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To honour and celebrate Canada’s 150th anniversary of 

Confederation (“Canada 150”), we thought it would be 

appropriate to share a couple of our Canadian milestones in 

Special Education. We are a progressive, proud and humble 

country of educators. 

The right to education of every child is protected by 

multiple pieces of international legislation of which Canada 

was among the initial signatories: the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966); 

the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989); The Canadian Charter of Rights (1982); and the United 

Nations’ Declaration of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006). Education comes under provincial 

and territorial jurisdiction in Canada. Federal legislation regarding education relates only to our 

indigenous peoples. 

Like many countries, Canada’s management, understanding and acceptance of exceptional children and 

youth has evolved through its socio-political history.  Since 1867, we have experienced the 

institutionalization, segregation, categorization, integration, mainstreaming and inclusion. What might 

surprise many is that our progression evolved more quickly than our American colleagues. In 1970, the 

national Commission on Emotional and Learning Disorders in Children (CELDIC) Report “One Million 

Children” offered a blueprint for addressing the needs of exceptional children, including those within 

custody facilities and children with cultural differences. The report placed significant emphasis on the 

role of schools in supporting these children such as recommending preschool and kindergarten programs 

for all children, reduced class size for primary grades, flexible curricula, and keeping children in regular 

classes. The most important feature of the report addressed attitudes. It stressed partnerships and respect, 

and emphasizing student strengths. A child’s disorder should be viewed in terms of treatment needs, not 

as a label or stereotype. That was a cornerstone in our special education evolution, making 144 

recommendations for provinces and territories to consider.   

Although many consider the educational application of the Response to Intervention (RTI) Model 

originated in the United State, it appeared in Canada’s Standards of Educators of Exceptional Children 

(SEECC) national report in 1971. Along with proposing a tiered response to supporting students’ learning 

needs, it addressed the CELDIC Report’s concern that “more adequate training” for the classroom teacher 

was required and became the basis for most of Canada’s university training of teachers.  

Each province and territory has had its own journey of creating responsive 

respectful legislation, policies and guidelines to support our most vulnerable 

learners. Some provinces no longer require formal assessments to access 

supports, some provinces have required IEPs since before the United States 

passed PL 94-142. But we can talk about that another time. 
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