LEARNING DISABILITIES ASSOCIATION OF ONTARIO

Response to the Adult Education Review

The Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario commends the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities on its initiative to carry out a comprehensive review of adult education in Ontario.  As the organization representing the interests of individuals with learning disabilities in Ontario, LDAO has a particular interest in this review process.  Adults with diagnosed and undiagnosed learning disabilities are over-represented in the adult education population.  Studies have shown that individuals with LD drop out of high school at twice the rate of their peers without LD, and they represent a large portion of learners in literacy programs.  Many have been able to manage with low literacy skills in the past, but changes in the modern workplace or injuries that prevent physical labour have required them to upgrade their academic skills. 

1. Is there a need to have an Ontario definition for adult education?

Ontario is often at the forefront in Canada in developing definitions.  For example, the definition of learning disabilities developed by LDAO through a Ministry of Education funded project was subsequently adapted for use by the Learning Disabilities Association of Canada, and is widely used across Canada.

The definition of adult education used in Ontario needs to include education and training done in community-based as well as formal academic settings, and the goals of such education and training should include increased participation in family and community life as well as in employment.

2. How are adult education, training and upgrading opportunities addressing current and anticipated economic and social challenges?

From the perspective of adults with learning disabilities, the present system of adult education, training and upgrading is not adequately addressing their needs to participate in society to the level of their abilities.  First of all, the 1995 reduction in funding of high school credit programs through continuing education grants resulted in the closing of many adult day school programs.  Students with LD are among the large group of adult students who need the special assistance which can be available in a fully funded adult day school.  The legislated special education process was more available to adult day school students before the continuing education grants were cut in half.

Outside of the Education Act, which only applies to education provided by school boards, there is no legislation which specifically mandates special education approaches for adult students.  While Human Rights legislation does require accommodations for disabilities in all settings, there is no process set up in adult education and training sectors. What this means is that individuals with LD’s must often advocate for themselves and “educate” their instructors on their needs.  Unfortunately many are not fully aware of their needs, and/or do not have the confidence or self-advocacy skills to do this.  In addition, since learning disabilities are invisible, their needs are not always taken seriously by instructors.

The lack of access to affordable psychoeducational assessments means that adults with possible LD’s are not able to get a clear understanding of their processing strengths and weaknesses, and the strategies and accommodations that would work for them.  Learning disabilities are the only disability where diagnosis is not covered by OHIP.

The fragmented nature of education and training services make it very difficult for adults with LD to navigate the system to find out what is available and what they need.  

The lack of flexibility in some programs that are bound to tight outcome requirements is a problem for adults with LD, who often take longer to complete programs.  Many adults with LD have multiple barriers in their lives and may not be able to attend programs consistently enough to meet requirements.  All adults with LD need a learning program that is individualized for their needs, and this is usually not available within existing systems.  

Many adults with LD can make use of adaptive technology as an accommodation that allows them to access information and demonstrate knowledge.  At present there are barriers in terms of access to such technology, training in how to use it, and the training of instructors in its use.  In addition, instructors may not understand that accommodations for disability “level the playing field” rather than providing an unfair advantage.

3. What can be done within existing budgets to enhance learning opportunities?

Coordination of existing services could make the present services more efficient and more successful in meeting the needs of all students.  This would include coordination among the various ministries that fund services to adults.

A change to the funding structure from project-based to program-based could provide some much needed stability to programs and free up time spent in writing up numerous project proposals.

A mechanism for sharing best practices could be set up for minimal cost.

4. If an opportunity to reallocate resources arises, what are the leading priorities for reinvestment?

· Establishment of community-based learning centres, with funding from different sectors, where intake services could direct people to appropriate programs and services.  These would include literacy training, skills training, and support services such as crisis management, counselling, housing supports, which are needed to support adults in their learning.  Where possible, most of these supports would be available in the same location.
· Diversity training for instructors, whether paid or volunteer, on working with clients such as those from different ethno-cultural backgrounds or from abusive situations, and those with disabilities.  Specialized training would be needed for working with specific groups, such as adults with learning disabilities.  
· Training for instructors on how to find, evaluate and use technology for teaching, and training on the selection and use of adaptive technology for individuals with disabilities.  For effective use of technology, technical support services have to be readily available as well.
5. Elements for a framework for adult education.

The outlined elements (coordination and linkage, accessibility and inclusion, innovation, and accountability and effectiveness) are all important for an education framework.  What is crucial is how these elements are interpreted and implemented.  

Although a formidable task to undertake, creating a coordinated system, which is community-based and easy to navigate, would go a long way to improving adult education.

Successful accessibility and inclusion requires training of instructors, tutors and other service providers on diversity issues, differentiated teaching approaches and use of accommodations including adaptive technology.  

A process for dealing with adult students who have disabilities, based on legislated rights, would create a more uniform approach to accessibility of adult education.  Of course within this framework, there would need to be room for flexibility since each learning situation and each person with a disability is unique.

Accessibility and inclusion would also be enhanced by the use of principles of Universal Instructional Design (UID) in education and training programs.  There are a number of useful publications and websites on UID.

Innovative programs can be found in many local settings, but innovation is discouraged by strict guidelines and accountability measures.  A process for sharing best practices would create opportunities to spread innovative approaches. 

Accountability and effectiveness are important but extremely difficult to demonstrate.  Goals and outcomes for learning are very individual and are only realistic if they are based on the learners’ own objectives.  Working toward outcomes from a circumscribed selection will not fit with the needs of all learners/clients. Flexibility in setting and re-setting goals is extremely important.  In addition, the provision of supports necessary to facilitate learning does not fit within most accountability frameworks.  Program evaluation needs to be more than a numbers game.

6. How can we improve the results and outcomes for adult learners in Ontario?

First of all we need to change the way we measure outcomes, to be more reflective of the ranges of learning and life changes that adult learners make in pursuit of their learning goals.  Next, providing coordination, supports and flexibility will help all learners achieve their goals.  For learners with disabilities, especially learning disabilities, training for service providers on individualized approaches, accommodations, and use of technology will go a long way to making their path smoother and their outcomes more successful.

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to the review process.

Respectfully submitted,

Carol Yaworski

Executive Director

Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario
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