and Physical (includes blind, low
vision, deaf & blind, and physical disability). The figure shows that independent schools serve all but one
of the categories of special needs students identified
by the public school system. These include students
with Behavioural, Communicational, Intellectual,
and Physical exceptionalities. The only category not
represented here is Multiple exceptionalities. Many
schools serve Communicational exceptionalities
(nearly 90% of schools) and Intellectual exceptionalities (40% of schools), the two largest groups identified by the Ministry of Education. These exceptionalities do not qualify for ISA funding. As this figure
shows, students with learning disabilities (the largest
subgroup among the Communicational exceptionalities) are served by the majority of private schools for
exceptional students.

How much does special education
at private schools cost?
Popular wisdom claims not only that independent
schools enroll only students who are the easiest to
teach but also that these schools are very expensive—
much more expensive than public schools. According
to our research, neither claim is correct. Our survey
reveals that independent schools serve special education students at costs that are generally lower than
the average amount per pupil spent in the public system on special education students (figure 3). The median tuition for exceptional students attending independent schools in Ontario is $8,425. The majority of
surveyed schools (57%) charge less than $10,000 tuition for exceptional students. Most of these schools
charge between $5,000 and $10,000 tuition per year.3
Three schools charge extremely high tuition (over
$55,000), and 12 charge extremely low tuition (under
$5,000). These figures compare favourably with the
average amount spent per pupil on special education
in the public system ($12,944).
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Figure 3: Distribution of tuition charged by private schools serving exceptional students
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Note: Of the 84 independent schools that serve special education students, 79 provided tuition amounts. Two schools had a
rate per course, which we did not include in the tally, and three schools did not respond to the question.
Source: Survey for Private Schools Serving Special Education Students (January 2004).

How do private schools serve
special education students?
As might be expected in an environment in which catering to individual needs is important, independent
schools differ in their approaches to special education. Nevertheless, a few similarities appeared among
the responses to our survey.
 Ninety-eight percent have formal procedures similar to the public system for diagnosing and placing students with special needs. These procedures
include:
 interviews with the principal, teacher, student,
and parents;
 academic testing;
 psychological testing;
 psycho-educational testing;
 reviews of prior tests and documents; and
 clinical reports.
 Almost without exception, independent schools
claim that their approach to exceptional students
is founded on individual attention, planning, and
smaller class sizes.
 They all speak of modified, individualized, programs based on the needs of the child.

 A majority of schools take the view that any
exceptionality is secondary to the need to serve
the whole developing individual.
 Some schools say they use a combination of individual attention, withdrawal from classes, and reintegration in serving special education students.
 The goal of a majority of schools is to teach students coping methods and to have them return
to the regular stream. This particular goal stands
in sharp contrast to the public system, where students in special education tend to remain in special education, facing, as Carol Yaworski from
the Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario
(LDAO) put it, “a door with no handle on the
other side” (Yaworski, 2004).
Figure 4 shows independent schools’ estimation of
how many special education students return to the
regular stream at their school or another. These responses suggest that independent schools serving
special education students generally have a very
high commitment to remediation of their students’
problems and to helping them to take part in normal
classroom experiences whenever possible. It is generally not the policy of these schools to separate spe-
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Figure 4: Percentage of private schools whose exceptional students return to the regular stream
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Source: Survey for Private Schools Serving Special Education Students (January 2004).

cial needs students from other children indefinitely
as, according to the LDAO, often happens in the
public system.
Our survey revealed that at least 13% of private
schools (about 100) in Ontario currently serve exceptional students. These schools serve a wide variety of exceptionalities but seem to focus on the exceptionalities served least well by the public systems.
Although a few independent schools charge very
high fees, the majority of independent schools cost
less than $10,000 to educate a special needs student
for a year. This is considerably less than the average
cost of educating a special needs student in the public systems. Private schools offer families a variety of
approaches and have formal systems for identifying,
placing, and treating students. Many focus on individual needs, the whole child, and the importance
of enabling students to return to the regular educational stream whenever possible.

Notes
1 We learned this through interviewing independent school principals and special education
teachers in January and February 2004.

2 Out of 126 schools, 98 (78%) responded to the survey. Of those 98 schools, 84 (86% of responding
schools) confirmed that they were privately funded
schools serving, or willing to serve, special needs
children. Twenty-eight schools did not respond.
Of the 14 other schools, six are publicly funded
through the Council of First Nations and serve native Canadian students with special needs, six do
not provide special education, and two serve adults
with special needs. Assuming that the percentage
of non-respondents is the same as the percentage
of respondents who confirmed that they are privately funded schools serving school-aged children
with special needs, 108 of the 126 Ontario Ministry of Education-listed schools are private schools
that serve school-aged special needs students. Of a
total of 827 independent schools on the Ministry
of Education list, this constitutes 13%.
3 Thirteen percent of independent schools offer
tuitions that are family rates or graduated rates.
The range of these tuitions is between $1,500 and
$8,000. Family rates mean that tuition is paid only
for one child in each family; all other children are
free. A graduated rate means that there are lower
tuition costs for subsequent children after the first
child is enrolled.

Other funding models for
special education
The private-education sector appears to offer educationally sound and reasonably priced alternatives
for exceptional students. Other provinces and jurisdictions allow families of exceptional children to
use public funds if they choose such an alternative.
For instance, three provinces and one American
state have chosen to provide families of exceptional children with control over their choice of school
and, consequently, the direction of special education
funding.

Three Provincial Funding Models
British Columbia

While British Columbia, Alberta, Manitoba, and
Quebec all allow families to spend about a third of
their child’s public education funding at independent
schools (Hepburn and Van Belle, 2003: 8–10), British Columbia allows families of some special needs
students considerably more under a designation for
Unique Student Needs. Students with lesser need,
such as those with learning disabilities and mild intellectual exceptionalities, are treated like any other student in the province and are eligible to spend
up to 37% of total public school per-pupil funding at
independent schools (up to 50% of operating costs
provided to districts for public schools in that neighborhood). Students with greater need, such as visually impaired students, medically fragile students, or
those with serious mental illness, behavioral problems,
or intellectual exceptionalities, qualify for additional
funding, worth between $6,000 and $30,000 per student.1 Approximately 50% can be used at qualifying
independent schools.2

Alberta

Alberta allows approximately one-third of per-pupil
funding at public schools to follow all students to their
families’ choice of independent school. This funding
principle also applies for students with mild and moderate special needs. Students with more severe special-education needs are funded in the private school
system on a per-pupil basis, after an application has
been submitted to Alberta Learning.
Alberta also funds private schools called Designated Special Education Private Schools, which
are specially designed to serve special education
students. These schools serve students with special
needs including those who are diagnosed as having
mild, moderate, or severe disabilities (Alberta Learning, 2004). Parents must follow strict guidelines in
order to attain full funding; in most cases, this involves consulting their school board before sending
their child to a Designated Special Education Private
School. In 2003/2004, funding for students in the
Designated Special Education Private Schools was
set at $8,718 per student. If parents did not consult
the school board prior to placement, the funding rate
was $5,343 per student.

Manitoba

Special education students who qualify for LevelII and Level-III support receive 100% of the public
school funding levels in funded independent schools.
In 2003/2004, Level-II support paid $8,780 per student (Manitoba Education, Citizenship and Youth,
2003b)3 and Level-III support paid $19,530 per student (Manitoba Education, Citizenship and Youth,
2003b).4

— 12 —
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Florida’s McKay Scholarships for
Students with Disabilities Program
Canadian provinces are not the only jurisdictions
to allow funding to follow special needs students.
In 1999, Florida’s McKay Scholarships for Students
with Disabilities Program was created to offer school
choice to any special education student in the state.
It allows children 100% of public-school funding to
be spent at any private school in Florida that meets
certain minimal requirements.
The McKay Scholarship is particularly useful to
our analysis because researchers have studied its effects on special need students. An evaluation by Jay
Greene and Greg Forster, completed in June 2003,
compared participating families’ experiences in public and private schools. The research was based on
two telephone surveys, one of current users of the
McKay voucher and one of participants who dropped
out of the program.
The survey found several surprising and compelling benefits for students.
 Ninety-three percent of current McKay participants were satisfied or very satisfied with their
private school, compared to 33% who had been
satisfied with their public schools.
 McKay students, studying at the school of their
choice, were less victimized by other students
because of their exceptionalities. In private
schools, 5% were bothered often and 6% were
physically assaulted, whereas in public schools
47% had been bothered often and 25% had been
assaulted.
 The behavioural problems of McKay students were
halved when they attended private schools, from
40% in public schools to 19% in private schools.
 Current participants reported that class size for
special education students at private schools was
also close to half what it had been at their public
schools. The average class at private schools was
13 students, compared to 25 in public schools.
 Eighty-six percent of participating parents said
that their independent school was providing all
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the services they promised to provide, whereas
only 30% said that their public school had been
providing the service it was required by law to
provide.
 Ninety percent of parents no longer participating
in the program said that the program should continue for those who would like to use it.
 Most importantly, the cost of attending the McKay
schools was the same as, or only slightly higher
than, the cost of public school. Though private
schools were permitted to charge tuition above
the public funding grant, 72% of current participants and 76% of former participants reported
that they paid nothing or less than $1,000 per year
(Greene and Forster, 2003).

Notes
1 Level-I students are funded at $30,000 per pupil.
This is for dependent handicapped students, deaf
and blind students, blind students who require
Braille support, and students who are medically
fragile. Independent schools receive $15,000 for
Level-1 students. Level-2 students are funded at
$15,000 per pupil in the public system. Included
are those with moderate to profound intellectual
disabilities. This category also includes students
who are physically disabled, students with visual
impairments, and students with hearing impairments, as well as autistic students. Independent
schools receive $7,500 for Level-2 students. Level3 is reserved for students with intensive behaviour needs or serious mental illness. This level is
funded in the public system at $6,000, while independent schools receive $3,000 for Level-3 applicants (British Columbia Ministry of Education,
2003a: table 8; British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2003b).
2 Qualifying schools in this case are independent
schools classified in Group One or Group Two.
Group One independent schools cannot have
higher operating expenses per student than the
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public schools in that district and must employ
only certified teachers. Group Two independent
schools have the same requirements as the public schools in that district in terms of serving students; however, they may spend more per student.
3 This category includes students with the following needs: severe multiple disabilities, severely

psychotic, severely autistic, deaf or hard of hearing, severely visually impaired, and severely behaviourally disordered.
4 This category includes students with the following
needs: profound multiple disabilities, deaf, blind
and profoundly emotionally and behaviourally
disordered.

The recommendation—let the funding
follow the students
The evidence suggests that Ontario should allow all
families of exceptional children to choose the best
education provider for their children, not just those
who can afford the tuition. A school-choice policy for
exceptional children could be structured as follows.
 SEPPA students would be able to spend up to
75% of their funding, $7,436, at the independent
school of their parents’ choice.
 ISA students would be able to spend up to 75% of
their funding, $20,546, at the independent school
of their parents’ choice.
 Our survey of private schools serving exceptional children shows that, because the
median tuition at these schools is $8,425,
these sums would adequately cover the cost
of tuition at many private schools in Ontario.
Parents would seldom have to pay more than
$1,000 out of their own pockets to cover the
balance of tuition. They would often have to
pay nothing.
 For each exceptional child leaving the public
system and using the grant to attend private
school, the public system would save 25% of
the cost of his or her education, on average
$2,479 per SEPPA student and $6,849 per ISA
student.
 This policy would not only provide greater
choice to families at little or no out-of-pocket
cost to themselves but also save the public
system money, which it could then use to
improve its services to the remaining exceptional students.
 Funding should take the form of a refundable
tuition tax credit available for anyone who paid

the tuition of an exceptional student at an independent school in Ontario.
 A tax credit would ensure that school tuition
would be paid first by the child’s family, or
other sponsor, and reimbursed by the government, allowing families to maintain the
primary responsibility for their children’s
education.
 The tax credit’s refundability would ensure its
benefit to lower-income families who pay less in
provincial taxes than they do school tuition.
 Private schools serving exceptional children
should not be subjected to increased regulation
or tuition caps. Any regulation or restriction on
private schools would serve as a disincentive for
them to serve special needs students and limit
the educational choices for families of exceptional
students.
 An evaluation of the experiences of families
choosing private schools should be undertaken
and the lessons learned from it should be applied
to improving the education of exceptional children in public schools.
Evidence from the McKay Scholarship for students
with disabilities in Florida suggests that the benefits
of this policy will include:
 dramatically increased satisfaction with their
child’s school on the part of parents;
 greater safety for special needs students;
 improved behaviour of special needs students;
 dramatically reduced class size;
 little or no increase in the overall cost of special
education (Greene and Forster, 2003).
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Other potential benefits include:
 improved equity for special education students
from lower socio-economic status;1
 improved services for special education students
in public schools as a result of the increased competition from private schools.2

Notes
1 For a full discussion of this potential benefit, see
Coulson, 1999 and Tooley, 2000.
2 For a full discussion of this potential benefit, see
Hoxby, 2001; Wößmann, 2000; and Robson and
Hepburn, 2002.

Conclusion

Special education, because of the nature of the students it serves, demands individual programs, personal attention, and modifications on a case-by-case
basis. The relative severity and number of exceptionalities exhibited by each child create a need for great
flexibility and sensitivity to the child’s needs. Education policy must be sensitive not only to the special
needs of exceptional students but also to the normal
needs of developing individuals. Parents of special
needs children have the right to seek an education
that provides not only for the children’s exceptionalities but for their safety, happiness, and socialization,
as well as for their moral, cultural and extra-curricular development. Each family should be entitled to
what the United Nations declares a fundamental human right—the right “to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children” (United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, Article 26).
Compared to the other major provinces in Cana1
da and many democratic countries,2 Ontario is less
respectful of families’ rights to manage their children’s education. Ontario’s education policy requires
families, including families of special needs students,
to pay their education taxes but have little or no say
over how the funds are spent.
Denying Ontario parents of special needs students
this choice is particularly unfortunate because of the
Ontario’s documented problems with special education. These problems include delays in service, the
misdiagnosis of exceptionalities, lack of clear goals
for students, and the slim possibility of remediation
that would allow exceptional students to rejoin the
regular stream.
While the public system’s policies regarding special education are imperfect, some special education

students do thrive in public schools. Experience in
Florida with the McKay Scholarships for Students
with Disabilities Program and in other provinces
in Canada where publicly funded school choice exists for all students, suggests that more exceptional
children will have better educational experiences
if their families are allowed a choice of education
provider.
The Provincial Auditor’s report shows that many
vulnerable students are being left behind in the public school system. Independent schools currently offer
not only affordable, flexible options for special needs
children whose parents can afford the tuition, but
also programs to almost all exceptionalities in proportions that roughly reflect the numbers of special
education students who need them. Special education students should be allowed to attend the school
of their choice through the allocation of government
funds to the schools that the students attend. In
doing so, the parents of special needs children will
be heartened that their children are receiving what
they believe to be the best option for their children
and the burden on the current public school system
will be lessened, creating a more positive environment for all students, regardless of the system they
choose to attend.

Notes
1 For a full discussion of school choice policies in
the Canadian provinces see, Hepburn and Van
Belle, 2003.
2 For a discussion of school choice in other countries, see, for example, Hepburn, 1999.
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Case studies of independent schools
The following case studies represent a small selection of the private schools that serve exeptional children. They
indicate the range of educational philosophies, geographic locations, student mixes, and costs offered by the
private sector.
the child is working on a modified program. Report
cards will show the designator “M” in the corner and
the specific modifications are itemized. If a student
cannot be marked at all because the modifications are
so severe, then the letter M is put in place of a mark.

Netivot Hatorah Day School
Location: Thornhill
Type of School: elementary
Percentage of students requiring special education:

40%–60%
Tuition: $9,100
Exceptionalities served: currently, students with

Roger White Academy

learning disabilities and gifted; would accept
a child with almost any exceptionality
The Netivot Hatorah Day School provides an orthodox learning environment for Jewish families. Because there are few options available to families who
seek this type of religious education, the school endeavors to accept and help every student who would
like to attend, regardless of special needs.
The regular Ontario curriculum is squeezed into a
half day: all children get a half day of English and a half
day of Hebrew instruction. The demands are tremendous because they follow two curriculums. For this reason, family commitment for the school is important.
One girl entered the school in grade eight and was
immediately assessed with an intellectual disability.
She particularly needed help in mathematics so the
school put her on an individualized mathematics program in which one resource person worked with her
individually on a daily basis. They were able to move
her through the grade curriculum that she had missed
and part way through her current grade curriculum.
Modifications are often necessary and made readily at this school. The school devised a system whereby
the student, teachers, and parents are all aware that

Location: Newmarket
Type of School: elementary
Percentage of students requiring special education:

40%–60%
Tuition: $7,600
Exceptionalities served: opposes such labeling

The Roger White Academy has a unique philosophy
that is different both from other private schools and
from the public schools. The teachers believe that every student has special education needs. While some
children come with formal special education assessments, this school emphasizes that every student has
strengths and weaknesses, and every student has specific gifts. Each child is seen as “a mine full of gems of
inestimable value.” The school maintains that a high
emotional quotient is more important than a high
intellectual quotient because a child who is emotionally stable and fulfilled will eventually be of service
to humanity. The school offers a non-denominational spiritual approach. Students join this school both
from public and from other private schools
One recent success story is a seven-year-old girl
from an abusive background who came to the school
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after she had been adopted by a very loving family She
faced many emotional challenges and learning disabilities such as dyslexia and fine motor control. This
school started teaching her through the use of puppets and with indirect methods such as painting and
other visual arts. After three months at the school,
she was the star of a Christmas play. She still needs
much work in sequencing and categorization, word
recognition, and reading but she is very happy and
confident and has developed a genuine love for learning. Her adoptive father joked that they have to use
their child-lock in the car to prevent her from running out of car and into the school before he stops it.
This school stated that they will not take a student whom they cannot help. They also expressed
the desire to have the parents’ support for the school
philosophy. They refuse children who are dependent
on medications and not ready to give up their dependency. They expect that children will avoid refined
sugar, chocolate, and other highly refined food during
school hours and limit their exposure to television and
hand-held video games after school hours. If these expectations are too hard for the family, the school will
not take the child because they believe that the unity
of the family and school is so important.
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guage pathologist with much experience in language
learning disabilities, says, “We don’t want to become
the school where children never leave. Our goal is to
give them the strategies to narrow the gap to rejoin
the regular system.” The school will not take children
it cannot help.
The school’s program is based on daily work on language problems. If a child misses a day for any reason,
even a snow day, that time is made up. Children are
sent home with 15 to 20 minutes of homework each
day. The school pre-tests and post-tests students every
year in order to track the students’ progress and know
when they are ready to return to the public system.
One grade-three girl who came to the school from
the public school system was bright but acted out in
class because she was frustrated by her learning difficulties. Her verbal deficits meant that her reading
comprehension and writing skills were two years
behind and her vocabulary was also below average.
Through a modified classroom program, the school
worked on her word retrieval and grammar. At TALC
she went from below grade level to above grade level
in three years. When this student returned to public school she continued to thrive and get As. The
school has a very good relationship with the public
schools in the area.

TALC Learning Academy
Merle L. Levine Academy Inc.
Location: Burlington
Type of School: elementary
Percentage of students requiring special education:

100%
Tuition: $13,500
Exceptionalities served: language and speech

pathologies
This is a school for children who are struggling with
language and learning disabilities: 3% have speech
disorders and the rest have language-related academic difficulties.
TALC’s goal is very clear: to return children to a
regular school environment equipped with strategies
to succeed. The director, a registered speech and lan-

Location: Toronto
Type of School: elementary and secondary
Percentage of students requiring special education:

100%
Tuition: $17,500
Exceptionalities served: learning disabilities,

central-auditory-processing disorders, nonverbal learning disorders, ADD/ADHD, autism
spectrum disorders, Tourette’s syndrome
Students and their parents come to the Merle L.
Levine Academy seeking a higher level of academic
program. According to the school, the teachers seek
to challenge every student with a high level of aca-
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demic content even if students need assistance with
them. The assistance strategy is two pronged, involving tutoring and remedial learning. Tutoring focuses intensively on the subject material of weak areas
while remedial learning provides the building blocks
that students have missed. By assisting with difficult
subject matter at the appropriate grade and age level
while at the same time going back and providing remedial learning, the teachers expose the children to
the topics that they should be learning at their age or
grade level even if they do not have the skills to learn
the material on their own.
Most students come to this school from the public system. The school accepts students whom they
consider a good fit and have the best chance of being
helped by the school. This does not mean that the
teachers expect that all of the students will graduate,
however. One autistic child, for instance, will never
graduate but he is making progress and will certainly
earn some high-school credits.
Because one grade-10 student came to the school
from the General (now called Applied) stream in the
public system, he would not have been able to go on
to university if he had stayed there. At this school,
the student was able to graduate and go on to Guelph
University.

Goodwin Learning Centre
Location: Trenton
Type of School: elementary
Percentage of students who require special education:

60%–95%
Tuition: $7,000
Exceptionalities served: learning disabilities,

central-auditory-processing disorders, nonverbal learning disorders, ADD/ADHD, autism
spectrum disorders, Tourette’s syndrome,
obsessive compulsive disorder, oppositional
deﬁance disorder
The philosophy of this school is to have small class
sizes, high academic standards, and an emphasis on

teaching positive behaviour. The principal stresses
the need for interaction between teachers and students. She is adamant when she says, “kids want interaction with teachers,” above all else. She has built
her school around this philosophy and the only students she refuses are those whose parents are not supportive of her methods. “Part of the problem with the
public school system,” she says, “is that the parents
who don’t support the system have nowhere to go.”
She gives the example of one child with obsessive-compulsive disorders, learning disabilities, and
ADD/ADHD who came to her school disruptive and
disrespectful, swearing at teachers, and unable even
to sit down in class, let alone answer questions. Even
with help from pediatricians, the child had not been
able to function in his public school. Since joining
her school, the boy has improved tremendously but
still has a long way to go. This scenario, she claims, is
common at her school.

Bancroft Christian Academy
Location: Bancroft
Type of School: elementary and secondary
Percentage of students who require special education:

10%–40%
Tuition: $3,600 plus $600 for special education
testing
Exceptionalities Served: currently, learning
disabilities; would accept students with other
exceptionalities
Bancroft Christian Academy is a small school that
currently has 24 students. It has a policy of not turning away any student. The principal claims that the
most common reasons for families to choose this
school are poor academic standards and a poor social
environment in their previous school. Three quarters
of the students come from public school and the rest
from other environments, such as home schooling.
The principal says that the decision to attend is the
family’s choice. Because the school’s application form
asks “Do you attend a church?” and because there
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is a Bible-study component to the school day, some
parents and students do not think that they would fit
in this environment.
A 15-year-old boy with a learning disability joined
in September, fearing that others in the school would
not like him because they would know that “he wasn’t
smart.” He has progressed using the Discovery Program, which is published by the National Institute for
Learning Disabilities (NILD). He can now express
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himself verbally in class and answer questions, something he was never able to do before, and his thinking
process is much improved. The other children have
been very supportive of him and a male teacher has
taken a specific interest in his progress and is mentoring him. Before the boy joined the school, no one
thought he would graduate from high school. Now,
though it may take more time than usual, the principal is quite sure that he will.

Appendix A: Calculations of funding

 $562 for each student in junior kindergarten to
grade 3;
 $424 for each student in grades 4 to 8;
 $274 for each student in secondary school (Ontario
Ministry of Education, 2003c).

Itemized funding for special
education students
In Ontario, there are a number of grants that make
up the total funding for special education: the Foundation Grant, the Pupil Accommodation Grant, the
Special Purposes Grants (SEPPA and ISA), and the
Special Incidence Portion (SIP).
Foundation Grant and the Pupil
Accommodation Grant

The Foundation Grant and the Pupil Accommodation Grant are basic student grants that provide
services for all students, not just special education
students. The Foundation Grant provides for core
education and the Pupil Accommodation Grant for
operating and building costs.
SEPPA

The two Special Purpose Grants, SEPPA and ISA,
must be used only for special needs students. Special
needs students receive funding from one or both of
these grants, depending on the category and severity
of their exceptionality.
SEPPA, the Special Education Per Pupil Amount
is calculated on the basis of total student enrollment
in the jurisdiction of a given school board, not according to the actual number of special education
students. It covers the costs of curriculum modification, educational assistants, and up to $800 for devices to assist the majority (approximately 229,000
or 83%)1 of special education students who do not
qualify for more extensive and costly educational
assistance.
In 2003/2004. school boards received the following amounts for SEPPA funding:

ISA

The Intensive Support Amount (ISA) is for the small
minority of special education students with very high
needs. For the year 2002/2003, this included approximately 48,000 students.2 Boards receive ISA funding
for each ISA-designated student. The money is protected and must be used for special education but it
does not mean that ISA funds are specifically allotted to each ISA student. ISA and SEPPA funding is
spent across all special education needs by the school
boards at their discretion.3 (Special Education Advisory Committee, 2003). ISA grants are divided into
four categories of funding.
 ISA Level 1 covers the cost of an individual student’s equipment needs in excess of the $800 covered by SEPPA. The grant follows students if they
change school boards. This level of funding is for
a minority of ISA students and is comparatively
easy to track and allocate.
 ISA Levels 2 and 3 fund high-needs special education students. The vast majority of ISA funding
is spent on these levels. The qualifying factors for
receiving funding under ISA 2 and 3 are stipulated in some detail by the Ministry of Education.
ISA funding is based on the number of students
with high needs; ISA Level 2 and 3 claims are
funded at $12,000 and $27,000, respectively.
 ISA Level 4 is for educational programs offered
in care, treatment, and custodial, or correctional
facilities (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2001c).
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SIP

Special Incidence Portion (SIP) funding is for even
more extreme situations where more than one staff
member (teacher, educational assistant, child, or
youth care worker) is required per pupil.
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In order to calculate the total amount spent per
SEPPA pupil, we took our base allocation of $6,989
and added $2,926, which gives a total of $9,915. The
average SEPPA per-pupil amount is, therefore, $9,915.
Average per-pupil spending on ISA
special education students

Calculations and explanations
for our numbers
The authors have calculated special education funding numbers that represent the total average amount
of money spent on SEPPA students and the total average amount of money spent on ISA students, inclusive of all levels of funding. The numbers used are
for the fiscal year 2003/2004 and are taken from the
Ministry of Education budget calculations (Ontario
Ministry of Education, 2003a). The projected funding numbers are typically revised when final numbers
are released after the school year.4
Average per-pupil spending on nonspecial education students

The average per-pupil funding for students in Ontario who are not participating in special education
is $6,989. To arrive at this number, we subtracted
the total funding allocated for special education
($1,649,584,127) from the total education funding ($15,325,441,194) and divided that number
($13,675,857,067) by the total number of students
(1,956,811). This is, then, the basic amount of money
spent on every student attending a public school in
Ontario.
Average per-pupil spending on SEPPA
special education students

SEPPA funds are allocated based on total enrolment
in a school board’s district but are to be spent only
on special education students designated under both
SEPPA and ISA.
The total amount of SEPPA funding ($810,500,000)
is divided by the total number of special education
students (277,000 students)5 to give a per-pupil SEPPA amount of $2,926.

ISA pupils receive the basic Foundation Grant funds
of $6,989 per pupil and SEPPA funds of $2,926 per
pupil, as well as the ISA funding. The average per-pupil spending on ISA students is the total spent by the
Ministry on ISA ($839,084,127) divided by the number of ISA students (48,000) plus the SEPPA portion
per pupil and the Non-Special Education Per Pupil
Amount. Average spending per ISA student in the
public system is, therefore, $27,396.
Average per-pupil spending on
special education students

The average amount spent per pupil for all special
education students is calculated as follows:
The average amount spent on SEPPA students,
$9,915, was multiplied by the number of SEPPA students, 229,000. The average amount spent on ISA
students, $27,396, was multiplied by the number of
ISA students 48,000. These two numbers were added
together and divided by the total number of special
education students, 277,000.
The average special education, per-pupil amount,
including ISA and SEPPA funding, totalled $12,944.

Notes
1 The figure of 229,000 for students receiving
SEPPA funding is an approximation arrived at
by subtracting all ISA students from the total
special education student population. There are
277,000 special education students in Ontario in
2003/2004. The SEAC Circular in June 2003 reports 43,000 eligible ISA-2 and ISA-3 students. It
is estimated there are an additional 5,000 ISA-1
and ISA-4 students (the Ontario Ministry of Education would not provide the exact data).

24

Let the Funding Follow the Children

2 The SEAC Circular reports 43,000 ISA Level-2
and Level-3 students. To this we have added 5000
for ISA-1 and ISA-4 students for a total of 48,000
students eligible to receive ISA funds. For the
school year 2003/2004, this means that approximately 2.5% of the total student population was
eligible to receive ISA funds. The number of ISA
students increased to 43,000 from 25,000 the year
before.
3 When ISA came into being in the mid-1990s, it
was “Velcroed” to the child (i.e., the money had
to be spent on the child for whom it was desig-

nated) but shortly afterwards the Ontario school
boards successfully lobbied the Ministry of Education to have the ISA “de-Velcroed.” As a result,
some students are not receiving services at the
level that might be expected given the amount of
their ISA funding.
4 Historically, actual numbers are higher than the
projected numbers.
5 A news release from the Ministry of Education
on June 27, 2003 estimated the special education
student population for 2003/2004 to be 277,000
(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2003b).

Appendix B: Survey of Private Schools
Serving Special Education Students
January 6, 2004
Dear Private School Administrator:
We would greatly appreciate it if you would take a few minutes to complete this short questionnaire and fax it back
to 416-934-1639 by January 12, 2004. The survey is an important part of a research project on Special Education in
Ontario being undertaken by The Fraser Institute, an independent research organization that supports parental choice
in education. If you have any questions about the survey or the research, please feel free to contact Claudia Hepburn,
Director of Education Policy, at claudiah@fraserinstitute.ca or 416-363-6575.
Individual survey results will be kept strictly confidential. Thank you very much for your participation.
1. Is the contact information above correct? Please update if necessary.
2. What types of special education students do you serve?

3. What special education services / programs do you offer them?

4. What percentage of your students do you consider special education students?
10% or less
10%–40%
40%–60 %
60%–95%

More than 95%

5. How do you decide if a student qualifies for special education status?

6. What tuition do you charge for special education students?
Your average tuition for special education students this year: $
Tuition range: Lowest special ed. Tuition: $

Highest: $

7. What percentage of special education students at your school is eventually able to rejoin the regular stream
(at your school or another)?
8. Is your school enrollment full or if demand were higher could you accommodate more special education
students?
School is at capacity.
School could accommodate more special ed. students.
Please complete by January 12, 2004, and fax back to 416-934-1639. Thank you.
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